
  
    
      
    
  


  
    
      Before the Raging Lion

    

  


  
    
      
        Everly Frost

      

    

  


  
    
      
        Copyright © 2017 by Everly Frost


        All rights reserved.

      


      
        No part of this book may be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the author except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.


        This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead are purely coincidental.

      


      
        National Library of Australia Cataloguing-in-Publication entry:


        Frost, Everly, author.


        Before the raging lion / Everly Frost.


        ISBN: 9780995407374 (ebook)


        Series: Frost, Everly. Mortality ; bk. 4.


        For young adults


        Subjects: Science fiction.


        Young adult fiction.

      


      
        Jacket design: Frankie Young, studio-neubau.com


        For information, contact www.everlyfrost.com


        everlyfrost@gmail.com

      

    

  


  
    
      
        This book is dedicated to my sisters and brothers.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        I am a freak,


        I am terminal,


        I am fragile as glass,


        I am a shroud cloaking the world,


        I am alone,


        I am a threat,


        I am a weapon.


        But I am not death.


        


        Ava Holland
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      PEOPLE USED TO SAY that there would never be another war.


      They said that the first world war proved that fighting was pointless, because there’s no weapon on earth that can destroy the human race.


      I used to believe that I was weak, that being mortal made me fragile and vulnerable. When my brother died, his death put me on a path that led me away from my home country, Evereach, into the icy mountains of Starsgard. But even there, fear followed me.


      That’s when I found out I wasn’t alone. There are others like me: five boys who accept me for who I am. One of them has a sister who is a prisoner in Seversand and her existence makes war between our countries possible.


      It’s her life against mine.


      A mortality war between nations is about to begin.


      People used to say there would never be a weapon that could destroy the world.


      They were wrong.
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            Chapter One

          


          Josh, 5 years ago
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      THERE’S A LION in the schoolyard and she smiles at me with brilliant, white teeth. It takes me two seconds to remember that lions don’t live in Evereach, but by then I’m too far gone.


      My voice slurs as everything around me turns to a haze.


      “What … is this stuff?”


      The vial of black liquid I just drank from shatters as I close my fist around it, inky sludge oozing over my fingers mixing with red liquid—my own blood. I’ve been knocked around enough times on the football field to know I’m a slow healer. The cuts I’ve given myself from the broken glass will take days to heal. I’m no Michael Bradley. That guy can die and get back up in the same breath. But me? I’m the slowest healer I’ve ever seen.


      And yet … I feel no pain as the shards dig into my palm. When I open my shaking hands, gaping at the dripping mess, the wounds have already healed.


      That’s not possible. Not for me.


      The rate of healing in my hands right now matches a fast healer, but somehow I don’t think a fast healer feels like this. It’s like the world has changed color, changed pace, changed … everything.


      I grab Kristy—the girl who’s morphing into a lion right before my eyes—and the smile slips off her face. My fingers press hard into her arms even though I don’t mean them to. When she shakes her head, the illusion of a mane grows stronger, her golden hair billowing like flames.


      Her voice mutes to a menacing growl—a contradiction to the emerging panic on her face. “Hey, take it easy, Josh.”


      I can’t. My breathing speeds up and I can’t slow it down. My arms are shaking. Rage burns in my lungs.


      My voice rises. “What did you give me?”


      “I told you! My parents hid it in the basement. They smuggled it out of their workplace. I thought it’d be fun to try it…”


      It isn’t the first time I’ve taken a risk like this—drunk something I shouldn’t have, popped a pill just for the fun of it. I’m the polar opposite of my sister, Ava. Where she hesitates, I dive in. I need danger like I need air.


      Right now my supplier of all things new and dangerous, Kristy, stares at me with eyes that are normally blue but have turned yellow like the creature she now resembles. Her scientist parents always have new stuff lying around, but whatever she brought me this time, it’s bad.


      I’m seeing stuff that’s not there. I’m feeling anger like I’ve never felt before.


      The remains of the vial lie at my feet, glittering. The sky above me turns rapidly from blue to red. The other kids in the schoolyard stop eating lunch and morph into snakes slithering across the ground, tangling into each other—all of them—forming a carpet of reptiles around my feet, except Kristy. Even her body has reshaped itself, growing fur and claws.


      And teeth. So many teeth.


      Her mouth is moving, but I don’t hear her voice anymore.


      Instead, there’s a growl deep down in my ears, an earthy threat inside my head.


      “I’m going to kill you,” says the lion.


      That’s when I snap.


      I don’t remember much after that. Just flashes. Kristy lying on the ground. The lion shape rising off her like some kind of ghost leaving her body behind. Broken glass, wood, and metal scattered around us. People shouting, running. Someone in a uniform tries to grab me but I punch them and they fly backward like they’re snagged on a giant fishing line.


      I might be screaming.


      I might be hurting.


      And then … a red haze falls over everything … a crimson river I have to push through. At the end of the river is a door made of clay.


      I don’t want to open it. I don’t want to go through. But the lion follows me. Always following me. Pushing me forward. Pushing me into places I don’t want to go.


      “I will kill you,” whispers the lion. “I will chew up your soul and swallow it down.”


      And I say, “I know you will. But not today.”


      Not today.
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          Ava, now
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      WE RACED TOWARD the edge of the cliff.


      Michael ran beside me, keeping pace. My five brothers were close behind. As I neared the edge, I imagined what it would be like to leap out from it, sail into the icy blue air, and land in the forest thousands of feet below. I’d never tried it and now I never would, because within minutes, Starsgard’s new solar grid would encase the country from cliff to cliff and make entering and leaving Starsgard impossible.


      Michael’s smile was for me alone as I skidded to a stop at the sharp edge, power flowing through me as I spun to catch him, anchoring him to the spot. We teetered right at the edge while the wind crashed around us.


      He trusted me not to let him fall.


      We were so close to being free. So close to being safe forever.


      We were halfway home but had stopped to see the grid come down. Blaze and Pip had raced from our home in the northern tower to meet us and I welcomed their presence with open arms. All my brothers were with me to see Starsgard finally become free of Evereach’s threats.


      Just that morning, I’d said goodbye to Councilor Ruth in southern Starsgard and mourned Councilor Naomi’s death. She’d died protecting Snowboy from a barrage of mortality bullets. Sadness welled inside me at the loss of Naomi, a woman who had fought so hard for what she believed. But her memory would live on and that was the only thing that kept me standing.


      Now the sky was clear, the enemy gone. Evereach’s drones were destroyed, its machines burned to dust, and its people repelled. My brothers and I had fought and defeated them with Michael and the bears at our sides.


      Michael pulled me close and kissed me in a way he hadn’t before. I shivered beneath his touch, drawing closer, drinking in his presence.


      Snowboy laughed behind us, a twinkle in his eyes lighting up his smile. “Someone get between those two. Quick.”


      Quake obliged by making a wedge of himself, oozing his enormous body between Michael and me until we had no choice but to step apart. At the same time there was a puff of air at my back, my feet lifted off the ground, and Snowboy used his incredible speed to deposit me further along the cliff as fast as I could blink. He grinned as he set me down close to where Rift waited at the edge of our circle.


      “Well, you can try to keep us apart.” I smiled across the distance at Michael who smiled back. “But not for long.”


      My whole body needed to get back to him. We’d been torn apart for far too long. For months before the battle in Starsgard, Michael had believed that I’d died. For months, I’d had to hide from the world, my ‘death’ being the only way I could be safe. That was until Evereach attacked Starsgard, breaching their defenses for the first time in thousands of years. I couldn’t stand by and watch my friends die. Now, everyone knew I was alive.


      Which made it that much more important that the solar grid would be in place within moments, stopping anything from getting in. As the sun descended toward the distant horizon, the grid would be fully charged for the first time and ready to protect the land.


      But right then, it wasn’t only the grid and Michael that consumed my thoughts. I found myself alone with Rift at the cliff’s edge and there were things I needed to ask him, things that worried me.


      “What’s wrong, Ava?”


      For a moment, I’d forgotten that he could read my heartbeat. He’d heard it speed up.


      Like all of the mortals—including me—Rift had Seversandian heritage. Michael’s father had brought Rift, Blaze, and Quake back from Seversand when they were much younger, smuggling them out of their home country and behind Starsgard’s protected borders. Of all my brothers, Rift had the closest affinity to the midnight tree and the nectar it produced. He was the one who’d told me that the strange things I saw when I took nectar were not hallucinations, but visions of the future.


      But that was what worried me now…


      I exhaled, choosing my words. “During the battle—right at the end—I had a vision.”


      He tilted his head, questioning. “Of scorpions?”


      “No, that’s the thing. It was a new vision. Normally I see the scorpions that guard the tree, but this is something I’ve never seen before. I guess I wondered about the visions … do they always come true?”


      Rift glanced at Snowboy and I found myself looking at him also. Snowboy had told me that when he first took nectar he’d seen daggers rain down on Naomi and kill her. Today, ten years after he’d had that vision, it had come true. Naomi was dead and he’d seen it before it happened.


      The sadness in Snowboy’s eyes overwhelmed me. Naomi had looked after him for years before he came to the tower. She’d taken the role of his mother after his real parents abandoned him. But a rift had grown between them and now she was gone.


      I shuddered. I already knew the answer to my question: everything we saw came true.


      Rift captured my attention with his unwavering gaze. “What did you see, Ava?”


      Just then, a brilliant, golden light burst across the afternoon sky, turning it as bright as midday. As the initial intensity faded, the light concentrated into multiple pinpoints from which a grid began to grow, spreading quickly from one anchor point to another. The dome began to form above us. Rift’s hand found my arm, urging me back to our conversation.


      I swallowed and forced myself to speak. “I saw a lion. A fierce lion. It raced toward me—through me—and there was nothing I could do to stop it. It devoured my soul and I…”


      My voice became a whisper. “I died.”


      In my vision, I’d tasted sand in my mouth and my body had filled with the heat of a thousand suns as my life left me.


      My brothers were suddenly all looking at me with alarm—even Quake from further along the cliff. No matter how quietly I whispered, their powerful ears could hear it all.


      Blaze jolted in my direction, glowing brighter than the grid forming above us. Quake clenched his fists and Pip’s young face filled with dread. Before they could say anything, I hurried to speak again.


      “But lions only live in Seversand, right?” I forced a laugh. “The grid is almost fully formed and I’ll never leave Starsgard after this, so there’s no way I’ll ever go to Seversand. My vision has to mean something else.” I swallowed again. “Right?”


      Rift chewed his words and I could see he was choosing them carefully, as much for my sake as for everyone else. “It’s true that not all our visions are literal. Some are symbolic. Maybe you saw the death of the person you used to be. When you came to us, you were afraid, you doubted yourself. You’re not that person anymore. You know who you are. Maybe the lion was a symbol of your old life ending.”


      His voice faded away. We both knew it was a stretch. But for now, I had to cling to that interpretation because the alternative was far worse.


      Off to my right, Michael had become aware that the others were all staring at me. His own expression turned wary.


      “What’s going on?” he asked Quake, who was beside him, and I knew I had to get to Michael quickly. Even though I could hear his voice, he couldn’t hear mine, and the disquiet in his stance told me he knew something wasn’t okay.


      “Ava,” he whispered, trusting me to hear him across the distance between us. “What’s wrong?”


      His heartbeat called to me and I hurried from Rift, passing Snowboy and Pip on my way. Their hearts thudded loudly, agitated, and I wanted to tell them that everything would be okay. They had nothing to fear, but their hearts only thudded louder as I left them behind.


      I paused. The solar grid was still a hundred feet from reaching the edge of the cliff beside me. Michael waited for me at the other end of the clearing and my nearest brother was ten feet away on either side and yet … the heartbeat sounding in my ears was much closer than that.


      Which meant… We weren’t alone.


      Right then, a shadow reared up over me. The sight of it shot ice through my heart. An enemy beetle drone zoomed forward, a startling blur. At the same time, pain struck my leg, the projectile too low to have come from the drone.


      I glanced down to locate the object: a dart in my calf.


      The nectar I’d taken earlier responded to the threat, filling me with heat and strength. I wasn’t worried about ignoring the drone for a moment while I dealt with the dart. My movements were quick and sharp and I could destroy the drone just as fast.


      With a snarl of disgust, I wrenched the dart out of my leg. It would take more than one tranquilizer to paralyze me. It had taken twenty to knock Snowboy to the ground during the battle. Except that, as I looked again, I realized that it wasn’t an ordinary tranquilizer after all. It had the same tube-like shape but the outer casing was clear and the liquid inside was a murky green color, similar to the color of the marsh plant. Most of the liquid was gone, already injected into my leg.


      My assessment of the dart and the drone took place within seconds, but my vision blurred just as fast. I blinked, trying to focus as sudden nausea washed over me. My legs buckled.


      “I…”


      As I dropped to my knees, the cliff’s edge rolled into view and Aaron Reid stared back at me. He clung to a rocky outcrop, the weapon he’d used to fire the dart still pointed at me. His lips twisted into a triumphant smile and his heartbeat—the one I’d heard—pounded in my ears.


      The weapon he’d just shot me with was too familiar. The day before, my former friend, Hannah, had attacked my home tower and tried to steal a branch from the tree. She’d carried the same gun and had told me that the weapon had been given to anyone who would recognize me. They’d been told to shoot on sight.


      She hadn’t told me what the weapon did…


      With a satisfied smile, Aaron let go of the edge and dropped from view, disappearing sooner than I could scream.


      Michael shouted in alarm, running toward me, but no matter how fast he ran, he seemed to be zooming further and further away. When I looked down, there was nothing but air below me and beetle tethers everywhere. The drone had shot its leashes around me and pulled me over the edge and I was too dizzy to fight it.


      And now the solar grid was closing fast. Only fifty feet from the ground and I was outside it.


      I screamed and struggled toward the cliff, gripping the tethers, attempting to pull them off. Another wave of nausea surged through me, draining the strength from my hands. The sky spun, a dizzying whirl of blue and gold streaks.


      The drone wrenched me further backward and the movement left me in a cold sweat, hanging on to my stomach.


      On the cliff, Blaze burst into flame, Quake thundered forward ready to leap from the edge, and Rift’s shadows launched themselves beside him. But just as they shot forward, the golden lattice exploded down in front of them. The dome connected with the edge of the cliff, shutting them off from me, caging all of them inside Starsgard.


      The solar grid was in place and I had no way to get back in.


      Michael threw himself against it, trying to rip and tear with his hands. The grid flexed with every attempt, a liquid mesh. It billowed and waved, absorbing the blows instead of breaking.


      My brothers threw everything they had at it—flame, snow, strength—but they couldn’t get to me.


      The drone dangled me there for a moment, taunting them. Then it dropped into a free fall, taking me with it. All I had left was my scream and the echo of Michael’s anguish.


      “Ava! No! Ava!”


      I shot downward.


      His shouts faded. There was no fire in my veins, no power. No familiar warmth, no comfort. Somehow, the poison from the dart had drained all the nectar from my body, leaving me vulnerable.


      I scrabbled at the air, kicking my legs, trying to harness my energy—anything—but everything was a stomach-turning blur. The moss struck out as I passed by, vines forming and trying to catch me, but I was too far away and falling too fast.


      I was no longer a girl made of stars.


      I was falling through space.


      Another drone flew at me, its tethers shooting out to wrap around me so fast I thought they would cut me to pieces, but it timed its descent perfectly to the speed of my fall.


      The ground reared up below and I braced for the impact. At the same time, both drones spun me outward, dropping me in unison. I rolled through the violet light that covered the one-mile radius outside Starsgard’s border and came to a jarring halt against a tree trunk. The scent of freshly cut wood filled my head. Olander’s army had cut down many of the trees around the border to make way for trucks and soldiers.


      There was a soft thud as a drone dropped Aaron safely onto the ground beside me. He reminded me so much of his brother—Douglas Reid—the man I’d killed in self-defense. There was a layer of coldness in Aaron’s expression, something I’d never seen in him before. He had been my brother’s best friend and I’d only ever known Aaron as easy-going, the kind of guy who liked to joke and never took anything too seriously.


      Of course, I knew there was more to him than that. Aaron had been a Basher with my brother. I suspected, but didn’t know for sure, that they’d looked out for each other. Aaron had been devastated by Josh’s death. But now it was as if his cruel older brother had passed the mantle of anger on to him.


      He stood over me while he spoke into a communicator. “I have her.”


      I pushed up on my hands, struggling to get to my feet, rage burning through me. Risking a glance upward, I confirmed that Michael and my brothers weren’t following me. I desperately needed their help, but I was grateful they weren’t there. I had no doubt that what Aaron had shot me with would affect my brothers too, defeating the effects of nectar. At least they were safe inside Starsgard.


      Aaron sidestepped as I lurched for him, but not quickly enough. My hand connected with his throat, small fingers closing across his windpipe. The first sign of alarm shot across his face. He’d seen what I could do with my power. They day before, I’d killed his commanding officer, Cheyne, merely by touching him. Then I’d ended the battle by vaporizing the entire invading Evereach army. Only Aaron had escaped.


      But I was slow now—and sick. Before I could harness what remained of my power, there was a whir above me and one of the drones ripped me upward and slammed me against the nearest tree. The impact knocked the wind out of my lungs and the fight out of my heart. My head connected with the thick trunk and pain exploded down my neck. I collapsed to my side as it released me, leaving me to heave into the leaves and dirt, coughing up the contents of my stomach.


      My power was gone.


      The last thing I saw before I blacked out was Aaron rubbing his neck as he crunched through the leafy forest floor toward me.


      [image: ]


      * * *


      It might have been hours later or only minutes when I resurfaced. I could barely open my eyes, allowing only a sliver of light, a small slit of vision, to see what awaited me.


      A scream grew in my throat as my view filled with the lion from my vision. Grisly golden fur surrounded the beast’s exposed teeth as it descended to purr beside my cheek.


      In a voice that growled and rumbled, it demanded, “Is she alive? Did she survive?”


      As the lion’s outline became clearer, I realized that it wasn’t a real animal after all, but a man wearing a lion’s skin over his head and shoulders. Its upper jaw drew apart across his scalp and its mane blended with his golden dreadlocks that reached well past his waist. He had blue eyes and pale skin. He was old, but the sharp intellect in his eyes told me he was dangerous.


      Aaron hovered in the background with a group of soldiers who formed a circle around us. The circle opened as another soldier ran up with a white cocoon in his arms. Through the gap, I could see machinery in the distance: trucks large and small and massive tree-cutting drones.


      “My Lord!”


      The lion-man reared up at him. “Is that it?”


      I recognized the cocoon. It was the one Hannah had carried the night before—she’d begged me to allow her to cut a branch from the tree, telling me that if she didn’t return to Evereach with it, her parents would be killed. I wouldn’t let her harm the tree, but knowing the threat to her parents was real, I’d cut a branch from another tree and smeared it with nectar. Now I hoped the ruse would work.


      The soldier confirmed. “It’s from Hannah.”


      “Have you verified its contents?”


      “We’ve tested the sap. It’s nectar, my lord.”


      The lion-man grinned. “Very well. Let Hannah’s parents go. Tell her to go, too. I don’t need her anymore.”


      Inwardly, I sighed with relief. The fake branch had worked and as long as Hannah ran far and fast, she’d be long gone by the time anyone figured out the truth.


      The soldier hovered. “There’s more, sir. There’s a flower…”


      “What?” The man snatched the cocoon from the soldier, nursing it in his big hands. As the outer shell opened, his jaw dropped at the sight of the beautiful flower contained within.


      Tears burned behind my eyes. Michael had kissed me under the tree, our bodies pressed up against its trunk, and that’s when the flower had grown. I’d learned when I first arrived at the northern tower that the source of nectar—the branch from a tree known as the midnight tree—was coated with a substance that reacted to human touch. My brothers had never dared to touch it because of the scorpions living on it, but I’d been bold enough to try. And when I did, the dead branch had sprouted a single leaf.


      That leaf was nothing compared to the flower that this man now held.


      His surprise quickly turned to a scowl. The corners of his mouth turned down. His fists clenched hard around the cocoon. “Twice a flower. Never the fruit.”


      He dropped the flower to the forest floor and crushed it beneath his boot, grinding it hard into the ground.


      Tears spilled from my eyes as I could do nothing but watch. I wanted to rage at him for destroying something so perfect, but I swallowed down my anger. I needed to take the chance while he was distracted to try to escape. I inched away from him, taking deep breaths to steady myself, wishing for the world to stop spinning. I made it several feet only to find another man blocking me on the other side.


      Michael’s father studied me. His expression was filled with surprising concern—an expression that sat uncomfortably on his face. It appeared that he wasn’t in much better shape than I was. Even through the haze, I could see the weary lines around his eyes. Normal people could get away with not sleeping or eating for much longer than I could, but eventually the stress on their bodies became visible. Michael’s dad looked like he hadn’t done either for a week.


      My voice was scratchy, barely a whisper. “Mr. Bradley.”


      He let out the breath he’d been holding. “She’s still with us.”


      The lion-man growled, drawn back to us, closing the cocoon with a snap. “Your potion was too strong, Robert. I almost lost my prize.”


      Mr. Bradley cleared his throat. “Your prize is safe, Alexander.”


      Alexander. I startled at the mention of that name.


      The man wearing the lion’s skin—Alexander—was the former leader of the Bashers. He was the man who’d threatened Michael’s family and forced his mom to flee to Starsgard. He was the man responsible for my brother’s death: he’d stolen Josh’s nectar ampule and condemned my brother to die.


      “Monster,” I whispered, anger threatening to consume me.


      Alexander brushed the hair from my forehead, gently shushing me. A smile broke across his face.


      “Lovely weapon,” he said, “You’re mine now.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          


          
            Chapter Three

          


          Josh, 4 years ago
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      MR. BRADLEY STARES at me. I can’t tell if he’s in shock or just thinking it through. I can never tell with this guy.


      He asks, “Josh, are you sure? What you’re suggesting is incredibly dangerous.”


      “But you agree it’s necessary.”


      “There’s no denying it would be helpful to have eyes and ears inside the Basher organization, but you’d be risking your life.”


      The room we’re in is concealed on a level of the Terminal that only Mr. Bradley can access. Somehow, he managed to get a portion of the building erased from all the blueprints and rigged it up with a thousand layers of security so that only he can access it. The room is filled with computers and scientific equipment. He does a lot of his main work in the other labs to keep up appearances, but this is where he’s been fine-tuning my nectar ampule, testing my reactions, my healing—and my strength.


      The tests should probably scare me but they don’t. Instead, this is the only place I feel truly safe. Nothing can hurt me here.


      I say, “I can do it. The nectar ampule you put in my back makes me heal as fast as your son.” I tap my shoulder, close to the back of my neck where the slim device rests under my skin. “The Bashers will believe I’m a fast healer like them.”


      He shakes his head. “But to join them? I don’t know, Josh. I’m already playing a dangerous game with multiple players. I’d rather keep you out of it.”


      I nod. “The Bashers. The government. Starsgard. Your own family.”


      “I don’t want you involved.”


      I give him a look, like seriously? I’m already involved. I got involved the day I was born with mortal DNA. I smirk, knowing that what I’m about to say next will surprise him.


      “You’ll need someone on your side when Cheyne betrays you.”


      He startles. “You know about him?”


      “I know that your right hand man, Officer Cheyne, who is supposed to be a loyal Hazard Officer for the government, is actually with the Bashers. There’s no other reason he’d try to stop your family reaching safety. What I don’t understand is how he’s a Basher. He’s a slow healer, right? They hate slow healers. That’s their whole credo—rid the world of the unworthy and create a superior race.”


      Mr. Bradley sighs. “Alexander has a collection of what he calls his ‘special children.’ He gathers them from each generation—”


      “Wait, Alexander is how old?”


      “Over a thousand years. He’s one of the immortals. A direct descendant of Eve’s immortal line.”


      Now it’s my turn to startle. “Whoa, okay. That’s … Eve? Seriously? So, that means your wife and son are descended from that line too?”


      Mr. Bradley hesitates and I roll my eyebrows at him. This guy is so full of secrets I’m surprised he doesn’t rattle when he moves.


      I give him an out. “Okay, what’s so special about Cheyne that Alexander’s prepared to compromise his beliefs?”


      Mr. Bradley seems relieved that I let the whole immortal-child-of-Eve thing go.


      “He’s willing to bend his own rules to further his cause. It doesn’t matter if someone’s a slow healer if they have something useful to him. He recruited Cheyne when he was a teenager because he was my best friend.”


      “So it’s all about you.”


      He grins. “Thanks for making me sound like an egomaniac. But no, it’s only partly about me. I shot through school, was already doing cutting-edge experiments with DNA in my late teens. I was invited to Seversand for the first time when I was nineteen. That’s when I met Helen…”


      His face softens as he mentions his wife. There’s a void at the back of his eyes and I know he misses her. She and his youngest son, Jason, left Evereach a few weeks ago. They had to escape Alexander’s threats against Jason because he was a slow healer. Alexander saw Jason as an abomination and wanted to bury him in a Basher cell—literally. Cheyne did everything he could to try to stop the family escaping but it turned out that Starsgard was all too willing to grant them asylum. It’s a constant thought at the back of my mind: if Starsgard helped Mr. Bradley’s family, maybe they’ll help mine.


      Mr. Bradley shakes his head like he’s shaking off bad memories. “Alexander tried to get to me many times, but I evaded him at every turn. His only move was to get to my best friend.”


      He focuses on me again. “Make sure you don’t have any weaknesses, Josh. Not even your sister.”


      There’s a warning in his voice. There’s always a warning when he mentions Ava.


      He continues. “There’s only so long I can pretend I’m still working on a weapon from your blood. I can’t hold the government off much longer. I will have to test her at some point.”


      “No.” My response is far too quick, far too aggressive.


      He gives me that warning look again and I reign myself in. I’ve always had a hunger for risk, but the nectar ampule in my back raises my anger levels far higher than normal. Mr. Bradley’s worked hard to remove the side effects of nectar—the hallucinations and rage—but he’s only been able to go so far. Still, I’d rather have the ampule than not. Just the other day, a guy on the football field broke my arm and without nectar my secret would have been out.


      I ask, “Don’t you only need a little bit of her blood? I could give her a paper cut or something. Maybe while she’s sleeping. She’d never need to know.”


      “We need more than that, Josh. We need bone marrow. That’s not something we can get without her consent.”


      He leans forward, clasping his hands in the way that I’ve come to recognize—he does it whenever he’s about to tell me the hard reality. “You know that Seversand has a mortal girl. They’ve made a weapon from her DNA and it’s only a matter of time before they use it. It’s highly possible that female DNA is the key to creating a successful weapon. We need to find out whether your sister’s mortal too. She could be the key to our own defense.”


      I shake my head again, but he plows on. “You know we’ll have to bring her in. If only for her protection.”


      Then he abruptly changes the subject. He points. “How’s your broken arm?”


      “Fine, and I know what you’re trying to say. It’s only a matter of time before Ava hurts herself and her mortality gets out. I know that would be bad, but she’s careful. She’s cautious. She’s not like me. It’s like she has this built-in survival mechanism…”


      I stop and scowl at him. He’s managed to steer the conversation away from where I wanted it to go—from getting him to agree to let me spy on the Bashers—but I’m not about to abandon the idea.


      “Look,” I say, knowing I have one more powerful card up my sleeve. “Alexander wants a fast healer. He wants another kid from today’s generation who is as close to immortal as possible. He wants your son, but if he has me instead, it’ll take the focus off Michael. You can help your son by letting me do this.”


      Now Mr. Bradley looks at me. Really looks at me. Is he looking into the reckless heart of me, my need for danger? Or is he seeing the real reason for my request—to protect my sister from her own best friend: Hannah the Basher who thinks it’s all a game and doesn’t realize that everyone’s lives are at stake if the Bashers get their hands on a mortality weapon.


      But I’ve struck a chord with Mr. Bradley, a real chord, because he’d do anything to protect his family—even travel halfway around the world to steal a branch from a mythological tree. I still don’t know if the midnight tree is the real Tree of Life or just a freak of greenery, but Mr. Bradley certainly believes in it.


      “Okay,” he says. “You can infiltrate the Bashers. But if your life is ever in danger, Josh, promise me—promise me—you’ll ask for help.”


      I nod. “I’ll ask. I promise.”
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          Ava, now
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      I WRENCHED AWAY from Alexander, bruising my skin against the bark and rocks beneath me. He’d called me a weapon, his weapon, and everything inside me wanted to scream back at him and wipe the elation from his face.


      Before I could speak, Mr. Bradley slid his arms under my shoulders, lifting me, urging me to my feet.


      “Take her to the cells,” Alexander ordered.


      Mr. Bradley paused. “But the President’s waiting to meet her at the Terminal.”


      “Well, he can wait a bit longer.” Turning to the group of watching soldiers, Alexander called for Aaron, who stepped forward, his expression hooded.


      “Go with them. Wait for me at the cells. I’ll meet you there.”


      Aaron obeyed, taking my other arm. He and Mr. Bradley supported me as I tried to find my feet, directing me away from the clearing toward a waiting vehicle parked between the trees.


      The Evereach army had cut down enough of the forest to form roads through the violet mile and there were multiple vehicles parked around the space.


      I glanced at Aaron as we moved. During the battle in Starsgard, I’d told him it was me who killed his brother, Douglas Reid. Before that, Mr. Bradley had told everyone that he was responsible—that he was so angry when Reid allowed me to escape that he’d killed Douglas with a mortality weapon. But I’d told Aaron the truth: that Douglas was trying to kill me and I’d fought back.


      The emptiness in Aaron’s eyes left me cold.


      The vehicle we approached had no windows and was shaped like a streamlined van. The government insignia loomed large, painted across its side, reminding me of the vehicles I’d seen from the top of the Starsgardian mountains. Convoys of those vehicles had been travelling up and down the roads toward the port located on Evereach’s northern coastline.


      Inside, the back of the van was tall enough to stand up in and it contained a pallet bolted to the center and bench seats on either side. The sleek controls at the front—no steering wheel in sight—indicated it was autonomous. But it was the girl pacing back and forth inside it who caught my attention. I frowned as we approached. I knew her somehow…


      Aaron ground to a halt. “Sarah?”


      The girl’s head shot up. Her hair was short, brown, cut at irregular angles like it had been done with a blade rather than scissors. Her eyes were green and her face was so familiar.


      Then it hit me. The last time I’d seen her was near the school gates on the morning of Implosion—the day my brother died. She’d been hanging onto Michael’s arm.


      Her name was Sarah Watson. She was a fast healer, but she was also the third child in her family—a rare and unusual thing. The snide expression she used to wear at school was nowhere to be seen. She cast a quick glance around the side of the vehicle before she reached for me, helping me into the van.


      She said, “Alexander let me out for the day. He thought Ava might like to see a friendly face. Someone who doesn’t want to kill her. And besides…” This time she looked at Aaron, but her expression was flinty. “I’m one of the best pilots he’s got. Which should tell you we’re in for a bumpy ride.”


      I frowned, wondering if I was feverish, given that she’d mentioned being a pilot but I didn’t see an aircraft in sight.


      Behind us, Alexander ordered the other soldiers to evacuate the area. Even the drones were picking up and moving away.


      “She’s right,” Mr. Bradley said. His gaze was pinpointed on a spot over my shoulder inside the vehicle. Again, I wondered if I was burning up, because he was staring very hard at what looked like an ordinary ceiling.


      He shook himself. “Alexander intends to make this as difficult as possible. Quickly now. Help me get Ava onto the pallet. She needs fluids and anti-virals or we’ll lose her.”


      Aaron frowned as I teetered in the opening. “I thought you said she was okay.”


      Mr. Bradley’s voice rose. “Does she look okay to you?”


      My vision blurred again. I dropped to my knees, heaving over the back of the vehicle, surprised there was anything left in my stomach.


      Pain rocketed through my torso, a torturous burn in my spine, my muscles aching so badly that I couldn’t lift myself up. My symptoms were getting worse, not better.


      Aaron and Mr. Bradley grabbed me before I pitched into the dirt, lifting me all the way into the vehicle and lying me down on the pallet.


      Sarah quickly secured straps around my waist, chest, and knees, and I sucked in a sharp breath, hating the feeling of being restrained, wanting to fight it, not sure if I could trust her. Of course I can’t trust her…


      “Stop. Don’t.”


      Her response was gentle. “The straps are to keep you from falling off. See this?” She held up a device and pressed it into my hand. “You can use that to release the straps any time, but do me a favor and don’t press it while we’re going around a corner or if we’re in the air. You’ll slide right off. Go on. Don’t take my word for it. Press away.”


      I did as she said and to my relief the restraints slid off me, retracting into the side of the pallet.


      Sarah did them up again. She busied herself around me, connecting a line to my arm, and hooking me up to a floating monitor. Meanwhile, Aaron perched on the bench beside me and Mr. Bradley hurried to the controls at the front of the vehicle. As soon as the back doors slid closed, the vehicle began moving, slowly at first and then faster.


      I couldn’t see much from my position. Even when I lifted my head, the windscreen was the only opening affording a view to the outside and it was tinted dark purple. The shapes of what might have been trees blurred past us.


      When Mr. Bradley returned, he busied himself alongside Sarah. He said, “We’re going to get you back on your feet as soon as we can. But I have to warn you, once you’re strong again, you’ll have worse to deal with.”


      “What did you do to me?”


      Mr. Bradley was surprisingly forthcoming. “We injected you with a deadly virus. It keeps the nectar busy fighting the virus to keep you alive, to heal you. Basically, the fight with the illness consumes the nectar. It’s sort of like draining a battery. There’s nothing left for you to use.”


      “What virus?”


      “A special strain of Ebola.”


      When Michael had been implanted with an organic electrocution device—a bug attached to his spinal cord—the Starsgardians had talked about trying to eject it out of his body by using a virus to kill it. He’d refused because infecting himself could infect me too.


      “It almost killed you, Ava. You won’t survive another dose.”


      My throat hurt, but I managed to speak. “You’re taking me to the Basher cells.”


      Mr. Bradley grimaced and Sarah winced, her hands jerking.


      She said, “I thought we were going to the Terminal.”


      Mr. Bradley laid a hand on her arm. “I’m sorry, Sarah. Alexander ordered us to the cells.”


      She took a deep breath, suddenly fidgeting, and even Aaron looked unhappy as he watched Sarah’s hands clasp and unclasp over again.


      “Never mind,” she said, her voice tight. “I knew my trip to the outside world would be brief.”


      The lights in the back of the truck suddenly flickered off, then on again, and the space was bathed in iridescent purple light. My ears buzzed as the pressure increased, but stopped before it was too uncomfortable.


      Mr. Bradley turned his attention to me. “When you feel better, you might think about escape. But there are a few things you should know. For starters, the doors of this transporter are armed with explosives. Only basic ones, but they’ll blow you to pieces if you try to exit that way. As an added precaution, the entire space has recorded our weight and body mass and any change before we reach our destination will also trigger an explosion.”


      He peered at me. “I’m telling you this because I want to keep you alive.”


      I glared back at him. “Alexander split your family apart. Why are you helping him?”


      Mr. Bradley froze. Then he resumed his work at the monitor. “I learned a lot from your brother, Ava. One of the things I learned is that sometimes the best thing you can do is … bend. You won’t know what I mean until you’re faced with an impossible choice. That’s what I had: an impossible choice. To protect one thing, I had to risk another.”


      I demanded, “What? What are you protecting?”


      He looked right at me. He didn’t answer my question. “I know it’s the right risk. I know you’re up to the task.”


      Mr. Bradley was talking in riddles. I didn’t know what he meant and all I craved right then was a simple answer. Somehow, I didn’t think there were any simple answers to anything right then. I eyed Sarah’s lopped hair, remembering her response to Aaron before.


      I kept my voice quiet. “You said Alexander let you out for the day.”


      She gave me a grim smile. “I’m one of his special children. He tells me what to do and I do it. Then, once he’s done with me, I go back…”


      I whispered, “How did this happen? You were one of the most popular girls in school. You had friends…”


      She chewed her lip. “My mom works in the government and Alexander needed … leverage. I’m a fast-healer, but I’m also a third child. He left me alone when he thought Michael and I were dating, because he didn’t want to alienate Michael any more than he already had. But once Michael was gone…”


      She sucked in a breath, visibly shaking, and I was sorry I’d asked. She said, “I’m sorry, Mr. Bradley, I need to take a moment. Can I go up front? I can check that the route to the Terminal is clear.”


      He nodded. “Yes, Sarah, that would be helpful. Please monitor the channels as best you can. The soldiers are bound to leak Ava’s whereabouts and then we’ll have trouble.”


      Sarah made her way to the front of the vehicle, working the screen in front of her and not looking back. I watched her go, realizing that the world I’d left behind—the Evereach that I’d left behind—didn’t exist anymore.


      While I was in Starsgard, President Olander had come to power, ousting the former leader by inciting the threat of a civil war. He’d worked the population into a frenzy using the fear of mortality, blaming the government for it. But soon after he became President, it came to light that Olander himself was a Basher and was working with Alexander. Together, they’d pardoned all the Bashers and formed a new army, combining the government’s Hazard Officers with the fast healing Bashers. Now, it was with a sinking feeling that I realized I had no idea what I was heading into. If teenagers like Sarah were being held in the cells and nobody was trying to stop their imprisonment, Evereach was far from the country I’d grown up in.


      Mr. Bradley sighed. “I thought that Sarah was Michael’s girlfriend, but it turns out he was trying to keep her out of the cells. He and I didn’t talk much in the last few years. But he did eventually tell me that Sarah was threatened. Unfortunately, there wasn’t much I could do for her after Olander took control.”


      The vehicle turned a corner and the straps on the pallet bed hugged my skin. Olander’s ascent to power had clearly taken a toll on the people around me. Mr. Bradley looked beaten and even Aaron seemed deflated as he watched Sarah at the controls.


      Mr. Bradley’s expression became even more serious. “Right now, we need to focus on keeping you safe. There are ten transporters identical to this one travelling different routes into Dell city. Alexander’s making a show of having decoys, but the chances of an attack are high.”


      “I don’t understand…”


      He took my hand and for some reason, I didn’t feel the need to pull away. “Ava, since you left, Evereach has been on the verge of imploding. Olander built his platform on fear: fear that mortality was more than one girl—that there were other mortals just waiting kill us. More than half the population is jumping at shadows. As soon as word about you gets out, any number of people will come after you. Many want you dead.”


      I twitched, but his hand squeezed mine, oddly comforting.


      “There’s more. Olander passed laws that require all children to be tested for mortality. But of course, you and I know that Olander is a Basher and the Bashers aren’t intent on protecting anyone. Their whole ethos is the superiority of fast healers. Every day, slow healer children are ripped from their families and entombed underground to die a long death. Anyone who speaks out against Olander meets the same fate. Anyone who…”


      He paused, again starting at the same spot on the ceiling he’d stared at before and I followed his gaze. I still couldn’t see anything.


      He continued. “Anyone who had the means to go up against him, people like Sarah’s mother, found their loved ones suddenly—”


      “Mr. Bradley!” Sarah swiveled in the front seat, shouting. “Dead ahead!”


      Mr. Bradley raced to the front of the transporter and I strained to see. The windscreen was bathed in purple light from inside the truck. For a moment there was nothing and then…


      Crack.


      A flash and an explosion rocked the vehicle as it sped along the road. The light turned brown as flames washed across the air in front of us. My stomach clenched, but to my relief the dizziness wasn’t so bad as before.


      Michael’s dad cried, “Sarah, hit the thrusters!”


      And to me: “Brace yourself, we’re going airborne.”


      I wasn’t sure how I was supposed to brace. The line and floating monitor were already clipped safely into position against the side of the pallet so they wouldn’t fly around. I gripped the sides, grateful for the straps as the vehicle careered wildly from side to side.


      Sarah punched at the screen in front of her. Steering gear emerged from the paneling. “Hold on, I’m going manual.”


      The pressure inside the vehicle increased and so did its speed. I’d never been on an airplane but I guessed it felt something like that. As the transporter tilted, the pallet righted itself, keeping me horizontal. My stomach remained behind me as we lifted off the ground. There was a moment of floating, a pause, and then my whole body slammed backward as we soared into the sky.


      I was incredibly grateful for the tilting pallet or I would have slid directly backward into the doors Mr. Bradley had warned me would explode if I tried to open them.


      “At least we’ll get there faster this way,” Sarah said with an unhappy laugh, tapping at the control screen.


      Mr. Bradley didn’t appear convinced. “We aren’t out of the clear yet. All it takes is a rogue officer with a drone…”


      Sarah groaned. “You had to say it.”


      There was another explosion and the vehicle rocked wildly as new flames spread across the windscreen again. Drones zoomed to and fro across the windscreen, in and out of view as smoke and flame battered the transporter.


      I clutched the sides of the pallet, even though everything in me wanted to get up and fight. If I could only will myself to be well, to not be sick right then, to be strong like I was just that morning… I hated feeling so helpless.


      Aaron had been quiet the whole time, unmoving, but he didn’t stop watching me. I found his guard over me unnerving, but then I realized it gave me something to focus on.


      For all I knew, the next explosion could be my last. A drone could blow us from the sky and it would all be over. I kept my focus on Aaron’s boots, knowing there was no way he was going to let me leave the vehicle—and that was somehow comforting. Because not leaving the vehicle meant being safe right then.


      Mr. Bradley and Sarah spent the next twenty minutes deflecting and evading, spinning the craft so violently at times that I could only cling and hope. Finally, the air cleared, the craft stopped shaking, and they turned to me, exhausted.


      Mr. Bradley said, “We’re a few minutes away from the cells. Alexander’s finally issuing a protection order: it’s going across the airways now. There won’t be any more attacks.”


      “He took his time.” Sarah pulled her hair back, breathing hard. “It was deliberate, though, right? An air fight is all the publicity he needs to stir people up about Ava being back in Evereach.”


      Mr. Bradley shot her a warning glance and she pressed her lips together. “Yeah, not supposed to say things like that.”


      He patted her on the back. “You did well, Sarah. We wouldn’t have made it through without you.”


      As Sarah sat back, the windscreen suddenly turned completely opaque. There was no way to see out. The controls flashed. Words slid across the windscreen in a long stream: Your vehicle is now on autopilot. Destination confidential.


      The vehicle turned.


      Sarah murmured. “Destination: hell.”


      Then, Mr. Bradley came back to check on me. “How are you doing, Ava?”


      His demeanor in that moment reminded me so much of the footage I’d seen of him, leaning down to Josh for the first time after my brother took nectar. He’d asked Josh the same thing.


      “I feel stronger. Much stronger.”


      “Good. You need to be standing tall for the next bit. Let’s help you up and see how your legs hold.”


      I clambered to my feet, finding it easier than expected, and glanced gratefully at the line still attached to my arm. “That must be something really special if I’m feeling better so fast.”


      “It’s a combination of potent anti-virals and adrenaline. A concoction I developed as soon as I found out about Josh.”


      I frowned, but he shrugged. “I was only able to bring a few vials of raw nectar back from Starsgard and I wasn’t sure if I could synthesize it to make more, so I looked for other ways to keep him … alive.”


      He swallowed. “Which I clearly failed to do.”


      I cleared my throat and pointed to the blank windscreen. “What’s that about?”


      “Nobody knows the location of the cells except a limited few. These vehicles are coded with the information in a way that can’t be retrieved. Also, the vehicles follow random paths each time so there’s no way to trace a pattern. Unfortunately, a very clever young lady designed this system.”


      “Arachne?” I remembered the stubborn, smart, IT genius I’d met in Starsgard. From what I’d heard, she’d hacked into a lot of systems for Alexander. Hacked and created. Josh had helped her escape from the Basher cells and seek refuge in Starsgard. He’d loved her—and she’d loved him. She’d blamed me for his death, so my friendship with her had been rocky to say the least.


      Mr. Bradley turned away and that was when the vehicle began to slow down.


      I shuddered as I realized we’d arrived at the Basher cells.
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          Josh, 3 years ago
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      IT’S MY JOB to break them.


      I move my facemask away from my lips, but only enough to sip from the cup of water I’m holding. I slosh it a little to accentuate the sound. I always keep my identity hidden behind the Basher uniform: motley-brown, full body camouflage complete with a voice modulator so nobody can recognize me.


      The girl in the corner of the dirty cell barely registers my presence. Without food and water for the last two weeks, her body’s on the verge of shutdown.


      I glance around the cell, inhaling the musty, underground air. Over the last year, I’ve built Alexander’s trust and now I’m one of a handful of people who know where the cells are located. They’re so well hidden it’s no wonder the government’s never found them. There are cells at three different locations and each location has five underground levels. I’m glad I’ve only seen as far down as the fourth level. I don’t want to think about what happens on level five.


      I return my attention to the girl. Alexander’s special children normally break much sooner than this. All I have to do is offer them one sip of water and they remember what it’s like to be alive. Then the will to be living takes over and they do whatever Alexander wants.


      It never ceases to surprise me how easily they break. They who can’t die, who heal faster than my mortal body ever will—even the slow healers. But there’s one thing that normal people fear more than anything else: being buried alive.


      Bury the weak. The Basher mantra is a constant threat at the back of my mind.


      In the past year, there was only one guy who didn’t break at the water stage—Douglas Reid, my best friend’s brother. Aaron didn’t know Douglas was captured and neither did his family. Even though Aaron was a Basher already, that’s the way Alexander works, making his followers keep secrets from each other. It happened right after Douglas left home for Hazard training so his family thought he was there.


      I did everything I could to help him—not that he knew it was me. He’s a fast healer and Alexander wanted a mole in the Hazard organization. Douglas has a mean streak. Still, he didn’t deserve to be in the cells. Nobody does.


      He didn’t give in until they threw him in the pit and started covering him with dirt. Now he does whatever Alexander asks, feeding him information from Chasm and the Hazard training facility there. Even slipping the other students experimental death drugs. Alexander thinks he’ll find a chemical that can kill people. He doesn’t know how close he is to the thing he wants.


      He doesn’t know about me. Not yet.


      Cheyne hasn’t told Alexander because that would mean revealing himself as a Basher. He doesn’t know that Mr. Bradley already knows. So the game continues…


      The girl in the cell right now doesn’t even register the sound of water sloshing in the cup. She’s in another place in her mind. Somewhere far away from here.


      Without thinking, I take three bold steps toward her and lean down, resting on my knees and dropping the bad-boy act for the first time. I know I’m taking a risk, but…


      I remove my facemask, sensing the warm air on my face. For the first time, she registers emotion: the barest flicker of surprise.


      “Hey,” I say, letting my real voice show through, not the harsh modulated bark I usually hide behind. “Why are you here? What does he want?”


      I only know a little: she designed a computer virus but I don’t know what it does. What I know is that the only word she’s said so far is “no.”


      Her eyes are open in slits: they’re not the color of anything I’ve seen before. Purple, but iridescent, not natural. For the first time I notice that there’s a strip of color in her hair too—a red streak that extends from above her right eye all the way to the end of her hair. It’s almost too dirty and lank to see.


      She mumbles something, but her eyes don’t leave mine.


      “You can resist by breaking,” I say, the words tumbling out of my mouth like thorny weeds.


      I know I’m taking a bad risk. The worst risk I’ve taken so far. But I need an ally. Someone I can trust behind the Basher veil. And so far this girl is the only one who’s proven she’d rather go into a coma than help Alexander. Even Douglas Reid who broke in the pit kept looking at the cup of water like he’d snatch it out of my hands. Not this girl. She looks only at me.


      The words roll off my tongue. “Keep a part of yourself separate and let the rest crumble. Do what he wants for a while. You’ll come back to yourself when you need to. You’ll fight back when it matters. You can’t fight him if you’re in the ground.”


      She continues to appraise me. I know she’s trying to figure out if it’s a trick. I don’t blame her. I wouldn’t trust me either.


      Finally, she speaks. “You won’t break me.”


      “I don’t want to.” I take a sip of water, holding it in my mouth.


      She opens her lips to speak again and without another thought, I lean across the distance between us and press my lips to hers. She doesn’t close her mouth in time and water sloshes from mine to hers.


      She’s so surprised that she swallows the water.


      “But I will keep you alive,” I promise. “Any way that I can.”


      Her chest rises and falls and her hands pull against the shackles keeping her bound. She was determined to refuse the water and now I’ve tricked her into drinking it.


      Her eyes are wild as storms made of violet lightning. “You…”


      But for the first time her cheeks flush, her eyes open wide, and I know it’s a reflex because her body remembers what it’s like to be living.


      “Drink,” I say. “Stay awake. But fold up a piece of yourself with every mouthful. Beat him at his own game.”


      She doesn’t touch the cup. She glances toward the cameras in the high corners of the cell. “Who are you?”


      I don’t tell her my name. Instead, I say, “The cameras aren’t functional. They used to be, but someone kept breaking them.” I wink so she’ll know it was me. “Old Alex ran out of money to keep fixing them. Somehow I think that’s where you come in.”


      “Yes.” That’s all she says. Then she hesitates.


      “There’s more water.” I hand her the cup and she struggles to take it, dragging her shackled hands to her mouth, gulping all the liquid down.


      Her expression turns to steel. “Tell Alexander I’m ready to talk.”


      I reach for her hands, being as gentle as I can when I release them. The chains are always too tight, restricting the blood flow so that her body has to continue regenerating—a way to force her to use more energy, make her fade faster, give in more easily.


      The skin around her wrists stays black, her fingers stiff, for a full minute. Then her skin blushes and I know she’ll be okay.


      I usher her out of the cell and she walks with her back straight, her head held high. I know she’s folding up a piece of herself with every step, ready for the right moment, the moment to rebel.


      For once I made the right choice. I took a good risk.


      Finally I’m not alone.


      As we leave the cell, I don’t want to admit that I’d give anything to kiss her again.
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      MY EYES ADJUSTED slowly to the dark as I stumbled down yet another staircase. That made five. Five levels, five staircases, five doors. All of them bolted like a dungeon in a medieval castle.


      After the transporter landed, I’d had about two seconds to take a swift look at our surroundings, but there was nothing to see. We were already inside a closed hanger. Still, it didn’t seem that they were taking any chances. My assessment came to an abrupt halt when soldiers dressed in Basher uniform swarmed us.


      “Don’t fight them,” Mr. Bradley warned—right before one of the men stabbed me in the neck with a needle and my vision swam. Within moments, I was completely blind.


      Mr. Bradley’s voice was increasingly distant. “Just go where they tell you.”


      Someone—probably the soldier who’d injected me—took my arm in a firm grip and pushed me forward. The next thirty minutes was filled with a series of stops and starts, walking and waiting, the clanking of doors, and finally another sharp sting in my neck after which my vision returned.


      Just in time to walk down a series of stairs.


      Guards stood at each door, keeping watch, armed with tranquilizer guns and clothed in the Basher’s traditional garb so there was no way to know their true identities. Mr. Bradley followed close behind, while Sarah and Aaron remained a few steps behind him. Aaron kept his dart gun close—the one with the virus in it—in case I made any sudden moves, but I’d been left unbound. I figured that was for practical reasons: there was no way I could steady myself on the stairs without clinging to the balustrade. I felt much better than before, but my strength was slow to return.


      Down and down we walked, until the walls were made of rock and clay, and the air smelled musty, stale, as if a stagnant water pool lay close by.


      The fifth door opened, the guards watched me pass through, and finally I drew to a stop, my calves burning from walking the steps. I assessed the roof of a large cavern. True to the smell, a water pool was situated on the right hand side, a constant drip down the walls and off a lip of rock echoing around me. Immediately in front of me was a wide, dusty arena, with openings in the left hand side leading off in multiple directions.


      The cavern moaned as if the wind crept through cracks in the clay around us—a low, disconcerting sound.


      Another group of soldiers gathered in the center of the room while Alexander paced restlessly nearby. The lion’s skin hung from the wall but even without it, he was large and overbearing next to everyone around him.


      Mr. Bradley went straight for him, the most agitated I’d seen him since I fell from the cliffs. “Alexander! She could have been killed in the air! You have to keep people away from her.”


      Alexander seemed unperturbed, appraising me as the soldiers lined up as if they’d take turns trying to kill me themselves.


      He said, “She lives only at my whim.”


      Mr. Bradley sucked in a breath as I drew parallel with him, keeping my head high, showing the soldiers I thought nothing of their display of strength.


      Mr. Bradley was definitely biting his tongue at that point.


      I interrupted whatever he was going to say, knowing that arguments about my safety would go nowhere. “Why am I here?”


      Any number of possibilities raced through my mind. Alexander could plan to keep me here in the cells. Maybe he intended to eventually kill me here.


      He smiled. “That’s the most important question you’ve asked so far.” He flicked his hand toward the waiting soldiers. “Bring them out.”


      The camouflaged men and women disappeared into the openings around us and for a long moment, there was silence.


      Then the moaning wind drew closer. And closer still, until human shapes took form in the dark tunnels beyond.


      Some of them walked, some of them dragged their feet, some of them were being dragged, some of them were small and others large, but all of them…


      Children.


      Children with their hands and feet bound, their eyes sunken around bony bodies, shuffling through the dust, their every breath moaning from their mouths.


      No… Bile rose into my throat. Rage, pure and terrible, rocketed through me as Alexander commanded them to stand in rows around the room.


      I counted twenty children, one maybe as young as five and another as old as thirteen. They barely looked up, their breaths short and shallow, some of them standing only by leaning against the walls behind them.


      Anger, hot and lethal, raged through me.


      The Basher cells had always been a myth to me—the stuff of nightmares. The Bashers lived in the shadows. Nobody had known who they were or where their cells were located. Since my mortality became public knowledge, they’d come out of the shadows. They’d revealed themselves as a terrible force. Olander had infiltrated the government and had used fear to cause an uprising that led to the former President’s resignation.


      And now, even though everyone knew who the Bashers were, the cells were overflowing with children.


      I wanted to scream, to fight, to take hold of the children’s chains and rip the metal apart. I wanted the children to see the sky, breathe fresh air, fill their empty stomachs, smile, laugh, and do the things that children were meant to do.


      I barely registered Alexander’s presence beside me until his fingers curled into my hair, and in that moment I felt more hatred than I could possibly contain.


      His hands were rough against my cheek, stroking against the corner of my lip. I forced myself not to lash out at him, my hands closing into fists and my fingernails digging far into my skin.


      He whispered into my ear. “You’re going to kill them for me.”


      Shock replaced my rage. “What did you say?”


      He remained unbearably close. “On the mountains of Starsgard, you exploded like a shooting star, showering the earth with wrath. You will do the same in my name. You will eradicate the slow healers—the blight on the earth—once and for all.”


      So this was what he wanted me for. And why he wanted raw nectar. He’d sent Hannah to steal the branch to get it. Only raw nectar gave me the power to kill. My eyes flickered to the white cocoon resting on the ledge beside the lion skin.


      The fake branch that I’d given Hannah was contained inside it. A real branch could be grafted to another tree and produce more raw nectar. The fake branch had enough nectar on its surface to conceal the fact that it wasn’t real, but not enough to form more than two pearls—maybe three at most.


      It was enough nectar to kill Alexander. But only if I could get close to him without him guessing what I was going to do…


      I couldn’t explode, because that would kill the children too. I had to target Alexander first and then the soldiers—and do it fast. I counted the soldiers swiftly: eleven, plus Aaron behind me with his dart gun ready.


      “I am death,” I whispered, tears burning behind my eyes. “And they are in misery.”


      Mr. Bradley stared at me, as did Sarah, confusion written on both their faces.


      Sarah took a step toward me as though she’d get in my way. “Ava, you can’t possibly do what he wants.”


      I turned to them, my hands raised with helplessness. “Should I leave them here like this? Barely alive. Clearly in pain? Is that what you want me to do?”


      “I…” Sarah rubbed her wrists. She had no bruises—they would have disappeared quickly—but that very morning she too had been shackled in this place. Her words came back to haunt me: he let me out for the day.


      “Do I kill Sarah too?” I asked Alexander.


      For the first time, he looked shocked. “Of course not. Sarah’s one of my special children. She’s useful to me. These children, on the other hand, are just slow healers.”


      I hid my relief, but his response held barbs. I gestured to the children. “Just slow healers?”


      He shrugged and his nonchalance was cold. “Far better than them growing up to have more children, spreading their genes like vermin.”


      I kept his gaze. “Then bring me the cocoon so I can end it.”


      “No! Ava!” Sarah’s cry was cut short as Aaron wrenched her backward, forcing her up against the wall and keeping her there. He was talking to her but I couldn’t hear what he said over her screams. She struggled and shouted at me, until one of the other soldiers strode forward and shot her with a tranquilizer dart.


      She slumped and Aaron caught her, lowering her to the ground more gently than I’d expected. He slid down next to her on the dirty floor, resting her head on his shoulder and propping her up so she wouldn’t fall into the dirt. Tears dripped down her frozen cheeks but he turned her face away from the children so she wouldn’t see what was happening.


      Alexander himself handed me the cocoon.


      Before I opened it, I pictured the flower that was once inside it—the flower that Michael and I had created when we kissed under the tree in a moment when the world had stood still for us. A moment when I’d felt nothing but happiness.


      Alexander had destroyed the flower beneath the heel of his boot. He’d destroyed so many things. But I knew the battle wasn’t against him alone. Olander was also complicit.


      Well, I was about to deal with one of them.


      Inside the cocoon, the nectar had pulled together to form two large pearls on the surface of the branch. I tried not to think of Michael’s lips on mine as I reached for the source of my strength.


      I handed the cocoon back to Alexander and he placed it back on the shelf. Then I held up one of the black pearls for him to see. The other, I kept concealed in my palm. I’d need it later.


      Without another moment’s hesitation, I slid the pearl into my mouth. As it melted, memories of icy mountains, Michael’s heartbeat, my brothers’ smiles, Pip’s laughter, the bears’ ferocity, all of it crashed down around me, the force of emotion surging through me with heat and flame fast on its heels.


      For the first time in a long time, I couldn’t control it, but then, I wasn’t trying too hard either. I remembered the time Michael had given me nectar to save me after his car exploded and I’d lost my legs. I’d burned so brightly he could hardly see.


      I could use that. A plan built in my mind, a plan to save the children and kill Alexander.


      Bright light burst from me. Alexander and the soldiers cried out, hunching over to protect their eyes. I breathed out as slowly and gently as I could, exhaling orange swirls of fire, molding them with my hands, forming shapes in the air as I walked toward the children.


      The shapes in the flames became a dragon, a horse, an eagle, and a tiger, each of them taking a place above our heads, maintaining a brightness that caused Alexander and the soldiers to squint and splay their hands across their eyes.


      As I passed the stagnant pool of water, the dripping sound became loud in my sensitive ears—not only dripping from the rock lip but also beyond. I followed the direction of the sound, sensing an opening in the bottom of the pool, down through a deep bend in a large pipe beneath it, along the bend, and sharply up again into … water. So much water. There was an enormous body of it all around the cavern. I could hear it now, sloshing.


      When we’d arrived, I had no way of knowing where we were. Now I knew—we were under the river.


      The cavern had to be a tunnel, built under the river itself. The many layers of rock and water above us would obscure this place from any aerial or heat signature search and its location would make it so unlikely that nobody would think to look.


      My brother Quake had said that if Seversand were ever to attack Evereach, they would use their Devourer machines to chew through the rock beneath Evereach and invade from beneath the ground. He didn’t say whether Seversand had attempted to do just that during the world war hundreds of years ago, but I suspected that’s where I was standing right now.


      I was in a war tunnel.


      Alexander was Seversandian—I’d learned that from Michael’s mom. I wasn’t entirely sure when he’d left his home country, but he could have known about the tunnel for years before deciding to use it.


      I paused, turning back to Alexander. Although he squinted, he seemed determined not to take his eyes off me.


      I said, “I will be your angel of death. But I’ll do it my way. I won’t kill them one at a time. That would be cruel. They’ll die all at once.”


      I needed to split myself into many shadows—enough so that my message could reach each of the children at the same time. That way, I could coordinate their responses. But I’d never split into more than three shadows and that wasn’t enough to communicate directly with twenty children.


      I took a deep breath as I reached them. Before now, they hadn’t even looked up, but now their eyes were open wide, the reflections in their eyes dancing with flames. Their heartbeats were slow and fragile. They had no energy for fear.


      One, two, three of my shadows peeled away from my body. I pictured myself stepping beyond what I thought possible, forcing myself thin. Two more of my shadows appeared. But that only made five. I still needed more…


      Breathing heavily, trying to hold in the explosive force inside me, I attempted to release more of myself, to believe in the impossible, but as hard as I tried, I couldn’t do it.


      And then I realized: the flame creatures above me had maintained their forms—strong powerful lights—which meant they were part of me too: a different kind of shadow.


      The dragon roared from the ceiling, the tiger growled, and the horse stamped its hooves. The bird took flight, guiding the other flame creatures down to the waiting children. Shadows and flames curled around them. I hoped it would be enough.


      For myself, I approached the center two children—a boy and a girl. The little boy whimpered, but neither of them struggled. With my heart in my throat, I leaned into them, building warmth and energy into my hands.


      Nearby, Michael’s father had sunk to the dirty floor, resting his head in his hands. Aaron still held Sarah where she couldn’t see, but he wasn’t looking at me either. He stroked her hair and with my strong hearing, I heard him whisper to her that everything was going to be okay.


      I wrapped my arms around the two children. I bent between them to kiss their cheeks. They were so small, as bony and fragile as tiny, flightless birds.


      As my lips touched the skin in front of their ears, one after the other, I matched my heartbeat to theirs and breathed words so quiet only they could hear.


      “Listen.”


      Their eyes met mine and I suddenly knew how Pip’s power felt—his ability to know what others were thinking and feeling. Rift had said I had all of the powers, that I reflected all of my mortal brothers. I’d never tried to copy Pip’s power before—his power of empathy. But now I needed it.


      I sought out all the young minds around me, counting them to make sure that my shadows and my flame creatures had connected with them. Some of the children scratched their ears. One of the boys tipped his head, staring at the flame dragon whose tail curled around his legs. It didn’t burn him, casting only light over his body.


      I waited for the flame creatures to crackle and hiss to mask the sound of my words.


      “Swim when I tell you.”


      Those were the only words I could risk. I waited a brief moment, sensing that my shadows and the flame creatures repeated my words in two batches after I spoke them, while the others took turns crackling to mask the words.


      I clung to my control over the flames and shadows. It was too much, holding them all together, and the chances of being overheard were high.


      I had to end this fast.


      I made a show of placing one hand on each of the children’s hearts and pausing there.


      Then I cried out. “Now die!”


      Every child dropped, crumpling to the dusty cavern floor.


      The weight of the children in front of me shifted, but I held them as easily as the birds they resembled. As they fell, I brushed their chains between my palms, crushing the metal and releasing them from their shackles. I pretended to catch them, lowering them to the ground side by side, positioning them over the remaining parts of the chains to hide the broken shackles.


      As I stepped away from them, I was aware of everything around me. My shadows and flame creatures had copied me. All of the children lay on the ground, their broken chains concealed beneath them. The heartbeats of the guards watching me raced, especially Alexander’s.


      My shadows snapped back to me, but the flame creatures floated toward the pool of water so that the guards stepped back and away from them. Satisfied that there was now an opening between the children and the water, I returned to Alexander.


      The flame bird’s wings puffed my hair as I walked toward him, a smile on my face. “I did what you wanted.”


      Against the wall, Sarah sobbed. Her paralyzed body gave way to muffled screams and there was nothing Aaron could do to shush her. Even he looked at me as if I’d just become what he thought I was: a murderer. He’d told me on the mountains of Starsgard that I was dangerous.


      He was right.


      “You are an angel,” Alexander said, awe washing over his face. “My angel. All mine.”


      The glow around me heightened. I opened my arms. “Will you not embrace me?”


      The power waited for me to unleash it. My flame creatures waited to release their fury. The children waited, their heartbeats flickering with hope.


      Calm. Be calm.


      Alexander hesitated only for a moment. “My daughter. My most special of children. You’re welcome in my arms.”


      I stepped into his embrace, reaching out, calm, as I pressed my palm to his heart. I smiled.


      His heart glow was like nothing I’d ever seen before. My own bright light had surrounded me until now, but focusing on his heart glow was painful. So much more painful than looking at Michael’s ever was.


      Alexander’s was bursting bright. Too bright.


      Not for long.


      I would end him, and Olander would be next. And then I would find all the other cells and release every prisoner. I covered his heart glow with my palm, blocking it out, firm in my resolution.


      In the next heartbeat, I unleashed everything I had.


      Energy burst through my hand into his chest. It surged from me to him so fast that the air charged around us and cracked like lightning.


      But it wasn’t like when I’d touched Cheyne and stopped his regeneration. His breathing had stopped. He’d dropped to the ground straight away.


      Alexander barely moved.


      There was a block. A wall. It was like thumping bricks. My energy slammed into him and … stopped.


      Confusion roared through me. I’d shot so much energy into him it should have stopped his heart in an instant. But still he stood tall in front of me, alert, alive.


      His smile turned cruel.


      He laughed. “You can’t kill me. Nothing can.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          


          
            Chapter Seven

          


          Josh, 1 year ago, the day of Implosion
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      THE MESSAGE ON my phone changes everything.


      I lurch out of bed, the device clutched in my sweaty fingers. “No, no, no. This can’t be happening.”


      I read it again in case I’m in a nightmare.


      Aaron’s text reads: They’re coming for her this morning.


      Alexander’s plan has changed. He was supposed to snatch Ava at the Implosion ceremony tonight, but he’s coming for her now. This isn’t what I’ve planned for. I have it all set up to get us both out tonight. Mr. Bradley has Starsgard on standby to receive Ava, me, and our parents into safety. He’s given me the codes to get us through the Terminal, through the secret tunnels, and out to the river where there’s a transporter waiting.


      If Alexander takes Ava this morning, I’ll never get her out. I already gave everything I had—played all my cards—to secure Arachne’s release and I’ve got nothing left to bargain with…


      I try to calm my wild thoughts.


      I text back to Aaron: Tell him to wait. Tell him…


      I have nothing Alexander wants. He already knows he can’t make a weapon from me. He already has my nectar ampule—not that it’s much good to him. He’s desperate for a raw sample…


      A raw sample.


      My mind spins to my last stash of nectar on the roof, to a single vial of raw nectar. I was saving it for the journey north to Starsgard’s border, but it won’t do me much good if I can’t get Ava out in the first place.


      My fingers fly over my phone.


      Tell Alexander I have raw nectar. I’ll give it to him. All I ask is a final day of freedom for my sister.


      There’s a pause. Then my phone rings.


      Alexander growls through the earpiece. “Bring it to me now. Your sister has her day.”


      I collapse on my bed, taking deep breaths of relief. But I can’t pause for long. I throw on the first clothes I find, sneak along the hallway to the balcony, and slide the doors open. I’m grateful that mom and dad are downstairs and Ava is still in her room. I’m supposed to drive her to dance class this morning and she’ll hate me for leaving her behind. But I can’t wait, not when her life is at stake. I have to get the sample to Alexander right away. He’s volatile and unpredictable. He changes his mind on a whim.


      I’ve done a lot to make Ava hate me lately. But Alexander has me acting like a puppet ever since he found out about me. Since then, I’ve only managed to contact Mr. Bradley a few times. He knows I’ve been made, but he doesn’t know Alexander has my ampule.


      Alexander’s watching me, Cheyne’s watching me, Douglas Reid is watching me. My whole world is filled with eyes.


      I’m just glad Arachne isn’t here. She begged me to go with her, but I can’t leave this mess behind and leave my sister in it. I have to get her out.


      I have to try.


      I reach the roof and slide across it to my concealed stash. I don’t normally climb up here when other people are in the house, so I have to be careful they don’t hear me. I’m surprised my heart isn’t hammering a beat against the roof.


      Finally with the vial in my hand, I shimmy back down the piping and sneak out of the house to my car. Ava’s footsteps tap-tap behind me and I have to hurry or she’ll snag me. I’m so tired of lying to her about what I’m doing and where I’m going. I can’t stand to see the disappointment in her eyes. She thinks I hate her, but there’s nothing I can about that right now.


      It takes me half an hour to drive to Bridgefield Park, run through the crumbling brick archway at the entrance, and enter the overgrown wilderness of trees and shrubs. This park isn’t on the nice side of town and it shows. I dodge the empty syringes nestled in the grass. Finally, I reach the clearing with the old oak tree where Alexander gives me orders now. He’s stopped allowing me into the cells ever since I helped Arachne escape. But he hasn’t stopped controlling me.


      Mr. Bradley’s warning all that time ago repeats on me a thousand times: make sure you don’t have any weaknesses.


      But I do.


      It’s taken me a long time to accept that that’s what makes me who I am.


      Alexander waits alone at the base of the tree, dressed in jeans and a t-shirt. He looks casual, relaxed, but his hair’s tied back from his face and that gives me pause. I’ve learned to judge his mood by what he does with his dreads. He only pulls them back when he’s about to clobber someone.


      I grip the vial until my knuckles turn white.


      His eyes are blank and cold. He has this way of hiding his emotions, lashing out when I least expect it. “You have it?”


      I lie. “It’s the last one.”


      I know Mr. Bradley has one more, but in the last two years I, too, have learned how to hide the truth, to wipe my emotions clean and bury them under a mask of constant anger.


      “Really?”


      He doesn’t expect an answer and I don’t give him one.


      I say, “You’ll keep your word.”


      “I always do, Josh. Your sister can dance and play the day away, but tonight she’s mine.”


      I drop the vial into his waiting hand and spin on my heel, my shoes digging into the mushy earth. I’m determined to leave him behind. I suddenly realize I’m starving. I didn’t eat breakfast and my mortal body doesn’t do well without food.


      “Wait,” he says. “I’m not done with you yet.”


      I clench my teeth without turning. He’s never done with me.


      He says my name like he’s my friend. “Josh, don’t you want to know why I’m so determined to get my hands on raw nectar?”


      “No.”


      I walk away, one foot in front of the other, almost slipping in the slimy patches where the light doesn’t reach and the grass can’t grow. I brace with every step, because I know what’s coming.


      He slams into me and I don’t resist. I’ve learned how to fall without hurting myself. Drop. Roll. Protect my face. Breathe out.


      He forces me over onto my back and pins me, his face inches from mine. He presses the vial to my cheek.


      “Drink,” he orders.


      “What?”


      He hauls me to my knees, forcing me to stay there. He uncorks the vial and shoves it at me before I can take a breath.


      “Drink!”


      I turn my face away. “No, seriously, man. You don’t want me to do that.”


      “Why not, Josh?” He’s laughing now, a laugh that grates on every nerve in my body, and even though he’s laughing, his face is still cold and blank. “Are you afraid of what you’ll become?”


      “Yes, and you should be too. I’ll kill you.”


      “Isn’t that what you want? Me dead?”


      He’s right. I want Alexander’s hatred wiped from the face of the earth. But death is fleeting. I could kill him a thousand times and he’ll get right up and laugh in my face.


      He shouts so loudly that the birds in the surrounding trees take flight. “Drink!”


      I haven’t touched raw nectar since the day I killed Kristy. Even the synthetic stuff makes me angry, but this … I’m scared of what I’ll do, what I’ll break. I’m more scared of raw nectar than I am of Alexander.


      I snatch the vial from him and gulp it as fast as I can. I wait for the crimson tide and my old friend, the lion, to come snatch my soul.


      Nothing happens.


      Except maybe my hunger disappears. And maybe my hands are warm for the first time in days. I definitely haven’t been eating enough or getting enough sleep.


      I could seriously use some peace right now, some certainty, some hope.


      Please, all I need is some hope.


      The park is suddenly really quiet. Darkness and shadows fill the edges of my vision and it’s as if the rest of the world has dropped away. There’s nothing but me and Alexander and the ground we stand on.


      Alexander takes a step away from me. For the first time, real emotion flashes across his face. It’s not the emotion I expected. It’s not victory. It’s not glee. It’s not even fear.


      It’s … shock.


      “Brother,” I say, in a voice that doesn’t sound like mine. “Why have you killed me?”


      There’s a tree behind him but it isn’t the right tree. This garden is not the right garden. This place is all wrong. He’ll never die here.


      “You had what was mine,” he answers. And then, there it is: the envy that I know is always burning inside him, the envy that fuels all his choices, his actions.


      “I would have given it to you if you’d asked,” I say, not knowing why I’m speaking these words.


      The color bleeds from his face. He turns sickly white. He begins to shake. He lifts one hand as though he wants to ward me off, protect himself.


      As he moves, shadows form in the dark behind him: two shadows under the tree. One is the shape of a girl and the other a man. The girl is made of golden light and her heart beats so strong that she glows. The man is ferocious and the red light surrounding him bleeds in every direction, staining the ground, staining everything he touches. Except the girl.


      She waits, standing tall until the last moment when everything has turned to blood—the sky, the ground, the tree, every blade of grass and every particle of dust, crackling, shiny fragments, all of it stained with envy except for her.


      She’s singing. I’ve never heard my sister sing, but her voice washes over me like the sound of freedom.


      The man lashes out.


      The girl waits.


      And then the air explodes into a thousand pieces.


      The vision fades and clarity strikes me like a knife slammed into my heart.


      I have to get Ava out.


      It doesn’t matter what happens to me. I’m not going to make it to the end of the day, I know that now, but I have to keep her alive.


      Only she can end this.


      This time I speak in my own voice. “You will die, Alexander.”


      He roars back at me, his teeth bared. “You are not the angel of death! You are not the one!”


      I smile back at him. He’s right. I’m not.


      And that’s when the lion arrives, padding along the grubby pathway, a sleek creature with a fierce growl. Alexander can’t see it, but I can, and this time I’m not afraid. I know why it’s here.


      When I first saw the lion, it showed me Alexander’s hatred and it drove me to join the Bashers to try to defeat them. Now, the lion’s here to tell me I’m not alone. I can do what I have to do. I can be what I have to be.


      I ignore Alexander as he rants at me, cursing and spewing venomous hate. I ignore him as his fist connects with my face, as he yells at me to fight him, to fight back.


      “Fight me, Josh! Fight back!”


      He wants me to try to kill him. He wants to know that he’s the strongest. He wants me to try and fail.


      But I won’t. I won’t fail.


      I collapse to the ground as Alexander continues to hit me, straddling me, his fists slamming into my face and neck and chest over and over, the wounds healing just as fast.


      He screams. “It was mine! It was meant for me!”


      Alexander beats me into a pulp, my blood staining the grass, splattering the dirt, splattering the tree as I break and heal, break and heal.


      There’s no pain when the lion reaches me and lowers its head to mine. It nuzzles my cheek, its fur soft against my skin.


      “I’ll save her,” I promise.


      The lion roars.


      I know I’ll see it again soon.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          


          
            Chapter Eight

          


          Ava, now
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      I COULDN’T kill him. But I wouldn’t let the children stay in this place. My flame creatures roared down on the guards, forcing them up against the walls.


      I screamed. “Run, children! Run!”


      Behind me, the children lurched to their feet and scrambled to the edge of the water, wading into it.


      If I couldn’t kill Alexander, then I would restrain him long enough for the children to swim to safety. One of my shadows split from me and wound around his body, tethering him to the spot. Another ran with the children, diving to the bottom of the pool and burning through the concealed opening in the bottom of it, swimming down and beyond as they followed.


      My flame creatures snapped at the guards as they tried to stop the children. I waited only long enough for the last child to dive into the deep. My third shadow swam after them, making sure they swam as deep as they needed to reach the bend in the pipe before swimming up into the river outside.


      A moment of fear pierced me as my shadows travelled further away from me than they ever had before—what if they couldn’t get back? I shoved the doubt away. My safety was not important right then.


      I would never let those children live in this place again.


      Behind me, my flame creatures exploded, energy crackling from them to the guards, striking where their hearts glowed. The men and women dropped to the ground and stopped moving. Above us, cracks formed in the ceiling. I’d walked down enough staircases to know it would take more than that to bring the whole place down.


      Alexander didn’t even struggle as my first shadow pinned him. He stared back at me with pure challenge in his eyes.


      He wanted me to try. He wanted me to fail.


      I gathered everything inside me, every part of hate and love, every moment of sun on my cheeks, wind in my hair, every time I’d raced through the ice, pushed through the snow, every memory of fighting with bears and leaping from cliff faces—I gathered everything I had inside me and I pushed.


      His heart glow flickered. Paused.


      It was only for a moment, but the certainty slipped from his face. “You can’t kill me.”


      I leaned in to him, anger swirling inside me. “Are you sure about that?”


      Alexander wrenched away from me, forcing his way out of my shadow’s grip, shouting for Aaron. “Shoot her! Do it now!”


      Aaron wrestled with his weapon, untangling himself from Sarah, but for a moment his eyes flickered to the place where the children had been.


      They were all gone now and my connection with my shadows told me that the first of them had just swum to the surface of the river, coughing and spluttering. My shadows were whispering to them to swim north, stay out of sight, and follow the river to Starsgard where they would be free.


      Aaron slid up to his knees and raised his dart gun. Sarah half-leaned on him and half on the wall. I was fast enough to get to Aaron before he shot me. I could kill him in self-defense as surely as I’d defended myself against his brother. But the way he’d checked that the children were safe first … the realization that he wanted them to escape…


      It was enough to make me hesitate.


      He pulled the trigger.


      The dart struck my torso, shooting its poison right into my heart. A scream worked its way up into my mouth. Behind me, my shadows howled like ghosts as they sped back to me, dripping and sloshing, thumping into me hard as I fell to the ground.


      I struggled to breathe, gagging, clutching my stomach as pain from the poison tore through me.


      Alexander’s shadow dropped me into darkness. “Very clever, Ava, but you’ll never pull a stunt like that again.”


      I drew a breath, my voice hissing out. “Listen to me very carefully, old man. I will never do what you want. Never.”


      “We’ll see about that. Where is it?” His voice grew to a shout. “Where’s the other pearl?”


      He pushed and shoved at me. I’d slipped the other ball of nectar into my pocket and it didn’t take him long to find it. He pulled it out with a snarl. Then he pitched it into the pond.


      There was a plink as it hit the surface and sank from view.


      Alexander’s breath heaved over my face, but his anger faltered. He stared at his hand and over at the pond. “Look what you made me do!”


      I gasped, trying to speak against the agonizing pain rocking my body. “No more easy nectar … to kill people.”


      “Never mind, I have a whole branch.” He took hold of my hair and pulled me half upward.


      I blinked through the pain and calculated a punch, my fist connecting with his chin. I didn’t have the strength of nectar anymore, but the defensive skills my brothers had taught me were just as effective without it. On reflex, Alexander let go of my hair, lurching backward as I fell. I knocked the side of my head against the ground, crying out in pain.


      Alexander launched himself at me before I could get to my feet. Normally, I’d be faster—even without nectar. But the poison had made me so sick that after that one surge of adrenaline had allowed me to hit back, I had nothing left.


      I didn’t even have the strength to scream my frustration as Alexander thumped me against the dirt, driving the air out of my lungs. More pain exploded throughout my body, but instead of making me scared, it made me mad. I struggled to inhale while he remained on top of me, pressing me down.


      He said, “You’re mine.”


      I had enough breath to whisper. “No.”


      He grabbed my face with his free hand, forcing me to look at him. “You will obey me.”


      Air slipped into my lungs and I knew I needed to make it count. “You’re not so scary without the lion skin. You’re just a man. A man who can be beaten. Just like Naomi beat you.”


      My words hit the mark. Color flooded to his cheeks.


      Naomi had thrown herself in front of Snowboy. She’d taken the mortality bullets that Alexander had meant for him. She’d stopped Alexander from killing one of my mortal brothers. It wasn’t the first time she’d tried to keep Alexander from something he wanted. The Starsgardian Councilor, Ruth, had told me a story about when Naomi was a girl in Seversand, about how she’d tried to stop a man from killing a lion for its skin. That man was Alexander, I was sure of it, and his next words confirmed my suspicion.


      “It was my kill. My lion. My skin to take.”


      I demanded. “How old are you?”


      He frowned. “Why do you ask with so much accusation?”


      “Because someone as old as you should know better.”


      He smiled, his words a breathy whisper. “Oh, you remind me of Mother. She was always making judgments. Now I’m the one who gets to judge.”


      He turned from me to speak to Mr. Bradley. “Robert, get the tank.”


      There was a pause, and when Michael’s father spoke, his voice was laced with shock. “But … she’s not strong enough. She won’t survive…”


      Alexander spat. “Don’t question me. Bring the tank. She’ll soon understand the consequences of disobeying me.”


      Mr. Bradley shook his head, frowning hard as he disappeared into one of the openings at the side of the cavern. Aaron slid down the wall next to Sarah, keeping her face turned away. I wondered what would be so awful that he didn’t want her to see.


      Within minutes, a large, rectangular object floated through the opening. It was taller and wider than a person with a metallic coating around its base and some sort of drone positioned on top, flying it slowly forward, holding it above the ground. The sides of the tank were clear and it was full of translucent liquid.


      The shape of the drone reminded me of a beetle because long tethers extended from it, attached down each corner of the box keeping it securely afloat—but the drone’s main body was squat and more tethers coiled and writhed on top like an octopus.


      I shuddered as Mr. Bradley guided the tank toward me, his expression closed and unreadable. The tank stopped moving in the center of the cavern, waiting.


      Alexander held out his hand and Mr. Bradley placed a pair of translucent glasses onto his palm. Alexander attached them to his face and they suctioned on, conforming to the contours of his cheekbones and forehead, imperceptible other than the sheen of film across his eyes.


      He took my hair in his hands once more and his grip was hard enough that I wished I’d shaved my head like my brothers did.


      His expression was hard as granite. “Will you obey me?”


      Anger flared even though I had no strength to sustain it. “No.”


      His dreadlocks fell over his face as Alexander pulled back, but instead of releasing me, he dragged me with him. Pain exploded through my scalp and I barely heard Mr. Bradley over the sound of my scream.


      “Don’t do this!” Robert Bradley positioned himself in front of the tank, blocking it. “There’s no oxygen connected!”


      Alexander’s response was a low growl. “She’ll know how much she needs me.”


      He dropped me beside the tank. Mr. Bradley’s expression was more concerned than I’d ever seen it. He knelt down to me, examining my scalp and clicking his tongue at the blood dripping down it. “You took a big risk, Ava. Now you’ll need to take a deep breath.”


      The relief I felt at Alexander letting go of my hair was quickly replaced by growing dread. He pulled his dreadlocks back from his face and tied them. Then he towered over me, his fingers twitching at his sides and I guessed he was signaling the drone.


      A chill rode my spine.


      The octopus slid to the edge and returned my stare. Its eyes were glassy and cold. While the tethers holding onto the tank remained where they were, its free tentacles shot downward, wrapping around my body, crushing my arms and legs inward, dragging me upward. Suction cups all along its legs kept me from pulling free. It lifted me higher and higher, until I dangled directly above an opening in the top of the tank.


      Liquid sloshed below me. I took a deep breath just like Mr. Bradley said. The octopus slid me inside the tank, feet first.


      Into watery silence.


      The box was tall enough that my feet touched the bottom with a full foot of water above me. The entry of my body into the tank had forced water up and out of the opening. The octopus quickly slid over it again, sealing me in. I wondered if there was a sliver of air left at the top—whether I could swim upward to breathe.


      For a moment, I was transported back to the time when Michael and I had plummeted into the river to avoid the guns of Bashers and Hazards alike. Michael had pulled me along under the water for such a long time that I’d nearly blacked out.


      My eyes burned and I squeezed them shut. Hot tears mingled with the lukewarm water. I missed him. It was such a simple emotion at such a complicated time, but I missed his smile.


      I pushed through my tears to press against the front of the tank. Outside, Alexander stood firm, waiting for me to make a decision: would I choose to drown or obey him?


      I shook my head at him, my hair swirling in the water. The movement caused ribbons of blood to curl around my face. My scalp was still bleeding from where he’d ripped my hair.


      The first bubbles escaped my mouth before I could stop them. I had only a few more moments of air.


      Don’t let them break you.


      Josh’s dying words rang in my ears. Ever since he’d spoken them, I’d lived by those words, forging my own way, never giving in, fighting for my freedom with every breath I had. Every single breath. And then I remembered what Mr. Bradley had said: sometimes the best thing you can do is bend.


      Bend, instead of break.


      I could swim to the top of the tank and thrash against the creature plugging the opening. Or … I could deprive Alexander of his prize. It was an enormous risk but I was about to find out how much Alexander wanted me alive.


      I swam to the front of the box again and let out all my air in big, visible bubbles. Then, I curled downward with the top of my head nearest to the front.


      Alexander stepped toward Mr. Bradley. I couldn’t hear what he said. My power of hearing was gone along with my ability to heal and survive. I needed to convince him how far I’d go to thwart his plans for me.


      I lifted my legs and placed my soles flat against the back of the box, my arms outstretched on either side for leverage. With as much effort as I could manage, I forced my head forward against the tank. The water resisted against me, but I managed enough speed to connect with a thud.


      I did it again, pain striking through the wound in my scalp. Blood swirled in the water. Enough blood to be a problem if he wanted me alive. The movement outside the box turned frantic.


      Light opened above me. The octopus’s legs darted down to curl around my torso. I thrashed against them, clawing at the walls, trying to stay under to prove my point—I would always fight him—as everything turned black around me.


      I had to inhale.


      The creature zoomed upward and my lips opened into air. I breathed again, dangling once more in the air above the water. But this time, I’d splashed out enough water on my exit that there wouldn’t be enough in the box to seal it completely. If he dunked me again, I’d have an inch or so to breathe. If I had to do it over and over again, I would.


      Alexander lost his calm. “Will you obey me?”


      I exhaled a scream. “No!”


      Mr. Bradley turned to Alexander. “She knows we need her alive. She won’t break.” His words became quiet. “She’s as strong as her brother.”


      I gasped to hear his words. Mr. Bradley had been a big part of my brother’s life before he died. A part that I’d never known about until it was too late. If I made it out of this, I was going to make him tell me everything he knew about Josh.


      I yelled. “I will never do anything you want me to do!”


      Thunderous anger filled Alexander’s expression. I worried that I’d pushed him too far. What I’d learned about him was that he was quick to surrender to his fears and even quicker to give in to anger. I needed to use that knowledge to my advantage, but I couldn’t push him too far, too soon.


      His lips twisted into a cruel line. He wasn’t giving in.


      The octopus lowered me again. The water touched my toes.


      I was going back in and this time, I didn’t know if I’d ever come out.
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      JUST AS MY calves slid into the water, a man strode out from the dark staircase. “Stop!”


      President Olander was taller in person than I’d expected. He was a thin man and his face held sharp intellect, not the brutal intelligence that Alexander displayed, but more calculating, patient, the kind that waits to strike.


      He wasn’t alone. A swarm of soldiers filed into the space behind him along with a dozen drones—beetles and wasps. These soldiers didn’t wear the Basher uniform, but the new uniform of the united Hazards and Bashers—a deep green with a blue slash across the chest like the Evereach flag.


      Olander said, “Get her out of there right now. You were supposed to bring her to me first.”


      Alexander left me dangling in the water. “Don’t forget our deal. I stepped aside for you, and the girl is mine.”


      “Alexander, I haven’t forgotten, but you must keep things in perspective. Obviously, we can’t make use of her if she’s dead.”


      The President pierced me with his unwavering gaze. “I believe she knows that.” Then he frowned, tilting his head. “Why is it so quiet? Where are the children?”


      I kicked my feet forward as the octopus lowered me to the ground. “Not here.”


      Irritation washed across his face, but he shook it off. “We’ll get them back. Take her to the Terminal. Get her ready. I want her presentable by the morning.”


      Even though my feet were on the ground, the drone didn’t release me. Instead, it wrapped me up and pulled me along in the air like a package.


      “Robert, you will oversee her preparations. And Alexander…” Olander half turned in the doorway as the drone floated me behind him. “Don’t worry. You’ll have your prize in good time.”


      Mr. Bradley followed us and I was too sick to protest as the drone carried me toward the door, but there was a scuffle behind me. Alexander had grabbed Sarah and was trying to pull her back toward the cells. She was crying and Aaron was trying to stop him. “No, leave her alone!”


      Alexander hit Aaron square in the face. “Or what, boy? What will you do?”


      He grabbed Sarah and hauled her through the dirt.


      “Stop!” I kicked out, connecting with the door so I could fight the drone’s pull. “President Olander! Let Sarah come with me.”


      The President stared at me. “Sarah Watson belongs in here. That way her mother toes the line. She stays.”


      I kicked again, clawing with my hands, knocking into the nearest soldier. “Let her come with me and I won’t fight you.”


      He leaned in close as I kicked again, upsetting the drone even more. He didn’t seem to care that I might kick him too. “I don’t think you’re in any position to bargain.”


      I opened my mouth to retort, but Mr. Bradley interjected. “If I may, Mr. President.” He flipped my wet hair from my damaged scalp, revealing the wound. “She did this to herself. To put it bluntly, Ava Holland is willing to die to defeat us. It would make things a lot easier if she comes willingly.”


      Olander frowned. “She did that to herself?”


      “Yes, Mr. President. I’m sure she’ll do worse if given the chance.”


      Olander glanced at Sarah, seeming to chew over his choices. “Very well. Sarah Watson can go with you for now. But she doesn’t leave Evereach.”


      I frowned at that, wondering what he meant. Maybe he thought I’d try to get Sarah to Starsgard somehow.


      With a grunt of disgust, Alexander threw Sarah down so hard she cried out. Aaron raced to her, helping her to her feet before Olander changed his mind. Alexander retreated to the back of the room, pacing as he watched us leave, resembling the lion whose coat he’d worn.


      Up five staircases and through five doorways, we exited the same way we’d come in. Once again, they blinded me, but I didn’t bother telling them I knew exactly where we were. Once we reached the darkened hanger where the transporter waited, the octopus deposited me into the vehicle once more.


      Olander spoke to Mr. Bradley and then he and his personal guard disappeared. With everyone inside, the transporter closed and we were on our way to the Terminal.


      It was only when Sarah strapped me to the pallet, quietly attaching another line to my arm, that I realized Aaron had left his dart gun behind. He sat on the seat opposite me, staring at me while Sarah worked.


      As she bent to check the floating monitor one last time, she whispered, “Thank you, Ava.”


      She headed to the front of the transporter with Mr. Bradley while the autopilot switched on.


      Aaron said, “You could have escaped. You could have swum out of there, but you freed the children.”


      I hoped with all my heart that the children had found a safe place at the edge of the river, that they would head north like my shadows had told them to—like Michael and I had done. That Olander wouldn’t find them like he’d promised.


      Aaron continued. “You could have left Sarah there too, but you didn’t.” He shook his head. “I don’t understand you, Ava. I never understood Josh either. I’m grateful for what you did. But I can’t forget that you killed my brother.”


      “I don’t expect you to.” I focused on the line, dripping medicine into me, willing it to work faster. I needed to be strong. I might not have my powers anymore, but I wasn’t fragile like I used to think I was.


      Turning away from Aaron, I clung to the knowledge of one thing: there was no more raw nectar. Alexander couldn’t force me to hurt anyone.
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      * * *


      When we landed in the hanger at the Terminal, I expected to be met by a horde of soldiers, but we were alone. My strength took time to return and my legs wobbled as I slid off the pallet.


      I snagged Mr. Bradley’s arm as we exited the vehicle. “Why have they left me alone with you? I could run to the edge of this platform and jump off it if I wanted.”


      Mr. Bradley’s expression didn’t change. Once again, he focused on a point past my shoulder. “What makes you think we’re alone?”


      “I don’t see any cameras or drones…”


      He sighed. “Did you know that some sea creatures have the ability to camouflage themselves so completely that you’d never know they were there?”


      I studied the hanger around me, assuming he meant that there was such a creature nearby at that very moment. The wind rushed in from the open end of the landing pad. Other than the transporter, the hanger was empty. I had difficulty believing there was anything concealed anywhere.


      “When Cheyne gave Olander my research, he gave him everything.” Mr. Bradley took my arm, helping me walk. “There’s a lot of technology that people aren’t ready for. We live such long lives that we already see too much change and the older we get, the more resistant we are to it. Take these transporters for example: people call them flying cars, they like the idea of them, but they don’t want the chaos they create. Evereach isn’t like Starsgard—the people here are stuck in their ways. The world isn’t ready for much of what I’ve invented. And much of what I’ve invented … should never be let loose upon the world.”


      He stopped, seemed to make a decision, and turned. “See that wall? There’s a creature there that disappears into the background, but it will follow us everywhere we go. It was in the transporter with us the whole time—and down in the Basher cells. It detects your body heat and your heart rate and it knows that if your heart rates picks up you’re about to do something stupid. Trust me, it can move fast if it has to. Come on.”


      I stared at the blank space. “How do you know it’s there?”


      “It leaves a trail, sort of like a snail, slightly silvery. Look. There. Do you see it?”


      I tilted my head. At the right angle, I detected a slight sheen across the floor, sort of like someone had smeared it with water, but nothing more. Whatever the creature was, it was clever at concealing itself.


      He led us to a door at the side and into the Terminal. Sarah and Aaron remained close behind. I estimated we were high up since it would make the most sense for an aircraft to land there. We entered an anteroom with a number of elevators before us.


      Mr. Bradley said, “Do me a favor, please, all of you. When I tell you which elevator to enter, follow my hand and not my voice.”


      I frowned as Mr. Bradley tapped the console several times and to my surprise, all three elevator doors opened at the same time.


      He said, “Left one please.” He headed that way, but he pointed to the elevator on the right instead.


      “Quickly now.”


      I stepped to the right as Mr. Bradley continued to veer left as though he was going in a different direction. Aaron and Sarah stuck with me.


      The light caught the distant floor and I noticed the silver trail, but it stopped five feet away. Had the creature paused? At the last moment that our elevator’s doors were closing, Mr. Bradley darted in with us.


      The doors closed and he breathed a sigh of relief.


      “The only good thing about the invisible spy is that I designed it, so I know how it works. It gives priority to verbal cues over visual ones. It also took a moment to process whether it was more important to follow me than you. Just long enough to evade it for now. It will find us again.”


      He pressed the elevator controls. “Ava, there’s a lot I need to tell you and not much time to speak freely. Olander intends to put you on display for all of Evereach tomorrow morning. I’m sorry there’s nothing I can do to stop it. Once you leave the Terminal, you won’t return. But there’s something you need to see before you go. If I don’t show you now, I’ll never get another chance.”


      His focus turned to Sarah and Aaron, pinning them with an intense stare. “What you choose to do with what you’re about to see is up to you.”


      Aaron frowned. “Where are we going?”


      Mr. Bradley didn’t answer. The numbers above the elevator counted down from 140. When they reached 110, the lights on the ceiling flashed—once, twice. The elevator kept descending for another moment before it slowed, stopped, and the indicator above the door went blank.


      The elevator opened into a small entrance. On the opposite wall was a single door.


      Mr. Bradley said, “This is a level of the Terminal that doesn’t officially exist. Arachne helped me erase every hint of its existence in every database. She worked for me before she became one of Alexander’s special children but she never told him about this place. I believe she was forced to do a lot of things, but she never compromised this information. She’s the only other person who knows about it. But only I can access it. I’ve fitted the surrounds with mortality serum in a gaseous form strong enough to kill anyone who tries to break in.”


      Again, he stared pointedly at Aaron and Sarah.


      I shuddered at the idea of mortality in a form that could be inhaled. During the battle in Starsgard, Councilor Naomi had told me that they’d considered using their powerful slumber plant to create a gas that could be dispersed through the Evereacher army; but once it was airborne there would be no way of controlling it.


      Michael’s father sighed, taking my hands. “Ava, I told you earlier today that I had to risk one thing to save another. By working with Olander, however reluctantly, I’m able to keep one piece of knowledge to myself. I’m able to break in all ways except one—to protect what’s inside this room.”


      To my shock, his eyes filled with tears.


      His show of emotion filled my heart with sudden dread.


      “Ava, I’ll open the door, but you need to go in first.”


      The lock clicked open. As I pushed against it, the indent of my palm squished into a substance covering the surface and my name flashed across its surface.


      Beyond, there was a room with a pallet in it much like the one I’d rested on in the transporter. Metal plates floated mid-air above the pallet, attached to it by lines. Air screens hummed and beeped above the plates, one of them showing a jagged line that zigzagged across the air in rhythmic pulses.


      Someone lay on the pallet, connected to the machines.


      My heart stopped in my chest and a sob tore from me.


      They’d never released his body.


      We never knew what happened to him.


      My brother’s heartbeat weaved across the air like fireflies.
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      I DIDN’T KNOW how I made it across the floor to his side. “Josh.”


      Aaron was right behind me but Sarah stayed at the edges, her eyes wide, and her hand covering her mouth.


      Aaron raced to Josh’s side, the most animated I’d seen him since he tried to keep Sarah away from Alexander. “He’s alive!”


      Mr. Bradley shook his head. “He’s … unresponsive. I’m sorry. These machines are keeping him alive. But if I switch them off, he won’t breathe on his own.”


      Aaron wasn’t about to let it go. “That’s not good enough. I can see him breathing. You have to bring him back!”


      I reached for Josh’s hand. His dark hair spread across the pillow in black strands. He’d inherited Dad’s looks while mine were closer to Mum’s. His eyes were closed. A thin line rested across his cheek connected to a transparent device beneath his nose—some sort of breathing apparatus. His chest rose and fell like he was sleeping. He was … quiet.


      In many ways, Josh had had a greater impact on my life in his death than he had before. In life, my brother had been distant from me for many years. His secrets had done that. Just like Mr. Bradley’s secrets kept him apart from Michael.


      I closed my eyes, wishing for things I couldn’t have. “Please, Mr. Bradley. There must be a way.”


      Tears streamed down Robert Bradley’s cheeks. “Ava, you have to understand that Josh was like a son to me. I’ve tried everything to bring him back. Everything. Even raw nectar, but nothing works. I’m keeping his body alive, but his mind…”


      “Even raw nectar? Are you sure?”


      Mr. Bradley turned to the wall and pressed his palm against it. A small drawer slid out and he returned with a vial. It was just like the vials that I’d found on the roof of my house right after Josh died—the vials of synthetic nectar with scorpions drawn on them in gold pen.


      Except that this vial didn’t have a scorpion on it at all.


      This one had a lion.


      I backed away from it. “Who drew that?”


      “Josh did. He drew the images on all the vials.”


      “But … why a lion? The other vials had scorpions on them.”


      “The other vials were synthetic nectar. This is raw.” Mr. Bradley’s eyes pinned me. “Josh called it ‘the raging lion.’ It was what he saw when he took raw nectar.”


      Just like the lion I’d seen in my vision above Starsgard—the one in which I saw my death.


      I shook my head in denial. “No, that can’t be right. The first thing we see is the scorpion. We see the scorpions that protect the tree. It’s the same for all of us. That’s what we see…”


      “Not for him, Ava. He told me he saw a lion and he said it ripped his soul apart. He feared it more than anything else.”


      I pressed my hand to my heart. “Then he saw his death.”


      Killed by a lion and the lion had to be Alexander. He wore the lion’s skin. Which meant he was going to kill me too. I already knew there was nothing I could do to stop him. I couldn’t stop his regeneration. I couldn’t stop his heart from beating.


      Mr. Bradley said, “Josh accepted synthetic nectar in his ampule, but he wouldn’t touch the raw stuff. And for good reason. You know that every mortal has a unique reaction to the Tree of Life. You and the others exhibit physical reactions—ice, strength, flame … but Josh’s reaction was emotional.”


      I wondered for a moment whether that described Pip, too. His strength was in his empathy—his ability to understand how someone was feeling. “What kind of emotion?”


      “Josh exhibited rage.”


      I did a double take. Not like Pip at all…


      “Over time, to protect Josh, I gave him six vials of synthetic nectar to keep on hand as well as the implant in his back. He told me he was going to take three of the vials with him on the night of Implosion. I swear to you, I thought he was safe. But when he died, I found none of the vials on him and his implant had been removed.”


      Aaron had been quiet, but he spoke up then. “Alexander took them. He searched Josh right before we attacked the Implosion room. Josh didn’t even fight him. He was … so quiet that night. It was like he knew he was going to die and he accepted it.”


      My legs wobbled. I gripped the side of the pallet to keep myself upright. I remembered the moment before Josh died, before Michael unknowingly killed him. Josh hadn’t fought back. The expression on his face had been so strange: resignation and peace.


      My mind whirled. Had my brother known about Michael protecting Sarah? He must have known he could trust Michael to protect me against Alexander. He must have known I’d be safe from that moment on, that Michael would fight Alexander to his last breath. By not fighting back, Josh had handed me over to Michael, but that also meant accepting his own death.


      I bent my head over my brother’s chest, whispering. “But what about you, Josh? Who was going to keep you safe?”


      Mr. Bradley stood beside me. “Josh believed in the beginning that his vision of the lion meant he had to defeat Alexander. It’s one of the reasons he asked to infiltrate the Bashers. But then he met Arachne. He helped her escape the Basher cells but she was captured before she reached Starsgard. I don’t know for sure, but I think that in order to secure her release, Josh revealed his mortality to Alexander—he traded himself for her.”


      Aaron nodded. “That’s how it went down.”


      “But by then, he was in too deep and communication between us was short and far between. He was being watched 24/7. I didn’t hear from him for months—until he told me about the planned attack on Implosion and asked for codes to get through the Terminal. He was right to believe that nothing he said was secret anymore. I gave him the codes but Cheyne changed them. He sent Josh to the room where Michael was waiting for the final fight of the night.”


      I pulled myself upright. Many times, I’d wanted to change the past, but none more than now.


      Mr. Bradley said, “I made a lot of mistakes, Ava. The worst one was not being able to be in two places at once.”


      “What are you talking about?”


      “I was here in this room when Officer Reid…”


      He stopped and glanced at Aaron before continuing.


      “I was trying to save Josh when Aaron’s brother, Douglas Reid, took you into custody at the recovery center. I would never have given you nectar but Alexander was bent on finding his angel of death, and Douglas Reid and Cheyne were working for him. I made them release you, but by then you distrusted them completely—and me by association.”


      “And when they hurt Michael?”


      His shoulders slumped. “I was here. These machines weren’t working properly and I was terrified I’d lose Josh. I couldn’t leave him. I didn’t realize the extent of Cheyne’s betrayal at that time. I learned of it after you escaped from the Terminal. And by then … the damage was done.”


      He said, “I haven’t given up hope that I can bring Josh back. But if I can’t, it’s not my right to turn off these machines. Only you can make that choice. It’s my hope that you can find a way through this.”


      He shook himself. “There’s one more thing you need to know before you go. You need to know … that it’s possible to make an unlimited supply of mortality weapons from your blood.”


      I froze. “No … Cheyne said right from the start that the mortality serum has a shelf-life. Olander’s running out of bullets. He needs more of my blood to make more weapons.”


      “Because I engineered it that way. I built in a failsafe. Power can’t be limitless.”


      I was still reeling from this new information, but he glanced regretfully at the time stamp on the wall. “We have to go. They’re expecting us downstairs.”


      “Wait.” It was Sarah. She peeled herself away from the wall for the first time. “Is this place really secure? They really can’t see us or hear anything we say?”


      Mr. Bradley nodded. “Yes, Sarah. You can speak freely here.”


      “Then I need to tell you something. Something I couldn’t tell you before. You see … I’m infected.”


      I startled, backing away from her, but she reached out to me.


      “Not in a bad way. In a good way. I mean … I hope you’ll think it’s good. There are little bots in my blood. Nano-bots. Organic ones that Evereach can’t detect.”


      I frowned at her. “But only Starsgard has that technology.”


      Mr. Bradley folded his arms. “What are you trying to say, Sarah?”


      Her words were matter of fact. “I’m a Starsgardian spy. Everywhere I go, everything I see, is communicated to the Starsgardian Council. I’m a walking, talking broadcast.”


      I stared at her in disbelief. I’d known that Starsgard was getting its intelligence from somewhere inside Evereach, but this? “But … why you?”


      She smiled. “Ruth is my grandmother. Not my direct grandmother. My mother is her great-great-granddaughter or something like that.” Her smile faded. “It’s why they need to keep my mother under control. I’ve spent so much time in the cells lately that I haven’t been much use to Starsgard.”


      “Then … they can see us? Right now?”


      She chewed her nails. “I can’t switch it off. I can’t choose what I show them.”


      Mr. Bradley took a deep breath. “So now they know about Josh. And this room.”


      “I’m really sorry, Mr. Bradley. I can’t un-see it.”


      I covered the distance between Sarah and me as she continued to cling to the wall. I studied her eyes, her face, imagining Ruth standing there instead, looking back at me.


      Mr. Bradley’s assessment was far more clinical. After checking her over, he said, “Well, what’s done is done. And from a purely scientific point of view, it’s actually quite marvelous. Completely undetectable.”


      “The thing is, they can’t speak to me, but I can speak to them.” Sarah took my hands. “Do you want to tell them anything, Ava?”


      I swallowed. I wanted to tell them so much, but Mr. Bradley had already said our time was running out. “The children from the cells—you have to help them. Sarah didn’t see most of it, but I got them out. I told them to follow the river north to Starsgard. There are other cells—I don’t know how many, but they’re all under the river in old Seversandian tunnels.”


      I paused, knowing all the counter arguments Ruth and the other Councilors would grapple with. “I know you’ll be worried that rescuing the children will be an outright act of war but the time for caution is over. Olander has me. Alexander has me. They’ll take my blood and make their weapons and there’s nothing I can do to stop them short of ending my own life. And even then…” I glanced back at my brother.


      “Even then there are ways to keep my body alive.”


      Mr. Bradley startled. “Ava, I promise you, they don’t know this is possible.”


      “But they could force the knowledge out of you.”


      He opened his mouth and closed it again. But a look of such determination passed across his features that I believed his next words to be genuine.


      “I’ve given them everything else. I’ll take this knowledge to my death.”


      I turned back to Sarah. “This is already war, Ruth. This is my war. My family. If I have to fight it on my own, I will. But there are others in Evereach who don’t follow Olander. The only reason they don’t rise up against him is because Olander has their loved ones—their children—captured in cells. If you take away his leverage, if you free the captives, then people will act. They will act … they have to … I have to believe there are still people who don’t want this…”


      My voice cracked. I had to believe that I wouldn’t fight Olander alone.


      “It’s true,” Sarah whispered. “My mother stands at Olander’s side only because I’m under Alexander’s control. As long as she obeys, Olander won’t use a mortality bullet on me.”


      “Ruth, this is your granddaughter. You have to act!”


      I drew a deep breath, not knowing if I was asking too much, asking for Starsgard to infiltrate Evereach and free the captives. I’d already seen the devastation of mortality bullets on Starsgard. They’d survived Evereach’s attacks but often only by chance. Could I really ask them to risk death when Olander’s supply of mortality weapons was about to be replenished?


      And then there was one more thing I needed.


      “Ruth, whatever you do, don’t let my brothers come after me. Don’t let Michael out of Starsgard, no matter what he says. Keep them safe. And please, if everything goes bad … please try to find a way to get Josh out of here. Please take him to Starsgard so he can rest with our parents. He deserves that. He did so much for me and I never knew…”


      I swallowed, struggling to keep speaking. “I’m going to do everything I can to stop Olander and Alexander. Even if I die trying.”


      I stepped back. “That’s all.”


      Sarah took my hands. “Thank you for keeping me out of the cells for another day. I’m not sure how much longer Alexander will leave me alone, but each day counts.”


      I hated to leave my brother behind, but I had no choice but to follow Mr. Bradley out of the room. Aaron had been quiet the whole time, but he walked beside me as we returned to the elevator.


      Just as we reached it, Mr. Bradley leaned over to Sarah and whispered something into her ear. She frowned but kept moving.


      The door to Josh’s room began to close, and I suddenly panicked about leaving him behind. What if he wasn’t safe? What if there was a chance to save him but Olander found out where he was before that could happen?


      I pressed my hand to my heart. I’d pushed the grief about my brother’s death far into the back of my mind and now it was crashing down on me. I couldn’t mourn him yet. I had to keep going.


      The sound of the door closing was like a hammer on my heart.
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      THE WOMAN WITH the scissors told me not to move. Strands of my hair fell to the marbled floor while another woman scurried around with a broom. I didn’t know their names and they didn’t make eye contact. The clippers buzzed and before long, they’d shaved my head completely bald.


      Mr. Bradley had brought me to this room after we left the secret level. He’d taken three vials of my blood, no longer betraying his emotions, before he and Aaron left with Sarah. I honestly wasn’t sure if I’d see them again and I worried about what would happen to Sarah.


      After shaving my head, the women measured me and made me try on several skintight suits made of a thick red material. It was an incredibly bright, eye-catching color that covered me from my toes all the way up to my chin.


      Finally satisfied that they’d got the size right, the two women made me strip off again and shower, washing away the remaining strands of my hair. When I emerged, I was glad to see the red suit was gone and in its place were a t-shirt and jeans.


      Finally, they showed me to an empty room and the door slid closed behind me. The room was just like the one I’d stayed in on the night when Michael and I had been held prisoner in the Terminal. It had white walls that curved up toward the ceiling. There was no furniture, nothing to rest on. The outline of the door had completely disappeared. There was no way out. At least this time, I knew how to access the bathroom facilities.


      My legs gave way halfway across the floor.


      I shook and couldn’t control it.


      I tried to cling to the memory of Michael, of how much he loved me, but it was too much to bear. I never thought that anything would defeat the strength that nectar gave me. I’d thought I was safe. I’d thought Michael and I could make a life together in Starsgard. All of that had been ripped away from me.


      I curled into a ball and tried to suppress the pain rising inside me. I needed his heartbeat to tell me everything would be okay, his gentle kisses, and his arms around me in ferocious protectiveness.


      I needed to tell him about Josh. He had just as much right to know as I did. Mr. Bradley said there was no way to bring Josh back, but even so, Michael deserved to know there was a chance. I’d forgiven Michael long ago for Josh’s death—had placed the blame where it really lay: with Alexander. But Michael had never forgiven himself.


      I could only hope that Ruth would find a way to let Michael know about Josh—and that I was safe for now.


      I wasn’t sure how much time passed before the door to the room slid open, but I was surprised to see Olander in the doorway. I jumped to my feet, relocating myself to the opposite side of the room.


      He dragged a chair inside, its legs screeching on the polished floor. A woman followed him inside, but stayed against the wall behind him.


      “This is Theresa Watson, the Vice-President,” Olander said. “I believe you’ve met her daughter.”


      Sarah’s mom looked a lot like Ruth, but younger. A mash up of Ruth’s dark hair, pale skin, but with green eyes. Her expression gave nothing away. I wondered how much she knew about Sarah’s treatment and how much more awful it would be not to know. When Sarah said her mother stood beside Olander, I hadn’t realized she meant literally.


      I wondered for a moment why he’d give such a position of power to someone who didn’t support him, but then I realized it wasn’t about power, but control—even his Vice-President had no freedom. His control was absolute.


      Once settled, he folded his hands in his lap and contemplated me. He was very different to Alexander. Quiet. In control. When he spoke, his voice was soft, although I knew he could raise it if he wanted to.


      “Alexander and I have the same goals,” he said, as if he’d read my mind. “But we have very different ways of achieving them.”


      I began to pace, unable to remain still. He watched me move, never taking his eyes off me, making me even more uncomfortable.


      “Alexander’s methods are often violent. Some might even say cruel. Take the children, for example. He locks them up for months before they hibernate. Even then, they’re still alive and can be revived. I like to be more efficient. A mortality bullet would be far quicker and more precise. But there’s a problem. And it’s a problem that simply won’t go away.”


      Olander leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees, his head bowed for a moment. “Seversand has a girl whose DNA is superior to yours.”


      I stopped pacing, my stomach crawling. Superior to mine…


      “Unlike our mortality serum, the weapons made from her blood have no shelf-life. They don’t expire. On top of that, the number of bullets they can produce from a single drop is a hundred times the number we can produce from you. Because of that, Seversand has the upper hand in every way.”


      My stomach sank. Mr. Bradley had deliberately limited the ability to make weapons from my blood. He’d ensured Olander had to keep me alive. But if Seversand had no such limits…


      I’d always been taught that Seversand was a harsh, barren country where the people loved to war and fight. During the world war, it was Seversand that had created the nuclear bomb. I’d known for some time that Seversand held Rift’s sister a prisoner. They’d had her for years. Which led to the question that kept returning to me.


      I asked, “Then why haven’t they attacked already?”


      “Because they don’t know your limitations. They believe our weapons are just like theirs. For that reason—and that reason alone—their President is willing to make a deal in the interest of avoiding extended bloodshed.”


      I pressed myself against the wall, wishing I could slide right through it. “What deal?”


      “We’re going to sign a treaty.”


      “A piece of paper? What good will that do?”


      “We’re going to seal it with an act of good faith: a swap.” He smiled and it was such a calculating expression that my skin crawled. “We’re swapping you for her.”


      My heart stopped. “What?”


      “They get you and we get their girl.”


      “But…”


      He folded his arms across his chest. “It’s a good deal for Evereach, don’t you think?”


      “It’s a bad deal for the world. What are you going to do once you have her? Attack Seversand?”


      He was taken back. “No, not at all. As long as Seversand stays out of my way, they can keep their precious sand dunes. No, Ava, you missed my first point. I told you Alexander and I have the same goal. I just prefer a more efficient approach.”


      I sank down the wall, my legs wobbling, unable to hold back the sick feeling in my stomach. “The children. The slow healers.”


      “I will be the creator of a truly superior race.” He brushed off his pants legs as he stood up, as if dust might have settled on the perfect creases in the short time he’d sat down. “They won’t suffer.”


      I tried not to show any vulnerability, but tears sprang to my eyes. “I thought Alexander was a monster, but you…”


      Olander gleamed as if I’d complemented him. “Tomorrow morning, I’ll present you to Evereach. I’ll make a show of it, but not for the benefit of the people. They hate you and will mostly likely try to kill you on the spot. The Seversandian President doesn’t believe I have you in my custody, so a public broadcast is necessary. After that, you’ll travel north to the coast and from there to Seversand.”


      “Wait … Seversand?”


      He paused in the doorway. “The swap’s taking place there, not here. Get some rest, Ava. You look very tired.”


      I sank to my knees when they left, trying to process everything Olander had told me. For a long time, I’d felt as if mortality was my fault, a possibility from my DNA. When I’d found out about Rift’s sister, I’d known I wasn’t alone.


      But now it turned out that Seversand had no limit on their weapons. And Olander wanted her, because he wanted to control who lived and died. Without limit. Without a second thought.


      The only thing I had on my side was time. I wasn’t sure how long it would take to travel to the coast, but I guessed it would be a few days even at high speeds, and from there we had to cross the ocean. I had to figure out a way to stop him, to stop the deal, and I had to figure it out soon.
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      * * *


      The two women returned and told me it was morning. I hadn’t slept. My mind had refused to stop racing. One of them laid out the red suit on the pristine floor. It looked like a puddle of blood.


      “Get dressed.”


      I pulled on the suit and they ushered me out into the hallway, down another corridor, into an elevator and out onto the hanger.


      I was relieved to see Mr. Bradley, Aaron, and Sarah waiting for me, even though they looked grim. It took me two seconds to see why. I backed away from the octopus drone and the tank waiting beside the vehicle.


      Mr. Bradley said, “I’m sorry, Ava. There’s oxygen this time at least.”


      I winced as the octopus took hold of me and Mr. Bradley handed me the breathing apparatus. It covered my lips with a diaphanous substance, connected through a tube to a small cylinder labeled ‘oxygen’ that he clipped to the back of my suit.


      “You have about three hours of air, but you’ll be out of the tank well before then. It’s a short trip to the stadium and we’ll be waiting for you at the end. I’ve managed to wrangle Sarah’s assistance for the trip to the coast—her piloting skills may be necessary to get you to the boat alive.”


      “Then you know I’m going to Seversand. Aren’t you coming with me now?”


      “Not this time. The vehicle’s set to autopilot and our invisible friend will ride with you. I’m afraid Olander is all for making it a show today.”


      I looked for the creature, but it was impossible to identify where it might be. Once I was inside the tank, the world outside turned shimmery through the water. The others stepped out of the way and the octopus floated the tank inside the vehicle. Then, to my horror the walls of the tank turned black so I couldn’t see anything beyond it. I sensed the thud when the door closed. The vehicle shifted, taking off, and then I traveled in darkness.
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      * * *


      The vehicle came to a stop.


      There was a long moment filled only by the faint slosh of water. A small gap at the top of the tank made that possible this time. I missed my hair, the sense of it waving behind me. My bare head felt exposed. My body too. The suit was almost fluorescent in the water—I could see it despite the dark. It was undoubtedly designed to draw attention.


      Olander’s voice began speaking, but the sound was tinny and I couldn’t place his location.


      “People of Evereach!” His words had a strange echo. I tried to call on what I’d learned when my senses were heightened with nectar. His voice came from below me. At the same time, the quieter, tinny sound came from above. A speaker?


      “Evereach!” he cried again. “For too long we have lived in fear. For too long we have asked ourselves: where is the mortal? Will she creep into our homes at night and kill our children? Will her mortality be used against us?”


      He paused. Other sounds reached me. Many voices were shouting. High-pitched, forceful shouts.


      “My people, I promised you that I would bring to light the darkness that threatened our peace and safety, and today I make good on that promise. I have captured the mortal!”


      The vehicle opened and sounds rushed in, hitting me with full force. Thousands of voices shouted and jeered below me. As the octopus flew the tank outside, the color of the walls changed, becoming transparent so that I could see everything.


      And everyone could see me.


      I floated down toward a podium in the middle of a football stadium, its seats filled with thousands of people. Olander waited in the center, his hands raised toward me. There were other people on the podium—two men and a woman. I didn’t get a good look at the men, but I recognized Theresa Watson before the tank touched down.


      The crowd heckled from their seats, some standing, some throwing things, shaking their fists from a distance.


      Crack!


      I flinched as a shot split the air and a bullet hit the glass.


      They were shooting at me and the glass was definitely not bullet proof. As four more bullets connected with the tank, spider web cracks spread out from each location.


      Olander remained calm.


      “My people,” he said, in a mildly admonishing tone, holding up his hands as soldiers infiltrated the crowds, confiscating the weapons. One of them patted a shooter on the back, and although they took the guns, they left the assailants in the crowd.


      “Don’t be afraid. She can’t hurt you. She’s not even breathing the same air as us. This tank is specially designed to protect you. Just as I will always protect you.”


      The crowd began to chant his name and Olander smiled, but to my surprise his smile was for me. He covered the microphone he wore on his collar, pressed his drone control visor and his voice projected inside the tank.


      “Remember this moment, Ava Holland. My people love me because I’ve given them what they want.”


      While you kill their children and take what matters.


      As I looked out over the thousands surrounding me, disbelief gave way to anger. Did they know that children were missing? Did they care? I refused to believe that everyone felt the same as the people in this crowd. I remembered Aaron’s face: the moment when he waited to make sure the children had escaped. I even recalled the way Hannah begged me to help save her parents.


      Before Olander returned to his position on the podium, I noted the way Sarah’s mother stared ahead as if her mind was somewhere else, somewhere better than here.


      Fear had started this. Fear kept it going.


      But knowledge could end it.


      I pressed against the glass, pushing both my hands against it. The bullets had weakened it and the cracks increased with the extra pressure. They’d built the tank to keep me in, but not to protect me. Olander was too busy posing for the crowd to notice.


      I shoved against the glass. Once. Then twice. The cracks spread even further, but it wasn’t enough. I leaned back like I had when I’d hit my head against the tank the day before, leveraging my arms to the side. Then I thumped my feet against the wall as hard as I could.


      The tank cracked even further. One more kick would do it.


      Olander spun, but he was too late.


      I kicked as hard as I could and the front of the tank shattered, glass and water rushing forward. I let it take me, rolling to the edge of the podium. Luckily, my suit was thick enough to protect me from the glass shards swirling in the water.


      Olander shot forward, grasping at me. He was faster than I’d expected and I realized that the suits and ties he wore had fooled me into believing he was a leader by intellect only. The way he moved told me he was no stranger to physical battle.


      I ripped the breathing apparatus from my mouth and jumped to my feet. He expected me to run so he didn’t anticipate that I’d turn and fight. His momentum gave my fist extra force, but the bruise on his face faded in the same moment that it appeared. I drew on every move my brothers had taught me—every attack and defense—deflecting his attempts to grab me, hitting back at every opportunity, knowing I had only moments.


      Sarah’s mother had landed on her hands and knees in the wash, clinging to the edge of the podium. The other officials shouted for drones and tranquilizers—and screamed at the soldiers not to let anyone shoot me.


      Finally with a kick and a twist, I succeeded in forcing Olander to the ground, immobilizing him for a sheer second so I could snatch his microphone. I screamed into it the only information that might matter.


      “Your children are under the river! They’re in tunnels under the—”


      The drones swarmed, tranquilizers hit me, an octopus tentacle slammed across my mouth, and further words were impossible.
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      SOLDIERS DUMPED ME inside the high-speed transporter while I was still paralyzed from the tranquilizers. Olander himself slammed the door shut.


      Mr. Bradley, Aaron, and Sarah waited for me inside the transporter as they’d promised, and as soon as Olander and the soldiers were gone, they pulled me up off the floor.


      Aaron propped my head on his shoulder, his arm keeping me stable while the tranqs wore off. “That was incredibly stupid, Ava. You know they’ll just move the kids now.”


      I couldn’t answer. They’d shot me with so many paralytics that not even my lips could move. But at least everyone knew where the cells were now. The location of the Basher’s perfect hiding place was out in the open.


      Mr. Bradley explained that once we reached the northern coast, I’d travel to Seversand by boat because Olander couldn’t risk Starsgard using an EMP to disable an aircraft—and Seversand wouldn’t allow Evereacher aircraft to enter its airspace, let alone land on its soil.


      Each day that followed, explosions rocked the transporter. I guessed it was Olander’s way of punishing me. Every time the soldiers changed the route, somebody leaked the coordinates. The attacks were so accurate, that after a while, I started to suspect it wasn’t civilians attacking at all, but Olander himself trying to keep me in a state of fear.


      “How many of the people in that crowd were there because they hated me?” I asked Mr. Bradley. “And how many were actually there because they’re afraid of Olander?”


      Mr. Bradley’s gaze shot to the ceiling where the invisible spy watched us. “An excellent question, Ava, but also a dangerous one.”


      I barreled on. “How do I know that the people who shot at me were civilians—and not soldiers planted in the crowd? How much of this is real and how much is Olander creating an illusion? I won’t believe that there are so many people in Evereach who align their beliefs with the Bashers.”


      Sarah opened her mouth, but shut it again, clamping her lips together. I knew she couldn’t say anything. What I wanted her to say was that her mom was fighting back. That while Olander and Alexander traveled with me to Seversand, she and others would turn the tide against them in Evereach.


      It seemed like an impossible dream, but I had to cling to it.


      I wasn’t surprised when, on the third day, explosions hit the transporter once more. This time I tuned the sounds out, slapping my hands over my ears and curling down over myself. Both Sarah and Aaron stood over me with tranquilizer guns ready, just in case. I imagined Michael’s arms around me, keeping me safe. I wouldn’t let Olander’s games get to me this time.


      Aaron shouted. “Ava! Look out!”


      I glanced up and was immediately blinded by a bright light streaming through the roof. Metal screamed and a hole was ripped in it. There was a thump. Someone landed inside the vehicle. I braced, knowing I had to defend myself, but the light was too bright to focus.


      The person paused. A hand reached for me. His face came into focus.


      That’s when I realized who it was. “Snowboy! But how?”


      He grinned. He was naked to the waist as always, glowing like the brightest star. “Take my hand! Michael will catch you.”


      Aaron lowered his tranquilizer gun. He must have recognized Snowboy from the fight in Starsgard because he urged Sarah toward Mr. Bradley at the front of the vehicle.


      Michael’s father stood very still. He hadn’t seen Snowboy for ten years, but now wasn’t the time for a reunion.


      “Go!” he shouted, and neither he nor Aaron tried to stop me.


      Fear lanced through me as the explosions continued. I was suddenly terrified to take the hand that Snowboy offered me.


      I shouted. “I’m mortal! I can’t fight like I could before.”


      Snowboy gathered me up in his arms. “You were always more than that to us.”


      His grip tightened and his legs bent. He pushed off and we soared through the hole in the roof into the maelstrom above us.


      Bursts of fire rocked the air all around us. From that height, I could see there was a long convoy of vehicles weaving along the road. The firefight at the front was being waged almost single handedly by Blaze. He shot fireballs at the vehicles and had succeeded in creating a pile-up that stretched for a quarter of a mile ahead of us.


      A silver streak beside the transporter snatched my attention. Michael raced alongside, his legs pumping, somehow moving as fast as us. As we lost velocity, Snowboy pitched me toward Michael and he leaped upward to catch me mid-air. “I’ve got you! Don’t be scared.”


      He hit the ground with me in his arms and kept running without missing a beat. Heat radiated off him, striking me in waves. My eyes widened at the power in his arms, the speed of his stride, and the way he moved just like my brothers, dodging and zigzagging around the gunfire. His eyes … glowed. It was a strange silver glow like captured starlight.


      I was suddenly transported back to another time—a safer time—when Michael was asked what it was like to kiss a mortal and he’d said it was like kissing starlight. My heart leaped. My fear was overtaken by joy at seeing him. “Michael?”


      He grinned like Snowboy, speaking without puffing. “You know how I never took nectar before?”


      I couldn’t do anything more than nod. I was sure my heart was going to burst inside my chest. The emotion of seeing him again was so strong.


      “When that drone snatched you, I made your brothers give me nectar and guess what? I broke the grid. We got through. We’ve been heading south the last few days. I’m sorry it took us so long to locate you.”


      I’d asked Ruth not to let them out of Starsgard, but they were long gone before I made that request. Still, he’d broken the grid and that couldn’t be a good thing.


      “Ruth is going to kill you. That grid was everything.”


      “Don’t worry, the break was temporary. I kept it open only long enough for us to slip through.”


      “What about Pip? Please tell me he’s not here.”


      “We sent him south to let Ruth know what happened. Don’t worry, the bears carried him so he wasn’t alone.”


      Behind us, a vehicle flipped into the air and I made out my biggest brother, Quake, swinging transporters like baseball bats, crashing through them, kicking them away as they plowed along the road.


      Michael veered off to the side, heading into the trees while my brothers continued to create chaos behind us. As we crashed through the woods, the fight behind us changed. The soldiers abandoned their tranquilizer guns and fought back with nets, trying to capture my brothers. In the distance, drones zoomed toward the carnage, only moments away from reaching us. I knew they would be loaded with poison darts. My brothers could withstand tranquilizers, but not this. I needed to warn them.


      “Michael, Evereach has poison that destroys the effects of nectar. We can’t leave the others behind. They’ll be captured.”


      His eyes met mine. “I’m not leaving you, Ava.”


      “Please, Michael. You don’t understand. I couldn’t stop him.”


      “Who?”


      “Alexander.”


      Michael missed a beat for the first time. His voice rose. “Alexander’s the one who had you? This is worse than I thought…”


      “I can’t stop him. He’s protected somehow. I tried, but I can’t beat him.”


      “Don’t worry. The others won’t be far behind me. We’ll regroup and figure out a way home.”


      At that moment, Rift dropped from a nearby tree and broke into a run, sprinting beside us.


      Michael called out to him. “What did you see?”


      “Drones! Too many of them. The others are splitting up to draw them away.”


      My heart plummeted. Deep dread filled me. “You can’t do this for me.”


      Neither boy listened. The whir of wasp and beetle drones filled the air behind us. They zipped through the trees on our tail, speeding at full tilt. Rift split into shadows that raced up the trees and leaped out, smashing the drones, thumping them away through the foliage. Still more drones took their place.


      “Give me nectar!” I shouted. “Let me fight.”


      Michael glanced at Rift.


      “It’s all gone. We only had five pearls on us when we left Starsgard and we took the last of it for this.”


      As Rift’s shadows dispatched another drone, there was a moment of silence behind us and for that moment, I thought maybe we’d be okay, that we’d get away.


      But Rift frowned, glancing back the way we’d come. “What’s that sound? It’s like something sliding…”


      My stomach sank. The invisible spy…


      It was the creature Mr. Bradley had warned me about. The invisible guard. Rift must have been able to hear it slithering through the underbrush with his powerful hearing.


      A moment later, Michael lurched as the unseen creature hit him from behind. He sprawled forward. I rolled and fell from his arms, spinning into the nearest tree. The wind knocked out of my lungs, but it wasn’t just the impact that stopped me still. A thick object slammed into me.


      A thick, invisible object.


      The object took shape and form above me, sliding around me as it did so. What looked like a thick tentacle the size of my arm wrapped tighter and tighter around my chest and legs, except that it wasn’t a tentacle, because its head lowered to mine and the outline of two fangs became clear.


      It was a snake.


      I screamed as the fangs pierced my shoulder, rupturing skin and sinew. Michael leaped on top of it seconds later, ripping its jaws away from me with his bare hands, pulling and pulling as the creature snapped at him, trying to bite.


      While Michael wrestled with it, Rift hauled me to my feet.


      “Take her!” Michael shouted. “Go!”


      But the moment of delay was enough to give the drones time to catch up. Rift dropped to his knees in front of me, a dart sticking out of his arm. It was the same green poison that had brought me down from the cliffs of Starsgard. He doubled over in front of me, shouting in pain.


      “No! Rift!”


      At the same time, Michael ripped the snake’s jaws in two with a sickening crunch. The creature slid to the ground, finally dead. But one of the beetles latched onto his chest and another two attached to each of his arms, impaling him with their razor-sharp legs. They pinned his arms to his torso and shot silver darts—tranquilizers this time—across his chest.


      Whoever was controlling them didn’t realize he’d taken nectar too. He ripped them off, tearing their tethers apart, making it within several feet of my position. I beat at the drones with my fists until I realized there was something on my back. I risked a glance to discover a beetle clinging there. I clawed at it moments before its tethers wrapped around me.


      My arms were pinned within seconds.


      A wasp sped up to Michael, and this time, a green dart met his skin. He shouted, but the beetles swarmed him, attaching to his chest and implanting their tethers into the ground on either side of him. As the steel tethers shortened, he was forced flat, still struggling beneath them.


      “Michael! No!”


      He stopped fighting and I knew that the poison had done its work. Within moments, the beetles had scooped both Michael and Rift upward, and carried us all back to the convoy.


      Quake and Blaze were already there, sitting propped up against a vehicle, but Snowboy wasn’t anywhere to be seen. He alone was fast enough to have the chance to escape and I prayed that I wouldn’t see him dragged back any moment.


      Alexander pounded up to me on the road, drawing back a fist and slamming it into my cheekbone. Pain exploded inside my head and I slumped downward as the beetles released me.


      Nearby, Michael shouted as the beetles dropped him onto the pavement. He coughed and retched into the earth, clawing his way toward me. “Don’t touch her!”


      A gleam entered Alexander’s eyes as he assessed Michael. He abandoned the kick he was about to land in my side and crossed the distance between them.


      “Michael Bradley. I’ve been trying to get your attention for a long time now.” He gripped Michael’s jaw, making him wince. “You’re the future, Michael. You and I, we’re the strongest. You are your mother’s son. It’s time you realized that.”


      He dropped Michael back to the ground and glared at my brothers. Tears sprang to my eyes at the sight of their faces, deathly pale, stricken with pain. But the determination in their eyes hadn’t lessened.


      Mr. Bradley ran up to me then. He missed a beat when he saw my brothers, and I could see him counting. He knew about Snowboy, but Alexander didn’t seem to.


      Mr. Bradley shouted orders at the nearby soldiers. “Anti-virals and medical lines! Now!”


      Alexander grabbed him. “What do you think you’re doing? Let the males die.”


      Robert Bradley pushed Alexander away. It was the first time I’d seen him hit back. “You may not care, but the President does.”


      Alexander scratched his chin. “Why?”


      “Ask him yourself.”


      Olander plowed forward through the growing crowd of soldiers, his personal guard forcing a way through the throng. He appraised me and my brothers and lastly, Michael. Strangely, he seemed pleased.


      He said, “Good. Now I have everything I need. Get them into a medical transport. Keep them separated but see to it that they survive. We’re taking them all to Seversand.”


      Alexander had no hesitation getting in his way. “What are you playing at? I just want Michael and the girl.”


      Olander responded by pointing at Rift. My brother stared back at Olander, frowning at being singled out.


      Olander said, “You have no idea who that boy is, do you?”


      Rift glanced from Olander to me with questioning eyes. I shook my head. I had no idea what Olander was talking about.


      Alexander scowled. “I don’t like secrets.”


      “Well, then, be unhappy if you wish.” Olander turned on his heel, shouting orders at the soldiers to clear the road. “If the mortals die, you will spend the rest of your lives rotting in the cells. Now move!”


      Aaron and Sarah appeared with medical gear and several other soldiers ran up pushing pallets and lines. Mr. Bradley set to work ordering them around and supervising the medical procedures. I couldn’t do much more than watch as my brothers were carried into waiting vehicles. Their eyes didn’t leave mine until they disappeared into the backs of the transporters.


      I crawled over to Michael, my cheek burning from where Alexander had hit me and my shoulder bleeding from the snake bite. Michael reached for me, his hands shaking, but the look in his eyes when he saw my cheek made me shudder. He didn’t have to speak for me to know he would destroy Alexander if he could.


      His dad returned from one of the vehicles and bent down to us. “The others are safe. They’ll be okay. I’ll make sure of it.”


      He hesitated before he turned to Michael. “Are you all right, son? The effects will wear off much faster on you.”


      Michael skipped a beat, his jaw ticked. “Hello, Dad.”


      Mr. Bradley hovered over us. “I need to help Ava now. She took a nasty hit to her face and the wound on her shoulder will get infected if I don’t treat it. Will you let me do that?”


      I realized then that Michael had wrapped his arms around me, keeping me close. His instinct was to protect me from his dad.


      I said, “It’s okay, Michael. Your dad … can help us.”


      As Mr. Bradley bent toward me, assisting me to stand, I whispered to him. “We don’t have to worry about that invisible spy anymore. Michael killed it.”


      Mr. Bradley sighed. “That’s a relief. I have some news, too. It seems that the snow is still free.”


      He meant Snowboy. He’d escaped. It was a small ray of light in the darkness that encased me right then. I hoped that Snowboy would return to Starsgard for reinforcements.


      Michael refused to be pushed on a pallet, standing on his own, the color returning to his cheeks. As we passed the nearest vehicle where Rift had been taken, the soldiers stood on guard and barred our way.


      Mr. Bradley drew us away. “It looks like they’ll let you travel with me, but not with the others. Come with me.”


      Within moments, I was back in a transporter. Aaron peeled off a medical patch and applied it to my cheek, cooling the wound.


      “Sarah.” Michael stopped in surprise when he saw her.


      She smiled. “Hi. It’s nice to see you again, Michael.” But her smile quickly faded when she saw my shoulder. Shock and adrenaline had worked to keep me pain free until then, but the pain from the bite was increasing.


      Sarah quickly cut the shoulder out of my shirt to treat the wound, sterilizing and patching it. “You’re lucky you don’t need stitches.”


      I sighed when she attached me to yet another line. It felt like the medical attachments were becoming part of my body—like an additional arm or leg.


      Then, the vehicle moved again. Michael gripped my hand, staring at his dad, but Mr. Bradley chose not to speak. I wondered if that was because there was too much to say.
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      * * *


      I told Michael everything that had happened since I fell from the cliffs—about Alexander and the lion’s skin, the Basher cells and the children I’d helped escape, and Olander’s plan to swap me for the other mortal girl. I couldn’t tell him about Josh or the things Mr. Bradley or Sarah had told me at the secret level—that Sarah was a Starsgardian spy or that his dad was trying to save Josh’s life when we were captured at the Terminal. Even though the invisible spy wasn’t alive to watch us anymore, I couldn’t risk Alexander or Olander finding out about my brother.


      We arrived at the northern Evereach coastline the next morning. I’d never traveled this far north when I lived in Evereach, but I’d seen the coastline from the height of the Starsgardian mountains.


      The docks were built out from the mainland, stretching far out over the ocean. Left and right were piers with ships of varying sizes moored at them, but nothing looked big enough to transport the number of soldiers that had begun pouring out of the transporters arriving after ours.


      The salty air whipped at me and for a moment I imagined I still had hair, half expecting it to slap across my face. The night before, Michael had kissed each side of my head at the tip of my ears before we’d fallen asleep. Now, I chewed my nails waiting for my brothers to emerge from their transporters, consumed by fear that they might have been hurt overnight.


      Quake and Blaze appeared first. To my relief, they looked much better than they had the day before. When I moved to hug them, the soldiers stopped me, physically pushing me away and forcing me to keep my distance.


      I was tired of faceless soldiers pushing me around. All of them wore Basher uniform so I couldn’t identify them, but there were two who seemed to be present most of the time—I recognized them by their body shapes. One was tall, lanky, and loped when he walked. The other had broad shoulders and kept his tranquilizer gun out of its holster most of the time. I decided to call them Lanky and Broad.


      Michael urged me away from them while I bounced from foot to foot. I tried to read my brothers’ expressions from a distance. The guards from each of their transporters escorted them down the nearest pier, keeping them separate from each other as well as me.


      I caught their eyes as they passed. They were worried. There was no doubt about the sharp set of their mouths and the tension in their shoulders. They kept glancing back—but not to me—and I realized they were just as worried about Rift as I was. He still hadn’t appeared.


      At the end of the pier, small boats rocked in the water, and even from a distance, I could see fins protruding from the surface, circling the vessels.


      “Look.” Michael pointed out to the ocean.


      Lanky and Broad blocked my view, but I leaned left to see what Michael was pointing out.


      I gasped. “Warships.”


      Ten large vessels rested at intervals across the distant horizon. It was hard to tell from a distance, but it looked like each ship was equipped with massive sails and flew the Evereach flag. I remembered what Mr. Bradley had said about Starsgard bringing down aircraft. It looked like Olander wasn’t taking any chances that Starsgard would try to use an EMP to disable the warships. No doubt the sails would go up while we passed through Starsgardian waters.


      I spun as Sarah ran up to me. Aaron and Mr. Bradley were close behind her. She grabbed my hand. “Aaron’s going with you—and Mr. Bradley too—but I have to stay here. I wanted to say goodbye.”


      She pressed a small backpack into my arms. Lanky moved to intercept her and Broad reached for the pack, but Aaron stepped between them, suddenly getting in Sarah’s face.


      He demanded. “What are you giving the prisoner?”


      Sarah took a hasty step back, almost tripping on the pavement. “Medical supplies. The President doesn’t want her dying on the trip.”


      Aaron yanked the bag from me and opened it, riffling through its contents. I caught sight of a number of bottles, bandages, and medical patches like the one he’d put on my face the day before.


      Finally, he shoved it back at me. “Fine. If it’s the President’s orders.”


      I slipped the bag onto my back, not sure what to make of Aaron’s sudden display of aggression. For a short while there, I’d stopped fearing him—was even on the verge of trusting him—but now I reminded myself: he was the one who’d shot me in the first place. It didn’t matter that he’d been my brother’s best friend. Without him, I wouldn’t be here.


      Sarah gave me one last nod and disappeared into the oncoming stream of soldiers. All of them headed left or right down different piers, boarding the smaller boats and heading out toward the ships on the horizon.


      Finally, Rift appeared. Olander strolled at his side.


      Rift’s expression was guarded and I guessed he still didn’t know why Olander had singled him out the day before.


      Once more, Lanky and Broad got in my way before I could reach Rift, but this time I wouldn’t let them stop me speaking.


      “Rift! Are you okay?”


      He nodded, but didn’t say anything as he passed me by.


      Olander called out as he went. “Bring the girl. Take her straight to her chamber on the ship.” His lips thinned in a disapproving line as he assessed Michael. “Keep them separate until we reach Seversand.”


      Then he continued with Rift to the nearest boat. Mr. Bradley followed them, glancing back at us and I couldn’t decipher his expression—concern? fear? hope?


      I clutched Michael’s hand. “No. We need to stay together.”


      He pried his fingers from mine, taking my face in his hands. “I know you’re not afraid for yourself. You don’t want to be separated because you’ll worry about me—about us. But we’ll be okay. I promise. If they were going to hurt us, they already would have.”


      “You don’t know that. You don’t know Alexander.”


      A booming laugh reached us and Alexander strode up, the last to disembark from the transporters. He rolled his shoulders, seeming relaxed. His hair was tied back and he wore a simple t-shirt and long pants.


      His laugh was sharp and his tone sharper. “She’s right, boy. Maybe I plan to drop you in the ocean and feed you to the sharks.”


      He scratched his chin and it didn’t escape me that Michael and I were now alone on the docks with only Lanky and Broad and Aaron to watch over us.


      “In fact, maybe I’ll do it just for the fun of it. I’ve never killed a shark with my bare hands. I’d like to know if it’s possible.”


      Michael’s eyes narrowed. I reached for his hand one last time as fear crept down my spine. Alexander was in a state of pause. His big hands twitched as if he’d grab Michael at any moment.


      Aaron cleared his throat. “My Lord, the President’s watching.”


      Alexander’s head swiveled. “So he is.”


      He strode past us and for a moment, I thought he’d leave us alone, but at the last moment, he darted left, wrapped his arm around Michael’s neck, and jerked him hard along the pier.


      Michael didn’t have time to shout, hitting at the arm that held him tight, while Alexander dragged him down the pier and dumped him into the nearest boat.


      My jaw clenched so hard I thought I’d crack my teeth.


      The backpack that Sarah had given me slipped from my arms, but Aaron picked it up and pressed it at me.


      His intention seemed deliberately to ignore the scene on the pier. Michael had scooted to the end of the boat and Alexander ignored him as he started the engine and they sped away.


      Aaron said, “Keep the medical supplies with you. They’re the only ones you’ve got. The President doesn’t want you dying.”


      I slung the pack over my shoulder and half-walked, half-ran up the pier to the last boat, unable to keep my eyes from the disappearing boat with Michael in it. So far, it looked like Alexander was staying away from him, but the distance was making it difficult to tell.


      I sank into the vessel and found a place at the end of the boat where the waves rammed it—the wildest, most unlikely spot. Lanky and Broad took position on either side of me and Aaron started the engine. Within moments, the boat churned its way toward the waiting ship, leaving the circling fins behind.


      I flinched as the pounding hum of a hundred drones zoomed overhead, also headed for the ship. Wasps, beetles, and even the occasional octopus, swarmed across the air, seemingly unaffected by the strengthening wind.


      By the time I arrived, Michael and my brothers were nowhere to be seen. I wasn’t sure if they were on the same ship or had been taken to one of the others. I climbed the rope ladder onto the deck and searched for them among the sailors. Olander was the only other person I recognized. Even Mr. Bradley had disappeared.


      The engine started and the ship began its journey east. Aaron ushered me beneath the vast deck to a small cabin, and on the way we passed through so many levels that I realized just how enormous the vessel was. The symbol of Evereach—a diagonal blue slash representing water—adorned the walls at intervals.


      Michael and my brothers could be anywhere.


      My heart drummed and my stomach churned.


      Every step felt like it was taking me further away from them. Away from the people I loved, but closer to Seversand.
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      THE BEACHES OF SEVERSAND were dry, yellow, and stretched for miles in wavy dunes like a static, golden sea. Warriors waited for us, drawing our small boats to the shore to moor them while the warships waited on the horizon.


      It had taken a week to travel through Starsgardian waters and reach the northwestern coast of Seversand. Far, far to my right, the Starsgardian mountains were a frosty white glare sharply contrasting with the heat that beat down on us on the beach.


      I’d been allowed up onto the ship’s deck only twice during the journey. On one occasion, I’d taken the chance to gaze over the rail into the deep water below, contemplating the magnificent, but ferocious, sea creatures gliding along beside us. They were sleek and fast, but brutal. A shoal of sharks had swum beside us for the duration of the final day, making easy meals out of the fish that were attracted by the food scraps thrown overboard.


      I’d been given new clothing as the temperature changed. Light cotton pants and a long-sleeved shirt with a hood protected my exposed skin, especially the top of my head. Every now and then, I reached for my hair, feeling only the stubble that had begun to grow back.


      Aaron and a beetle drone had been my constant companions. Although he struck a nonchalant pose wherever I went, Aaron was never more than a few feet away. Although he boarded the boat that brought me to Seversand’s shores, all of the drones remained behind.


      Twenty Evereachers came ashore with us, including Olander, Alexander, Mr. Bradley, and Aaron. The soldiers left their guns behind, grumbling about Seversand’s rules. Only blades were allowed to be brought to shore.


      Michael and my brothers were transported in separate boats, arriving after I did. I sought them out across the beach, trying to see if they were okay as soldiers ushered them along the sand. Olander was the last to step foot onto the beach, his pale skin a shock of white in the surroundings.


      The warriors who greeted us were quiet and strong, pulling the boats onto the beach and securing them to metal posts. Their skin ranged from pale to dark, but they were all lean with gleaming, intelligent eyes.


      I bent to run my hand through the sand, allowing the grains to filter through my fingers. The warriors gave me curious glances. My skin was the same color as the wet sand—a pale caramel, a shade that had always seemed out of place in Evereach—and especially in Starsgard—but blended with my surroundings here.


      The warrior at the front wore leather straps laden with jewels that crisscrossed his chest. He had menacing features—hair slicked back and paint across his eyes. He didn’t offer his hand to Olander, but instead beat his fist against his chest twice.


      “I’m General Gaza. The President asks you to travel straight to the Coliseum where she waits for your arrival.”


      Olander inclined his head, but the General turned his attention to me, appraising me. I wasn’t so much concerned with about as I was about my brothers right then.


      I leaned around the nearest soldier—Lanky again—trying to see them. They’d left Seversand when they were much younger. Now, ten years later, they’d set foot in their home country again and I could only imagine how they were feeling about it.


      Michael had managed to maneuver himself closer to me than the others and I caught his small gesture of support—a brief smile—before Broad got in the way.


      General Gaza, on the other hand, had followed my gaze to Michael and his eyes widened. Everything else seemed to disappear as he crossed the distance between them. He ignored our guards as he demanded. “Who are your ancestors, boy?”


      Michael stood his ground. “My ancestors?”


      “Who is your mother?”


      Michael’s eyes narrowed.


      A smile flickered over the General’s face before it disappeared. “I don’t expect you to understand our customs, so I’ll indulge you. You may take your father’s name in Evereach, but it is your mother’s line that is paramount here. So, I ask you again, who is your mother?”


      “Helen Bradley. But she was known as Helena Rivera when she lived here.”


      He grinned. “I knew it. Welcome to your homeland, brother. The Rivera tribe is one of our most powerful warrior tribes. Your ancestors have been waiting for you.”


      Next, he assessed my brothers and in particular Rift. His lips parted as though he was going to say something, but instead he beat his fist to his chest. “Welcome home, brothers.”


      Then, he caught sight of Alexander and his expression changed completely. His upper lip curled into a snarl. Instead of approaching Alexander, he spun to Olander.


      “Your men must reveal their faces.”


      I’d gotten so used to not seeing the faces of the soldiers around me—to seeing only their masks—that I’d forgotten they were people underneath. Aaron was the only one whose face had remained uncovered during the trip.


      “Very well. Take off your masks!”


      The soldiers obeyed. They were all men but I’d figured that much from their physiques. Lanky was younger than I’d expected, with blonde hair and slightly freckled skin—and Broad was older, square-jawed, with brown hair.


      Satisfied that he could see their faces, General Gaza rotated on his heels. “Come.”


      As we trudged up and over the first dune, endless sand greeted us on the other side. I eyed our warrior guides, noting that they didn’t carry a single container of water among them. The sun’s heat didn’t seem to bother them as it beat down on us.


      Alexander shoved past Olander, muttering. “The President’s already insulted you and you don’t know it.”


      Olander snagged Alexander’s arm, forcing him to stop. “I know she has. I’m not ignorant of Seversandian customs. It’s an insult to be greeted by men. Women are placed more highly. Don’t underestimate my understanding of your culture, Alexander. And don’t underestimate the importance of knowing when to pick a fight.”


      Alexander pulled away with a huff.


      I angled toward Michael but Aaron got in the way. He shoved the backpack into my arms—a constant reminder of Sarah.


      Michael nodded to Rift, and my brothers kept as close as they could to us. I increased my pace to nudge up to General Gaza. There was no mistaking that he hated Alexander—and his greeting to Michael gave me hope that he saw Michael as Seversandian, one of them, rather than an Evereacher—which meant we all had a better chance with the General than we did with Olander.


      I wiped the sweat from my forehead after I pulled on the backpack. “Never mind the medical supplies. It’s the heat I won’t survive.”


      General Gaza half-turned. “Don’t worry, Evereacher, we won’t remain aboveground for long. The cool, underground pods await us.”


      When we were back in Starsgard, Rift, Blaze, and Quake had told me about underground pods and cities where the people of Seversand lived. I hoped the closest one wasn’t too far away.


      Still, I didn’t like Gaza’s description of me as an Evereacher. I retorted. “I’m not an Evereacher.” I glanced across at Michael and he nodded in agreement. “Not anymore.”


      General Gaza’s response was a low growl. “You’re a girl without a nation. Yet I hear you can destroy worlds.”


      I pulled my hood as far over my forehead as it would go. “Maybe it’s a good thing I don’t belong anywhere. Nobody has to take the blame.”


      “Or perhaps you’re still looking for a home.” His words were accompanied by a wary smile.


      I didn’t think tears could spring to my eyes in that heat. I was sure they’d evaporate. I’d found my home in Starsgard—I’d finally felt like I belonged somewhere—but it had been torn away from me. Or rather, I’d been torn away from it.


      Halfway down the next dune, General Gaza suddenly stopped and shouted. “Halt!”


      He held his finger to his lips and the Seversandian warriors were immediately on guard, quiet, their heads tilted and listening. The Evereachers shuffled and waited. Olander looked unhappy but Alexander didn’t seem perturbed.


      I studied our surroundings, trying to figure out what was going on and to find purchase in the slippery sand. Walking through it was one thing, but staying still was almost impossible.


      A glance seemed to tell General Gaza that halting at that point simply wasn’t going to happen.


      “Quickly, onto the flat, but go no further.”


      I hurried down the slope to the level sand below. There was another dune ahead of us, but there was a small area where we could stand between them. While the Evereachers plowed toward it, the Seversandians were light-footed, taking up positions around us.


      Again, I looked around, wondering what was going on as we milled around. One of the warriors approached Gaza and spoke to him. “A false alarm?”


      The General shook his head. “I saw it. There’s never just one.”


      For another minute, nothing happened. Sand slithered down the slope behind us where we’d dislodged it. The hot wind cut into my skin and I tugged at my hood, trying to keep my breathing even. I slid the backpack over my arm, hoping one of the bottles contained water and, as I swiveled my head, a golden object glinted in the dune behind me.


      Small and triangular, it moved fast, and it wasn’t alone.


      The warrior who’d spoken with Gaza shouted. “There!”


      General Gaza drew a breath so deep I heard it drawing into his lungs. He bellowed. “Sand sharks!”


      My muscles bunched. My instinct was to run from the shining golden fins sliding through the sand. But instead of launching into flight, the Seversandians dropped to their knees.


      General Gaza shouted. “Reveal your weapons!”


      He, too, dropped to his knees, sweeping his sword from its scabbard in the same motion, dropping it onto the sand in front of him. To my surprise, Alexander did the same, slinging a dagger into the sand as he thudded to his knees, head bowed.


      The golden fins raced toward us, maybe a hundred of them, racing down the slope from all directions as if we were a homing beacon.


      “Evereachers!” General Gaza’s bellow was angry now. “Reveal your weapons or you will never see the sun again!”


      Clearly confused, the soldiers around me dropped to the sand, fumbling with their knives and swords. Michael and my brothers were already on the sand, but had no weapons at all.


      Quake simply lifted his head to the sky, staring into the golden light, his big body towering over the soldiers around him, dwarfing even the tallest Seversandian. He lifted his hands at his sides, palms up, as if showing the world that he had nothing.


      Tears filled my eyes at the sight. Across the way, Rift and Blaze had done the same. Michael, on the other hand, had formed fists of his hands and lifted those instead.


      I flipped the backpack into my hands and dropped it, just in case a medical needle was considered a weapon. I held my breath as the golden fins raced toward me…


      …and around me. There was a sucking sensation as they passed, a depth to the movement that was both frightening and exhilarating at the same time.


      Several feet away from me, Lanky was the last to drop to his knees. “What is this? Some sort of stupid—”


      General Gaza was screaming now. “Reveal your weapons, Evereacher!”


      “Fine, here’s my sword.” Lanky held it upright, glaring at the oncoming fins swarming toward him.


      “Your dagger too, boy!”


      An immense swoosh of sucking sand drowned General’s Gaza’s warning. Lanky twitched toward the dagger at his belt, his mouth dropping open as golden bodies shot from the sand.


      What General Gaza had called sand sharks appeared to be just that—small sharks with pointed noses, each no bigger than my arm. But as they flew up from the surface of the sand dune, their mouths opened wide, dislocating three times as wide as their bodies.


      Teeth.


      Hundreds of teeth.


      Sharp as razors. They sank into Lanky’s torso, legs and arms, even his face. The force of the impact propelled him backward and his scream split the air, louder than the whooshing sharks.


      One moment he was there and then…


      The sand sucked down in the place where he’d been, leaving only a spiral in its place. The remaining fins raced around the other warriors and disappeared into the dunes on the other side.


      They were gone as quickly as they’d arrived.


      They left silence in their wake.


      I stared at the spot where Lanky had been.


      Aaron, too, was staring, his eyes wide. “What just happened? What were those things?”


      General Gaza rose to his feet, retrieving his weapon. His shout cut across the group as people began to stand.


      “You will not bring deceit into this land. You will not bring pride or treachery. It is not human hands that will cut you down here.”


      He strode over to us and hauled Aaron to his feet. “Your friend is now in hell, son. A mouth full of sand and sharks feeding off his deceitful bones for as long as he continues to regenerate. I believe your kind like to say … bury the weak.”


      He dropped Aaron to the sand, but Aaron stumbled upward. “He wasn’t my friend.”


      Gaza’s eyebrows rose. “Those are the first honest words I’ve heard from an Evereacher.” He strode onward. “We continue! It’s not far now.”


      The next ten minutes felt much longer. The heat oppressed my lungs and burdened my limbs, making me feel as if every step carried led weights. My brothers struggled with it too. I wanted to reach out to them. If we were together, we’d support each other, keep each other going. I wanted to rant against the soldiers keeping us apart, but every breath was spent focusing on shifting my feet.


      Finally, Gaza called us to a halt. This time there was no urgency in his orders so I guessed we weren’t stopping because of sand sharks.


      The side of the dune in front of us shifted and an outer shell opened into a staircase. Sand drizzled down inside it. Nobody made a move to descend into it until a small cylinder shot from the chasm below—a tiny device no bigger than my hand.


      It spun in a quick circle, scanning us so fast that I marveled at the technology. Evereach’s drone technology was human-controlled—large weapons equipped with powerful tranquilizers. You couldn’t miss them. This small object emitted a powerful beam that scanned all of us within moments and then it disappeared again into the abyss below.


      “All good,” General Gaza proclaimed and the opening widened even further to reveal a spiral staircase leading down to a brightly lit platform underground.


      We followed General Gaza and several of the warriors into it while the remaining Seversandians brought up the rear. I sucked the cooler air into my lungs, grateful for the change in temperature.


      Gaza said, “Our land may appear soft and supple, but beneath it lies an iron beast, each cell of its body a pod and its organs made of great cities.”


      He gestured around us, and I caught my breath.


      Immediately in front of us was some kind of monorail—a pod train—but beyond it was a place that could only be described as a city, even though ‘city’ didn’t match the incredible intricacy of the pods in front of me. They stretched for miles and miles, shafts of light strategically placed between them—openings in the ceiling allowing sunlight to filter through.


      The cavern walls themselves were lined with diamonds and precious metals, also strategically placed to maintain the structure and refract the light where needed.


      General Gaza said, “This is just a small cavern. We’ll pass through many more on our way to the Coliseum.”


      I struggled to tear my eyes away from the amazing sight of the underground city. Once we were inside the monorail, it shot forward and the General and his warriors held in their laughter as we braced against the force of movement. They passed me ice-cold water and I drank glass after glass of it, checking that my brothers were doing the same.


      For most of the day, we rode the rail, speeding past caverns so vast and deep it took forever to pass them even at top speed. Some caverns were full of agriculture—plants cleverly cultivated underground. In another cavern, great iron beasts chewed through rock, excavating and constructing.


      Devourers, the General called them. Quake had once warned me about the machines that could chew through the earth beneath Evereach. They were the same machines I suspected had created the tunnels under the river beside Dell city. I had no way of knowing what had happened to the children I’d freed or whether my message to the world about the location of the cells had done any good.


      As night fell, the solar vents darkened and lights glowed in the pods that we passed. General Gaza told us to sleep in our seats. He pointed out the amenities at the back of the train and I went there to splash water on my face, trying to ignore the dark rings under my eyes and disguise the tears that fell as I attempted to bury the image of my brother, Josh, lying on a pallet connected to machines.


      When I returned, I found that General Gaza had cleared a row of seats at the front for me. Four Seversandian warriors stood guard in the space.


      He said, “You’ll sleep here under the protection of my guard.”


      “I—” I looked around for Michael and my brothers. They weren’t close enough for my liking.


      Olander shoved forward, annoyed, while Alexander scowled from the back. Olander demanded, “You don’t think we’ve come all this way to harm her now, do you?”


      General Gaza’s calm demeanor disappeared in an instant. He didn’t move or threaten Olander physically, but his words may as well have been swords.


      “Our nations are on the brink of war, President. This girl holds us in balance. We’re not so stupid as to believe you won’t use her to infiltrate our country and bring your weapons with you.”


      Olander gritted his teeth. “We’re here in good faith.”


      He glared at me, but General Gaza’s words rang true. We’d left behind warships crammed with drones. Mr. Bradley had taken vials of my blood and a week’s travel was long enough to create many mortality weapons.


      “Then allow her to sleep,” the General replied, calm once more. “In good faith.”


      Olander didn’t look happy but there wasn’t anything he could do. Michael was closest to me and, with a quick glance at my brothers, he took the chance to slip into the seat behind mine before any of the Evereachers could protest.


      To my surprise, an approving smile flitted across the General’s otherwise guarded expression. He nodded at Michael, and it was suddenly clear that he considered Michael to be another guard to watch over me.


      I should have been afraid of what I was headed into, but for the first time since falling from the Starsgardian cliffs, I felt as though I could sleep safely.


      [image: ]


      * * *


      I awoke to a gentle hand on my shoulder. The monorail had come to a stop. Around me, everyone was eating and the General passed me a plate of food without speaking. I found Michael in the seat behind me and he gave me an answering smile as he ate.


      Finally, the General spoke. “We’ve arrived at the city closest to the Coliseum, but from here we have to walk again. None may approach the great colossus except by the sand under their feet. For that reason, we will begin before the sun rises.”


      He passed us all robes made of the finest white cotton to cover our heads and bodies. The robes appeared to be coated with some sort of shiny substance. I pulled mine on as we ascended a staircase into the sunlight above. The new cloak was far more effective than the flimsy clothing I already wore.


      In the distance, I could just make out the shape of something huge—a low-lying building on the horizon. One of the Seversandians took my shoulder and I flinched before I realized he wanted me to pass my hands through a harness that carried water flasks, equally weighted on either side. I realized that the Seversandians all carried them, grinning at me, as though it was a novelty for them to carry that much water.


      “Thank you,” I said, adjusting the harness.


      The warrior who’d given it to me tugged my hand, urging me forward, before walking ahead of us.


      Aware of Michael and my brothers behind me, I took my first steps into the heart of the Seversandian desert.
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      WE ARRIVED AT the Coliseum in time for the sun to begin its descent toward the horizon. I drank copious amounts of water along the way, grateful for the warriors who seemed to take delight in being asked for another water flask. I was also grateful for the cloak they’d given me to wear—my skin didn’t burn and the heat didn’t feel like it was going to crush my lungs.


      The Coliseum had appeared from a distance to be low-lying, but as we neared it, it became apparent that it was at least ten stories high, about a half mile wide, and circular—an enormous ring made from stone.


      There was no door. Instead, an opening had been cut in the outer wall with an inscription carved above it. I paused to read it, but it wasn’t in a language I understood.


      General Gaza passed beneath the stone and gestured me inside. “It says: Victah-Var-Soul. It means: Only the worthy.”


      Beyond the opening, corridors led both left and right. Gaza led us to the right and we emerged from the stone corridor into the sunlight. On our right were rooms and staircases. On our left was a ceiling-high glass wall that stretched the entire inner circle of the building.


      The glass wall encircled a sandy plain but it was not ordinary sand. This sand was black as ash. It wafted above the surface, rising and falling with the breeze. Creatures scuttled inside it—black creatures I knew only too well.


      Scorpions.


      In the center of the sandy area, hundreds of feet away, was a mound of blackened wood, so twisted and sunken it barely resembled a living form anymore.


      It had to be the midnight tree.


      The black branch that had been grafted onto the magnolia tree in Starsgard was difficult to comprehend but even it had been alive and strong, living through the magnolia tree and flush with nectar. But this … thing in the distance was barely alive.


      Rift had called it the Tree of Life, but the object I saw now was a thing of death. I checked for my brothers, glad they’d had the benefit of the same protective cloaks as me. As they entered the walkway, they threw back their hoods and stared at the misshapen tree in the distance.


      I met their concerned eyes. That twisted mass was nothing like the tree we knew. I stayed close to the glass as General Gaza ushered us toward the hall where he said President Vale waited.


      Before we reached it, there was a commotion behind me. The Evereach guards suddenly moved into formation, circling my brothers and surrounding them, pushing them forward. Aaron propelled Michael and I backward before the remaining Evereach soldiers surrounded us too.


      There were now two circles of soldiers moving along the corridor. My brothers were inside the first, and Michael and I were inside the second. Olander took up the front and Alexander took up the rear.


      General Gaza seemed unfazed. He strode ahead with several of his warriors, while the others followed behind Alexander. Altogether, we made a broad procession through the walkway and it was just as well that there was nobody else in sight.


      Without pause, Gaza waved us through an entryway at the right, into an enormous chamber. The walls soared upward, glittering with jewels embedded into the stone: emeralds, amethysts, and sapphires striking a brilliant pattern against sandstone pillars.


      Seversandian warriors—all men dressed in golden armor—lined the edges of the room in a double row—one row in front and another row behind. The men in front held swords and were all giants but the row behind was made up of shorter warriors, barely visible, wearing red armor. Their formation seemed strange. I caught a glimpse of a bow and arrow in the hands of one of the back row warriors and wondered what kind of attack scenario would play out if things didn’t go well. I could tell Michael was puzzling over this also. He inclined his head to the side of the dais. If things went wrong, the safest place would be near President Vale.


      President Vale was a magnificent presence on the elevated platform. Like the pictures I’d seen of her, her dark brown hair was tied into a tight, high ponytail, falling all the way down her back. A ring in her nose carried a chain sporting a row of jewels across her cheek. She wore the same warrior’s garb as General Gaza, finished off with straps across her chest that were also dotted with jewels. She carried a single dagger in a case at her waist and a sword at her back.


      The guards in front of me halted. President Vale didn’t move from the dais and her gaze didn’t waver from Olander.


      Her voice roared into the room, reminding me of a bear—a bear not of snow and ice but of severing sand, the kind that would slash the skin from a warrior’s face.


      “Have you brought back what was stolen from me?”


      I frowned and Michael shook his head: he didn’t know what she meant either.


      Olander’s smile bordered on a smirk. “I have, President Vale.”


      With a flick of his wrist, the circle of soldiers surrounding my brothers opened up. I struggled to see them as President Vale prowled closer, leaving the dais for the first time.


      She stopped barely inches from Olander, her whole body oozing threat. The warriors around the edges of the room took a step inward. So did the back row, remaining concealed behind the larger men in front of them.


      She said, “I see only men. Where are the children who were stolen from me?”


      Children? My eyes widened. She meant my brothers. Mr. Bradley had taken them when they were much younger. From their point of view, he’d rescued them from captivity. But she clearly saw it as theft.


      Thinking of Michael’s father … I looked around for him, but to my surprise, he was nowhere to be seen. When had he slipped away?


      Olander replied. “President Vale, they aren’t children anymore.”


      President Vale prowled right up to Quake, appraising him. She stopped at Blaze next, and finally Rift. “So it seems.”


      She spoke quietly for the first time, addressing Rift. “What is your name?”


      Rift glared back at her. “My name is Rift.”


      She frowned. “No, your Seversandian name.”


      “My mother called me Ephron.”


      “Meaning ‘the fields of the dead.’” The corners of her mouth turned up in a brief smile. “It’s a good name. Your mother chose well.”


      Rift flinched. “Death follows me, so, yes, the name fits.” He cleared his throat. “It’s clear that we’re a payment in these negotiations. My mother kept me prisoner here. Do you intend to do the same?”


      President Vale paused. “Your own actions will determine that. Do you intend to flee?”


      “At the first opportunity.”


      She smiled. “I wouldn’t expect anything less. General Gaza, please take our wayward sons to the Starlight Pod. They need food, water, and rest. I fear they can’t attend the feast tonight, however, given Ephron’s declaration just now. See that they are kept safe.”


      I was undecided about her intentions, but the offer of food and water didn’t sound like she was going to mistreat them. I fought the urge to fight to go with them. No doubt, both Presidents were working their way up to dealing with me.


      General Gaza and several of the warriors left the room with my brothers and President Vale quickly returned to Olander.


      “Now,” she began. “Where is the mor…”


      She stopped mid-sentence, frowning at the back of the room.


      Any softness I might have imagined in her features bled from her face and body. In an instant, she became like granite. She snarled. “How … Dare … You…”


      She advanced on Olander, drawing her dagger from its sheath. Her voice rose to a deadly pitch, screaming into Olander’s face.


      “How dare you bring that monster here?”


      Olander backpedaled. The soldiers who had previously circled my brothers tried to pull him back and close ranks, but they weren’t fast enough. President Vale grabbed him by the throat, far faster and stronger than the soldiers.


      She pressed her blade to his throat.


      Olander spluttered.


      Alexander sauntered out from behind the soldiers into clear view. “I assume you mean me.”


      The Seversandian warriors around the room shouted in unison—a war cry in Seversandian. At the same time, they dropped to their knees, revealing the warriors behind them.


      The fighters in the back row were not men after all, but women. Some of them were girls not much older than me. Each pointed an arrow at our group.


      President Vale hissed. “Every blade in this room is dipped in mortality poison. Including the one at your throat, Olander. You will answer for this monster’s presence among us or die.”


      A quick glance told me there were at least one hundred female warriors around the room, all armed. That meant there were one hundred mortal arrows pointed at our small group. If the arrows didn’t do their job, the rows of men in front were ready to attack. They may be on one knee to allow the women to aim and see, but it looked more like a prime position to lunge upward and finish us off.


      Vale said, “In Seversand, it is the women who kill. Only those who create life have the right to take it. In Evereach you think women are weak. Here, you will fear us.”


      Olander struggled to regain his composure. “Alexander is an Evereacher and he has immunity from your laws.”


      “No, he’s a murderer who is wanted by seventeen tribes for atrocities committed against them. Give me one good reason why I don’t cut you both down right now.”


      “Because I have the girl.”


      Olander’s reply was simple enough.


      President Vale’s gaze flickered straight to me and I realized that she’d been keeping visual tabs on me the whole time. Michael moved in front of me, blocking me, but a quick glance told me there were at least three arrows pointed at his heart.


      I whispered to him. “We can’t let them fight.”


      “Let them kill each other.”


      “I won’t take the chance you’ll be caught in the crossfire.”


      He sighed and I knew he’d let me go. I pushed past Aaron and the other guards, making my presence clear.


      President Vale looked me up and down while she continued to grip Olander’s throat. “You’re the girl who broke the world.”


      Her words grated on me. “I’m not the only one. It takes two mortal girls to make a war. One, on the other hand, makes a slaughter.”


      She growled. “True. But what would you have me do? Alexander was banished from our land hundreds of years ago. He stole children from their families and attempted to raise them in his image. He fed them to the sand sharks when they disobeyed him.”


      My stomach turned at that. I squeezed my eyes shut, trying to gain control of my emotions.


      She continued. “Of his lesser crimes, he brought the lions to near extinction, hunting them relentlessly. What am I to do with such a man now that he stands before me?” Her gaze remained solidly on me, refusing to look at Alexander who paced, clearly annoyed at being ignored. “And what should I do with the man who brought him here?”


      “You should imprison him. Maybe even kill him. But … you can’t.”


      “Can’t? Tell me why not?”


      “Because there are boatloads of mortality weapons in ships positioned off your northern coast. And I don’t think that’s all. If I’m right, Olander has been dispatching ships for some time now to circle your coastline. All they needed was the weapons. They’ve had me for days. Long enough to create an artillery of mortality weapons.”


      I sighed. “The world needs peace.” I glanced at Alexander. “Before it needs justice.”


      President Vale released Olander with a disgusted grunt. She put away her dagger. “Very well. I won’t raise a hand against Alexander, but he’s here at his own risk. I won’t be held accountable for the actions of the tribal leaders. Do you understand, Olander?”


      Olander ran a hand across his throat. “Understood.”


      Her voice became quiet. A small smile crossed her mouth. “And you should also know that while your fleet circles my shores, my own fleet circles yours. You’re not the only one who’s been busy. Imagine what we’ll do with mortality serum and nuclear weapons combined.”


      An expression of disquiet flashed across Olander’s face. He stepped backward into the protection of the Evereachers who closed around him, forming a protective barrier. President Vale motioned to the female warriors to lower their weapons. Her expression was stony while Alexander crossed his arms.


      Vale gestured to the warriors at the head of her guard. “Please show the President and his men to their quarters. They’re welcome to join our tribal leaders at the feast. If they dare.”


      Her challenge was definitely for Alexander. She’d already said she wouldn’t guarantee his safety from the leaders. He huffed.


      She shook her head. “In the meantime, I’ll escort Ava Holland to the banquet myself.”


      That brought Olander barreling out from behind the Evereachers, his face red. “No.”


      President Vale laughed. “What are you afraid of? That some harm will come to her? That our deal won’t go ahead? I give you permission to bring your soldiers to the feast as long as they leave their weapons at the door.”


      Olander advanced on Vale, but she quickly grabbed her dagger and wiggled it in the air, making him pause.


      He glared at the weapon, his anger palpable. “You will respect our agreement.”


      “Of course. But if she’s to make Seversand her home then she may as well start now.”


      President Vale motioned to General Gaza who had returned and seemed to be enjoying the new spectacle. “General, please show Olander and his officers to the south wing.”


      To me, she said, “You will stay.”


      Before Aaron could restrain him, Michael shoved through the exiting soldiers. “I’m staying with Ava.”


      I eyed the weaponry around me. “Michael…”


      President Vale’s demand was swift. “Who is your mother?”


      Michael didn’t hesitate this time and when he said his mother’s name, the President smiled. “Of course she is. Your people will be glad to meet you.”


      She signaled to the General and he and twenty warriors ushered Olander and the Evereachers finally from the room.


      A weight lifted from me once they were gone. I hadn’t realized how poisonous Alexander’s presence was. Even standing in the same room as him made me feel ill.


      Once she was satisfied they were gone, President Vale waved to one of the women at the side—a warrior who had taken a step forward at the mention of Michael’s mother.


      The girl’s skin was olive and her eyes were green. I guessed she was around my age. She tapped her chest without taking her eyes off Michael. “May the sun never set on your years.”


      President Vale smiled. A real smile for the first time. “Ember’s grandmother is here as the representative of her tribe. The Rivera tribe. I believe Ember may be your closest cousin. You should meet your family, Michael.”


      Michael’s face was awash with emotion. He’d always felt out of place in Evereach and even more so in Starsgard. For the first time in his life, he had a chance to meet his extended family.


      A playful smile toyed with the edges of President Vale’s mouth. “You may, of course, stay with Ava the whole time.”


      Ember grinned. “You really are your mother’s son. She’s a legend among our tribe. Among all the tribes, really. We heard she’d had a son, but I can’t believe you’re actually here.”


      Michael’s eyes shot wide. So did my own.


      He mouthed, a legend?


      The President called out in Seversandian—a single word—and I guessed she’d just dismissed the other warriors because they disbanded, silently filing through a door at the side of the room and closing it behind them.


      She strode ahead of Michael and Ember, catching my arm and whisking me along with her, through the doors and into the corridor outside. The sun was setting, but golden stones placed at intervals along the corridor lit our path.


      I was shocked to find myself looking into the eyes of a very different woman. The President’s ferocious façade was gone. The woman who appraised me now was troubled.


      She said, “My intelligence told me that you and my sons were safe in the Starsgardian mountains.”


      I stared at her in surprise. My thoughts split in two directions at once. She’d called them her ‘sons,’ but she couldn’t mean that literally… And as for my second thought… “You speak as if you were happy that my brothers were there and not here.”


      “You call them your brothers?”


      I shot back at her, “You call them your sons.”


      She laughed. Took a deep breath. “To answer your first question: yes, I was happy they were there. I had every reason to believe that Robert Bradley would steal them all those years ago and I did nothing to stop him. Unfortunately, one of my guards was overzealous and the girl remained behind.”


      My thoughts swam. I pressed my hands to my temples. “I really don’t understand where you’re coming from right now.”


      “You have many questions and I promise I will answer them in time, but I want you to know that I’d planned to send Olander packing when he didn’t show up with the boys. I never wished for you to be wrenched from your home.”


      She chewed her lip. “I’ve promised Olander a swap: our girl for you. But I don’t trust him for one second. He’s been too willing to play along.”


      She pulled me to a halt outside a chamber. Music and singing spilled out of the room and the scent of food made my mouth water. “I’ll leave you here in Ember’s capable hands. I have dignitaries to meet—our treaty has captured the attention of the world.”


      As Michael drew close, he captured my hand, always able to read my thoughts. “What’s wrong?”


      “I’m not sure. I feel like … she was trying to warn me.”


      I couldn’t say anything else as Ember swept us into the room.
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      I FELT IMMEDIATELY out of place. I was still wearing the white cloak with cotton pants and shirt underneath. In contrast, the room was filled with women wearing elaborate silk dresses and men in fine suits. It was a surprising change from the armor Ember wore.


      She strode into the room as if she owned it. Three women at a far table stood up and called out to her. She paused only long enough to gesture us along with her.


      Michael leaned into me. “This isn’t what I expected.”


      “You and me both. I’m seriously underdressed and I’m trying to remember the last time I had a shower.”


      He pulled me to a stop in the middle of the room. “Ava, what’s going to happen after this?”


      I returned his serious expression. “I don’t know. They keep talking about a swap. They keep saying this is my home now.”


      “Then it’s mine, too.”


      I leaned into him, allowing our bodies to touch for the first time in a week, drinking in the contact. In response, he wrapped his arms around me. I half expected someone to leap up from one of the tables situated around the room and wrench us apart. His arms flexed around me as if challenging anyone to come near us. Clearly, he had the same thoughts as me.


      He said, “These are stolen moments. But I’ll snatch them where I can.”


      I tried to smile. “I miss you, Michael.”


      He kissed my forehead, the lightest touch, and ran his hand down my arm. I clasped his hand, wishing the rest of the room would disappear. Worry for my brothers was never far from my mind. I hated that these people were eating and laughing while my world was crashing.


      Ember waved us over. An older lady, her hair falling to her waist, rose from her seat as we approached. Her dress swished regally around her body as she tapped her fist to her chest.


      “Michael, son of the river, may the sun never set on your years.”


      “This is Grandmother,” Ember explained. “And two of my aunties. My mother isn’t here tonight.”


      “You honor us with your presence, Michael,” one of the other women said. Like Grandmother, her hair was dark brown along with her eyes and skin.


      We took our seats and within minutes, food arrived, and despite my worry about Quake, Blaze, and Rift, I forced myself to eat. Michael, too, chewed slowly.


      At the next table, the conversation alternated between talking and singing, almost as if song was a natural part of the interaction. I couldn’t make out most of the words. Mostly, they sang in Seversandian, but spoke in the same language as Evereachers, switching between the two mid-sentence. However, the way they kept glancing at Michael was unmistakable. They were talking about him.


      “Our tribe has long prayed for your mother’s return,” Grandmother said.


      “I heard she’s a legend,” Michael replied, attempting to sound casual, but his shoulders were too tense to pull it off.


      Grandmother smiled, but her eyes narrowed. She lowered the bread she’d raised to her mouth. “I sense a need for information. As if you feel we know more about your mother than you do.”


      He shrugged. “You do. Mom never told me anything about her life here.”


      The aunties gasped.


      Grandmother’s eyes shot wide. She dropped her bread. “Then, you don’t know…”


      One of the aunties spoke to her in Seversandian, but Grandmother replied, “It’s a woman’s unquestionable right to speak or not speak according to her judgment. If she hasn’t told her son, then we will not.”


      I swallowed my food. What on earth…?


      Michael shook his head. He sighed. “I had to try.”


      “Forgive me, son of the river. I don’t mean to insult you.” Grandmother’s tone softened. “But you must understand our customs. A woman’s word is absolute here. And so is her silence.”


      Ember shot wide eyes at her grandmother and aunties. They shook their head at her. She turned to us, her face flushed. “I’m sorry…”


      There was a tumult behind us and General Gaza strode into the room. He headed straight for me.


      “Ava, the President needs to speak with you immediately.”


      “I…” I’d eaten only half my food but the way he spoke made me put down my fork. I took a last gulp of water.


      Michael stood up with me and so did Ember, but Gaza stepped between us. “Only Ava.”


      Ember didn’t look happy. “But—”


      “With respect to you, Ember Rivera, the President has requested this.”


      I glanced between them, getting the strong impression that Ember outranked him, but she didn’t outrank the President. “Very well. Michael, stay with me, please.”


      I squeezed his hand. “I’ll be okay.”


      I followed General Gaza from the room to find President Vale pacing outside. As soon as she saw me, she pulled me down the corridor, away from the chamber and listening ears. Even General Gaza remained behind.


      “Quickly, we don’t have much time.” President Vale’s fingers were calloused where they met my arm, as though she’d deliberately cultivated a thick skin.


      She said, “Everything’s changed.”


      I followed her through the large doors to the outer corridor with the glass wall. Hundreds of feet away, the tree was a shriveled thing, barely visible in the dark.


      She asked, “Do you see the tree?”


      I shivered. How could I not?


      She continued. “In Seversand, we have songs, not stories. But I have no voice for songs, so I’m going to tell you a story instead.”


      She ran her hand along the glass, her rings glinting in the light from the golden stones. “A thousand years ago, that tree was alive. For thousands of years before that, it flourished in the desert.”


      She swept her arms out. “The grass grew and flowers bloomed for miles all around. The tree was lush with leaves so green they were brighter than emeralds. Many people believed—and still do—that this is the very tree from which Eve was allowed to take fruit and become immortal.


      “But a thousand years ago, something changed. The tree began to die. Our President at the time believed that our immortality is connected with the tree and that if the tree dies, we will also die. She gathered every scientist to test the tree and the soil around it. Nobody had an answer for what was happening. The soil was slowly transforming itself into ash and so was the tree. And then … it was around that time that the first mortal children were also born.”


      “The first mortals were born here? A thousand years ago?”


      “People thought it was evidence that our immortality is, indeed, connected with the tree. That the deterioration of the tree and the birth of mortal children were connected.”


      The President’s steps became heavy. “All of the mortal children died at a young age. Their bodies were frail, sickly. Then, five hundred years ago, the first fully-grown mortal emerged from the desert. He died under the tree. There was a new President by then, but she also believed that, unless we did something to save the tree, the whole world would become mortal and over time the human race would perish.


      “When the soil around the tree turned completely to ash, she sought help from Evereach. She asked for new soil and water from the purest springs. But Evereach refused. Why would they ship soil and water across the sea for a tree? A tree! They thought it was a joke. But my predecessor was deadly serious.”


      President Vale sighed. “When they continued to refuse her, she vowed that she would take what they wouldn’t give. She threatened them with destruction. And so began the world war.”


      “A war about resources.”


      “Ah, yes, resources. Water and earth. Of course they would teach you only part of the truth in Evereach, but never the reasons for it. For my predecessor, it was a war about ensuring everyone’s survival. But when we lost…”


      The glass corridor turned in a never-ending circle, but we’d come to a place with a sandstone enclave on our right and a set of stairs visible inside it. Shadows pooled in the corners above the stars and I backed away from it, sensing a strange chill.


      “We built this glass wall five hundred years ago,” the President said. “Before that, the tree was open to everyone. Representatives from every tribe would make a pilgrimage to it every year. After we lost the war, it seemed there was nothing we could do. More mortal children were born, but by then, despair had given birth to a terrible song and it was sung by tribe after tribe.”


      “What song?”


      “A song that rewrote our history, so that it was not the tree that began to die first, but the mortals that caused the tree to die. Of course, we don’t know which is true—we don’t know which was first—but the belief took hold that mortals caused our suffering. And so began a shameful time in our history.”


      The color drained from her face. She pointed to the dark stairwell. “Go in, Ava. Go down. You’ll see.”


      My hands were clammy, my heart thumped.


      She followed me down the stairs into the crypt and I couldn’t speak. At the bottom of the stairs was a short hallway. It opened into a vast room lined with shelves. At the back of the room was a wall marbled with black threads.


      In the middle of the room was a plant that looked a lot like a Starsgardian slumber tree—leaves that caused people to sleep for hundreds of years—except that this plant’s leaves were red. Each leaf had a smooth, curved edge on one side, but the edge on the other side was scalloped like waves on the ocean. The plant was encased in glass.


      “That’s Starsgardian technology,” I said, drawing near to it.


      “Every country has its own version. In Evereach, I believe you call the substance tranquilizer—that is a much milder form. Starsgard’s has been developed to sustain life for long periods of time, but ours is designed to act very quickly. Painlessly, but quickly. It’s deadly to mortals. We call it the crimson tide.”


      Around the room, tiny brass coffins rested on the shelves.


      “They weren’t allowed to live,” the President whispered behind me. “You’ve probably heard stories about the tribes—about them testing their children at birth.”


      Michael had told me about it and at the time, it had seemed so far away, so impossible that I’d hardly believed it to be true.


      “I’m sure the stories make us sound worse than Alexander.” Her hand lifted as though she’d touch one of the coffins, but dropped again. “We are monsters. Every mortal child was brought here to this room to die.”


      My stomach turned and rage burned deep. I couldn’t count the coffins. I couldn’t look at them. I didn’t know why she was telling me all this, but I couldn’t stay in that space another moment, inhaling the dusty air. I backed away, my hand over my mouth, the world spinning and my stomach turning as I ran back through the corridor and up the stairs. I dropped to my knees beside the glass wall, gulping oxygen.


      The President knelt beside me, running her hand up and down my back in a soothing gesture. “I’m sorry, Ava. I’m so sorry. I couldn’t do it to my son.”


      I choked, gasping for fresh air. “Your son?”


      “I call them all my sons, but there is one who truly is. I named him Ephron for the fields of dead that came before him. The fields I refused to bury him in.”


      Her eyes swam with unexpected tears.


      The world stopped. My heart stopped.


      “Rift is your son?”


      She wrung her hands. “My own son was born mortal and I couldn’t put him in a coffin and watch him fall asleep. I had to find a way to keep him alive. I had to find a way to make my Generals and my people want to keep mortal children alive.”


      Her eyes implored me to understand. “My people are warriors. They have deep hearts and intense loyalty, but they’re fighters before anything else. So I came up with the only idea they would understand: that mortality could be a weapon. That we could turn it against our enemies. That mortal children were not our doom, but our salvation. That they must live.”


      My mind was a storm of thoughts, crisscrossing each other. “Then … the mortal girl is your daughter too. She’s Rift’s sister.”


      “Actually, no.”


      “What?”


      “I ordered that all mortal children must be brought to me. There were two other boys and a little girl. The mothers of the two older boys had bravely kept them hidden from their tribes and had to return to their homes, but the mother of the little girl was able to stay. Her tribe knew about her daughter and supported her choice. She was able to be a mother to Ephron and I decided that was for the best—for him to have a mother when I couldn’t…”


      She drew a shaky breath. “We kept them in a pod beneath these very walls and I told my country we were developing a weapon from them. All I really did was keep them safe. I made a show of taking their blood and our scientists went to work on a weapon that was no more than a figment of my imagination.”


      She shuddered. “I didn’t realize the impact it would have on Evereach. They took the threat seriously.”


      I said, “So Michael’s father came here to steal the weapon. When he didn’t find a weapon, he took the boys. But he couldn’t smuggle them any further than Starsgard. Then when my brother was discovered…”


      President Vale took my hands. “Only Michael’s father was capable of creating such a weapon and to my shame, I played him too well. I made it clear to Evereach that our girl was all we needed. That her blood was limitless and all-powerful. We told them that one girl could change the world. He proved us right when he made the weapon from you. And suddenly … suddenly my empty threats became reality. Suddenly the weapon was real.”


      “Wait…” I stared at her. “What are you saying?”


      “I’m telling you the truth, Ava.” She shook her head vehemently. “Our girl’s DNA is not like yours. It’s you, and you alone, who can tear the world apart.”


      I tried to breathe. “You never made the mortality weapon. That’s why you never attacked.”


      “We tried. But you alone have the keys inside your body that allow a weapon to be created.”


      Cheyne’s words echoed back to me. He’d told me that I had a very unusual gene that contained the additional information they needed to stabilize the mortality formula. He’d said that even as a mortal, I was a scientific anomaly.


      “Does Olander know about your girl?”


      “Only my scientists know and they’re sworn to secrecy. Even the girl herself doesn’t know. The world believes that two deadly girls walk this earth. If Olander knew the truth—if he knew it was all a bluff—he would strike, and he would never stop.”


      She ran her hand across my cheek, wiping away the tears that ran down them. “There’s a part of me that believes this is the way it should be. After all, there was only one Eve. One Eve to secure immortality and one to tear it all down.”


      I threw caution to the wind. “You said everything’s changed. You can’t have dragged me out here just to tell me what you did to those children—the choices you made about Rift’s life.”


      “Olander’s throwing my actions earlier today back at me. He says that since I threatened him, how can he trust me? After we swap girls, how can he trust that a war won’t start anyway?”


      “What does he want?”


      “Tomorrow, instead of a treaty, he wants peace to be attained in the only way that guarantees a mortality world war will never be possible.”


      Her eyes bored into mine. “Tomorrow, you will die.”
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      I WAS numb. So numb I didn’t even ask the name of the other girl. President Vale walked me to my room and the only thing I said was, “Please, get Michael.”


      President Vale was pale, her back stiff. “I’m sorry, Ava. I did all of this to save mortals, not kill them. I’ll send Michael and Ember right away.”


      Within moments of entering the room, Aaron and another Evereacher, along with two Seversandian warriors, took up guard outside it—one on each side of the door and two at the window.


      President Vale ordered them. “Don’t let Ava leave this room without one of my guards.” She gave Aaron a threatening look while she spoke. It was plain she didn’t trust Olander’s people for one second.


      After she left, Aaron dropped my backpack beside me. “Here are your medical supplies. In case you need them.”


      I almost laughed. Bandages couldn’t save my life right then. He stared at me for a moment, and I was grateful when he returned to his post at the door.


      The room was large and airy with wide windows to the left looking across the corridor and out to a full view of the tree in the distance. A small table and two chairs took up the space beneath the window and a bed rested against the far right corner. The room was much too beautiful to be my prison, my last place of rest. A painting on the opposite wall took my breath away.


      It was a bright red flower with a golden scorpion on it.


      I’d seen that image when they first gave me nectar. I’d seen the flower bloom and the scorpion come to life, ready to strike. But what good was that vision to me now?


      On each side of the painting at about eye height on the wall, were two horizontal gold loops. They looked like the kind of thing I’d hang clothing on, except that loops were closed. I removed my white cloak and folded it on the bed instead.


      I huddled in a chair. For the first time since Josh died, I was truly lost. I rocked in a sea of fear and panic. If I revealed to Olander that Seversand never had a weapon—that I was the only one—he’d slaughter them.


      He’d strike at Starsgard too. Michael had opened the grid and it wouldn’t take Olander long to start asking questions about how that happened, how to get inside Starsgard.


      But if I didn’t tell him, I was going to die.


      The other girl would too, even though she wasn’t a threat. I drew my knees to my chest and pressed my eyes to them, trying to dislodge the image of all the brass coffins buried beneath the ground. I had to find another way. I had to find a way to save all of us without triggering a slaughter.


      The only way to stop another war was to escape to Starsgard. The Starsgardians alone had proven they wouldn’t wage war against another country. They’d proven they would never use my mortality to make weapons. If we were all safely behind the Starsgardian border, the threat of war would finally end.


      But to do that, I had to first find the other girl and then my brothers. And then find a way out of this burning desert.


      My thoughts flew to the tree. Was there any way it still produced nectar? With nectar I could do anything—escape this place, survive the heat. There was no way I could get through the glass wall to the tree itself, but the nectar from the tree in Starsgard was primarily produced at the roots.


      I hadn’t studied the walls of the chamber with the coffins, but I knew it was possible that the tree’s roots reached that far. The ones under the tower in Starsgard had plunged through concrete; they’d spread far and wide and the nectar had invaded other plants, even the moss.


      I shuddered to think about going back to a room that was so filled with violence, but right then it was my only choice.


      However, it was on the other side of the Coliseum. Which meant my first challenge was getting past the guards—especially Aaron, who hadn’t torn his eyes off me, even following me back and forth as I paced.


      Michael appeared in the doorway with Ember close behind. She was humming, a gorgeous sound that made me forget my worries for a brief moment.


      Concern flashed across his face but was quickly hidden as he noticed the guards watching us. “Ava?”


      I strode up to Ember. “You’re one of the President’s guards, right?”


      She hesitated. “I serve the President.”


      “I need to stretch my legs, but I’m not supposed to leave my room without one of the President’s guards.”


      She caught up fast, but didn’t like it, judging by the way she suddenly chewed her lip. I wasn’t about to give her a choice. I grabbed Michael’s hand and headed down the corridor without waiting for her permission. “C’mon,” I called.


      Ember paused long enough to smile at the scowling guards. She patted the dagger at her waist. “Don’t worry. Ava won’t get away. Besides, where would she go?”


      She took up a brisk pace close behind us. Just as I suspected, Aaron detached himself from his position at the door and followed us, keeping his distance.


      Michael drew close and kept his voice low. “What happened?”


      “It’s bad.”


      Ember was only a couple of steps behind us, giving us space.


      “Olander’s forced President Vale into a corner. He says the threat of a mortality war has to be destroyed once and for all.”


      Helplessness descended over me as thick as the night around me. “They want me to die.”


      He froze. “What?”


      Light from the golden stones cast shadows across his shocked face and I wanted to scream. Somehow I kept my voice low, but it felt like it was someone else speaking, as though I was already desperately trying to escape my body.


      “They’re going to kill me at the ceremony tomorrow. And not just me. They’re going to kill the other mortal girl too.”


      Michael grabbed my arm. “No. I won’t let them.”


      There was a gasp and a soft thud as someone dropped to the ground behind us. At first I was afraid we’d been attacked, but I was surprised to find Ember fallen to her knees, her arms loose at her sides, tears glistening in her eyes.


      Her voice was so small I could barely hear it. “She didn’t tell me.”


      Further behind us, Aaron stopped, his head tilted as he tried to hear us. It probably didn’t matter. Maybe he knew already. Everyone would know tomorrow anyway.


      Michael’s anger was quickly caged as he bent to Ember. “It’s not your fault. You’re my family. I know you wouldn’t do this to Ava or me.”


      “No,” she said, her face upturned. “You don’t understand. They’re going to kill me too.”


      Michael and I stared at her, confused.


      She said, “I’m the other girl.”
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      MICHAEL SHOOK his head. “But, how is that possible, Ember? Your mom’s a fast healer like my mom. You’re a fast healer too … aren’t you?”


      “When I was born, my mother rebelled against our tribe’s customs. She brought me here and raised the President’s son with me in the pod beneath the Coliseum. I didn’t know that he wasn’t my real brother. After he was stolen, the President kept me in her sight at all times. She trained me as one of her personal guards. She named me ‘the People’s Guardian’ and decreed that nobody was to touch me. She treated me as much like a daughter as my own mother did … and now…”


      Her eyes met mine. “Now she would have me die.” Her head sank to her chest, but I dropped in front of her.


      “It’s not going to happen. We’re both getting out of here.”


      My mind sped through all of what Ember had just said. The President hadn’t told Ember about tomorrow—she’d chosen to tell me instead. She’d also made sure that Ember was with Michael—and the President knew that Michael would come back to me.


      I remembered what the President said about wanting to save mortals. She’d wanted us all together tonight for a reason. I grabbed Ember’s shoulders. “She wanted me to warn you. She wants us to escape.”


      I glanced at the only person preventing us from doing just that. “We need to lose Aaron.”


      Aaron was no longer keeping his distance. He strode up to us, gesturing at Ember who was still on her knees. “What’s wrong with her?”


      Ember took a deep breath and forced her tears to stop. “Demonstrating how you should never underestimate an opponent based on their size.”


      In a swift move, she swept his legs out from under him. He fell hard, but bounced right back up, only to meet her blade. With a quick flick of her wrist, her dagger met his throat.


      He backed away, coming up hard against the glass wall. “Is that what I think it is?”


      “Mortality poison? Of course. This on the other hand…” She held up her free palm. In it was a small red leaf like the crimson tide the President had shown me. “This will knock you out. Which do you choose?”


      He tilted his head, exposing his neck. “That red thing looks best to me.”


      Ember pressed her palm to his neck. He crumpled to the ground, the paralytic in the leaf rushing through his blood stream in no time at all.


      I took a moment to prop him up against the wall. “That won’t hurt him will it?”


      “This? No, it’s a diluted version. The President created it for me to carry—for my protection. He’ll sleep for a few hours but that’s all.”


      Michael pulled me away. “Ava, what’s the plan? You won’t survive out in the desert for long. Even if we could gather enough water and supplies, we have nowhere to go, nobody to shelter us.”


      “I know where I might find nectar. It’s our only hope.”


      “You mean the tree? There’s no way through this glass unless we break it.”


      Ember interrupted us. “The glass can’t be broken. It may look fragile, but it’s spun from Seversandian sand. It’s designed to keep people out.”


      “No. Under the tree. There’s a vault. It’s this way.”


      Ember interrupted me again. “I don’t understand what this nectar is that you’re talking about, but if you mean the tomb…” She clutched her stomach. “I can’t go down there. It’s … I can’t even bear to think about it.”


      I said, “I understand. But you need to come with me. If there’s nectar, you need to take it too. I don’t have time to explain, but it’s the sap from the tree. It causes regeneration, even in mortals.”


      Especially in mortals. I didn’t try to explain what other effects it had. If she reacted to it in some way, we’d deal with it when it happened.


      I ran with Michael around the glass corridor while Ember kept pace behind us. When we reached the opening at the top of the stairs, I held the lamp high, lighting our way into the vault.


      Michael paused at the entrance to the chamber. “Ava, what is this place?”


      I hadn’t filled him in on any of the details and I gave him an abridged version as we passed through the corridor and into the tomb. He sucked in a shocked breath and his hand found mine. I blinked back my tears, holding the lamp high to see the far end.


      Ember was frozen in the arched doorway behind me and didn’t try to hide the tears in her eyes as she looked from one tiny coffin to the next. I returned to her and reached for her dagger, hoping she’d give it to me willingly.


      “If there’s nectar, then I’ll need something sharp to extract it.”


      She handed the knife to me but wiped it first. I could tell she was reluctant to relinquish it. “Be careful with that.”


      President Vale had said that even Ember didn’t know that a weapon hadn’t been created from her DNA. She truly believed that the dagger was coated in deadly serum.


      I tried to ignore the coffins as I searched the walls for the fine black threads that would tell me that the tree’s roots had invaded the chamber. Not finding anything closer, I headed past the lethal plant in its glass case to the back wall.


      I estimated that this end of the room would be closest to the ground beneath the tree and provided my last hope of finding the life-giving liquid I needed.


      Sure enough, fine black threads marbled the sandy surface. But there was a problem. A big one.


      The room was tapered and the back wall was narrow. Directly in front of it was a high stone dais and on it rested the only adult-sized coffin in the room. The coffin was the same width as the wall and blocked it completely. The only way to reach the wall was to climb over the coffin.


      Ember snagged my arm. “There’s a song about the fully-grown mortal. A man. People sing that he stumbled out of the desert one day, sick, and died beneath the tree.”


      “The President told me that too. She said he was the only one who survived to become an adult.”


      “This is his place of rest.” She ran her hand across the side of the coffin. Like the others, this coffin was also brass, tarnished with age, but its lid was covered in a thick, golden pelt.


      Ember drew back with a gasp. “Don’t touch it!”


      “Why not?”


      “Because it’s real.” Her eyebrows drew down in deep disapproval. “There are many skilled weavers who can replicate a lion’s fur for clothing and rugs. I thought this was one of those, but this … isn’t a fake.”


      I cleared my throat, conscious of time slipping away. “I’m sorry to ask this, but can you help me swivel the coffin so I can squeeze in behind it? I think there’s enough space on the dais to move it. Failing that, I’ll have to climb onto it…”


      “I can’t touch that. It’s forbidden to kill a Seversandian lion. It’s like a curse. A sign of evil. I know it’s not worse than what else has been done in this room, but it’s…” Her shoulders slumped. “I don’t understand how anyone could do any of this.”


      I shook my head, feeling frustrated by the delay, but also understanding the revulsion and disbelief on her face. A beautiful, but deadly, animal had been slaughtered. Innocent bodies lay inside coffins throughout the room and while the President claimed that most of them had sickened and died, she’d admitted to worse.


      But for me right then, a lion’s pelt was not more important than my life. “Would it help if I remove it?”


      She bit her lip and nodded. “Please.”


      By then, Michael had made his way over to us and I knew it would take all three of us to move the coffin. With as much respect as I could manage, I took hold of the top end of the pelt and rolled it up from one end of the coffin to the other. The fur was softer than I imagined and for a moment, I allowed myself to remember the snow leopards, the exhilarating ride down the Starsgardian mountain with Snowboy, and the animals’ incredible loyalty.


      I deposited the pelt on the nearest shelf and locked away my memories at the same time. Michael and Ember were already attempting to move the coffin, but it wasn’t until I joined them that it budged enough that I could slip behind it to examine the wall.


      Before I could touch the fine black threads I’d found, Ember gave a cry from behind me. I whirled, expecting guards to flood the room, but instead Ember pointed to the top of the coffin.


      Its entire length was carved with words. They were in Seversandian and I didn’t have a hope of reading them, but Ember’s hungry gaze raked the coffin at speed.


      She said, “It’s the song about the mortal man, but…” Her expression became increasingly confused, the frown returning to her face as she ran her fingers across the words. “This isn’t the song I know.”


      She glanced at the rolled up lion’s pelt and back to the top of the coffin. “Someone covered this up. They knew nobody would touch the lion’s skin so they used it to hide this song.”


      “What is it Ember? Quickly. We don’t have much time.”


      The tree roots on the wall behind me called to me, but the expression on Ember’s face gave me pause. The coffin had guarded this wall and, in turn, the lion’s pelt had guarded the writing on the coffin. We’d tampered with both, and I was suddenly filled with foreboding and doubt.


      I had no idea what nectar from this dying tree would do. The nectar I knew came from a branch grafted onto a tree of beauty—a pure magnolia that provided shade in summer and a place for the scorpions to rest in winter. It was healthy and full of life.


      The tree here, above us, lived on ash and dust. It was twisted and sunken and rotting.


      I lowered the knife. “I need to know what this song means. Will you translate it for me?”


      Ember’s voice became melodic and for the first time I realized the power of songs as stories given life in music. She sang more beautifully than anyone I’d ever heard and I remembered Rift telling me about her voice when he was young. He’d said that an important woman used to visit them in the pod to hear his sister’s songs. Knowing what I did now, I suspected the woman was the President and that she’d actually gone to see Rift.


      Ember sang: “At the end of the Fracture, two brothers made pilgrimage to the Tree of Life to give thanks for the unity of all the tribes. The first brother’s heart was brave and loyal. The second brother’s heart was wise and strong. As they stood beneath the tree, both brothers touched its branches. The tree gave to the second brother a flower. But to the first brother, it gave a precious plum, the first fruit since the time of Eve.


      “Seeing the fruit, the second brother was so taken by envy and rage that he struck the first brother down with his sword.”


      Ember’s voice faltered. That was the part of the inscription where she rested her hand. She lifted her fingers as though they burned. “Unmoved by his brother’s death, the second brother took the plum. He ate the fruit and gained true immortality.”


      She stopped, her hand resting on the final line. “The first brother’s blood soaked into the ground. And so the Tree of Life knew Death.”


      I was frozen in the silence. A million thoughts filled my head: threads of conversations, things I’d witnessed, a moment in time when I pressed my hand to the heart of a murderer and he didn’t budge…


      I could barely speak. “How old is Alexander?”


      Ember exhaled. “I’m told he’s a thousand years old.”


      “Is it possible that he’s the second brother? The immortal one? Because that would explain why I couldn’t kill him.”


      Ember swung to the very first line. “This says the murder happened at the end of the Fracture.”


      “What’s the Fracture?” Michael asked.


      “The Fracture was when our country was divided and the tribes fought each other. It was a time of enormous unrest. The Fracture ended a thousand years ago. Which means this man died a thousand years ago.”


      I said, “So it could have been Alexander. And it means he had a mortal brother. Because this man died. He died under the tree.”


      Ember nodded. “The tree began to die when this man was murdered.”


      “And so the tree knew death,” I murmured.


      I returned to face the wall, the dagger ready to find the nectar I needed, but I stopped, clutching the blade.


      “I see the threads, but they’re dull, not glossy like the ones in Starsgard. Under the tower back home, nectar oozes out of the roots like honey, like it’s giving us what we need. We never had to take it by force. But these threads are different. I’ll have to pierce them deep to find anything.”


      My shoulders slumped. “I really don’t know what to do.” Without leaving the spot, I reached for Michael. “Help me? I can’t figure this out on my own.”


      As his arms wrapped around me in the small space, he said, “You can figure anything out.”


      I leaned into him, seeking inspiration. “I’m desperate, Michael. I can’t survive the desert without nectar, but the thought of cutting into this now makes me feel sick.”


      Around me, all the coffins glinted, pressing in around us. “It’s not right. There’s too much death in this room.”


      I backed up, taking Michael with me. “I think this tree will kill me, not save me.”


      He caught me before I stumbled, encouraging me to focus as he kissed my forehead. “Then we need another plan.”


      He swung to Ember. “What about the pod where you grew up? Are there any tunnels leading out from it that could allow us to travel underground, out of the sun?”


      “No … At least, I don’t think so.”


      “Then we need to find another way. Think, Ember, please.”


      Her hands flew to her cheeks, and I understood how much pressure she was under. If I hadn’t come back to this chamber, I wouldn’t have discovered the inscription on the man’s coffin, but it was beginning to feel like this place would be our own tomb.


      “We can’t stay here. We have to find another way out.” I tugged on Michael’s arm and all three of us ran toward the entrance.


      Just as we reached the corridor at the bottom of the steps, a shape moved in the darkness. I skidded to a halt and Michael bumped into me, grabbing me to balance us both. I was still clutching Ember’s knife.


      When a door opened in the side of the corridor, Michael drew me back into the chamber, shielding Ember and me.


      “Ava! Michael!” His dad entered the circle of lamplight.


      “Dad?”


      “I was worried I’d miss you. Elissa said she’d show you this room, but it was a big gamble that you’d come back here.”


      “Elissa? Who?”


      “The President,” Ember said, looking as surprised as I was.


      Mr. Bradley was more disheveled than I’d ever seen him. Cobwebs stuck to his hair and his clothing was covered in dust.


      He said, “This way, quickly. It’s the only way out. The tunnel will take you right by your brothers. After that, help’s coming to take you the rest of the way.”


      I asked, “Take us the rest of the way to where?”


      He paused. “I can’t walk this path with you, Ava. Only you can do that. You have choices ahead of you that nobody should have to make.”


      A shout in the distance told me we had to move. Shadows flickered across the space at the top of the stairs. I met Mr. Bradley’s concerned eyes as many more shapes moved beyond the entrance. Footsteps thudded above us. Shouting met my ears. They must have discovered Aaron.


      “Go,” he said. “I’ll distract them.”


      We raced into the tunnel and he closed the door behind us. I handed the lamp to Michael because he could hold it higher.


      “This way,” Michael said, drawing us forward.


      The reasons for Mr. Bradley’s dusty appearance soon became apparent. Spiders scurried across the walls and rodents scampered across our path. Michael ran ahead of us, clearing a path, but even so, the debris slowed us down.


      “Your dad said we’d go right by my brothers. What if we miss them?”


      “We won’t.” Ember was more certain than she’d been inside the chamber, as if the weight of the room had clouded her mind. “The President told the guards to take your brothers to the Starlight Pod. That’s this direction. Its walls are decorated with diamonds—we won’t miss it.”


      I said, “As soon as they discover I’m missing, they’re sure to double the guard on my brothers. We need to reach them before that happens.”


      “Then, let’s run.” Ember broke into a deft sprint. She was quick and nimble and reminded me of Snowboy even without nectar. Michael kept pace with her and I focused on staying in the circle of light in the dark tunnel.


      Michael took a moment to say, “I can’t wait to see what she does with nectar.”


      I managed to grin. The first few times I’d taken nectar, I’d been scared beyond belief of the immeasurable strength it gave me—and of what I’d thought were hallucinations. It had different effects on each of the mortals and we wouldn’t know the effect on Ember until she took it.


      “Here.” Ember skidded to a halt, running her hands across the walls. True to what she’d said, bright gems glowed through the walls. There was a patch on the wall, about my height, that didn’t glow at all.


      “This is the door. Each pod has multiple exits, but my guess is this one’s concealed on the other side. Help me push.”


      “Where’s Quake when you need him?” Michael said, shoving hard with the rest of us.


      The door budged, creaked. There was a crack and together we heaved through the doorway with a crash.


      Inside, the pod was larger than I’d expected and comfortably furnished. All three of my brothers sat around a table. As soon as we spilled into the room, they leaped to their feet. Rift knocked over his chair, but Quake’s was already in his fists, ready to whack it over my head.


      He paused mid-attack. “Ava!”


      Blaze and Rift mimicked his cry. “You’re here!”


      There was no time for explanations. “We have to hurry. This is the way out.”


      “Are you kidding me?” Blaze was aghast, sticking his head into the tunnel to take a look. “That tunnel was there the whole time?”


      “Wait.” Rift dashed across the room and snatched up a bundle of cloaks. He shoved them into a bag and threw it over his back. “We’ll need these.”


      “Someone’s meeting us at the end of the tunnel,” I said as they hurried toward me.


      “Who?”


      “Ah … Mr. Bradley didn’t say.”


      “And you trust him?” Rift demanded, but he froze as he caught sight of Ember. “Isn’t she one of the guards?”


      I said, “Ember’s the other mortal girl.”


      His eyes widened. “My sister.”


      “Um…” I glanced at Ember. In the frenzy to get away, I’d forgotten all about that…


      Before I could say anything, Rift pulled her into a hug, an unusual display of emotion for him. For many years, he’d believed that his sister was shot dead when he escaped Seversand, and worse, that it was his fault she died. He’d only recently discovered she was still alive. He didn’t know she wasn’t his sister after all.


      Emotion was raw in his voice when he spoke, muffled against her hair. “You’re really alive.”


      Ember turned bright red as his arms tightened around her and I remembered what the President had said about not allowing anyone to touch her. If President Vale had meant that literally, then Rift was well and truly crossing boundaries right then without knowing it.


      Ember shifted as he continued to hold her and I thought for a moment she’d use the same maneuver that she’d used on Aaron. She was mortal, but the President had trained her as her personal guard. And on top of that, she was a Rivera. If she was as determined as Michael, then Rift was in for a surprise.


      In the nick of time, Rift pulled back, tears streaming down his face. Ember froze in his arms, eyes widening, staring at his wet cheeks.


      He whispered. “I thought you were dead. I thought you died because of me.”


      “No.” She swallowed, transfixed by the emotion he was showering all over her. Instead of forcing him onto his backside, she extricated one of her hands, brushing the tears from his cheeks. He responded by bowing his face into her palms.


      She blushed as he released her.


      “It means a lot to me to have you here.” He took her hand in one of his, grabbed a lamp with the other, and tugged her away into the tunnel.


      I followed, whispering to Michael. “We’ll tell him as soon as we can.”


      He nodded and we ran on through the tunnel with Quake and Blaze on our heels. I had my brothers back and there was a way out. For now, that was all I needed.
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      THE TUNNEL LET OUT into a small pod containing nothing more than a trap door. Blaze was the first to reach it, but he stopped, signaling to us, a finger to his lips.


      The opening was similar in appearance to the one we’d descended into when we boarded the monorail. There was a large wheel attached to the side of the pod to open the paneling. The problem was that the panel was already open an inch, sand streamed through the crack at the bottom, and it was wide enough for us to see movement beyond us.


      “They must know we’re coming this way.” Michael’s disappointment was palpable. “That can’t be good.”


      Ember shook her head, listening. “They’re Seversandian. They’re saying … they’ve been ordered to form a defense line a few miles out from the Coliseum. I think it’s just bad luck that they’re out there. I hope the person who’s supposed to meet us hasn’t been caught.”


      Blaze said, “I’m sensing more than fifteen people out there.”


      Ember was grim. “They’re saying that there are more warriors on the way. If they’re forming a defense line that means hundreds will be arriving soon.”


      Blaze exchanged a look with Quake.


      My oldest brother said, “We need to make a move before their numbers increase.”


      Michael frowned. “If you still had your powers, fifteen would be nothing, but right now I’m the only one who can’t die. There’s a serious risk for each of you if we fight them.”


      The awful truth sank deep into my heart. One wrong move could get my brothers killed. Ember too. I remembered her dagger. “Ember’s the only one with a weapon.”


      She nodded. “I should go first. They won’t hurt me. I can distract them.”


      “No.” Quake held out his hand. “Give me your weapon.”


      Her eyes widened. “I don’t think…”


      “They won’t let you go.”


      She looked as if she was going to protest, but her shoulders sank and her tone became bitter. “You’re right. I’m the other girl. I can’t talk my way out of this.”


      Quake exchanged another look with Blaze and handed him the dagger. The two of them threw back their shoulders.


      Blaze said, “Follow close behind.”


      Quake ordered. “Run when we tell you.”


      I stared in disbelief as I realized what their silent looks with each other meant. They were going to fight the soldiers so we could get away. But doing that would get them captured—or worse, killed.


      Anxiety rose like a sweeping tide inside me. “You’re not doing this!”


      Quake bent all the way down to kiss my cheek as my eyes filled with tears. All he said was, “Sister.”


      In that word was both admonishment and hope and I knew he wasn’t going to change his mind.


      As he left me, Michael murmured, “I’ll protect them.”


      “Michael, you’re the only one who broke through the solar grid. If you get caught, Starsgard won’t be able to keep us safe and we’ll end up right back here waiting to die. They shouldn’t be choosing to do this.”


      There was a war in his eyes, but his voice was stern. “Ava, these are my friends. We have to deal with what’s in front of us right now. And right now, I’m telling you I’m not leaving them behind. I’m not letting them get hurt if I can stop it.”


      “Well, I’m not either.”


      A smile broke across his face. He pulled my face to his and kissed me. “If your brothers think they can sacrifice themselves for us, they have another think coming, right?”


      I grinned, feeling like the world was spinning out of control, but I knew exactly where I stood in the middle of it. “Right.”


      He took my hand in his. “I know we don’t have time, but I want to tell you something.”


      I glanced at my brothers, checking their positions, unsure how long we had. Quake was ready to turn the wheel and Blaze braced with the dagger in hand.


      Michael said, “I can still feel it.”


      “Feel what?”


      “The way I felt when I took nectar. It’s gone, but it’s not gone.”


      I frowned.


      “Did you notice what Blaze said before? He said he ‘sensed’ the soldiers out there. That’s what you used to do: sense things. Especially when you couldn’t see them.”


      “What are you saying?” I peered deep into his eyes. When he’d run beside the vehicle and tried to rescue me, his eyes had been silvery as if flecks of starlight had shone from them. If I looked hard enough, could I still see them? Did his eyes still shine with a distant light?


      “Get ready.” Quake’s muscles bunched as he shoved the wheel, forcing it into motion until it spun quickly and the panel before us slid all the way open.


      Blaze shot through the opening with Quake on his heels. Rift and Ember sprang into action, sprinting through the door and out of sight. Michael shot away from me, trusting me to follow. I hesitated only another moment, flinging a prayer into the vast sky that opened above us.


      Out onto the sand dune, my legs pumping, the breath caught in my throat as my eyes adjusted rapidly to the dark.


      To my left, Blaze engaged in swift hand-to-hand combat with two warriors, both male. On my right, one Seversandian already lay unmoving in the sand with Quake’s boot on his chest, while another attempted to lash my brother with a mace.


      Michael was locked in combat with another and it was with shock that I realized he was the only one I wasn’t in mortal fear about right then. Ahead, the remaining warriors ignored the rest of us and ran straight for Ember.


      One of them swung a rope like a lasso, catching her around the neck and whipping her off her feet. She landed hard onto her back. Her cry broke short as her windpipe closed. As the rope tightened around her neck, she struggled to pull free and her attacker attempted to drag her through the sand.


      “Ember!” I ran for her, snatching up a sword from the fallen Seversandian warrior at Quake’s feet. One side of the weapon’s blade was curved but the other sported two sharp points that mimicked the shape of the dunes.


      As I raced to Ember, the sword was light in my hand, a weapon built for stealth and speed. I swung it downward, severing the rope. At the same time, there was a flash of movement from my right, and Rift rammed into the surprised warrior, knocking the man off his feet. Darkness engulfed them as they hit the sand and rolled off to the side.


      I hurtled into another Seversandian before he could reach Ember, but I couldn’t stop them all. Another man grabbed her as she coughed into the sand. I ran at him, ready to defend her, but Rift sped back and hurled him into the sand.


      Ember finally ripped the frayed rope from her neck and I dropped the sword to help her stand.


      Behind us, Quake dodged another warrior’s sword. His attacker was nimble, but Quake was strong and tall. He managed to pull the man forward, force the weapon upward, and wrench it from him. Metal groaned as Quake bent the weapon in half in front of the man’s eyes. Then my gentlest of brothers took hold of the man’s head and broke his neck with his bare hands.


      “Run, Ava!” Quake barreled into the warrior who was fighting Blaze, knocking the other man down.


      “Stay down!” Quake roared.


      I whirled, turning in a circle. All of the warriors lay on the ground but they’d recover within minutes. We had to move. I dropped the sword and broke into a run, calling to Ember, Michael, and my brothers. “Run, run, run!”


      But as the words left my mouth, a shadowed mass rushed toward us from the south.


      Warriors. Many of them.


      The odds were suddenly very bad.


      Quake and Blaze had already seen them, but Rift and Ember hadn’t looked back yet. They disappeared into the night ahead of us. Michael, on the other hand, looked back for me—and he saw what was coming.


      Quake shouted. “Go, Ava! We’ll hold them off.”


      I shook my head. No, I won’t.


      My heart thumped. Blood pounded through my body so hard I was sure I was going to burst out of my skin. The night sky brightened above me, the sand beneath my boots crunched far too loud in my ears, my fists burned, and I remembered…


      Icy cold snow. Fire as hot as molten lava. Sun that lashed my skin and wind that whipped my hair. All of it mine.


      Michael was right. Maybe it was just adrenaline. Maybe it was just hope or false bravado. But I could still feel it.


      Quake roared, “Victah-Var-Soul!” Only the worthy.


      The soldiers were a silent, seething mass of countless bodies. They reached Quake and Blaze, and smashed into them, but my brothers were an immovable force, fighting back with their hands and feet and hearts.


      For a moment, Blaze glowed against the darkness, shadow flames blurring at the edges of his body.


      For a moment, Quake was a thundering hammer, breaking everything in his path.


      Then, there was a shout and both of them froze.


      The warriors parted and a single figure ran through them, shouting in Seversandian. Immediately, Blaze’s body became dull and dark. Quake’s fists lowered.


      They dropped to their knees as the figure reached them.


      I screamed, fear lancing through me.


      The crowd of soldiers swallowed my brothers like a hungry wave, churning toward me. I couldn’t see Quake or Blaze and fear and panic consumed me. What made them stop fighting? Had they been killed? Were they captured?


      As the soldiers glided through the sand, I recognized their red armor and realized I’d made a terrible mistake.


      These were women. All women. Spears and arrows held aloft, they were ready to unleash their weapons. They slowed their approach when they were twenty feet away, keeping a distance, treating me with caution.


      Michael grabbed my hand. “Ava! Give me permission to shield you.”


      “You have it.”


      He positioned himself in front of me, keeping his arms wide in case an arrow flew in from the side. We backed up while the warriors inched forward.


      For a hundred feet, we eked out our freedom, step by backward step, the sand sliding and moving beneath our feet as the warriors prowled after us.


      Then, one of the warriors shouted, flinging out a hand to stop the others. I recognized her from the President’s hall. She wore her hair in a waterfall plait across her head and down her chest. She appeared to be the leader of the group. I took another step, holding Michael’s shirt so he’d know I was still moving.


      A glow pooled around my feet and I, too, stopped moving because the light was racing in from behind me and I suddenly didn’t know what I was walking into.


      As the circle of light grew wider, the warriors shuffled and for the first time, they edged backward, as if the light were poison. It slid across the ground to their feet, lighting up their faces and wide eyes. They lowered their weapons, many of them placing their spears behind their backs and holding their free hands up, palms outward in a gesture of supplication.


      “They’re afraid,” I whispered.


      “I think that means we should be too,” Michael answered.


      Along with the light, the movement of sand swooshed behind me. It was followed by a soft growl, the kind that reminded me of mountain bears, only deeper, more lethal. Worse, the growls weren’t just to my left, but also to my right, as well as further behind me.


      It wasn’t just one animal.


      I squeezed my eyes shut as a body brushed against the back of my legs, following by the firmer whip of a tail.


      At the same time, a piercing shriek broke the silence—not a scream of pain but a cry of challenge. A woman carrying a burning torch shot into my field of view, her feet plowing the sand, skidding to a stop in front of us. What I could see of her back told me she was dressed in fine Seversandian armor, her long hair tied in a high pony tail like the President’s, but she wore even more jewels across her armor than the President did.


      Despite her attire, she didn’t appear to carry any weapons—except for the lion that ran beside her.


      The beast raced forward in a wide circle, speeding toward the Seversandian warriors like a warning before circling back to his mistress. It too wore armor—leather crisscrossing its body decorated with golden gems that captured the light in the woman’s torch and dispersed it around us, lighting up the area like the sun’s first rays at dawn.


      With her back still to us, the woman placed her hand on the lion’s head, holding her torch high above her. Sparks dropped to the sand, showering her in golden flames.


      She cried out to the warriors, “Do you know who I am?”


      A murmur took up in the crowd of women.


      The woman with the plait in her hair called out. “We see you, Daughter of Eve.”


      As she spoke, the beast that had been prowling directly at my back revealed itself, along with ten others. Lions padded out of the darkness. Each sported jewels and armor. Their growls and purrs surrounded us. So did their bodies, not more than a few feet away from us.


      The woman—the one they’d called the Daughter of Eve—shouted. “My sisters, you will retreat!”


      The woman at the head of the army looked left and right, seeking the reactions of each woman beside her. They nodded and that seemed to make up her mind. Without speaking, she signaled the army. As one, they shuffled backward in the sand, still facing us. A hundred feet away, they turned and ran into the darkness, their bodies a retreating mass.


      I looked for Quake and Blaze, terrified I’d see their bodies lying in the sand, but they were gone too.


      The woman lowered her torch.


      I crept level with Michael, daring to tear my eyes away from the prowling lions.


      The woman turned, her face aglow with torchlight, jewels scattered in her hair and a small red rock decorating her nose.


      Shock raced through me as I recognized her.


      Michael froze. “Mom?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          


          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        


        
          [image: ] [image: ]

        

      

    


    
      HELEN BRADLEY CROSSED the distance between us.


      Despite Michael’s exclamation, she headed for me first, taking my hands, her expression earnest. “Ava, I’m sorry I can’t help your brothers, but I can assure you that they aren’t hurt.”


      I stared, unable to process her presence there, let alone her certainty that Quake and Blaze were safe. “How do you know that?”


      “Because the woman who ran to them was Quake’s mother. She hasn’t seen him since he was a boy and she’ll do anything to keep him safe.”


      I frowned. “How can you be sure?”


      “Because I told her where to find her son and she made a promise to keep him safe. Her heart was broken when she left him behind all those years ago. She won’t let anything happen to him.”


      Michael ran a hand across his eyes, glancing at the prowling lions as if he expected them to disappear like a bad dream. “Mom, how are you here?”


      His mother was supposed to be in Starsgard with his younger brother. For years, Michael hadn’t seen his mother after she left Evereach to take Jason to safety. Alexander had threatened Michael’s family because Jason was born a slow healer. After Michael and I made it to Starsgard, Michael had found it hard to bridge the gap between them. He understood his mother’s reasons for leaving without him, but the pain of being left behind was still raw.


      Helen Bradley stared pointedly at me. “I got a message through Sarah.”


      “Wait … that day…” I remembered Mr. Bradley leaning in and whispering something into Sarah’s ear after we left the room where my brother lay. Sarah had told us she was a walking, talking broadcast back to Starsgard.


      Helen said, “He said that the only way to defeat Alexander is to take you to Mother. Unfortunately, he’s right. There’s a lot more to tell you, but right now we need to get back to Rift and Ember. They’re waiting for us over the next dune. We need to keep moving, because the warriors will be back.”


      Michael snagged her arm. “Mom…”


      She took his hand in hers. Her voice took on an edge. “I left you behind once, Michael. I know you can’t forgive me, but I want you to know that I will never abandon you when you need me.”


      She let go of his hand and gripped my shoulder instead. “The warriors won’t retreat for long. We need to make a head start. Let’s go, please.”


      I gestured at the beasts around us as I trudged as fast as I could through the dunes. “Um … the lions?”


      “Don’t run,” Helen said with a gleam in her eye. “Otherwise, the cubs will think you’re playing and knock you over.”


      “These are cubs?” The smallest one reached Mrs. Bradley’s hip.


      “A fully grown Seversandian lion is a lot bigger than this. Its head is level with mine. You’ll soon see.”


      I wasn’t sure I wanted to see. “Alexander wears a lion’s skin that isn’t as big as that.”


      “It was a cub.” The distaste on Mrs. Bradley’s face was visible even in the torchlight. “Only a coward would choose to kill a cub.”


      So far the lions hadn’t show any aggression, but I was wary. “Will they follow us all the way?”


      “They need to. They’re the only reason you aren’t captured right now. The warriors may respect me, but it was the lions that swayed them. They couldn’t risk killing one if we fought.”


      We plowed through the sand until we reached two figures in the darkness. I ran to Rift and hugged him.


      “Quake and Blaze?” he asked straight away.


      “They’re safe. Quake’s mother came for them.”


      Rift didn’t look happy. “But they aren’t free.”


      Ember stared hard at Helen as Michael’s mom held the torchlight over us. Now that I had the chance to study Helen’s armor, I realized that the jewels formed a crest across her chest: the image of a tree.


      “You’re Helena Rivera,” Ember said.


      Michael couldn’t seem to contain himself any longer. “Mom, you’re…”


      “I’m what, Michael?”


      “This,” he said, waving at her warrior’s clothing. “Who are you?”


      “Walk with me please. Quickly. All of you. If we move fast we’ll reach Mother before sunrise.”


      Her voice was quiet, and the silence around us stretched out across the dunes. Rift didn’t let go of Ember’s hand as he walked beside me and I was surprised to see that she allowed it. Although, when I glanced at her face, she was clearly struggling with the contact.


      Michael’s hand found mine as if he needed an anchor.


      “Mom, they called you a Daughter of Eve.” He swallowed, keeping his voice low. “Did they mean that literally?”


      “Yes and no.” Helen’s expression was shadowed in the firelight. One of the cubs careered toward her and she stroked its head before it gallivanted away.


      “I’m Eve’s great-great-granddaughter.”


      “But … how is that even possible? Eve lived thousands of years ago.”


      “I’m one of the immortals, Michael. Eve had many children, but only her first daughter—my great-grandmother—inherited her immortality. And only her first daughter inherited her immortality, and so on. My mother was three thousand years old when she had me. I was a thousand years old when I had you.”


      I gaped at her. “But you look as old as my mom. She’s only in her fifties.”


      Helen winked, a strangely modern expression on her face. “I age well.”


      But the lightheartedness quickly fled her face. “I lived for a thousand years not knowing what love was. Then I met Michael’s father and everything changed. He was an enigma to me. A mystery. He had so many secrets. And such an inquisitive mind. He questioned everything. Then, when my sons were born … I felt like I hadn’t really lived before that.”


      “But…” Michael shook his head. “You must be like royalty here.”


      “I am.”


      “But you left all of this behind…”


      Helen stopped and whirled, the intensity in her voice beyond belief. “When I found out I was carrying you, Michael, nothing could make me stay here. And when I had to leave you in Evereach … to take Jason to safety … part of me…”


      She turned away quickly, but not before tears glistened in her eyes.


      Michael let go of my hand with a squeeze, swapping places with me. “Mom?”


      She cleared her throat. “Yes, Michael.”


      “I don’t hate you. And … I don’t want to waste any more time being angry at you for making a choice you didn’t want to make.”


      She sucked in a sharp breath, breathing it out, her voice wobbly. “Thank you, darling.”


      It was the closest to reconciliation that they were going to get. I couldn’t see Michael’s face from that side, but when his mom looked across at him she smiled and I hoped it was a reflection of the smile he was giving her.


      “So … I have a lot of questions,” Michael said. “People have always called me immortal, but you said that immortality only flowed to daughters. I’m guessing that means I’m not really immortal. Not like you anyway.”


      “You’re right. Male children don’t inherit immortality. But you will live longer than most people because of your heritage.”


      “Mrs. Bradley?” I asked. “What do you know about Alexander?”


      She sighed. “I was born a thousand years ago. And on the very same night, two boys were born to another woman in the Rivera tribe. They were twins, not identical—in fact, completely different—but still very rare. We grew up together and one of them … decided that he loved me.”


      “Alexander?”


      She nodded. “He was a different person then. Quiet. Thoughtful. He was instrumental in bringing the tribes together. In fact, he negotiated the end of the Fracture, bringing about peace through the creation of the Republic and the Presidency—a way for all the tribes to be equally represented. He was the mouthpiece of the cause and his brother was the force. Just to get an audience with the tribal leaders, his brother would fight and defeat the strongest warrior from each tribe. Once he succeeded, it was Alexander’s turn to speak for peace.


      “When they finally had the agreement of all the tribes to create a Seversandian government, he and his brother walked through these very dunes to the garden to give thanks.”


      “The song on the coffin,” I murmured, kicking sand as I walked.


      “Immortality was beyond Alexander’s reach. I thought he’d accepted that—I think he even believed he had. But all the time he was speaking out for peace, what he was really doing was trying to sure up his right to be worthy. So when he and his brother touched the branches of the tree…”


      Ember said, “It gave them a plum and a flower, right?”


      “The plum grew for Alexander’s brother. The flower grew for Alexander. He knew enough about Eve’s immortality to know that only eating the fruit would give him what he truly wanted.”


      She exhaled, as if the pain inside her was too much. “I think he convinced himself that he did it for love. To be with me forever. But I was with them that day. All I saw in Alexander’s eyes was envy. Envy so awful. And betrayal. After all he’d done for Seversand, how could his brother be offered immortality instead of him?”


      I remembered the day I fell from the cliffs and the disgust in Alexander’s eyes as he looked at the flower Michael and I had created. He’d said something about receiving two flowers and never the fruit.


      I said, “Forgive me for asking, Mrs. Bradley, but in order to die … his brother must have been mortal. Is that right?”


      She nodded. “Alexander never guessed because of all the fights his brother had won. I believe it was because he was mortal—because he had so much to lose—that Joseph fought the way he did with so much conviction. I think Alexander believed, when he stabbed Joseph, that he would simply delay him long enough to snatch the fruit from him. But … when he saw his brother dying…”


      Her hands shook. The torchlight flickered all over the place and Michael tugged the torch from his mother’s hands. She gave him a grateful look.


      “Alexander let his brother die. He could have saved him by giving him the fruit, but he chose not to. He chose immortality instead.”


      “You said your mother knows how to defeat him.”


      “She does. I’m sorry I don’t know or I’d tell you right now.” She glanced at Ember and her expression changed. “I’m curious about something though.”


      She inclined her head at Ember. “You’re Ember Rivera, aren’t you? You’re also the President’s guard and the People’s Guardian?”


      “Yes.”


      Helen’s gaze flickered to Rift and back to Ember. “Then why are you allowing that boy to hold your hand?”


      Ember gasped, but Rift glared at Helen. “Ember’s my sister. I’m not letting anything happen to her.”


      Helen pursed her lips, but before she could speak, Ember blurted. “I’m not your sister, Rift. We’re not even related.”


      He stared at her, his expression blank. “What?”


      Helen spoke gently this time. “As I said, she’s from the Rivera tribe—my tribe—a completely different tribe from you.”


      “But…” Rift missed a step. He still held Ember’s hand. “I don’t understand…”


      Ember said, “My mother took you under her wing when she brought me to the pod. You were really young and I wasn’t much more than a baby. She hated to see you alone, so she treated you like her son and called me your sister. It was easier that way.”


      “Then … I’m not your brother.”


      “You’re not.”


      He dropped her hand like it burned. “Then, who’s my mother? My father?”


      Ember hesitated, looking to me for answers, but she plowed on. “Your mother’s the President.”


      Rift jolted away from her as if she’d struck him. “That can’t be possible. If my mother were the President, then why would I grow up in a pod? Why would she hide me from the world? Why wouldn’t she protect me? Why…”


      He stumbled. His voice lowered as if he was speaking to himself. “Because of what I am.”


      He closed his eyes. He’d never hated his own mortality. Of all my brothers, he’d been the most steadfast. Even when he thought he’d caused his sister’s death, he’d been full of regret and grief, but never loathing.


      “I need some space. I’ll go on ahead.” He strode away from us, his feet swooshing in the sand as he disappeared up and over the next dune. One of the lion cubs followed him, leaping from spot to spot and I remembered Helen’s warning about being knocked over.


      Ember gave me a helpless look. Helen’s expression was apologetic.


      Michael nudged my shoulder with his own, inclining his head in the direction Rift had gone. “He hasn’t had to deal with his mortality like you have. You’ve had a lot more time to understand the impact on the people closest to you. Your family’s choices.”


      He was right. My brother had given his life trying to save mine. My parents slept beneath a Starsgardian tower. They’d chosen their fates because of my mortality. I hadn’t understood their reasons until it was too late. I’d never had the chance to talk to them while they were alive and now I never would. But Rift still did. He needed to know his mother’s reasons before his feelings of abandonment turned to bitterness and hate.


      I kept an eye on the lions as I hurried forward, moving as quickly as I could in the direction he’d disappeared. I found him all the way down the next slope, his feet planted in the sand, paused, his head tipped back. Without the firelight, the night sky was revealed in all its intensity, starlight sparkling above us in hues of dark blue.


      “Rift?”


      “I don’t know who I am.”


      I drew close to him, leaning into his side. “You’re my brother.”


      He snorted. “I’m no more related to you than I am to her.”


      “Rift.” Now my voice was stern. “You need to know why the President chose to give you up.”


      He froze beside me and for a moment I was worried he’d pull away. His silhouette was carved from stone, but he gave me a single nod and I was grateful he was willing to listen.


      The lion stopped leaping about and padded along beside us as I tugged Rift into a walk. I started with the songs that had been sung because of the first brother’s death—the songs that had convinced Seversandians to believe it was our fault. Then I told him about his mother’s desperation to save him and how that led to her creating the fiction of a mortality weapon. A fiction that became reality.


      By the time I finished, his anger had dissolved.


      “Does Ember know about the mortality weapon?”


      I sucked in a breath. “Actually, not yet. If you have the chance to tell her, would you? I think it would be better coming from you.”


      “Do you really think so?”


      “Look…” I tried not to smile. “She didn’t have to let you hold her hand that long.”


      “Yeah, I guess you’re right. I just have no idea what to think or feel right now.”


      “Rift, you know who you are. You’re strong and wise and kind. You’re determined and calm. You are … shadows that want to burst into the night and run with the wind.”


      He laughed. “I’m not sure about that last bit.”


      “You know who you are.”


      “So do you,” he answered.


      I shrugged. “Girl? Weapon? Both?”


      We’d slowed our pace by then and the others weren’t far behind. I took one last look at the immense sky. Even from the Starsgardian mountains, I hadn’t seen this much of it, stretching from one rim of the world to the other. The breath caught in my throat and I had to force myself to look away.


      I said, “I know things might be awkward with Ember now, but she still needs you.”


      He nodded. “I won’t treat her any differently. But I might think twice before I reach for her hand again.”


      The others caught up to us and Ember shot forward, striding up to Rift, surprising us both. She stopped short of touching him, her chin held high, her expression incredibly stern.


      “You…” she said, pointing a finger at his chest. “Just so you know. I’m not sorry that you’re not my brother.”


      He tilted his head, frowning slightly. “Which means…?”


      “I’m glad we’re not related.” A smile ghosted across her face. “And I’d be lying if I said I didn’t like holding your hand and I’ll be very unhappy if we stop.”


      A smile broke across Rift’s face. “Um … I think I understood that.”


      “Good.”


      “So…?” He held out his hand and I could tell he was holding his breath.


      She took it and they walked ahead together.


      I fell back to walk with Michael and his mom. I couldn’t help grinning. Helen smiled at me. “Sorry I brought that whole thing up, but it’s not good for them to have misunderstandings.”


      “I’m glad they were honest with each other.”


      At my words, the smile dropped from Helen’s face. “The time for secrets is over. The only way you’ll survive is through the truth. Always remember—”


      She stopped, her head tilted.


      For a moment, I wasn’t sure why. Then I heard it too.


      It couldn’t be possible.


      A shiver raced through me.


      Drones weren’t allowed in Seversand.


      “We’re out of time.” Helen grabbed Michael, snatching his full attention. “Everything ends unless Ava makes it to Mother. Do you hear me, Michael?”


      He met her eyes. Flames dropped from the firebrand, surrounding them both. “I hear you, Mom. And … I love you.”


      Her hand flew to her mouth, a sob burst from her, but she swallowed it down and grabbed my arm, pulling me forward across the sand before I could resist.


      “But … Michael!” To my horror, he remained behind us. Ahead, Rift and Ember had stopped, their faces upturned.


      “To the lions!” Helen shouted. She put her fingers to her mouth and whistled. The lions responded by racing toward her. “You have to ride them!”


      Panic shot through me. Riding a gentle snow leopard was one thing. Riding a lion was definitely another.


      A deadly grin shot across Rift’s face, even as terror filled Ember’s. He tugged her into a run, lining her up with one of the lions running past, sprinting beside it. Then he swung her up onto its back. He waited only long enough to see that she had a good hold on the straps crisscrossing its body before he raced after the next one.


      Helen Bradley drew me to the nearest lion. “Jump, Ava!”


      I held my breath and ran for my life, pretending I was still on the mountains, pretending I was still strong and that a fall wouldn’t hurt me. By instinct alone, my feet left the ground and I found myself on the lion’s back. It definitely wasn’t the most graceful maneuver, but I’d made it safely. Righting myself, the creature seemed to sense when I was secure enough to plow ahead, at which point it leaped forward, racing across the dunes.


      Helen was close behind me, but Michael…


      I twisted, desperately trying to see what was happening behind us. Black drones zoomed up and across the top of the dunes. Their tentacles lashed out, whipping and snapping. Michael leaped at the nearest one, pulling it down. But instead of trying to smash it, he swung it to the side, flinging it into the ones nearby. Several crashed to the ground.


      He had no weapons to fight the drones other than his body.


      His mom had told him that everything would be lost if I didn’t make it to see her mother. His tactics were only to delay. He was trying to give me time to get away.


      But that meant he’d be captured.


      “Michael!” I screamed, tugging on the lion, trying to get it to turn around. I had to get back to him, fight with him, the way we always did. Side by side. Him and me against the world. The way we were meant to fight. Never alone like he was now.


      “Michael! No!” I choked as Helen gave another shrill whistle and my lion increased its speed instead of slowing down. It surged forward faster than I’d thought possible, so fast that I drew parallel with Rift and Ember.


      The drones’ buzzing told me they were close behind. Some of them were getting past Michael. They were gaining on the lions…


      Helen shouted. “Rift!”


      My brother met my eyes across the distance. His silhouette blurred as if the shadows I knew were part of him were trying to burst out of him even without nectar.


      “Run, Ava. Find a way to stop Alexander.”


      My eyes widened. “No…”


      He threw a look at Ember—a brief smile—before his jaw clenched. In the next moment, he turned his lion back toward the drones. The beast veered in a wide circle and then sped back toward the oncoming drones.


      They were both trying to keep me free.


      I screamed my frustration. I couldn’t leave them behind. I wouldn’t. I gripped the handholds on the lion’s straps and wrenched them hard to turn my lion around, but Helen whistled again and it stayed forward.


      “Stop doing that!” I screamed at her, but her face was hard as granite.


      “I have to go back. I have to fight!” Hot tears streamed down my cheeks, buffeted by the wind around us. The sky was lighter than before. The sun was only an hour from rising.


      Behind us, Rift leaped off his lion’s back into the air, taking down the closest drone. The lion itself followed him upward and suddenly all the remaining lions were turning to fight, batting at the drones, stretching their golden bodies into the air, leaping and pulling the drones down like it was a game. The beasts ripped into the machines with their claws and teeth, gnashing them against the sand.


      My heart leaped with hope. Maybe the lions could destroy the other drones. But whoever was controlling the drones seemed to realize that too. The machines stopped trying to get past Michael, stopped trying to get to me, and targeted him instead.


      One zoomed in low, shooting its tethers around his legs and pulling tight. He fell to the side, struggling, but another drone took the chance to wrap its tethers around his chest, pinning his arms. I knew how strong the tethers were.


      No … Michael…


      The drones picked him up and flew off with him.


      Just like that. Faster than I could scream. He was gone.


      As he disappeared into the night, another drone attacked Rift, wrapping a choking tether around his neck. He grabbed at it, but another imprisoned his legs. Even from that distance, I could see that he couldn’t breathe.


      Beside me, Ember screamed. “No! Rift! It’s choking him. They’re trying to kill him.”


      She dug her heels into her lion, wrenching on the straps, turning it back.


      “Ember! You can’t—” Helen’s shout was lost in the beetle’s buzzing but the indecision was clear on her face. She lifted her fingers to her lips to whistle, but dropped them.


      Ember rose on the lion’s back, balancing there as it ran.


      Metal glinted in her hand, sparkling for a moment before her dagger flew through the dark.


      It thudded into the drone that held Rift’s neck. In response, the drone released him, spinning backward. Rift rocked forward, coughing into the sand, but the drone that had caught his legs whisked him into the air upside down.


      Ember raced forward, reaching for him, stretching out her hand for his.


      My heart plummeted. A last drone sped out of the darkness, wrapped its tethers around her arm and torso, and snatched Ember off the lion’s back. It wrenched her skyward.


      Ember screamed. Rift shouted, trying to reach for her.


      Beneath them, the remains of the other drones sparked and wobbled as the lions batted them across the sand. There were no more drones, but my friends were captured.


      My lion crested the dune and sand blocked everything from view.


      Regret burned behind Helen’s eyes.


      Angry tears burned behind my own.


      Helen whistled and our two lions drove onward through the desert, further and further away from my friends.
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      I TWISTED IN MY SEAT as the lions raced through the desert. “I have to go back!”


      “You can’t, Ava. Those drones were just the first. The warriors won’t be far behind. You have to reach Mother.”


      That’s what she kept telling me—that her mother had some knowledge about Alexander, something that would defeat him—but I was beginning to doubt it. What could anyone know that would help me stop someone who was an immortal? And now, Michael was gone. So were Rift and Ember. And Quake and Blaze. Only Snowboy was safe—or so I hoped.


      “Why would President Vale let Olander deploy drones in Seversand?”


      “If she gave him permission, then it means she’s backed into a corner. If she didn’t, it means she doesn’t control this situation anymore. Neither scenario is good.”


      I screamed my frustration into the sky. “I should be turning around. I should be going back.”


      “Ava, you can’t.”


      “Your son is back there! The President’s son is back there! Ember is too and I’m the only one who’s still free. What if they kill her? What if they kill my brothers? If President Vale doesn’t control this situation anymore, then what’s keeping them safe?”


      “Ava, I know you want to help them. I know you love my son. But if you don’t stop Alexander then this whole cycle will repeat itself over and over. He’ll keep hurting people.”


      “But why am I the only one who can stop him?”


      “Because you hold everything in balance. Because it’s your body that tips the scales.”


      My body. But not me.


      I rested my head over the lion’s powerful neck, sensing the pull of its muscles, trying to bury my fears. I didn’t know what was happening to the people I loved. They could be dying and I didn’t know.


      The lions ran for the next hour and by then the sun’s first rays crept above the horizon. The landscape had begun to change. Endless sand had given way to rocky outcrops that were mottled and grey on the surface, but bright with quartz beneath. It made me think of molten lava that had cooled and hardened.


      Helen pulled out a compass and checked it. “We’re almost there.”


      She stopped us before the next ridge, alighting from her lion and brushing its mane. Then she surprised me by removing the straps on both lions and throwing them over her shoulder.


      “The lions are hungry and thirsty. It’s best to let them go. There’s a waterhole nearby where they can rest.”


      I stared at her dubiously. There was nothing but sand and rock nearby as far as I could see.


      She smiled. “This way.”


      I followed her up the rocky sand dune and stopped at the top, my mouth dropping open.


      We stood at the top of a circular cliff. About fifty feet below us, a vast cavern resembled a lake, except that it was filled with sand, not water. Another cliff face rose sharply on the other side. The whole thing looked like a giant volcano filled with sand. “What is this?”


      “The only way to Mother.”


      I eyed her. “You mean we have to climb to the bottom.”


      “No, I mean you have to dive into it.”


      I peered at the sand. “Something’s moving down there…”


      I backed away from the edge as I recognized the golden fins swimming in the sand below. “Those are sand sharks.”


      “The only way in is through the sharks.”


      “Are you serious?”


      “I’m sorry, yes.”


      She did look sorry. “Mother makes it very hard to get to her. You’ll have to leave all your weapons here or the sharks will rip you apart.”


      “I don’t have any weapons.”


      “Don’t you?”


      I frowned at her, patting myself. Was there something I didn’t know about? Did I have a weapon after all?


      “Your anger, Ava. You have to leave it behind.”


      “I—” I frowned again, and for some reason, I thought of my brother, Josh. Mr. Bradley had said Josh’s reaction to nectar was emotional. That he’d felt rage. Could rage be a weapon?


      It had only been through rage that I’d killed a hundred Evereachers on the mountains of Starsgard.


      “I’m not sure that I know how to do that.”


      “Well, you’ll need to find a way quickly, because we’re out of time and there are no lions here to help us.”


      “What do you—?” But all it took was a glance across the distance to tell me that the Seversandian army was closing in. They jogged across the distant sand dunes down onto the flat ground. They were half a minute away.


      My fists clenched. “How can I leave my anger behind? I’m so angry right now. I’m angry with you for stopping me from helping Michael. I’m angry that I couldn’t protect Rift and Ember. I’m angry that Rift thought his mother abandoned him. I’m angry that you left Michael in Evereach.”


      My voice rose. “I’m angry that my stupid DNA can kill people. I’m angry that my parents are asleep. I’m angry that people think killing me and Ember is the right thing to do. I’m angry that there were children living in cells. Children!” I drew a final breath, exhaling all my rage with my words. I threw my head back and shouted into the hot sun. “I’m angry that my brother died!”


      I screamed out all my anger until my lungs were empty, my cry echoing across the distance so far that the army faltered.


      Then I took a step to the side, teetering on the edge of the cliff. “But I love your son. I loved my brother, Josh. And I love my mortal brothers. I will do anything to save them. Even let go of all that anger. Totally and completely.”


      I plummeted into the cavern.


      The wind rushed against my body. I hit the sand as the army reached the edge of the cliff above, swarming Helen. The last I saw of her before the sand sucked me down, she held up her hands in surrender.


      I closed my mouth, but hot sand hit my tongue. My vision of a vengeful lion and the taste of sand in my mouth filled my mind and it was difficult to block it out. I squeezed my eyes shut, knowing only that I was falling and falling, that the sand rasped my skin until I was raw and the sharks nipped at my legs and arms, racing backward and forward against me.


      My feet hit something solid, the force of the impact pushing the surface down. I crashed onto another hard surface—a marbled floor, jarring every bone in my body. I was scared I’d broken my ankle as pain shot through my leg.


      A growl beside me forced me to turn.


      I had to scoot backward to see all of the lion’s face. The beast crouched, its head on its front paws, lowered to my eye level. Its jaws opened and it growl-roared at me.


      There was no doubt in my mind that this was a fully-grown lion. I pushed myself backward and bumped against something soft. Another lion?


      As I jumped upward, I came face to face with a woman. Her hair pooled at her feet, trailing behind her. Her eyes were brown, her skin olive. A red rock, just like Helen’s, glinted at the side of her nose.


      She smiled. “You made it.”
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      “Are you hurt?”


      I wobbled on my feet, testing my ankle, thankful to find it stable when I put my weight on it. I breathed a sigh of relief. “I’m fine.”


      The floor I’d landed on was glossy marble, the ceiling made of dark stone. There were no visible signs of the trapdoor I’d fallen through. In contrast to the golden lion, the walls and floor were pristine white, mottled by fine threads of gold and silver. Golden jewels like the ones worn by the lions were positioned around the ceiling and lit up the space as brightly as an electrical light.


      The woman was even more beautiful than her surroundings. Her hair was a lustrous brown, her skin fine and unblemished, and her body language warm and welcoming.


      I blurted. “I don’t know what to call you. Helen just called you ‘Mother.’ I don’t even know your name.”


      “I’m Esther. And you’re Ava. Helen came to me two days ago and told me everything. Worst of all, she told me that Alexander is even more cruel than he ever was.”


      As if it understood her, the lion rose to its feet, towering over me, shaking its mane. Its snout wrinkled as it snarled.


      “You tried to kill him and failed,” Esther said to me.


      “Yes.” The admission seemed worse in this beautiful place, but not because I’d failed—because I’d even tried. There was a time when the thought of ending someone’s life had been completely abhorrent to me. At some point, I’d lost that horror. Had war and cruelty taken it away from me? Or had I given it away freely?


      I remembered telling Michael right back in the beginning that people were right to be afraid of me—that I could hurt them. At some point, I’d become what I feared. I had become death itself. I shook my head, trying to shake away my thoughts.


      She said, “You want me to tell you how to fight him.”


      I chose my words carefully. “I need to know how to stop him, yes.”


      She tilted her head, her hair a cascade by her side. “But not to kill him?”


      “I’m beginning to think trying to kill him is the wrong way to go about things.”


      She smiled again. “You would be thinking right. Walk with me, please. I want to show you something.”


      Beyond the marble room was another room with paneled walls that looked like they were made of gold and silver. Beyond that was a room decorated with a mosaic of colorful jewels. The mosaic formed the shapes of lions resting beside a stream. The actual lion prowled behind us as we walked, its claws clicking on the lustrous floor.


      Finally we reached a room—a hallway of sorts—that stretched far into the distance.


      “We didn’t have technology to record things when I was a girl. So we captured our history in songs. The problem with songs is that the words can be changed over time. Drawings are much more accurate. Don’t you think?”


      I stared at the image on my right. A woman knelt on the ground, hunched, the curtain of her hair falling over her face. A dark presence loomed over her like an oppressive force.


      “Eve was tempted by evil. But she resisted. She did not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil like the serpent wanted her to. Sin didn’t enter the world through her.”


      Esther walked on. “And so it continued.”


      I frowned at the next picture. Another woman knelt beneath the tree, her hand flung across her face. This time the dark presence took the form of a black bird with a red beak.


      Esther leaned into me. “Helen told you that each daughter was born with immortality. But she lied to protect the truth.”


      In the next image, another girl stood, one hand pressed to her heart, her other formed into a fist clenching so hard her knuckles were white. The malevolent force in front of her was covered in spines, sharp tips mere inches from her face.


      Esther said, “We were tempted, cajoled, threatened, promised glory, forced to suffer pain and terrible loss. We faced our greatest fears. Evil takes many shapes to test our hearts. But we resisted. Immortality is earned, not given by birthright.”


      “But…”


      “For generations, children made a pilgrimage to the tree but it bore fruit only four times. When it was Alexander’s turn, he thought that all his good deeds would surely earn him the right to eat from the tree.”


      “But he got a flower instead.”


      “Ah, yes, the flower he thought was worthless. It never occurred to him that a flower could be more priceless than the fruit.”


      I remembered the flower that grew when Michael and I kissed under the tree. “What could be more priceless than immortality?”


      “Ava, all I can tell you is that it was the first flower to ever bloom on the tree. I can only guess why the Creator saw fit to give it to Alexander. Maybe you’ll figure it out.”


      Further along the hallway, the scene of the first brother’s death confronted me. He lay like my own brother with a knife in his chest, bleeding beneath the tree, while Alexander gleamed at the plum in his fingertips.


      I looked for the flower in the image, but all I saw was a petal peeking from Alexander’s fist. He’d crushed it. The same way he’d stomped on the flower Michael and I had made.


      “How do I stop him?”


      She spread her arms wide. “I’ve already told you.”


      “No … you really haven’t…”


      But as she stepped aside, I found myself looking from image to image. Every one of those women had stood beneath the tree. Every one of them had faced something awful. They’d been tested—and prevailed.


      “You must find the raging lion, Ava.”


      The real lion growled beside me.


      Esther rested her hand on its head, quietly looping a harness around its neck and holding it firm. “You need to go now, Ava.”


      There was a warning in her voice.


      I eyed the lion and the way it sniffed me. The sand had scratched my arms and some of the cuts were beginning to bleed. The lion growled, nuzzling closer, inhaling the scent of my wounds.


      “There’s a reason lions don’t attack people,” Esther said. “They only kill for food and they’ve learned that people don’t die. Therefore, people aren’t food. However … that’s not the case with you.”


      My eyes widened. I backed up. “How do I get out of here?”


      “Down the corridor, first door on the right, there’s a single pod transporter that will take you most of the way back to the Coliseum. You’ll need to walk the rest.”


      I raced away as the lion growled and snarled behind me, past the images lining the walls, past thousands of years of history, determined to return to the place where the first battle was fought.
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      * * *


      I waited for night to fall before I emerged into the desert. Waiting for the sun to go down had given me time to think and plan.


      It was only an hour later that I reached the circumference of Seversandian warriors guarding the Coliseum. I held my hands high as they called for me to halt.


      I recognized the woman with the plait in her hair as I called, “I’m Ava Holland. Please take me to the President.”


      She quickly restrained me, tying my hands behind my back. “Why did you come back?”


      “I have my reasons.”


      “Should I expect a fight from you?”


      I shook my head. “No.”


      She called for one of the other warriors to run ahead and alert the President. Then she and three others escorted me back to the Coliseum. It was slow going. Balancing in the sand was more difficult with my tied hands, but I focused on placing one foot in front of the other.


      When we reached the colossus, the inscription above the entrance proclaimed: Only the worthy. I knew I wasn’t, but my purpose wasn’t for myself anymore.


      I strode into the glow of the corridor to face the Seversandian President herself, only realizing when I entered just how many people had crowded into the passageway. The right-hand side was packed with Seversandian warriors. Each of them held bows with arrows aimed directly at me. On the left, Evereachers bristled with daggers and swords.


      Both Olander and Alexander waited a step behind President Vale. Olander’s expression was blank, but Alexander’s arms were folded across his chest as if my surrender had unnerved him.


      President Vale was wide-eyed. “Ava. They said you gave yourself up, but I didn’t believe them.”


      I planted my feet, keeping my eyes on Alexander as I spoke. “I won’t fight you. You can have what you want, but you’ll do it my way.”


      President Vale turned pale. “But … that means…”


      “Will you agree to grant my terms?”


      Olander was smooth as oil. “Well, of course, that depends on what they are.”


      “You won’t kill me until all of the world’s leaders are here. Every one of them takes responsibility for this.”


      “That’s not hard to arrange,” Olander said. “Since they’re already here.”


      I continued without missing a beat. “Second, I’ll die by the hand of a Seversandian warrior.” I broke eye contact with Alexander only long enough to gesture to the woman with the plait, startling her. “By her hand.”


      Olander’s eyes narrowed.


      I returned my gaze to Alexander. He hadn’t moved.


      “And, finally, you’ll kill me beneath that tree.”


      I didn’t need to point. For the first time, Alexander dropped his arms. He stared at me and then at the mangled mass resting in the darkness beyond.


      He darted across the distance, grabbed me by the back of my neck, and jerked my head back, glaring at me. “What are you playing at? What game is this?”


      I whispered. “There’s no more hair for you to grab.”


      “You will release her!” President Vale snatched a spear from the nearest warrior and dug it into Alexander’s side, deep enough to pierce his skin.


      Alexander dropped me and it was all I could do not to hit my head on the way down. I landed on something softer than stone and looked up into the eyes of the warrior with the plait, realizing that she must have dropped with me so I’d fall onto her knees.


      She righted me and cut the bands binding my wrists at the same time. Nobody protested.


      “You’ll have what you’ve asked for, Ava,” President Vale declared. “Take her to her room.”


      Most of the Seversandian warriors dispersed as the President strode ahead of me down the corridor. It looked like she was taking me back to the room I’d been in before.


      The Evereachers stomped ahead of us, also disbanding once we reached our destination. A handful of Seversandians remained, all women, but they waited only long enough for the Evereachers to leave.


      “I want to thank you,” President Vale said. “For trying to escape with Ember.”


      “Where is she?”


      “In a room like this. And for some reason, my son refuses to leave her side.”


      “He knows you’re his mother.”


      “Oh.” She chewed her lip. “We haven’t spoken since they brought him back, but I suspected he might know.”


      “Did you send the drones?”


      Her mouth took on a disapproving line. “No. I allowed the drones to join the line guarding the perimeter. They don’t carry any weaponry—no tranquilizers, no firing mechanism at all, in fact they have empty cavities where those components have been removed. My warriors scanned them on the beach before allowing them through. You’ve seen our scanning system?”


      “I think so. There was one of those small devices that shot up when the first pod opened. That was before we boarded the monorail.”


      “The drones were meant to be for aerial support only. Alexander deployed them to go after you before I could stop him. He will pay for what he did to Rift…”


      Before she could say anything more, two women appeared, each carrying a golden chain. There were shackles at the end of each chain.


      General Gaza loomed large behind the two women, filling the doorway. But he wasn’t alone.


      “Michael!”


      His hair fell across his face, but the look in his eyes between the dark strands froze me. “Why did you come back?”


      Michael’s wrists and ankles were bound in chains similar to the ones the women had just brought into the room. General Gaza began unlocking them.


      I couldn’t answer Michael’s question right then.


      The women threaded one each of the long chains through the golden rings attached to the wall. I’d wondered what those rings were for and it seemed I was about to find out.


      “Your hands please,” one of the women said to me.


      I held them out, ready for a shackle to be attached to each wrist. The second long chain must have been meant for Michael, which was why Gaza was releasing him from the shorter ones.


      He wasn’t about to let them chain him that easily. Before the shackles closed around his wrists, Michael lurched forward, slamming into the women with brute force.


      It was the same kind of force he’d used when he fought me on the Starsgardian mountains. He was fierce and relentless. He’d caged his humanity. The golden chains clattered to the floor seconds before both women did. Neither woman was breathing.


      I braced as General Gaza stepped over them. Oddly, his focus was on me. Scooping up one of the golden chains, he swung it over his head, ready to lash me with it.


      President Vale cried out. “Don’t hurt her!”


      The General released the chain directly at my face.


      Michael lunged in front of me, taking the force of the heavy chain against the side of his head. He dropped with a cry and my heart stopped in case the golden chains were more than they appeared—I knew barely anything about the technology here in Seversand and what kind of threats it posed—but to my relief, Michael jumped back to his feet.


      I cried. “Michael, stop! I can’t leave. I can’t escape.”


      General Gaza towered over us. “Easy brother.”


      “I’m not your brother.” Michael lunged forward, but the General’s palm moved straight at his face and Michael froze, staring at something within it.


      It was a small, red leaf. It was lethal to mortals but for Michael it would be like a powerful tranquilizer.


      “You’re no use to her if you’re asleep,” the General warned.


      Behind me, the President’s anger bubbled over in a hiss. She launched herself at Gaza. “You tried to hit her with a chain! What were you thinking?”


      General Gaza grinned. “I was thinking I’d never seen a boy so intent on protecting a girl. I wanted to know how far he’d go. It turns out he’d go a very long way.”


      The women on the floor were recovering now. They rubbed their heads, but they didn’t look surprised or angry. Instead, they seemed pleased, throwing smiles at Michael, as they recovered the long, golden chains and carried them to the wall again. They clamped the shackles over our wrists. The chains were long enough to allow us to sit and move around the room, but not long enough that we could step through the door.


      Each woman bowed to Michael and tapped their fists against their hearts before they left. “Son of the river.”


      President Vale chewed her lip so hard that it bled and healed. “Before I take you to the garden tomorrow, Ava, you’ll be moved to the hall—the one where you first met me. Your loved ones will be allowed to say goodbye to you there.”


      She swung away from us and within moments, she strode away down the corridor and was gone. The General followed her into the night.


      Michael was frozen beside me, his chest rising and falling. “How could you come back? You were meant to escape.”


      “Michael, I need to explain—”


      “No, there’s no explaining. They’re going to kill you!” He pulled his chains taut, leveraging his feet against the wall, trying to wrench the hook from the wall. He still hadn’t looked at me. “Find me something sharp, Ava. I can cut my hands and get free.”


      He meant it. He’d cut himself to pieces if he had to, in order to escape these chains. He’d tried it before, a long time ago at the Terminal.


      As his chains clanked, I stared at the space where the President had stood, a space that seemed to swell and darken in her absence.


      “Michael, no. I’m here by choice.”


      “I don’t believe you. I won’t believe you.”


      I bit down on the sob rising into my chest. He was hurting. I was hurting him. We’d been through so much together—survived so much. From the Terminal to Starsgard. I’d died once and part of him had died with me. Now I was risking my life again—willingly.


      I wrapped my arms around him, resting my head against his back. “Please. Michael.”


      For a moment I thought he’d push me away. His heart thundered in my ears, his muscles bunched as he strained to dislodge his chains.


      He spun, his chest heaving. “I can’t let you die.”


      “You won’t have to. I promise.”


      His lips crashed down onto mine. My head tipped back as his arms pulled me close and our hearts beat together. As he drew back, his hands encircled my face. “Promise me.”


      I tugged him over to the chairs beneath the wide window.


      “I have to get to the tree. It’s the only way to beat Alexander.”


      Michael studied the dark mound in the distance. “I don’t understand.”


      “Alexander’s done a lot of damage. He tore your family apart. He orchestrated my brother’s death. He convinced people it was okay to bury children in the ground. He used Olander to whip the whole of Evereach into a frenzy about mortals. His cruelty will remain as long as he does. Which is going to be a really long time unless I stop him. But I won’t have a chance unless he’s standing in the place where he stole his immortality.”


      “Then I’ll do it. I’ll find a way to get him to the tree. I’ll kill him.”


      “No, Michael, it’s not about killing him. I can’t be responsible for another death. And neither can you.”


      “Then … what? How will you stop him?”


      I skirted around the question, knowing that the truth would only make things worse. Scuffling at the door made me jump. Aaron Reid hovered there.


      Michael lurched to his feet, the chains pulling tight as they extended as far as they would go. “What are you doing here?”


      “I … uh…” Aaron’s hesitancy disappeared. He sauntered into the room, heading for the bed. The backpack Sarah had given me peeked out from under it.


      He pulled it out and shoved it at me. “You’ll need as many medical supplies as you can get.”


      I frowned at him. “Okay.”


      I moved to put it down, but Aaron shoved it back at me.


      Our stare-off continued for another minute. “Why do you think bandages will help me right now, at this very moment?”


      He huffed. “Seriously, look inside it, will you?”


      I unzipped the top, riffling through the contents. As I expected: bandages, plasters, tubes of things.


      “You might find the purple medicine useful.”


      I frowned, retrieving a plastic bag containing a small bottle wrapped entirely in a purple label. It had ‘antibiotic’ written on it with instructions about dosage. But beneath the writing was a…


      Lion.


      I pulled the bottle from the packet and pressed my fingernail into the wrapping, breaking and lifting it the barest amount to see beneath.


      The contents were pearly black.


      I angled the vial just enough for Michael to see too, keeping the whole thing inside the bag.


      Michael jolted beside me. “How…?”


      It had to be the vial from Mr. Bradley’s lab, the one my brother had drawn a lion onto. Sarah must have slipped it into the bag and Aaron had run interference for her.


      But Aaron hated me. He blamed me for his brother’s death.


      “Why are you doing this?”


      He shuffled. “I stood by while Alexander forced Josh to give up all his nectar on the night of Implosion. I watched it happen and I did nothing to stop it. I let him die. I can’t be that person again.”


      Michael gripped my arm. “Ava, you can use this right now to get us out of here.”


      “No … my brothers can use this to get you all out of here.”


      “But you have to come with us.”


      “Michael, you have to hear me on this. I tried to kill Alexander before and I failed. No amount of nectar will work. I’m not leaving this place until he’s no longer a threat.”


      My eyes filled with tears. The pictures of the women in the hall of history returned to me—one of them slumped over, another clutching her heart, all of them faced with darkness.


      “I have to stand beneath that tree and be judged. And then I can fight him.”


      Before Michael could protest, I swung to Aaron and shoved the bag back at him. “You have to get this to Rift.”


      “But … you…”


      “Get it to Rift. He’ll … No, wait. Is Mr. Bradley still free?”


      Aaron nodded. “Why wouldn’t he be?”


      I glanced at Michael. His dad must have talked his way out of the situation when he emerged from the tomb after we got away.


      “Tell Mr. Bradley to convince the President that the mortals are getting sick because they aren’t used to the environment here. It’s been a long time since they lived in this heat. They’re all Seversandian by birth so she has jurisdiction over them. She’ll give him permission to treat them. That way, Mr. Bradley can give them all a dose, not just Rift.”


      “What about Ember? That excuse won’t work for her.”


      My thoughts were in turmoil. I had to face the thing that I’d been pushing into the back of my mind: tomorrow, they were going to kill Ember too.


      Because I’d come back, they could carry out the execution. By surrendering myself, I’d put her in terrible danger.


      “Rift is refusing to leave her so she’ll be with him when Mr. Bradley gets to him. I know Mr. Bradley will find a way. I trust him to do that.”


      If anyone could figure out a way to get nectar to all of the mortals, it was Mr. Bradley. The irony didn’t escape me. For a long time, I’d distrusted him and I had good reason to. He was clever and his motivations were never clear. But I didn’t doubt what I’d seen in the secret level at the Terminal. Michael’s father had been real in that room—no games, only truth.


      Suddenly, I had hope and my heart was lighter.


      My brothers could survive this and so could Ember.


      Michael begged me. “Please, Ava, won’t you reconsider? Take this now. Burn this place down.”


      I shook my head. “Alexander will survive.”


      The hurt and pain in Michael’s eyes was too much and I had to look away.


      He said, “Then take some of it before they come for you. So you can heal. So you won’t die.”


      “I have to face this as I am, Michael. I can’t go near that tree unless I’m completely vulnerable. Only honesty and truth can save me.”


      Aaron gripped the bag. “I don’t understand you, Ava. Not at all. But then, I didn’t understand your brother either. Josh threw himself into everything he did with a conviction I never had.”


      He exhaled. “But you’re right about the truth. It’s time to face it. Okay, I’ll get this to Mr. Bradley. But … you won’t see me tomorrow because there’s somewhere else I need to be.”


      He spun on his heels and hurried away from the room with the backpack before I could ask him what he was talking about.


      “Well, that was disconcerting.” Michael stared at the empty space in the door. “Do you really trust Aaron?”


      “I’m all out options. I have to try.”


      He took my face in his hands. “Ava. Please tell me you’ll still be alive tomorrow afternoon.”


      His eyes searched mine but I couldn’t answer. There was still so much I couldn’t tell him: I couldn’t tell him about Josh and the secret level. I couldn’t tell him about the pictures of the women and the tree. I curled into him and we sank to the floor.


      Eventually, the woman with the plait in her hair returned to the room. I noticed for the first time that she had gold flecks in her brown eyes. She paused in the doorway as she saw us huddled on the floor.


      She cleared her throat and said, “I’ve come to ask you how you want to die.”


      She held out her hands. In one was a dagger. In the other, an arrow.


      I thought it through. “By the arrow.”


      She paused. “I need to know why you chose me.”


      “Because of the lions.”


      She frowned. “What do you mean?”


      “You were there, out on the dunes, when the lions arrived. You chose to retreat instead of harming them. That tells me you won’t risk hurting something innocent—even if it goes against your orders.”


      She contemplated that and finally said, “My name is Rachel.”


      “Thank you, Rachel.”


      She asked, “Do you want your lights doused?”


      Only a couple of weeks ago, I’d stood beneath a full moon on the mountains of Starsgard. The window nearby was wide enough that without the lights, I’d be able to see the moonlit sky. “Yes, please.”


      Rachel said a word in Seversandian and the golden stones in each corner of the ceiling extinguished.


      She spoke into the dark. “My sister will be the other archer tomorrow. The one for Ember. I want you to know that it will be a clean shot.”


      Her words hung in the air long after she left.


      “If only the world was made up of mortals,” Michael said. “If everyone was mortal, then nobody would be afraid of you.”


      “People would find a reason to be afraid.”


      As my eyes adjusted to the dark, the moonlit plane outside the glass corridor became visible and with it, so did the tree. There was no life within that space. No life at all. My resolve almost slipped. Just stepping foot into the ash would be a challenge.


      Michael’s voice was desperate. “I won’t let this happen.”


      “You will do amazing things with your life, Michael.”


      After that, I had no more words.


      The moon’s glow was cool around me. I moved closer to Michael and filled the silence with his heartbeat as we waited.
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      THE FOLLOWING MORNING, Rachel shackled me in the hall where I’d first met President Vale, looping my chain through the floor, but providing me with a bench to sit on. It had a plush cushion on top of it and sturdy wooden legs. It all seemed so civilized.


      Michael was allowed to sit with me, but he was shackled, too.


      “Your friends are here to say goodbye,” Rachel said before she left the hall.


      I jumped to my feet, chains clanking, as my brothers entered from the far door. I ran to them as far as I could before the chains pulled taut and stopped me.


      “You should have left already!”


      Quake wrapped his big arms around me, lifting me off the floor as Blaze and Rift joined him.


      “Rift. Quake. Blaze. Brothers.”


      They were all crying. Tears ran down their cheeks onto my head, and I couldn’t stop the sobs bursting from my chest. I tried to gather myself together, my voice muffled inside the cocoon of their arms.


      “Please tell me Mr. Bradley saw you?”


      Quake’s reply was a rumble in his chest. “He did. And he’s way more clever than I ever thought.”


      I lifted my head to check his expression, hoping he’d explain what he meant, but all he did was grin at me: a tearful, toothy grin. I quickly assessed them. Blaze wasn’t heating up the room. Rift wasn’t blurring at the edges. Quake was … well, as gentle as ever. If they’d taken nectar already, I couldn’t detect it.


      I said, “You need to protect Ember.


      “Don’t worry. She’s scared, but we’ll keep her safe.”


      “But you were meant to go, escape already. You could have sneaked away, reached Starsgard by now. Why didn’t you?”


      “Why didn’t you?” Blaze asked, his eyebrows raised. He kissed my forehead, easing the sharpness of the question.


      “I have to stop Alexander.”


      “We know,” Quake said. “And when you’re done, we’ll be here to take you home.”


      I breathed. “Home.”


      Suddenly I couldn’t stop the tears. I reached for Michael where he hovered at the edge of the group, and pulled him into our circle.


      Too soon, Rachel returned. Her voice was firm, but her eyes were lowered. “I’m sorry, your time is up.”


      Quake kissed my cheek, releasing me.


      “Wait, Quake, you met your mother. How is she?”


      He grinned. “She’s little. Like you. And just as tough.”


      Rift squeezed my hand and Blaze kissed the top of my head.


      Blaze wrinkled his nose at me. “Promise me, you’ll grow your hair back when this is all over. I’m not liking this bristly look so much.”


      I smiled. “I promise.”


      I bit my lip as hard as I could, squeezing my eyes shut, unable to watch them leave.


      A woman’s voice drew my eyes open.


      “Ava?”


      “Ruth!”


      She rushed to me, taking each of my hands, pressing kisses to them. “They said you came back willingly but I didn’t believe it. We tried everything we could to stop this. Everything.”


      She looked ragged, her hair hastily platted, and there were dark circles under her eyes. She lifted my wrists, circled with gold shackles, my scorpion tattoo hiding behind them.


      I asked, “Is Snowboy safe? What about Pip?”


      “Snowboy made it back to Starsgard. He begged us to go to war with Evereach and I wanted to, Ava. I wanted to so much. But that wouldn’t bring you back. By the time we raised an army you’d already arrived in Seversand.”


      “Snowboy’s not here, is he?”


      “He vowed to come after you, but I couldn’t risk his life—or Pip’s—so … we dusted the air over the tower with sleep pollen before he could leave. We wouldn’t normally take a chance like that with airborne chemicals, but there was nobody else around. The leader of the Protectors, Ricardo, is a good man. After the boys fell asleep, he made sure they were safely inside the tower, dosed to stay asleep for the week with sustenance so they don’t starve or get dehydrated. We’ll wake them up once this is over.”


      “Thank you for keeping them safe. But, I’m sure you know, Snowboy will be seriously angry when he wakes up.” I could only imagine the damage he’d inflict. “Tell him that I want him to forgive you.”


      She leaned into me and lowered her voice. “We tried to bring nectar, but they searched us and forced us to throw it in the ocean.”


      “What about the children? The ones I freed.”


      “Safe. We sent out the Protectors to retrieve them. We also raided the other tunnels and collected the prisoners. They’re all behind Starsgard’s borders.”


      I was surprised and it must have showed because she smiled. “Yes, Ava, it was an act of war. And, no, I don’t regret it for one second.”


      “Sarah, too?”


      She nodded.


      “Thank you, Ruth.”


      “Olander’s hold on Evereach is very precarious right now. A lot of people are angry that their loved ones were abused. We’ve made it very public knowledge that the captives are now safe and free. There’s some serious backlash brewing. But right now, he still controls your fate and that gives him power. I’m very surprised he’s going through with this. He needs you alive. He needs the threat of war. Without it, he will lose control.”


      “Will the people of Evereach overthrow him if I’m gone? Since he won’t control Ember either, I mean.”


      “It’s very possible, Ava.”


      I frowned. I glanced at Michael who was also pensive. “Then … why is he willing to risk that? Why go along with killing me?”


      I hadn’t forgotten Olander, but I knew that unless Alexander was beaten, Olander would never fall either. Olander’s actions and motivations had been clear to me until then, but knowing what Ruth had told me…


      I had to figure out Olander’s plan. He and Alexander were often at odds about their methods, but Olander had made it clear that their goals were the same. I had no doubt that Olander wouldn’t give up his power easily.


      Ruth searched my eyes, sinking to her knees. “Beautiful girl. I’ll pray for your safety.” She bent over my hand and her tears dripped through them. She’d stepped into the role of my mother when I was in Starsgard and in her way, she’d tried to protect me as best she could.


      “Tell me, Ruth, are all the world leaders here?”


      “They’re waiting for the door to open to the garden. The President has allowed the drones to broadcast everything. The whole world’s watching.”


      “Good.” I nodded, my throat constricting. “Then let it begin.”
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      RACHEL RELEASED MY chains from the seat in the hall and looped the golden restraints in my arms. She did the same for Michael and we carried them like precious jewels into the corridor outside the hall.


      We found Ember waiting there, her expression filled with shadows and her own chains overflowing in her hands. “I’m glad my mother isn’t here to see this,” she said quietly. “They’re keeping her sedated until it’s over.”


      I gave her a small smile. “We’ll walk together, you and I.”


      The corridor was lined with a single row of guards on either side. On the right, Evereach soldiers stood tall. On the left—the side with the glass wall—Seversandians watched us pass.


      Twenty steps beyond the hall, a new door had been created in the glass wall. Beyond it, people gathered inside the enclosure, most of them occupying seats that had been placed in rows. The space was divided into segments denoted by flags—an area for each world leader and their entourage.


      I only recognized a few of them: the Queen of Tenacia and her staff stood closest to the opening. Further in, I recognized the flag of Credence—a group of islands in the western sea. The Evereach and Seversandian flags flew at the front closest to the tree and the Starsgardian flag fluttered in the breeze on the right hand side behind Seversand.


      Nobody stood anywhere near the tree itself. A ring of warriors dressed in red armor stood guard a hundred feet around it. A wide corridor had been created through the middle of the onlookers—a place for us to walk.


      As we reached the door, I turned to Rachel, holding up the chains. “Please take these off us. We won’t run.”


      The archer hesitated. With a nod from her sister, she unlocked the shackles from my wrists and handed them to a waiting warrior. I rubbed my wrists. It was a welcome relief to lose the weight around my body.


      I took Ember’s hand. She was clothed the same as me in a simple ivory dress that swished around her legs as she moved. Her hair was loose. I ran my hand over my stubbly head, but it suddenly felt right to stand bare in front of the tree.


      Our shoulders brushed as we stood in the entrance, hands clasped. Michael stayed close behind us and one glance told me he was assessing everything—the layout of the seating, the positions of the guards, and the alternating rows of Seversandian warriors and Evereach soldiers lining the glass wall on the inside. He was looking for openings, weaknesses. I wasn’t sure there were any.


      General Gaza waited just inside the door. He lifted a horn to his lips and blew it. Monarchs, Prime Ministers, and Presidents, along with their staff, all turned in our direction. People found their final seats. The crowd hushed.


      Ember’s hand was suddenly clammy in mine. “I’m scared.”


      “I won’t let anything happen to you.”


      “I…”


      I couldn’t keep the ferocity from my voice. “I mean it, Ember. You won’t die here today.”


      “Neither of you will,” Michael growled. “We’re getting Ava to the tree and then we’re getting out of here.”


      When I risked another look back at him, I found him changed. The gentle boy I knew, the one who wrapped his arms around me and mopped up my tears with his kisses, was gone. In his place stood the warrior who lurked beneath the surface. A warrior who would fight with everything he had.


      Ember nodded, accepting my promise, but her hand clamped tightly around mine.


      Everyone else wore shoes, but my feet were bare. I’d asked for it to be that way. I couldn’t run away from what this soil had become. I had to feel it. Still, I hesitated, hovering above the black ash.


      When I rested my foot onto the dead surface, prickles rode my skin. I shuddered, holding in the dread that seeped into me from the deadly ash as if all the evil from Alexander’s actions had turned the ground to poison.


      General Gaza strode ahead of us while the two archers followed behind. My feet crunched on the shells of dead scorpions. I was sure I’d seen live ones when I first arrived, but now I realized that was a trick of the light. Scorpion husks caught the sunlight and shivered across the surface, blown by the breeze. It looked as if they were alive, but they weren’t. We were the first living creatures to step foot in this place for a long time.


      I rubbed the scorpion tattoo around my wrist and the action wasn’t lost on the people I passed. They shuffled uneasily in the strange black carpet of insects and dust.


      Fixed cameras were positioned all around the edges of the enclosure, high up. Ten drones rode the wind above us, buzzing softer than the crunch of our feet in the dirt.


      Finally, I passed President Olander on my left. Alexander stood beside him like a statue. His unmoving stare burned into me, but I kept my gaze forward. He was the reason I was there, the reason I’d come back.


      We reached the front and General Gaza stepped to the right to stand next to President Vale.


      That’s when I had a full view of the tree for the first time.


      It resembled a clawed fist, clenching down toward us, its branches curled over like a scorpion’s tail. Its bark resembled scales, tough and dried out, flaking. The breeze blew dust from the surface of the branches. It had been dying for a thousand years, and now it looked like a strong puff of wind would blow it away into nothing.


      Dazzling movement behind us drew everyone’s attention. A woman in glittering armor strode down the walkway. Behind her, a fully-grown Seversandian lion prowled, the muzzle over its mouth doing nothing to make it look less ferocious. The walkway was wide enough for her to draw level with us while people in the crowd whispered and murmured.


      Helena Rivera dropped to one knee before President Vale. “My leader, I humbly request that my son stands with me.”


      President Vale was once again the steel-eyed bear I’d seen when we first arrived. She wore golden armor and carried a curved sword at her back and a skirt of daggers around her waist.


      Her voice carried over the crowd. “You may stand where you wish, Daughter of Eve. And your son with you.”


      Michael spun on his heel, his fist to his heart, bowing to the President. I was curious to see that Helen positioned herself on the left hand side facing the crowd, but I wasn’t surprised when she stopped directly opposite Alexander, ten feet between them, with Michael at her side. Alexander scowled but Helen’s expression was carefully blank. She knew he’d try to stop me reaching the tree.


      The nearest country’s representatives shuffled uneasily at the display of strength, but Ruth gave Helen a ferocious grin across the distance. She sat in the Starsgardian section, three rows behind Seversand. My brothers were located beside her. They nodded to me, but there was a question in their eyes.


      I almost heard their voices in my head: What’s the plan, Ava?


      I hadn’t told any of them what I was going to do. I knew they were taking a giant leap of trust right then. Ember, more than any of them, was putting her life in my hands.


      We faced the crowd as President Vale took up a spot next to us. From there, I could see everyone except the warriors around the tree and Michael and his mom. But I was comfortable with that—they had my back.


      “People of the world,” President Vale began, commanding everyone’s attention. “This gathering represents the end of fear.”


      I imagined her voice carrying through every air screen around the world into people’s homes and workplaces. I wondered if the whole world was as quiet and still as I was right then.


      She said, “It has been agreed between Seversand and Evereach that with the removal of the threat that stands before you today, neither of our countries will seek to create a mortality weapon ever again. There will be no mortality war.”


      Nobody clapped. The silence was as thick as the layers of ash beneath our feet.


      Olander joined President Vale, his voice carrying across the space. “To save thousands of innocent lives, two must pay the ultimate price: one mortal girl from Evereach and one from Seversand. Once the threat is gone, the peace treaty will be signed.”


      The crowd remained quiet. Even the drones were still.


      Olander returned to his place and so did President Vale. She turned to the two female archers. The veins at her neck pounded visibly and it shocked me to realize how much she was fighting her feelings right then. Her eyes remained on Ember and suddenly brimmed with tears.


      Ember wobbled beside me and I reached out to steady her.


      My brothers were alert, waiting, their muscles twitching. They were all watching me—waiting for me to give them a signal. But I couldn’t move yet.


      I had to know what Olander was going to do. He had everything to lose if I died. He had to have another plan…


      The female archers took up positions twenty feet away and raised their bows. They were moments away from unleashing their weapons.


      Olander shifted, his chest rising and falling. He was a puzzle that I didn’t fully understand. He was intelligent and had beaten Michael’s dad at the long game they’d played. He’d told me I was coming to Seversand as part of a swap, not to die. He’d told me I was the key to creating a supreme race. He’d told me that Ember was even more lethal than I was.


      But now, because of him, Ember and I were both going to die. He was about to lose both of us.


      Only Alexander remained perfectly still. Except for the flicker of his gaze to the tree.


      I drew a deep breath. “I’d like to speak.”


      President Vale looked at me in surprise—and relief. “Of course,” she said before anyone could object.


      “I have a last request.”


      She inclined her head, but her whole body radiated caution and a hint of hope. She was waiting for me to solve this for her. She wanted a way out. She’d shown me that when she told me the truth about Seversand’s fictional mortality weapon. “Yes?”


      “I want to hear my sister sing.”


      Ember startled beside me. “Ava?”


      I took her hands in mine. “There’s a song they need to hear.”


      Understanding dawned in her eyes. “There is.”


      President Vale was on the verge of speaking. It looked like Olander would jump in any second too.


      Without waiting for permission, Ember began to sing, her voice soaring upward.


      “At the end of the Fracture, two brothers…”


      Alexander jerked forward as though he’d launch himself across the distance and barrel into her. Helen took three steps toward him, daring him to move. In response, Olander’s arm shot out, holding Alexander fast.


      Alexander gritted his teeth, his lips drawn back into a soundless snarl. None of this was about mortality. Not really. It was about truth. The truth about the two brothers flowed from Ember’s lips while Alexander fumed at the front of the gathering.


      I assessed him as if I were the hunter, not the prey, as the dangerous song filled the air around us. I studied the impact on the listeners, checked the drones—their flickering lights told me they were still recording.


      The breeze cooled my body in the hot sun, no shade provided by a tree whose branches were charred as coal, as if it burned in a flame that nobody could see. Fed by the blood of a dying man.


      Ember’s voice grew louder as she found her strength. She was wholly focused on the powerful melody on her tongue. But Alexander and Olander were my focus now. The only way through this was to draw them both out.


      Another breeze plucked at my dress, cooling my skin. The air was light against me, and for a moment I could believe that the clawed branches behind me swayed like a normal tree. As if it responded to Ember’s voice.


      Even though she was now the center of attention, I suddenly realized that Olander hadn’t looked at Ember once. Not while we walked to our deaths, not while she sang. He’d told me that she was even more powerful than I was, and yet, he hadn’t fought for the swap. He wasn’t fighting to keep her alive. He hadn’t even looked at her, as if she were inconsequential. Instead, his focus was on me.


      Then it clicked. The puzzle fell into place.


      Olander knew the truth. He knew all along that Ember wasn’t a threat but he’d played along with it. He’d played along because it got him into the heart of Seversand when nothing else could. He’d played along because every single world leader had gathered at this place—in fact, I’d asked for them—making them easy targets.


      He alone controlled the weapons to kill them. And he knew it.


      There was no way in or out of the glass enclosure except the doorway at the far end. The walls were too high and too smooth to climb. There was no way to break the glass and escape.


      It would be a bloodbath.


      I glanced up at the drones, but the mortality weapons couldn’t be in them. President Vale had told me that all weaponry had been removed from each drone.


      The last verse ended and I spun to Ember. I needed more time to figure out where the weapons were hidden.


      Even without me asking, Ember didn’t stop singing.


      She threw me a brief smile as she began another song.


      It was one I’d never heard before.


      “Let the earth tremble, the mountains freeze, and secrets be spoken aloud, when shadows reach beyond the veil and sunlight drowns in fire.”


      My eyes widened. She was looking at my brothers as she sang. Smiling at them.


      The song could have described each of them. Quake could make the earth tremble; Snowboy could freeze mountains; Pip could tell people’s secrets; Rift’s shadows could reach beyond himself; and Blaze could scorch the earth. And I … I could drown the world with or without nectar. I could destroy it just by existing.


      Ember reached for my hand, smiling as she continued to sing, as if she understood my thoughts. I remembered that President Vale had said Rift refused to leave Ember’s side the night before. He must have told her everything—about us and about the tree.


      To my surprise, the song had a powerful impact on the watching Seversandians. The warriors lining the walls began to sing—even the warriors behind me guarding the tree lifted their voices. And to my greater surprise, President Vale joined in.


      What was this song?


      The last line faded. Ember stopped singing and the crowd was wide-eyed. Ember had spoken aloud a story they didn’t know—the real reason the tree died. And on top of that, her final song had stirred something in them.


      But I still hadn’t located the weapons. They could be anywhere, hidden in any device. I froze as Ruth’s words from that morning rushed back to me: we dusted the air over the tower with sleep pollen. We wouldn’t normally take a chance with airborne chemicals…


      Mr. Bradley had warned me many times that he’d been forced to give up his inventions. One of those inventions was mortality serum in an airborne form. He’d told us about it when he’d warned against trying to breach the secret level at the Terminal.


      The weapons were in the drones after all.


      “Archers!” President Vale cried, her voice clear but strained, choking on the last consonant.


      The two women raised their bows. The arrows quivered, bows taut, waiting for the order to unleash them.


      Olander hadn’t made any move to save me, but I suddenly realized that he didn’t have to. Michael and his mother stood behind me. My brothers stood in front of me.


      Olander was counting on others to save me for him.


      The only move he made was to reach into his pocket, flip a small, transparent square into his hand, and fit it over his nose and mouth.
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      I STEPPED IN FRONT of Ember, turning my body into a shield.


      “Victah-Var-Soul!” I cried, surprising the archers so much that they lowered their weapons. “You won’t kill her! Look to the drones! The drones!”


      Olander launched into action, shouting into a communicator.


      The drones shot downward in every direction, spewing red mist as they sped by. People screamed, but it was too late.


      The mist washed over all of us. I coughed as I inhaled a mouthful. Only the Evereach soldiers remained quiet, their faces covered like Olander’s. They unsheathed their daggers and lined up across the entrance, shoving at the first people to reach the exit, refusing to let them through.


      President Vale jumped to her feet, her hand at her throat, coughing. She inhaled a deep breath into the microphone she wore at her throat. Her eyes met mine.


      She screamed. “My warriors! Protect the innocent!””


      In one swift movement, Rachel and her sister turned their weapons on the drones. They quickly shot down two of them, but the damage was done. The drone’s bellies were empty.


      Michael’s voice was a growl at my ear. I spun to find him standing beside me, next to his mother and Ember.


      “Time to move, Ava.”


      He pulled his collar down just far enough to show me what looked like a blemish resting right over his heart, an imperfection in his skin. The fact that it was black was the only indication of what it really was.


      Michael thumped his chest, right over the spot, and the black liquid disappeared into his chest like water into dry sand.


      “Nanobots,” he whispered. “Excellent delivery system.”


      His gray eyes lit up like a thousand starry nights.


      At the same time, my brothers roared.


      Blaze exploded into flame. “I’ll take the drones! Quake, you break the glass. Rift, get Ember out of here!”


      He launched himself into the air, a fiery comet, grabbing the nearest drone and setting it alight, pitching it all the way across the enclosure at the soldiers blocking the exit. They scattered and for a moment a stream of people got through before the soldiers rallied and plugged the gap again. He raced to the next drone, launching himself off the back of a chair and into the sky, bringing it down, hitting it into the Evereach soldiers again.


      At the same time, Rift burst into more shadows than I’d ever seen before. One of them sped to us, picking Ember up bodily and racing away with her, speeding through the opening Blaze created before the soldiers blocked it again.


      Rift’s other shadows sped around the enclosure, herding the rushing people toward the left hand side of the enclosure, picking them up when he needed to. There was no door in that direction…


      Until Quake ran straight for the wall ahead of the screaming people. He smashed into it at full force. With an ear-splitting crack, the glass split. But it still held. He took a step back, turned to the side, and slammed into it again. The structure shattered. Glass sprayed across the walkway.


      “Watch the sharp edges!” he shouted to the civilians as Rift funneled them toward him.


      Cracks sped around the glass wall, speeding away from the site of the impact all the way around the enclosure. It wouldn’t take much to knock the whole thing down.


      But Olander had already mobilized his soldiers.


      They grabbed people, anybody they could find, stabbing them at will. They were … killing them…


      The Queen of Tenacia and her staff were closest to the soldiers guarding the entrance and she was one of the first to fall, her silk dress twisted around her body.


      I screamed. “Get her to Mr. Bradley! He’s the only one who can help.” I wasn’t sure if Rift could hear me above all the noise but one of his shadows sped toward her, snatching her up before her attacker could land another blow. Another one of Rift’s shadows toppled the soldier, slamming into him.


      The Seversandian warriors took formation and fought back, but they’d inhaled the poison too, making the fight anything but fair. A soldier ran at Rachel with his dagger held out, slashing at her. Rachel twisted. The knife cut a long line through her arm and slashed her clothing. She bled and didn’t heal, but fought on. She and her sister gravitated toward Blaze and Quake, fighting back to back with them against the Evereach soldiers.


      “I’m going after Olander,” Michael said.


      The Evereach President had removed himself to the side, still in control of several drones and he targeted them at anyone who wasn’t mortal yet.


      Michael sped forward, almost as fast as Snowboy. He rammed into Olander, knocking him down. The President’s shout was broadcast through the remaining drones.


      “Go, Ava.” Michael’s mother braced beside me. “Go to the tree while you can. The mortality serum has no effect on me. I’ll keep Alexander busy.”


      Then she was gone into the chaos, a streak of jeweled color.


      I quickly assessed the situation around me: Michael was fighting Olander—Michael was protected by nectar so the serum wouldn’t hurt him. My brothers fought alongside the Seversandian warriors, trying to get people out and rescue the injured.


      There was nothing I could do to help them.


      I knew where I needed to be.


      I turned to the tree.


      My footsteps crunched. Scorpion shells bit into the soles of my feet. I was afraid. I couldn’t deny it. The tree was like a giant fist, ready to fight me at every turn. How could I stand before it and ask to be judged?


      Mother had said: You have to find the raging lion.


      Helen had told me that rage could be a weapon—but she’d made me leave it behind before I jumped into the sand shark pool, as though it didn’t belong to me. But it had belonged to my brother. His strength had been rage.


      Had Mother meant that I had to find my brother?


      I’d already seen him lying alone on a bed attached to machines. I’d already contemplated the fact that one day I might have to turn those machines off. It wasn’t rage that consumed me, but grief.


      I held all my emotions inside me and ran for the tree.


      “Look out, Ava!”


      Helen’s shout was closer than I’d expected. I glanced back to see Alexander pounding after me like a beast released from a cage. Helen raced after him, the real lion surging ahead of her. It stretched out and snagged Alexander in its claws, dragging him into the sand. For a moment, it savaged at his neck.


      There was a flash of metal. The lion snarled and sank, lifeless, to the ash. Helen was caught behind it.


      I couldn’t hesitate another moment.


      I fled, my feet flying through the sand, tripping, righting myself, and running on. I had to get to the tree before Alexander stopped me. He was quick and strong. Immortality had given him that. It had given him more strength than I could possibly imagine.


      I sensed his presence behind me. Heard his quick breathing.


      I stretched out my arm, my fingertips, desperate to reach the tree first.


      Despite my head start, I was still several feet away from it when Alexander slammed into me from behind. His arms closed around my chest, tackling me to the ground. I braced for the impact. I didn’t have time to raise my arms, falling on my unprotected face instead.


      Ash filled my mouth and the taste of it was choking, suffocating. But I’d landed with my arm outstretched and the very tips of my fingers brushed something that was icy cold and burning hot at the same time.


      The tree.


      Agony shot through my arm. The pain of Alexander’s body crushing mine was nothing compared to the screaming that filled my head.


      The screaming wasn’t mine.


      It was coming from the tree.


      An unnatural wind picked up around me, swirling ash into my eyes. Tiny tornados whirled close to the ground, spinning scorpion husks inches above the surface.


      Alexander attempted to turn me over, grabbing at me, pummeling my torso and back.


      He shouted. “You’re just like your brother!”


      Failing to turn me, he hefted me upward instead, spinning me at the same time so I was chest to chest with him. He was all muscle, sharp and unbending.


      Before I could draw a breath, he threw me onto my back. I bounced. Pain exploded through my head, but it was nothing compared to the agony that shot through my hand. As I tried to turn, almost making it my side, I touched the tree again.


      The scream from the tree found its way through my windpipes, through my mouth. I screamed and couldn’t stop. I was in so much pain. It was this place, this tree, and something beyond it that held so much agony.


      Alexander straddled me and his fist smashed my face. I coughed blood and ash as his knuckles connected with my other cheek. I was lucky he hadn’t broken my jaw already. I knew I had to speak while I still could. “You can’t hurt me.”


      He stopped hitting me. His dreadlocks were splattered with my blood. They tickled my face as he leaned down close to me. “Of course I can. I’ll hurt you the same way I hurt your brother. I’ll keep hurting you as long as I like.”


      “But you won’t kill me.” I forced my hand back as far as I could, gripping the hot branch behind me, shivering with the contact, agony ripping through me. I took the pain into myself and held on tight.


      “You won’t kill me because I’m your key. I’m the only way you can create your supreme race. You know about Ember. She can’t help you. Maybe one day there’ll be another girl with the right DNA. But right now, I’m the only sure path to power.”


      I gripped the branch with all my might and released my brother’s rage from my heart. It sped away from me into the branch like a physical force.


      A shriek split the air. Not mine. This shriek was made up of wood and bark. The branch slipped out of my fingers, rising up and out of my grip, shifting for the first time in hundreds of years. A giant shadow rose above me as black boughs screeched and groaned.


      The clawed tree opened.


      Alexander sat up, wobbling as the ground around us trembled. “What…?”


      The pain inside my body eased as my contact with the branch broke. The branches above me rose higher and higher like dragon’s limbs unfurling into the sunlight. The tree’s trunk became visible for the first time, a shrunken, gnarled thing, painfully twisted.


      Alexander’s weight lifted. He hauled me to my feet, dragging me across the ash, where he heaved me up against the trunk. He pressed me into the sharp, broken wood, shoving his hand so hard against my chest that my bones shifted. I was moments away from a broken rib.


      He said, “You think I won’t kill you?”


      He pulled a dagger from his belt. It was a simple, short dagger with a wooden handle. There weren’t any jewels on it—only lion’s blood. I recognized it from the image of the dying brother that Mother had shown me.


      He snarled. “I used this before. I can do it again.”


      “Then do it! Get it over with!”


      His face was close to mine. There might have been a time when he was handsome, his features cut from something beautiful, but now his eyes held nothing but…


      Fear?


      I’d expected hatred, but not fear. I sucked in a sharp breath. “Kill me, Alexander. Just like you killed your brother. Just like you killed my brother.”


      His big hand closed around my throat and the edges of my vision swam. “Stop talking.”


      I couldn’t get any sound out. My mouth formed the word: Why?


      Why was he afraid? It wasn’t of me, I knew that much. Was it the tree? Even though he shoved me against it, was he careful not to touch it himself?


      I gripped the tree trunk, dusty ash falling away in my fingertips, but I had nothing else to cling to, nothing else to focus on and I refused to focus on his face. I dug my fingers deeper into the layers of rotted wood and dust, down deep until I struck something solid, something that wasn’t burning hot or icy cold, something…


      Alive.


      A tingle shot through my hand, a burst of light so sudden and bright that Alexander jumped away from me. “What did you do?”


      Air burst into my lungs. I pressed against the tree, clinging to the contact, my senses buzzing.


      “No.” Alexander stumbled back to me. “You can’t touch it. It’s dead. I killed it. Nobody else gets to be immortal.”


      I frowned at him. “But isn’t that what you want? A race of immortals?”


      “I want the strong to rule the earth, but I will always be their leader. I will always be the strongest.”


      I shook my head. “Look behind you, Alexander. They are the strongest.”


      My brothers had rallied from the fight and now they raced in my direction: flame and strength and shadow. Michael was close behind them, starlight streaking around him.


      Behind them, President Vale fought beside Helen and Ruth. The civilians were evacuated and the Seversandians had formed a defensive line between the tree and the attacking soldiers. My eyes widened in horror to see that there were more and more Evereach soldiers filling the space, more of Olander’s reinforcements arriving every second. The Seversandians were outnumbered two to one.


      Still, my brothers ran to me. And the Seversandians gave them the chance to reach me.


      “My brothers are good and kind. They will always be stronger than you.”


      He smiled, his teeth very white in our dark surroundings. “They have a weakness.”


      He gazed back at me, the wind shifting around us, the light glowing through my hand and arm, the tree’s branches still creaking upward, reaching for the sky.


      He leaned in close, pressing up against me, his lips close to mine. He stroked my cheek. “Their weakness is you.”


      He moved so quickly.


      My heart thudded once, twice.


      The knife remained where he left it in my side.


      He released me, but I grabbed his shirt and held on tight as I slid down the tree, collapsing at its base. Somehow, my torso stayed upright. Somehow, my right hand remained stuck in the ire, glued to the living trunk.


      Somehow … I held on tight enough to drag him with me.


      My voice faded. “Oh … but now … my brothers don’t have a weakness anymore.”
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      THE DARKNESS lifted.


      The tree was warm against my back. Sunlight streamed across my body and the first thing I noticed were my hands, folded in my lap across a dress made of gossamer black. I clasped and unclasped my fingers, twining them around each other, surprised that the simple movement was so difficult.


      A leaf dropped from the low branches, falling into my lap. I glanced up in time to see others fall, dripping from the tree like teardrops.


      The air was cool and I inhaled it deep into my lungs, sighing it out again.


      A boy sat beside me, his shoulder brushing mine. He gazed out beyond the branches, past the leaves, and the dark edges.


      The place beyond was nothing but white starlight. It was bright and sparkling, but calm. Otherwise, there was only the tree, the grass, the boy … and me.


      His eyes met mine. “Hi, Ava.”


      I whispered, “I died, Josh.”


      “Not yet, little sister.” He reached for my hand, holding his palm open. I placed my left hand in his, trusting him.


      “Then … what is this place?”


      “It’s for waiting. And deciding.”


      Sound flowed from the distance, from the starlight beyond. The wind sighed, and it should have been restful but it wasn’t. The sighing wind carried pain.


      Painful cries flew to me from far away. Ava. No.


      I sucked in a sharp breath, wondering if Josh could hear it too. “I found you,” I whispered.


      Find the raging lion, Mother had said, and I had.


      His forehead creased in deep thought.


      My brother said, “Before my world broke, I was made of pieces. Shards of them, held together with glue made of fear and hope. But when I pulled you out of the Implosion room, when I got you away from Alexander that night, all the pieces came together. All of me. Everything I had. Every single small piece. I had to save you, so you could fight him.”


      His eyes bored into me.


      “You have to go back, Ava. You have to fight with every shred of hope, every memory of happiness, every heavy weight of forgiveness, every burden of letting go, and every gift of love. You’ll need everything.”


      I tugged my brother’s hand. “I want you to come with me. I miss you.”


      He smiled. “I love you, too, little sister. I can’t come with you right now, but remember that you’re never alone.”


      One of the falling leaves glinted in the sunlight. Its color changed as I watched, turning to gold. It floated onto my right hand, bright as a fallen star. As soon as it touched my skin, a spark of light jumped from it, spooling toward Josh like an unraveling ball of golden thread.


      It met his hand and paused there, connecting us. But it didn’t stop there. It raced outward away from the tree, across the grass and into the starlight beyond. In the far, far distance, out in the white nothing, an image formed.


      It was a boy’s silhouette. He knelt on the ground, his hands outstretched. The spark carrying the golden thread sped toward him, connecting all three of us, and when it crashed into him, it lit up his face.


      My heart leaped. “Michael!”


      His voice broke across the sighing wind. Please take my life. I’ll give it willingly. Please bring her back.


      Josh said, “Michael’s connected to both of us. He’s part of this too. You need him as much as he needs you.”


      Then he squeezed my hand. “You won’t have long, Ava.”


      Michael’s silhouette pushed its hand toward me, palm open. The spark flared in his hand and spiraled all the way back toward me, racing across the white nothing, across the green grass, back to my body, through my heart and my chest.


      The electrical shock drove through me, a spark so bright that I cried out.


      I turned to Josh. “I have to go back.”


      My brother kissed my cheek.


      I closed my eyes.
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      MICHAEL’S CRY was filled with so much grief that I wanted to block my ears.


      He cradled me in his lap, rocking me beside the tree. The dagger wasn’t in my side anymore—Michael had removed his shirt and wrapped it tightly around me, stemming the bleeding. He pressed his palm against my heart and the electrical charge pouring from his hand sent shivers all through me. His other arm circled my shoulders. Tears streamed down his cheeks.


      I wanted to wipe them away, but my right hand was still attached to the tree and my other arm was wedged against his chest.


      Beyond us, my brothers fought Alexander with everything they had. Fire and shadows slammed the immortal, but nothing kept him down. Quake pounded him into the ground, but he jumped right up, returning the blows. Blaze scorched the air with flames but Alexander laughed and walked straight through them.


      They were keeping him at bay for now and that was what I needed them to do.


      My throat hurt, but I forced myself to speak. “Michael.”


      He froze. He lifted my face to his. “Ava. You came back.”


      “I think you kick-started my heart.”


      He eased his palm away from my chest and wrapped both arms around me. “You’re okay. You’re going to be okay.”


      My voice broke, but I wasn’t going to lie to him. “I’m not. I’ve lost too much blood. You brought me back, but it’s only the tree keeping me alive now. I don’t have long.”


      He shook his head. “I won’t accept that. You’re alive and I’m keeping you that way.”


      “Michael, listen to me. I thought I had to do this alone, but I was wrong. My brother told me that I need you. I need you now more than ever.”


      “What can I do? Tell me. I’ll do it.”


      “Hold my hand.”


      He untangled our bodies, resting me gently against the ashen tree. Dust clung to me where my blood and tears had soaked my dress. The tree bit into my back like razors and the jagged shells of scorpions cut my skin. I wouldn’t have to bear it much longer.


      He reached for my free hand, but I shook my head. “Take my other hand. The one touching the tree.”


      He pulled back. “But…”


      “Yes.”


      He froze, staring at me. Staring at the tree. “No … I’m not … I’ve done too much bad…”


      “You think you’re not worthy?”


      “I…” He took a deep breath. “I have no idea what this tree really is. I have no idea what to believe. But if I believe for even one second that this is actually the Tree of Life, that touching it connects us to something bigger than us, something beyond us, then … there’s no way I deserve to be standing here.”


      “Michael, I—”


      “I’ve done so much wrong. I killed your brother. Then I couldn’t protect you from Douglas Reid and you were forced to kill him. I never tried to find out where the Basher cells were or how to get kids out of them. I was angry with my mom, selfishly angry because she made a really difficult choice and I blamed her for it. I don’t deserve this. I don’t deserve you.”


      Tears dripped down his face.


      “Michael. That’s exactly why you need to do this with me.”


      I reached for him with my free hand, forcing him to look at me. “You need to know something about my brother and I’m willing to risk telling you. Your father tried to save him. He tried everything. He didn’t bring Josh back, but my brother’s still breathing.”


      His eyes shot wide. “He’s still alive?”


      “He’s being kept alive by machines. When this is all over, you need to help your dad. Even if that means standing beside him when he turns off the machines. He’ll need you, Michael.”


      Michael wobbled, sinking further toward me. “If there’s a chance to bring Josh back, I won’t stop looking for it.”


      “If there’s a chance for you to forgive your dad, then you need to take it. When we were prisoners in the Terminal, your dad was trying to save Josh. He didn’t know what was happening to us. For a long time I thought that, even if he didn’t know, he should have. And it’s true—he should have been there for you. But he had to choose between keeping you safe or saving my brother’s life. He thought you’d be okay.”


      “Mom thought I’d be okay too. When she left.”


      “They asked a lot of you. Too much. But you’re strong. So strong. They need you in their lives, Michael.”


      The sunlight was very bright and the edges of my vision blurred. “It doesn’t matter so much what you’ve done before as what you choose to do now.”


      Michael faced the jagged surface. His hand paused inches above mine near the only place that wasn’t ash—the only part of the tree that was still alive.


      I whispered, “You promised me you’d kiss me under the tree again. It’s not the same tree but I don’t want to die without—”


      He cut me off, his lips pressed to mine. I tasted salty tears—so many of them—and bristles where he hadn’t had a chance to shave. And the fall of his hair as he bent his head to mine.


      Then the rest of the world disappeared.


      I curled into him and he curved around me and I couldn’t remember where I was anymore. Only that we were together and there was hope and happiness, forgiveness and love. Just like Josh had said.


      There was a crack and a snap above us. It was loud enough to jolt us apart. The branch directly above us creaked downward. At the same time, a glow began around our hands, spreading upward. It was the thinnest line of light, fragile and wan, lighting up the ash and dust, traveling through the branch while it continued to lower.


      Without warning, the light burst into brightness. For a brief moment, there was another tree beside us—a tree lush with leaves, the image superimposed over the dying one we touched.


      The branch creaked all the way to Michael’s eye level, glowing like firelight. A bud formed beside his cheek, growing and expanding, until a fiery fruit hung from it.


      The firelight reflected in Michael’s eyes as he stared at the fruit in awe. It wasn’t a plum, but something else—something with a fire burning inside of it.


      At the same time, soft petals tickled my cheek. They were so soft, they reminded me of the leopard’s fur. A beautiful white flower, flecked with silver, grew right beside me.


      The fruit dropped from the tree into Michael’s hands. As it dropped, it turned shiny red on the outside.


      The flower floated into mine, pure white as a feather.


      There was another crack and the image of the living tree disappeared. The dead tree remained, but so did its gifts.


      “Michael…”


      He shook his head. Hard. “This isn’t right. This apple can save your life. It should be for you.”


      He held the fruit out to me, but I clasped the flower. Esther had said that the flower could be even more priceless than the fruit. I studied its flecks and folds, the way its petals caught the light, funneling the sunlight into its center. It was a lot like the flower Michael and I had created, but different in the middle.


      At that moment, Alexander broke from my brothers, running toward us, his presence a stark reminder of what was going on around us. Beyond the fight with my brothers, the Seversandian warriors were bloodied and worn, stripped of their ability to heal, fighting with everything they had to keep the Evereach soldiers at bay.


      Alexander skidded to a stop several feet away, his eyes wide. “How did you…?”


      But his lips quickly twisted into a cruel smile. His words were like knives in the air. “She’s dying and the tree gave her a flower. A worthless, useless flower! That’s how much she’s worth.”


      Quake caught up to Alexander and grabbed him, dragging him away. Alexander fought back, shouting. “Eat the fruit, Michael. You can live forever. You can be truly immortal. It’s yours.”


      “No, I don’t want it.” Michael pulled me closer, pushing the fruit into my lap, abandoning it. His eyes were filled with shock and dread, his hands shaking.


      “I don’t want anything without you.”


      “Michael.” I shushed him, stroking his tears away with my free hand. “Look.”


      I held up the flower so he could see it. Its petals were dazzling, but right in the center was a tiny transparent bubble. Inside the protective outer layer was…


      “A seed.” I brushed the delicate petals. “It’s a beautiful seed. Will you help me remove it? I can’t do this on my own.”


      Alexander kept shouting in the background, but I couldn’t spare any energy for him anymore. My vision was awash with starlight and I knew I didn’t have long. Maybe only a few moments.


      “I’ll always help you.” He withdrew the seed and placed it in my free palm.


      It was small and soft. It rested there like it belonged.


      “Ava? Ava!”


      My head lolled. Only the tips of my fingers still remained on the tree. Michael clasped my face, fear shooting across his own. He pushed my hand against the tree, trying to keep it there.


      “Ava, please! I don’t know what to do. Tell me what to do! I can’t lose you. Ava!”


      The starlight consumed my vision.


      Josh’s voice called to me from the white beyond.


      I whispered to Michael. “Plant it for me.”


      I slipped away from the tree. My blood drenched the shirt tied across my stomach as I fell. Michael caught me, dragging me up against his chest, screaming at me to wake up, pressing his palm against my chest.


      Electricity shot from his hand to my heart but I didn’t feel it.


      It was far, far away.


      The last thing I felt was his hand clamp over mine and the tiny weight of the seed disappeared.


      There was a moment of pause. A moment of weightlessness.


      In the distance, a lion roared, but this time, I didn’t fight it. I didn’t run. I wasn’t afraid. I’d given everything. I didn’t want anything for myself. My heart was like a river and all the doubt, fear, and regret evaporated. All that remained was hope and the knowledge that I’d loved someone more than myself—and they’d loved me back.


      And then…


      Heat exploded through me—more heat than I could possibly contain.


      Shock wrenched me back.


      I shot through starlight, screaming as hard as my lungs would allow and then harder.


      Fire radiated from the knife wound in my side, rocketing outward through my chest and arms, down my legs, back up through my spine and across my shoulder blades.


      I arched backward, losing any sense of where I was, only knowing that Michael didn’t hold me anymore. Instead, I was spinning and writhing, buffeted by something stronger than me.


      Agony ripped through my back and I clawed at it, seeking the source of my pain and failing to find it. I’d lived through a thousand flames, my heart had broken and healed and broken again, but this…


      My bones shifted. As I spun around and around, my whole body seemed to spread outward, extending beyond itself before contracting again, snapping back, reforming into something … else.


      My eyes shot open to a world burning crimson. The tree, the scorpion husks, the ash, my brothers … even Alexander where he stood frozen, looking up at me. All of it was stained red.


      He’d stopped fighting my brothers, his head thrown back, his hair matted, his fists clenched. My brothers’ chests were heaving. Each bore slashes that weren’t healing.


      Their nectar was all gone.


      They couldn’t fight Alexander anymore.


      A maelstrom of dust and ash whirled between them and me like some sort of barrier. It kept Alexander at bay, but it kept my brothers out, too.


      Outside the barrier, their movements were slow. Too slow. As if time had sped up where I was—or slowed down for them. I couldn’t tell which.


      Only Michael was inside the eye of the storm with me. He knelt in the ash, tears tracking through the blood and dust on his face and torso, dirt coating his muscles. His chest was bare. The shirt he’d wrapped around my wound was gone.


      What had he done?


      I reached for my side where the heat originated. The wound was a deep, visible cut, but everything was different…


      My skin, my hands, my whole body glowed. Light spilled from the wound in my side, radiating out through me, through my arms thrown wide, through my legs and my pointed toes.


      Toes that drifted high above the ground.


      Mini tornados of ash whirled around us, spinning out of control. Dust billowed around the tree, filling the air with specks. A chunk of dead wood separated from its trunk, sucked into the larger storm around me, zipping toward it and then floating inside the whirling barrier as if suspended.


      I tried to touch ground, to will myself to return to earth, but the wind only picked up around me, thrumming with my heartbeat, churning faster as I struggled. It moved with me, pushing and pulling, billowing outward with every breath.


      Beyond the barrier, my brothers sank to their knees, flinging their arms across their faces to ward off the debris. Soldiers and warriors within the enclosure were thrown from their feet, flying backward.


      “Michael!” I screamed, reaching for him. “What did you do?”


      He half-smiled. He stood up in the wind, tilting his head back, flinging his arms wide like mine, exposing his chest and his heart. He whispered, but I heard him.


      “I did what I had to do.”


      My brother’s words.


      “I planted the seed, Ava. I planted it where it belonged.”


      My eyes shot wide, gripping my side, gripping the open wound. Before I could react, the site of the injury knitted together, sealing forever, locking the seed inside my body.


      He’d planted the seed inside my wound.


      I should have been afraid. Terrified. But as the injury healed, the heat receded and in its place was only calm. Peace flowed through me, filtering through every nerve, every cell, extending beyond me in a way that I didn’t understand.


      I stretched toward Michael again, sensing my body tilt as I reached out. “Why can’t I come down?”


      It felt like such a silly question right then, but all he did was smile and point.


      “Because you’re not supposed to.”


      He wasn’t pointing at me. His finger curved toward something at my side. Left and then right.


      I blinked, following his hand.


      Suddenly, the pain in my back made sense. Suddenly the wind around me made sense. I understood why my senses felt so much bigger than me, why I was … beyond myself.


      I closed my eyes for a moment. The muscles in my back rippled. I threw my thoughts outward, willed my arms as wide as they would go, stretching myself beyond anything I’d ever imagined.


      Michael’s smile broke free.


      I stretched my wings.
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      MY WINGS were burnished orange, made up of thousands of feathers that took the shape of fiery leaves. I spread them out as far as they’d go, shivering with sensation.


      “You’re alive.” Michael’s smile faded. “Please, Ava. Go somewhere safe. I can’t lose you.”


      I drew my wings to my sides, getting used to the signals in my body to control them, folding them as close as I could.


      “You know I can’t do that.” I alighted on the ground. My wings were so long that they tracked valleys into the ash as I walked.


      I pressed a kiss to his lips, drinking in the acceptance I found there. “I’m only alive because of you. I want you to know that. You made amends, Michael, a thousand times over.”


      Over his shoulder, I saw that Alexander was recovering. Everything was speeding up. Catching up to us.


      Alexander gripped another knife. He turned, aiming the weapon at Blaze, slashing at his shoulder and neck. My brother lurched backward, stumbling.


      “Alexander’s crimes end now.”


      I spread my wings, lifted off the ground, and beat them once. The force was enough to shoot me forward. I sped through the storm, piercing the cocoon around us, breaking the protective barrier and crashing through to the other side.


      “Alexander!”


      He didn’t have time to brace. I slammed into him, propelling him backward across the ground. He landed several feet from the recovering soldiers. I remained several feet above him as he stumbled to his feet.


      He snarled up at me. “Angel of death.”


      His accusation would have filled me with horror before, but not now. I’d faced my fears. I’d faced myself.


      I simply said, “No.”


      “Killer!”


      The charge rolled off me. “No.”


      His eyes narrowed. He leaped forward, hissing, his muscles coiled. He drew his dagger back, ready to strike. I rested down on the ground and gave him an easy target, waiting for the weapon to land.


      My name was screamed a hundred times around the enclosure—President Vale, Ruth, Helen, even Rachel as they continued to fight.


      Alexander drove the knife into my heart.


      I waited patiently for him to withdraw it.


      He snarled and stabbed me again. And again.


      “You can stop now.” I took hold of his wrist and forced him to drop the weapon. I stepped on it, sending heat and flame through my foot, melting the blade and setting fire to the handle.


      “You will all stop,” I whispered, directing my focus to the Evereach soldiers. They slowed. Everything slowed.


      I dropped Alexander to the ash, braced for a split second, and launched myself into flight, speeding through the battle and the carnage, using every part of my body from the tips of my wings to my feet, my hands, arms, even my elbows, to knock their weapons high into the air.


      Metal and steel flew upward, airborne. When I was done, a hundred weapons hung suspended in the air. I released the soldiers and they found their hands empty, their weapons floating high above them.


      “Remember your honor!” I cried to the still-armed Seversandians, knowing the temptation to expose the Evereach soldiers to mortality serum and kill them would be very strong.


      “Victah-Var-Soul!” President Vale shouted as I took flight. I collected all the weapons above me, incinerating them as I went. But on my downward flight, I collected one last thing.


      Alexander.


      I scooped him up and took him with me, beating my wings and flying high above the Coliseum. He struggled like a wild creature, ripping my skin with his fingernails, biting me with his teeth. I held him out from my body, suspending him as he kicked in the air and seemed to finally realize where he was.


      Far below us, the Coliseum was a circle of rock. Around the Coliseum, about a mile out, was another circle, but this one was made up of Seversandian warriors fighting an onslaught of Evereachers. As I flew higher and higher, I could see all the way to the western beach and the Evereach warships resting on the coast. Drones swarmed around the beach. Red mist floated above the golden sand like dense fog—mortality serum. Much closer, another swarm of drones approached the perimeter line, but those shot sparkling mortality bullets at the Seversandians below.


      It was war, raging across Seversand from the beaches to the heart of the Coliseum.


      An explosion on the perimeter of the colossus billowed into the sky. I sighted down to it, narrowing my focus to see more clearly. Aaron Reid ran alongside General Gaza. He’d told me the night before that there was something he needed to do. A swarm of drones sped toward them.


      Aaron carried a bow and arrow. He dropped, knelt on one knee as General Gaza lit the arrow, and then Aaron unleashed it into the oncoming swarm. The projectile curved. There was a pause. Then the arrow exploded.


      Aaron was helping the Seversandians.


      I was surprised, but realized I shouldn’t have been. Aaron had lost his best friend—and his brother. He’d blamed himself for Josh’s death and blamed me for his brother’s. He was hurting, but he’d put his pain aside to defend innocent people from an unwarranted attack.


      “No more war.” I closed my eyes for a moment and when I opened them, flames swirled around me: a giant dragon, horse, eagle, and tiger. My flame creatures.


      They sped away into the battle. The eagle and the dragon shrieked all the way to the beaches, raging through the warships, exploding into them. Then they turned to the beaches, becoming sharp as arrows as they targeted the Evereach soldiers and avoided the mortal Seversandians. The horse and tiger thundered into the soldiers and drones closer to the perimeter. The drones exploded and the soldiers found themselves suddenly disarmed. Within seconds, my giant flame creatures had done their work, destroying Evereach’s weapons and neutralizing the attacking soldiers’ weapons, leaving the Evereachers alive.


      “Look, Alexander. Do you see how small the people are?”


      He paused in his struggling only to grunt at me. “What’s your point?”


      “My point is that you’re that small too. You matter only as much as the smallest of them.”


      “No! I’m the strongest!”


      “I don’t think that’s true anymore.” The wind cooled my wings and blew my hair around my face.


      My hair! It had grown back. I shut my eyes for a moment, enjoying the simple sensation of hair falling down my back.


      I said, “You were given the first flower. You had the chance to plant a new tree, to start a new life. Instead you killed your only brother because you thought you’d been cheated.”


      His eyes widened. His hair was singed from Blaze’s fire. His torso still bore my blood.


      Josh had told me to fight Alexander with everything I had. In the time before he died, my brother taught me that the greatest war was the one I fought inside my own mind. He also taught me that I was strong. That I wouldn’t break. My other brothers—Snowboy, Rift, Blaze, Quake, and little Pip—had taught me that I could do anything. That I wasn’t strange or unusual or an outcast. They’d given me a home, a place where I was loved without conditions.


      Sarah had taught me not to assume I knew everything by what I saw from the outside. Ruth had taught me about wisdom and restraint, and Naomi had taught me to stay true to myself always.


      And Michael … Michael had taught me about forgiveness. Not about seeking it, but about giving it, because that was so much harder.


      I folded my wings to my side. We plummeted to the ground, Alexander and I.


      We landed next to the tree. His gaze flickered to it. As he writhed and struggled, I pulled him closer to it.


      I said, “I forgive you.”


      “You … no…” His whispered response turned into a scream of rage, spitting into my face. “You don’t get to forgive me!”


      He shoved at me, but I was stronger than him now. Much stronger. I held on tight, not letting him go.


      “Fine,” he said, gritting his teeth. “Fine. I’ll change my ways.”


      “You choose your own actions, Alexander. The consequences follow.”


      I relaxed my grip. I let him pull out of my hold, let him take a step back, allowing him to make his choice.


      He spat. “You don’t get to forgive me.”


      He spun, racing toward my brothers. The battle inside the Coliseum was over. My brothers were watching over the defeated Evereachers who sat in a group. Alexander sped straight for Rift who had paused and turned in our direction when we landed. Alexander reached out with his bare hands and I knew his intentions. The only way to hurt me now was to hurt the people I loved. He would never stop trying to win.


      My wings snapped out, lifting Alexander off the ground, pulling him away from my brothers.


      Alexander flew backward, sliding through the ash to the base of the tree. He hadn’t touched it before now. In the split second that he sailed toward it, unable to stop, his expression filled with fear.


      He crashed into it. The tree shuddered. Whatever had been holding its ashes together finally shattered.


      The tree exploded with the force of impact, dissolving into a vast cloud of dust and grit. All of its branches and the top of the trunk disintegrated into shards. Alexander stumbled backward, collapsing against the short stump that remained. As he tried to right himself, he pressed his hands into the top of it.


      He froze, looking down at something in the stump.


      To my surprise, the cloud of dust didn’t disperse into the wind. Instead, it drew together into a dense mass, hovering above Alexander like a threatening storm.


      As he continued to stare at the stump, he suddenly cried out.


      It was the first human sound I’d ever heard him make.


      At the same time, the mass of dust dropped onto him.


      He screamed as it touched his skin, flailing, trying to get it off. More and more dust and ash and rotten wood sped toward him, attaching to his body, covering him until I couldn’t see a single part of his skin. Still the dust and ash fell on him, filling the space around him, forming a large mound until nothing moved beneath it. He wasn’t visible anymore. Everything became still and silent.


      By the time I reached it, dust from the mound wafted into the air, lifting in the breeze and blowing away.


      I dropped to my knees, sifting through the debris.


      He wasn’t there.


      I dug deeper, but his body was gone.


      Alexander had become dust like the tree.


      I pushed enough ash aside to reach the tree stump. As I ran my hand over it, I realized I’d never know what Alexander had seen in its surface. But when I brushed away the last layer of dirt, my wrist stung. I gasped as my scorpion tattoo burned.


      I bent my hand back, lifting the tattoo into the light.


      Before my eyes, the ink rose from the surface. So did a layer of my skin. Very slowly and with purpose, the ink and skin spun itself into the form of a scorpion.


      A real, live scorpion resting on my wrist.


      It wasn’t black. It was golden like the glow around me.


      Surprise rocketed through me as the scorpion stretched itself, shivering and wobbling on its new legs. Then it scuttled down my hand to rest on the top of the stump.


      The remainder of the tree was a deep redwood, scalloped around the edges like another flower. The golden scorpion rested down on it.


      I gasped.


      It was my vision. The first vision I’d ever had of the golden scorpion on the red rose. The scorpion was part of me—part of my body that contained the seed. Part of my body that contained new life. The scorpion settled onto the stump and stopped moving. Its body became liquid, losing its solid form, and seeped through the cracks in the top of the wood.


      There was a thump in the air.


      I fell backward, cushioned by my wings.


      From the ashes, the trunk reformed. New bark formed over its wounds like living armor, building up and up, higher than I had ever imagined. Black morphed into brown and leaves sprouted, along with new boughs, thin but strong. More leaves grew, so many that they pushed each other off the plant, bursting and filling the air.


      The tree became full and lush and still it continued to grow until it reached fifty feet into the air. It cast a cool shadow as fronds of grass pushed up from the dust around me, transforming the carpet beneath us from sharp to soft. The change rippled out from me, spreading as far as I could see. And then beyond.


      Everything around, and beyond me, fell into silence.


      Michael and my brothers ran up to me, staring at the tree.


      Michael was hesitant. “Ava?”


      “Hi.” I pulled him close.


      My brothers hovered around me. I reached for them. “It’s over.”


      “Alexander?”


      “He’s … gone. How many are wounded?”


      Michael sighed. “Too many. Dad’s treating them in the chamber, but it doesn’t look good for many of them.”


      I chewed my lip, my heart heavy. “This tree. I have no idea what it will do, but we have to try, right?”


      Michael tugged me forward. “Always.”


      Rift hesitated only a moment before he placed his hand against the trunk. “Snowboy should be here.”


      “Pip too,” Quake said, pressing his big hand to a branch.


      “The heat would kill them.” Blaze grinned. He leaned against the trunk.


      Michael took my hand and together we reached for the nearest branch. As soon as we touched it, a spark of light shot through the bark, bouncing from us to Quake, to Rift, and around to Blaze, then back again. The branches creaked. New leaves budded and grew.


      Drops of black liquid formed in the curve of each new leaf.


      “It worked.” Quake’s voice was a soft rumble.


      “Quick,” I said. “We need to get this to the injured.”


      I spread my wing just a little and curved the tip, forming a tray. As quickly as we could, we picked leaves, placing them on the curve of my wing so the nectar inside them wouldn’t slide off.


      I was so focused on keeping my wing horizontal that I didn’t realize my brothers had frozen beside me.


      Without us realizing, a line of female warriors had formed behind us. Behind them, a row of males had gathered along with another row of females. Silently, the warriors lined up, filling the space around us.


      A familiar voice rose above them, singing.


      “Let the earth tremble…” The rows parted to let Ember through. She was cut and bruised, her hair matted with sweat. As she passed each row of warriors, they began to sing, too, until a chorus of voices rose around us.


      Ember headed straight for Rift. “It’s the Seversandian song about the End Times—a time of terrible darkness—but the song says that powerful warriors will rise and save our nation. And here you are.”


      Despite her wounds, she glowed, smiling at my brothers. “No Seversandian will ever harm you after this.” She turned to me. “They will never harm your brothers…” She stumbled over the words. “May I say our brothers?”


      “They’re your brothers too, Ember.”


      “All except you,” she turned to Rift, her cheeks rosy.


      Keeping an eye on the nectar, I reached for her. “Ember … Thank you. But we need to get to the wounded.”


      Ember’s smile faded. “Rift … I have to tell you. The President, your mother, she … she doesn’t have long.”


      Rift spun to me. “We have to get to her. Now.”


      He grabbed Ember’s hand. “Take us to the injured. As fast as you can.”
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      THE GREAT HALL where we first met President Vale was filled with people laid out in rows, both Seversandians and Evereachers.


      Mr. Bradley was busy at one end, bandaging a wounded warrior who was deathly pale, shouting orders to others who were helping him.


      “Dad!” Michael called, but the room was too noisy. “Wait, this will be faster.”


      He snatched up one of the leaves and inhaled the nectar. Blaze and Quake did the same. Within seconds, they were gone and so were half the leaves. They’d treated most of the room before Mr. Bradley looked up. He must have noticed how quiet it had become. His helpers had stopped to stare at Michael and my brothers racing between patients. And the patients themselves became quiet and restful, many of them sitting up, watching with wonder.


      “Son?” Mr. Bradley strode toward us, but Michael had already rushed away in another direction.


      Rift didn’t hesitate. “Please,” he said. “Where’s my mother?”


      Mr. Bradley adjusted fast. “She’s this way. Is that nectar? How…? Never mind, bring it quickly.”


      President Vale lay on a cloak at the far side of the room. Helen leaned over her, talking quietly. The President was crying while Helen listened.


      I stopped, painfully aware that we were eavesdropping, but it was impossible not to hear with our sensitive hearing.


      “I never should have let him go,” Elissa Vale’s voice wobbled as she spoke, her breathing labored. “I should have found another way to keep him safe. I never wanted to lose him. And now … it’s too late. I can’t make it right.”


      “We both lost our sons for a while. But I have to believe … I will believe that they’ll forgive us.”


      “Don’t lose your chance, Helena. Mine was fleeting and it passed me by. There’s no time for me, but for you…”


      Rift was stricken beside me. He picked up a leaf and carried it to his mother, carefully balancing it in his palm. She didn’t seem to have the energy even to startle.


      The breath wheezed in and out of her lungs, but her face lit up. “Ephron. You’re here.”


      Helen moved aside to allow him to kneel next to his mother.


      “Mo—” He swallowed. “Mom. I know there’s a lot for us to talk about but … we’re going to have time.”


      He bent over her, tipping the leaf toward her mouth.


      Her lips pursed. “What is … that?”


      “Just drink. I’ll explain later.”


      She didn’t take her eyes off him as she swallowed the nectar. Her next inhaled breath was smooth. She exhaled. Her eyes widened. “It doesn’t hurt anymore. How is this possible?”


      Rift smiled. He placed his hand on his mother’s shoulder. “Like I said, we’re going to have time to talk about it.”


      Mr. Bradley coughed beside me. “Looks like I’m not needed here after all.”


      I glanced at Helen and then back to Michael. He and my brothers had finished administering nectar and he waited behind us. Michael’s family needed to heal, too.


      “Actually,” I said. “I think you are.”


      [image: ]


      * * *


      Olander no longer stood tall.


      He sat at the head of the hall, chained to the same plush seat where I’d waited for my death. The room was crowded with the same world leaders Olander had tried to kill. The Seversandian prisons were filled with Evereach soldiers and a meeting had been called to decide what to do with them.


      I waited quietly at the side with Michael and my brothers. In the past twenty-four hours, I’d learned how to tuck away my wings, but people still stared at them. My skin, too, had taken on a glow and I couldn’t stop it. I had a feeling that I’d need to train myself to control it, but for now, there were more important things to think about.


      President Vale stood at the head of the hall. She’d changed into clean armor, but it was plain this time, made of dark leather. She wore a single dagger and no jewels.


      Ruth sat in the front row. An air screen at the side showed Theresa Watson—Sarah’s mother and Evereach’s Vice President—waiting for the proceedings to start. She was only visible from the waist up, but she sat in a room with others in the background. I was glad to see that Sarah was one of them.


      President Vale said, “This is a very sad day. But it’s also a day of truth. Before we sentence Olander for the war crimes he’s committed, there are truths that need to be spoken aloud.”


      She gestured to Ember, who stood up and joined the President on the dais.


      President Vale attempted a smile, but her voice took on an edge. “This girl is not a weapon. Seversand has no mortality weapons. We never did. We tried, but never succeeded.”


      I’d expected uproar, but the room was quiet.


      I looked around to see that they were all too exhausted, many of them resting forward on their knees, others leaning back in their chairs, some swathed in blankets. Many were still recovering from the shock of being mortal. Mr. Bradley had said that the effects would wear off soon, but many of them were still affected.


      An older lady stood up. I recognized her as the Queen of Tenacia—the woman that Rift had saved.


      “I will gladly believe you. I want nothing more than for this threat to be over. But can you provide proof?”


      Mr. Bradley pushed his chair back. “I can. I’m not proud to say that I’m the creator of the mortality weapon. It was made possible by a particular gene…”


      He opened a device in his hand: a portable air screen showing a double helix. He flicked it into the air and it hovered for a moment before projecting the image in large scale for everyone to see. “This is Ava Holland’s DNA and you will see here the so-called death gene that makes a mortality weapon possible. This is Ember Rivera’s DNA and you will see that no such gene exists.”


      “You’re an Evereacher,” the woman said pointedly to Mr. Bradley. “Why should we believe what you say?”


      “If you want to verify the truth of my words, then I’m sure Ms. Rivera will agree to a blood test. But I have no reason to lie. My family was torn apart by the quest for a weapon that can kill. The only lab capable of producing the weapon was on the boats that sank off the coast. Olander planned to keep the weapon mobile—a navy to defeat all others. All I want … is for my family to be safe again.”


      “What does the angel say?”


      It took me a moment to realize that the Queen was talking to me.


      “Oh, I’m not…” I took a deep breath, allowed my wings out a little to emphasize my next point. I wasn’t sure if I could pull off ‘stern’ but I said, “If anyone ever tries to create a weapon like that again, I will deal with them.”


      The threat hung in the air.


      “And what of you?” Another man spoke, inclining his head in my direction. I recognized him as the Prime Minister of Credence, the far western islands.


      “Me?”


      Michael slipped his hand into mine.


      I said, “I’m going home.”


      After that, the discussion turned to Olander’s fate. It didn’t take long for them to sentence him to sleep. There was some talk about whether he should sleep in the Seversandian tomb, but ultimately it was decided that neutral territory was best: under a Starsgardian tower.


      He didn’t fight them as they led him away but he stared at me the whole time. There was a time when his presence was like poison to me, but not anymore.


      Theresa Watson spoke through the air screen. She cleared her throat, clasping her hands in front of her. “I have no right to ask, but Evereach is in a state of turmoil. I have the support of the High Justice and the other senior judges in our legal system, and we’re locating and charging all of the Bashers. But this process will take time. I ask for your patience while we bring the perpetrators of hate crimes to justice.”


      Ruth asked, “Do you intend to take over the Presidency?”


      “Only temporarily. Our democracy must prevail. I will call an election and if I win, then so be it. But I promise you, the Basher ideals will never take root in my country again.”


      Outside the room, Aaron caught up with me. He didn’t stare at my wings like everyone else did. “Ava, I’m going back to help Sarah’s mom. And Sarah. It’s going to be a long road and not an easy one. But we have to try.”


      I smiled at him. “Thank you, Aaron. I can only wish you luck.”


      “Ava…” He scuffed his boot against the pavement. “I’m sorry I lost my way.”


      “We all did. The important thing is that we found our way back.”


      He nodded. Without another word, he strode away down the corridor and I realized that I’d probably never see him again.


      Michael drew level with me. “Are you okay?”


      “Yes. No.” I sighed. “Walk with me?”


      We made our way to the tree and sat beneath its branches. He leaned against the trunk and I rested my head against his shoulder. The glass wall was still half-standing, but President Vale had promised to remove it and open up the place once more.


      I said, “You have a lot of family here.”


      “I have family in Starsgard, too.”


      “Are you sure you don’t want to stay?”


      “I’m sure, Ava. My dad and mom have decided to live in Starsgard. It’s best after everything that’s happened. And now that the Starsgardian Council has pardoned him it’s…”


      “Neutral territory.” I smiled.


      Rift and Ember strolled toward us. Blaze and Quake overtook them. Their expressions were so solemn that I immediately stood up. “What’s wrong?”


      Quake took my hands in his and I marveled at the way my fingers were always dwarfed against his.


      “Ava…”


      “We need to find our families,” Blaze blurted. “Quake’s mom is here, but mine lives in the north. And our fathers, too. We promised to take you home, but we can’t come back with you yet.”


      “I know. I understand.” I smiled and despite telling myself not to cry, tears spilled down my cheeks.


      Blaze grinned. “They’re calling us the Guardians of the Tree. I think that even if we wanted to leave, they wouldn’t let us.”


      I nodded. “I know you have to stay.”


      “Ava, don’t cry. You’ll break my heart.”


      I swiped at my cheeks. “Blaze … I’ll miss you. All of you.”


      Rift and Ember hadn’t said anything to me yet, but I knew they weren’t coming to Starsgard either. I cleared my throat, wiping away my tears and willing them to stop.


      I sniffed and jumped to my feet. “Before I go, I have to know.”


      “Know what?” Blaze asked.


      “What Ember can do.” I grinned, placing my hand on a branch of the tree. A single leaf budded with a drop of nectar inside it. I carried it over to her.


      I said, “It’s time.”


      Ember bit her lip, eyeing the leaf. “I’m sort of scared. I heard you almost burned down a building.”


      “It wasn’t that bad. I mean … it was almost that bad. But don’t worry, you won’t hurt us and chances are you won’t have an aggressive power at all.”


      “I’m imagining some sort of voice thing,” Blaze said. “You know because Ember can sing.”


      “Or she’ll have speed like Snowboy,” I said. “She can run really fast already.”


      “Okay, okay.” Ember snatched the leaf from me and swallowed the droplet.


      In the next moment, she was gone.


      “I knew it,” I said. “She’s as fast as Snowboy.”


      Blaze looked around. “I wonder how far she’s gone.”


      Ember’s voice came from directly in front of me. “I haven’t gone anywhere. I’m right here.”


      I jumped backward. “Are you serious?”


      “Yes, I’m serious. I haven’t moved. Why are you all looking around like that?”


      “Um … maybe look at your hands,” I suggested.


      “They look completely normal to me. Why? What do you see?”


      “That’s the thing. We don’t see anything at all. You’re not here.”


      Ember’s voice was cynical. “Really? You can’t see me? Not even now?”


      “Nope.”


      Her voice shifted position. “What about now?”


      “You’re definitely further away. I can hear it.”


      There was silence.


      Rift had been watching us with a grin on his face. He suddenly froze. A second later, he pressed his fingers to his lips.


      Ember said, “I’m liking this invisibility thing.”


      Rift growled. “I’d rather see your beautiful face. Especially if you’re going to kiss me like that.”


      There was another silence. Ember cleared her throat. “Okay, so what are the chances I can switch this off, because, like Rift said, he’d rather see me.”


      I laughed. “You’ll have to practice.”


      Michael had been quiet until then. He drew to his feet, brushing his hands across the leaves above us. Like me, he was memorizing this place. This moment.


      He took my hand and my laughter turned to tears. I drank in the happiness of my brothers, wishing I could save this moment forever: Rift’s smile and Ember’s outline, flitting in and out of view as she tried to make herself visible again, both of them ending up in a fit of laughter; Blaze slapping Rift on the back, and Quake pretending to fall over when Ember bumped into him.


      “I’m going to miss them.”


      “Me too.”


      Michael kissed me for the last time beneath the tree.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          


          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        


        
          [image: ] [image: ]

        

      

    


    
      WE ARRIVED in Starsgard after taking a slow journey west. Michael’s parents were like two people getting to know each other again and they needed as much time as they could get to work things out. Ruth sent word ahead so that Michael’s brother, Jason, could meet us at the border and I gave them all space to talk.


      Returning first to Tower Seventeen, my former home, I inhaled the mountain cold, yearning to be back at the northern tower. I couldn’t wait to see Snowboy and Pip, but there was something else I needed to do first.


      Beneath Tower Seventeen, I returned to the room of long sleep where my parents lay inside their glass coffins.


      Ruth had promised to wake them if the day ever came that I was truly safe. She stood beside me in the quiet room, her violet cloak a now-familiar sight. She didn’t tell me exactly which tower Olander slept under and I didn’t ask—all she said was that his tomb was like no other and he would never leave it.


      My wings drooped. I’d dreamed of being safe. Of waking my parents to tell them that the world had changed. That they had nothing to fear. It was as true then as it would ever be. My mortality was gone. All of the mortality weapons were destroyed. I couldn’t be used to hurt anyone ever again.


      “Are you ready, Ava?”


      “I’m ready.”


      Ruth opened both coffins and the scent of my mother’s perfume filled my lungs. I almost buckled under it. I held onto the side of the coffin, expecting to be able to brace against my wings, but something strange had happened.


      Ruth eyed my back. “Huh. Look at that.”


      I glanced back with a smile. “They disappear sometimes. They come back when I’m surprised or scared. Or when I want them to. But I’m still working on controlling them.”


      The side door opened and Michael stood in the opening, his family behind him with someone else I hadn’t seen for a very long time.


      “Surprised like now,” I whispered, aware that my wings had returned, reflecting the soft lighting and casting a glow around the room.


      Arachne ran to me, her dark hair bouncing. It was the most welcoming she’d ever been. “Ava! You’re alive!”


      She stopped short of hugging me, clearing her throat instead. “I’m glad to see you.”


      “You too, Arachne.”


      “We didn’t want you to be alone.”


      “Thank you.”


      “But we won’t crowd you either.”


      I nodded as she took her place at the side of the room. Michael and his family waited there, too. I wanted Michael beside me, but I knew it would be too much for my parents to take in.


      “Ruth?”


      She reached for my mother first, the antidote to the slumber plant in her hand. It was a yellow substance like pollen that she dusted over my mother’s nose.


      Mom sneezed.


      She sat up like nothing had happened, rubbing her nose with the sleeve of her cardigan only to sneeze again.


      “That’s the way.” Ruth rubbed her back. “Sneeze it out.”


      Mom blinked. “Ruth? But…” Her eyes found mine. “Ava?” The breath drew into her lungs with a cry. “Ava!”


      “Easy now,” Ruth cautioned, but mom wasn’t listening. She tumbled out of the coffin, trying to get to me. Her legs buckled, weak from lack of use, but I caught her.


      “Mom. We’re okay. It’s okay to wake up now.”


      She started to cry. “Oh, Ava.”


      I couldn’t stop the tears pouring down my cheeks.


      I was barely aware of my dad sneezing, too, until he shouted my name and launched himself out of the coffin. “My girl, you’re here. You’re safe!”


      I sank to the ground with them, sheltered inside their hugs, weeping until I had no more tears. Mom finally sniffled and whispered, “You have wings, sweetie.”


      I laughed through my tears. “There’s so much to tell you.”


      When my parents were ready to find their feet, I helped them upright, telling them to lean on my wings, because I was strong enough to support them both. They came to an abrupt halt as soon as they recognized Michael and his family. “Isn’t that…?”


      Ruth stepped quickly between them. “I know it’s already a lot to take in, but there’s something more. Will you come with me?”


      I didn’t know what she was talking about. Michael gave me a quiet smile. He definitely knew something I didn’t. “What is it?”


      He whispered. “Just … trust me.”


      “Always.” I supported my parents as they wobbled their way down the hall.


      Arachne was also puzzled. “Nobody told me anything,” she said, when I shot her a questioning look.


      Down the hallway, Ruth opened another door. Mr. Bradley, Jason, Helen, and Michael went in first. Ruth urged me to a halt. “Go slow, Ava. This will be a lot for your parents to take in.”


      She stepped aside while Arachne hung back.


      I glanced inside the room and then stopped my parents. “Arachne, I want you to go in first, okay?”


      She frowned, but said, “Sure.”


      I waited a moment as she disappeared inside, listening to the silence—and then her sobs.


      “Mom, Dad, nothing can prepare you for this. Just know that I’m here with you, okay?”


      I drew my parents inside.


      “Josh!” Mom tried to run but her legs wouldn’t carry her. Dad reached out and almost fell forward. I supported them both to the side of the pallet where Arachne had collapsed, clinging to Josh’s hand. The machines above his bed beeped and whirred.


      Ruth said, “After you left for Seversand, we couldn’t take any chances. We got him out straight away.”


      “Thank you, Ruth.”


      She nodded and retreated to the side of the room.


      Mom clasped Josh’s arm, fresh tears falling from her eyes. “He’s not alive, is he?”


      “No, mom.”


      “Ah.” Dad covered his mouth with his hand, reaching for Josh’s shoulder. “Our son.”


      His voice broke and their grief was too much. They’d lived through his death, only to have to watch him die again. I left them beside his bed, retreating to the shadows. I’d known this day would come, but I wasn’t prepared for it. Michael’s arms brought me back to the present. His hands stroked my back and hair, trying to soothe me.


      I cried. “How can I ask them to turn off these machines?”


      He pulled me close, his voice a soft rumble. “Maybe you don’t have to… After you didn’t eat the apple and then you died, I realized why it was given to me.”


      “What are you saying?”


      “It wasn’t about immortality. It was about redemption.”


      He reached into his satchel and pulled out a small cocoon. “During the battle, I asked Rift to put this in a safe place so it wasn’t damaged or stolen. Then, after the fight, Dad helped me keep it safe on the journey here.”


      Inside the cocoon was an object wrapped in paper. The paper rustled as Michael withdrew the perfect, red apple.


      My lips parted. “You think…”


      “I want to try. But I don’t want to cause your family any more grief from false hope, so I’m not going to tell them, okay?”


      I answered him by drawing him around the edge of the room, past the pallet and to the other side. I caught Mr. Bradley’s eye as we moved. He gave me a smile, a hopeful glance.


      I held on to the hope rising inside me.


      Michael placed the cocoon on the floor. I didn’t try to touch the apple, because it was only his to give.


      He frowned at it for a moment. “I’m not sure…” But then the corner of his mouth turned up into a smile. “The usual way.”


      He pulled a knife from the cocoon, smiling to his dad across the distance and deftly cut a slice out of the apple.


      Although we called it an ‘apple,’ it was very different on the inside. Orange pulp oozed from the cut, immediately forming a thick liquid that ran down Michael’s hand.


      As quickly as he could, he held his hand over Josh’s lips, trickling the liquid between them.


      Arachne was the first to notice. “What is that?”


      “Um … a medical plant,” I said, knowing the truth would take much longer.


      She sat up. “Will it work?”


      I shook my head. I didn’t know. He needed to swallow, but that seemed impossible. Unless…


      I’d halted an entire army, slowed it down. I’d controlled their movements for long enough to turn the tide of war. I’d done it in the heat of the moment, without thinking, but this … this would take everything I had.


      I placed one hand on Josh’s heart and another against his cheek, picturing his mouth smiling and his voice speaking.


      Then I ran my hand down the side of his neck. I sensed through his skin and beneath the surface, picturing the muscle and sinew, the parts of his throat that needed to move.


      “C’mon, Josh. Please.”


      I ran my hand down his neck again, imagining his throat shifting like it needed to, imagining the liquid following my hand.


      His muscles moved—and it wasn’t me.


      I called out. “Mr. Bradley, turn off the machines!”


      Ruth and Helen both startled and my parents jerked upright. “What are you doing?”


      I touched my brother’s neck again and this time I was sure of it: there was less liquid pooling in his mouth.


      He’d swallowed. He must have.


      “Josh, come on. Come back to us.”


      Michael had finished squeezing the juice. The apple skin was an empty shell in his hand. There was no more. But together, we’d done as much as we could.


      Mr. Bradley paused beside me. “Are you sure, Ava?”


      “I’m sure.”


      He pressed the console and removed the breathing device from Josh’s nose. One by one the monitors shut off. Josh’s heartbeat didn’t zigzag across the air. His breath didn’t hiss through the apparatus.


      What followed was silence. Waiting.


      Arachne held her breath. My parents were frozen, their faces tear-stained. Michael suddenly clutched my hand, his heart racing as fast as mine.


      I wanted to tell him:


      Don’t be afraid. It will be okay. Nothing can break us.


      Josh taught me that.


      As if he heard his name, my brother opened his eyes.
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      Despite the cold, my daughter’s hand is warm in mine. She bounces on the balls of her feet, leaning forward as if she’ll burst away from the edge of the forest near the northern tower. The bear resting on the other side of her patiently allows her to grip its leg, even though her three-year-old fingers are a lot stronger than most her age.


      “Gentle hands, Rose,” I remind her.


      Her little mouth forms a sad ‘O’.


      “Sorry, bear,” she says, patting the spot that she’d gripped.


      Nine grunts back at her, nuzzling her cheek until she giggles.


      Figures appear on the far slope and Rose squeals before running toward them. “Unca Jo!”


      Nine lumbers after her, his limp hardly visible anymore.


      Before I can follow them, there’s a quiet crunch behind me, a whisper of breath at the back of my neck, and my husband drops a light kiss on the curve of my shoulder. I shiver, but not from the cold.


      “Michael.”


      He runs his hand across my shoulders and my wings almost appear. Strong emotion always brings them out. Michael seems to take delight in being responsible for their appearance more often than not.


      He says, “We should rescue your brother.”


      Up on the snowy slope, Rose has launched herself at Josh, almost knocking him over. I can hear their laughter from here.


      I spin, surprising Michael with a kiss. “In a moment.”


      He grins, wrapping his arms around me, pulling me close. His expression grows serious. “Are you prepared for the result?”


      I nod first. Then shake my head. “Actually, no.”


      “Me neither.”


      Josh is still laughing when he reaches us, Rose held firmly in his arms.


      She points, as Michael’s dad and Arachne appear behind them. “Grampa! Aunty Racky!”


      Arachne’s riding one of the leopards from Glacier’s first litter. Another leopard carries their bags.


      I lean over to kiss my brother’s cheek and Josh hugs me back. “Hi, little sister. Mom said to give you a big hug.”


      Michael greets Josh and relieves him of the over-excited bundle in his arms. “C’mon, sweetie. Up on Nine.”


      The bear is Rose’s personal favorite. So much that she wants Nine to live in the tower with us. Our home has changed a lot over the last ten years. Mr. Bradley put his skills to good use in construction, designing super mechs to help rebuild the northern tower. It’s now several levels above ground and the damaged underground levels have been repaired. He even designed a containment cell to stop the tree’s roots piercing the structure, encouraging the roots to grow in the opposite direction.


      The forest is quiet as we make our way through it. Josh goes ahead with Rose and Nine, listening as she babbles about the trees and the chickens.


      I avoid the conversation I know I need to have, steering Arachne’s leopard instead. “How are you feeling?”


      “Huge.”


      The layers of her insulated clothing mask her tummy.


      She continues. “And scared. I’ve never done this before.”


      “We’re here for you, Arachne. Whatever happens, you’ll be a great mom.”


      “Thanks for letting me stay with you until the baby’s born. It’s so peaceful here. I really need that right now.” She smiles, but indicates Mr. Bradley. “He hasn’t told me what the result is.”


      I shake my head. “We should have found out as soon as Rose was born.”


      Arachne reaches for my hand. “It’s my turn to tell you—you aren’t alone.”


      I take a deep breath. Arachne urges the leopard forward to join Josh ahead of us, leaving me to make my way over to Michael and his dad.


      “Ava.” Mr. Bradley gives me a hug. It’s taken a long time for us to get to the point where hugs are natural, but over the years, both of Michael’s parents have worked hard to reconnect with their son—and to form a bond with me.


      He takes one of my hands and one of Michael’s. He doesn’t mince words. “It’s negative. Rose doesn’t have the death gene.”


      I buckle with relief. Michael exhales the breath he was holding.


      I say, “I was so worried … If anyone was going to be born with it, it would be my daughter.”


      “I know we discussed all the possibilities—that your mortal DNA might survive your transformation and be passed to any female child—or the complete opposite—that between the both of you, your immortality might be inherited by your children. But Rose, well, she’s something else entirely. She displays all the effects of nectar without taking it.”


      Michael agrees. “She’s already really strong.”


      “A bit too much like ‘Unca Cake,’” I joke. Since the battle in Seversand, we’ve traveled back to see my brothers every year. On our last visit, Rose was old enough to attempt to say her uncles’ names. Quake didn’t seem to mind being equated with food.


      The Coliseum has been transformed into a place of peace. Seversandians are journeying to the tree again, making the pilgrimage almost every day of the year. My brothers made their homes in pods nearby, welcoming and caring for those who make the journey to the tree. They keep the songs alive that will protect mortals in the years to come. Rift and Ember have three children already—all girls. They had them tested at birth and none of them have the gene.


      I can’t help but smile as we walk, remembering our last visit. When we arrived, Ember was already inundated with pilgrims wanting to meet her children. Female children are so highly valued in Seversand that, as the mother of three, Ember has taken on the status of a legend.


      “Rose is super human,” Mr. Bradley says, jolting me back to the present. “You’ll need to raise her carefully.”


      Michael and I nod. Alexander taught us that strength can lead to cruelty, but I lay my hand on Mr. Bradley’s arm. “She has a gentle heart despite her strength, Robert.”


      “She has your heart, Ava,” he says.


      I’m not sure what to say to that, but Mr. Bradley plows on. “There’s more. Pip’s found another one.”


      I jolt. “Another random born? Where?”


      “Credence—on the central island.”


      I’d always thought that Ember would make an excellent spy with her ability to become invisible, but it was my youngest brother who made it his life’s mission to scout the world, seeking new mortals. His empathy and ability to tune into other people’s thoughts were perfect for the task.


      I ask, “Boy or girl?”


      “Boy. Twelve years old. The population density masked his presence.”


      “Does Pip need my help?”


      “Urgently, I’m afraid. The kid’s got himself into a bit of trouble with the laws there. He won’t survive in the system.”


      I glance at Michael. It’s not the first time I’ve had to intervene on behalf of a mortal. These are tricky waters to navigate and the legal systems in most countries are still coming to terms with our existence.


      Michael smiles in response. “Go, Ava. Your nephew’s not due for another two months. You’ll only be gone for a few days at most. We’ll be fine.”


      My wings are back, shimmering orange feathers dragging in the snow like flames cutting through the ice. I tuck them behind me to avoid snagging them on the passing trees.


      “Thank you for letting me know, Robert.”


      And to Michael, I say, “Give Rose a hug for me.”


      “Hah, if I can get her attention.”


      His expression becomes serious, but his worry isn’t for me: I’ve proven my invincibility too many times for that. Instead, he says, “Make sure that boy’s okay.”


      The last time I headed out to help a mortal, I almost didn’t make it there in time and the girl nearly died.


      I surge ahead, passing Josh, Arachne, and Rose on the way.


      “Mommy, fly!” Rose calls, clapping her hands.


      I spin and blow her giant kisses, catching my brother’s laughter as I half-run-half-stride away.


      “I’ll never get used to seeing that.” He throws his hands into the air. “Wings!”


      I hurry through the forest, along the glistening quartz path and past the magnolia tree. The scorpions scuttle toward the nearest branch to watch me leave.


      I’m surprised to find Snowboy standing at the edge of the cliff next to the rebuilt tower. Like all of us, he’s barely aged, but over time his skin has developed a glistening texture as if the ice is becoming more and more a part of him.


      I need to hurry, but the look on his face stops me. “Snow?”


      “I overheard.” A glimmer of a smile touches his lips. “I wish I could come with you, but I’d slow you down.”


      “You? Never.”


      His smile fades and there’s a sadness in his eyes that has been growing stronger lately. Of all my brothers, Snowboy is the one who belongs most in the icy mountains. He’s so much a part of the wild here that we’re used to him disappearing for days into the mountains, taming the leopards, and helping the bears with their new cubs. For a long time, I believed that his nature was genuinely solitary, but I’m not so sure of that anymore.


      The pinpoint focus of his eyes tells me that he’s using his powerful vision to see along the path—to my family, their laughter, the way they talk and care for each other.


      I whisper, “You’re saying goodbye.”


      “This is my home. It’s where I belong. But … I need to find my own family and I can’t do that here.”


      I haven’t had a reason to cry for a very long time but tears rush to my eyes. “This won’t be home without you.”


      “Which is why I’ll come back. I just need to go away for a while … however long it takes.”


      I wrap my wings around him. He was the first of my brothers to teach me that I’m not alone. Now I need to let him go for the same reason.


      My feathers rustle.


      He’s gone faster than I can blink, leaving me to my tears. I take a deep breath and swallow them down, turning to face the ocean. The water crashes against the rocks far below. The solar grid was removed five years ago when peace returned to Evereach and now there’s only air and space in front of me.


      For a moment, I close my eyes, absorbed in the sensation of the wind and my hair flying out behind me along with my wings. I lap up the sound of the laughter and love in the hearts of the people who will be here when I return.


      The ocean sparkles as I leap from the cliff.


      I spread my wings and soar.
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