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      I prowled my cell like a caged animal. The blank white walls and iron bars stared back as I paced blindly, seething with rage. Nothing could excuse my disgusting lack of foresight. My head still throbbed where the Matrian warden had knocked me out with the butt of her rifle as I’d resisted arrest—I hadn’t foreseen even as simple an act of brutality as that. Looking back, it was obvious the Matrians would have been suspicious of Violet and me. I had seriously misjudged the situation. And now I, and the woman I loved more than anything, were going to pay the price for it.

      Unless I could find a way to get out.

      I had to put aside the rage that was bringing my blood to a fine boil just under my skin, and think. Sitting down on the cell’s narrow bench—its only comfort—I tried to forget about all the events that had brought me here. I needed that baggage out of the way so I could work on a way to escape.

      When I’d been a warden of Patrus, clearing my head had been easy, even normal for the days I’d spent ignoring my feelings, scraping by in the dull everyday routine. But since Violet, I’d been getting used to having a direction and a purpose in my life again… and a choice. So I was having a hard time letting all of this go.

      At first, I’d thought our arrest was due to the natural confusion and panic over the realization of a possible bombing. However, we had defused the bomb, saving the queen’s life. There had been witnesses, both on the balcony and down below, who could testify that I had wrestled the bag away from the determined terrorist, and that Violet had disarmed it.

      So the violence and doubt we had been met with was almost unbelievable, certainly unjust.

      My hands clenched of their own volition—a martial arts reflex—and I stared down into my lap, where silver links of handcuffs were digging into the flesh of my hands. This was my first obstacle, and it wasn’t impossible. I had learned all sorts of creative and fun ways to get out of handcuffs as a warden, and this type was the easiest to circumvent—all I needed was something slim, preferably metallic, and I’d be out of them in moments.

      Easier said than done, when the room was nothing but a set of bars and three stone walls.

      And a bench, I reminded myself, looking down at it.

      Spreading my legs a little wider, I bent at the waist to peer at the shadowed area under the bench, studying how it had been installed. As I had hoped, the bench wasn’t built into the wall, the screws covered up by plaster and stone—it was held up by flimsy metal supports that angled up and bolted to the wall and the underside of the bench. Inside it, the screws were visible, the little round heads set into their grooves.

      I smiled in spite of everything. A screw would be a bit big, but I just needed the tip of it. Getting one out of the wall, however, was another story.

      I looked down at my clothes and fumbled for my belt, remembering that Violet had told me she’d used a dog collar as a makeshift screwdriver. My girl was nothing if not inventive.

      Thinking of Violet sent a thread of fear through me. I hadn’t seen her since they’d separated us hours ago… and I wasn’t sure how long I’d been unconscious before waking up and being dragged by four women through the corridors of the queen’s prison to this cell. If it weren’t for the fact that we had been treated so violently, I would have believed this was just standard procedure. I knew Violet was still wanted, wrongly charged for the murder of Queen Rina, but I would have assumed our actions would at least buy us some consideration.

      Unless, of course, we were being played. Which I was strongly beginning to suspect. But in what way? I considered the possibility that Queen Elena bore Violet some grudge regarding her mother. Yet, if she were a reasonable human, she would have heard Violet out, especially seeing as the both of us had saved her life—and the lives of countless others.

      Which made me return to the feeling that something was going seriously wrong. I’d been here too long without a chance to make a statement or plead my case, and when the female wardens looked at me, I didn’t see any trace of sympathy or mercy in their eyes. I saw anger. Unbridled and raw. They could be doing anything to Violet.

      Unless they had decided she was more trouble than she was worth and just executed her by injection, as was standard protocol in Matrus.

      My heart lurched at the thought, like a top suddenly thrown off balance and sent skittering across the floor. I wouldn’t accept that possibility. Not now, not ever. Violet and I had been through too much for me to believe that there was no chance I could save her.

      I had to believe that they wanted her alive, at least for now. That I still had time to get her out of this. And with whatever was going on, it would be better to act first and beg forgiveness later.

      Sliding the belt through the loop of my pants, using my wrists more than my hands, I lay on my side next to the bench and began poking the buckle’s metal prong into the little divots on the screws, trying to get them to catch and hold. After a minute of cursing and slipping, I realized that I was going to have to use the prong as a pick instead. It wouldn’t be as easy as using the screws, but it would have to do.

      Sitting back on the bench, I spent precious minutes trying to figure out how to hold the belt between my thighs and slide the prong into the hole near the base of one of the cuffs. Finally, with a few delicate manipulations, I heard the tiny mechanism click. I pushed that side open and went to work on the second. It took me a full twenty seconds to get this one off, which felt aggravatingly pathetic.

      Still, the handcuffs were off, which moved the escape plan to stage two: defeating the cell door. The lock on this was bigger, and I stared at my belt prong dubiously, convinced it wasn’t up for the task. Even in my anger, I’d been watching my captors’ patterns. A guard patrolled the corridor here like clockwork—every fifteen minutes one would walk by to check on me. I doubted I could pick the lock in fifteen minutes. Not from the inside, reaching around the bars to the front of the door, with such a complicated lock and such a flimsy piece of metal.

      And yet... it gave me an idea. I knew I only had a short time before the guard showed up again. I waited. I breathed, brushing the crust of blood from where I’d been kicked off my aching forehead, using each minute to nail down a lid on the rage that was still boiling in my stomach.

      Sure enough, a few minutes later, I heard the guard’s repetitive footsteps echoing down the hall, growing louder as she approached. Quickly, I reached out around the cell bars and slid the thin piece of metal into the lock.

      As the guard rounded the corner, I froze, as if I had been so absorbed in the task that I hadn’t heard her approach. She locked eyes with me, her blue ones narrowing in irritation. I slowly stood up and backed away, the belt in one hand.

      If the guard noticed I wasn’t cuffed anymore, she seemed to be putting more thought to the problem at hand. “Give it to me,” she ordered.

      I stared at her, a challenge in my eyes. I was banking on a lot of things going right, but I was desperate. If she were experienced, she’d pull the gun, especially since I was holding a prospective weapon in my hand.

      She reached for her gun, and I cursed internally. “Bring it to me,” she said as her gun slid out of her holster.

      I kept my mouth closed and slowly walked to the bars. She hadn’t stepped back, save to draw on me.

      “Throw it through the bars,” she commanded, her eyes reflecting her burgeoning desire to shoot me.

      “My pants will fall down,” I whined, and the guard blew out an irritated stream of air through her nose. She took a step forward and thrust her free hand through the bars.

      “Give it to me now,” she started to say, and by the tone of her voice, I knew there was an ‘or else’ attached to it.

      It didn’t matter, because I never gave her the chance to finish. My hands snapped out and I grabbed her arm, giving it a hard yank. The breath in her chest huffed out, and her gun clattered to the floor when her head slammed into the bars. Her body followed, and her feet flew out from under her as I yanked her shoulder down to the ground like we were wrestling.

      Adrenaline rushing in my veins, I whipped my hand through the bars, grabbed her hair, and banged her head against the metal as hard as I could. Once. Twice. Thankfully, that was all it took. Her body thrashed, and her gun hand tried to reach me, but eventually she slumped to the floor.

      It took me a harrowing few moments of yanking and tugging through the bars before I managed to reach the set of keys on her belt. Turning the key in the door felt like it took years.

      The lock clicked, and I stepped out into the corridor, taking a moment to drag the guard’s stirring form into the cell and lock it behind me. I’d searched her for a handheld, but no luck. With her gun in one hand and my belt in the other, I moved toward the area she had come from. I remembered a small office that they had brought me through at the end of the hall. There had only been two guards when I came in, and now one of them was taking an involuntary nap in my cell.

      I was hoping the lack of any alarms meant the other guard was not paying close attention to the video cameras I had seen here and there as they brought me through the prison area. But I didn’t want to rely on just luck. I paused just outside the door and tested the handle as quietly as possible. It was locked, but I still had the guard’s key set.

      Only four keys. Thankfully. It took less than a minute to figure out which one I needed. Still, as I inserted the third key into the lock and turned it, I was fortified by the continued quiet. I slowly pushed open the door and stepped through.

      All my caution had been wasted. The guard was fast asleep at her desk. I felt a little pang of pity for her as I pulled her head back and wrapped her in a chokehold, ensuring through her struggles that her nap would last a little longer.

      A bank of screens lined the wall of the office, the rows of grainy video feeds showing… I paused as I used my belt to cinch the unconscious guard’s hands tightly behind her back. Static pulsed and flickered on all the screens. Could that be normal?

      I had no way of knowing. Cautiously, I punched a few common buttons on the keyboard in front of the computer. Nothing happened. Disappointment flared in me—a part of me had been hoping that I’d be able to use these cameras to find Violet’s cell… if that’s where she was.

      There was no time to be disappointed. I went out into the prison again, determined to make a thorough search if I had to.

      The halls of the prison were eerily quiet and the cells mostly empty. I assumed a stance of calm indifference, padding down the corridors before the other prisoners as though I belonged there. I couldn’t stop to wonder about their stories.

      I was tense as a coiled spring, prepared to face reinforcements for the two unconscious guards, so when I heard footsteps around the corner and Owen appeared, I barely avoided shooting him.

      Still, I kept my gun trained on him as he slowly held his hands up. The man was younger than me by a few years, and he had a kind face, with blue eyes and blond hair. I didn’t know him well, but considering I’d just wrestled a bomb meant to kill the queen away from him, I wasn’t letting my guard down.

      “Viggo!” he began. “I was just on my way to get you—”

      I cut him off. “Owen,” I said, my tone tight, “what are you doing here? Are you here to finish your mission?”

      “No,” he said softly, his gaze turning downward. “I…uh… Well…”

      I kept the gun leveled, my anger mounting. I knew this man had just been a pawn, and wasn’t truly my enemy, but I couldn’t trust any of the Liberators anymore. “Why aren’t you in prison? You just tried to kill the Matrian queen with a bomb. What are you doing here if not working for Desmond?”

      “Desmond?” Owen’s voice cracked, and the carefully neutral face I’d always seen him wear slipped for just a moment. “Desmond used me for her false ideals and threw me away,” he snarled.

      I took one step forward, my head reeling. There was something here I was missing… something very serious. “False ideals? What are you talking about, Owen? I need to find Violet, and I don’t have much time. If you’re not going to help me, know that I will take you down.”

      “I’m here to help, Viggo! I know the general area of where they took her. We have a plan.”

      I stared at him, unconvinced. “We?”

      He kept his hands in the air. “Ms. Dale sent me! She knows this whole place by heart.”

      Ms. Dale? How had she gotten mixed up in this whole equation? I was tired of asking uninformed questions and getting haphazard answers. The feelings on Owen’s face when he’d mentioned Desmond… a look of rage and sorrow… it had looked sincere. I made a decision.

      “Owen,” I growled, “you’ve got thirty seconds to explain this whole thing from the beginning. Don’t make me regret not shooting you on sight.”

      The young man breathed out, and his face calmed. “Okay. When you guys took the bomb, I managed to get away from the crowds and followed you back to the palace—it was the longest time I’ve ever used the suit successfully, and it hurt like hell.”

      I glanced down at the suit he was wearing—it was a Liberator design, the one that worked like active camouflage via invisibility—and then back up at his face, keeping my expression impassive. “Fifteen seconds,” I said, my tone brusque.

      “Right. I made it all the way to the queen’s office. And Elena and Desmond were there… together. They were talking to Violet. Elena told her…” Owen hesitated, his eyes filling with pain. “She and Desmond have been working together the entire time.”

      I absorbed this. I could feel a puzzle piece clicking into place… and the whole puzzle was bigger than I’d even imagined. Too big to think about right now. Guards could be coming toward us at any time.

      “And Ms. Dale?”

      “She must have been faking unconsciousness. When the guards took Violet away, Elena, Desmond, and the other princess, Tabitha, went with them… They left only two guards with her. She took them down before they even knew what was happening.” There was a slight look of admiration on his face as he imparted this tidbit.

      That made one piece of information by which I was completely unsurprised. That wily old spy. I couldn’t be completely certain he was telling the truth—that Ms. Dale was out there on our side was almost too good to be true—but it was my only lead.

      I lowered my gun and started down the corridor. We had to get moving before the guards returned. “Walk and talk,” I snapped. He kept pace with me immediately.

      “I knew that talking to her was my only chance if I wanted to escape... Now that I failed her bombing mission, Desmond will… probably have me killed.” Owen looked down for a moment, a private war showing on his mild face. “Ms. Dale went to take the security system down. She said to meet her in the garage and she’ll get us out of here. She sent me to find you and get Violet. She’s worried… she’s worried they’re going to do something very bad to Violet.”

      I shook aside the idea that all my fears were being confirmed. Act now. Feel later. I remembered the static screens in the guards’ office, and my belief in the young man rose a little. “How the heck do we find the garage—”

      “Ms. Dale said it’s the lowest room of the palace… All we have to do is keep going down.”

      I nodded as we kept walking, ducking into an empty room as we heard the clatter of feet coming down the corridor. When they’d safely passed by us, Owen exhaled, and said unexpectedly, “Violet—she punched Elena in the nose.”

      I felt a grim smile crack my lips. “Of course she did,” I said, my determination redoubling. “Tell me how to get to her,” I demanded.

      “I’m going to show you—”

      “Tell me where Violet is, and I will find her. Owen, if you’re on our side, I need you to try to radio Alejandro, the Patrian riverboat captain, and tell him to move the boat.” With a rudimentary escape plan forming, my mind was already leaping to my friend and the two boys on the boat—our only way of getting out of territory that, if Desmond and Elena were truly working together, was incredibly hostile.

      Owen blanched. “I don’t know if that’s a good idea. I lost most of my gear. Without one of Thomas’ secure handhelds, anybody might track that signal.”

      He didn’t understand how vital this was. “Then go to the garage without me. If Violet and I can’t get out, you and Ms. Dale have to get to the docks and warn Alejandro to get out of here. I have to save the people I can.”

      I didn’t tell him that Tim, Jay, and the eggs were on the boat too. If he made it that far with us, he would earn the right to know.

      We crept down the corridor, and Owen talked while I focused on his instructions on how to find Violet, hoping we wouldn’t be too late.
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      “Isn’t this a bit cliché?” I asked, struggling against the restraints that strapped me to the table they had placed me on. It was like a hospital bed, covered in crinkly paper, but hard, and tilted at a steep upward angle about ten degrees short of ninety. My hands and feet already felt sore within the leather cuffs.

      Elena, the queen of Matrus, ignored me, as did Desmond Bertrand. They spoke to each other in furtive whispers, as if I didn’t exist. To my utter shock, I hadn’t been thrown back in my cell after my attack on Elena, Tabitha, and Desmond. The queen and Desmond had come in not too long after the guards had affixed me to this contraption, dismissing their attendants now that the crazy woman was safely restrained.

      I couldn’t hear what they were saying, so it didn’t matter. To be honest, I wasn’t really paying attention. My body ached from the guards’ rough treatment and my mind buzzed with manic adrenaline, so I stared at Elena’s nose, watching how rapidly it was beginning to swell and turn purple. Considering I had been the one to give her that bruise, I was quite proud. It was definitely broken.

      Hopefully it would heal crookedly and she would be doomed to snore for the rest of her life. For that matter, I hoped that life would be short and brutal.

      Although, given my grim surroundings, I was drawing a blank on how to ensure a much longer lifespan for myself.

      “Seriously, if Viggo has to rescue me again because of this, I’m going to be really mad,” I chimed in at a lull in their conversation.

      Once again they ignored me, and I sighed. Maybe my little outburst in Elena’s office had truly meant I was going off the deep end. I certainly hadn’t expected that kind of defiance to spew from my own mouth. Then again, I hadn’t thought that only one person would be responsible for all my misery in the last few months. Or that I would be meeting that one person after trying to save her life. Or that she would be the queen of Matrus.

      I felt entitled to that anger, and I had no regrets. Well, maybe one. But that was only because I loved him. I didn’t want to see him die because I had assaulted the queen, her sister, and Desmond in one fell swoop.

      Hell. If I survived this, I was going to tell that story to everyone I knew. It was too good not to tell.

      Still, my anger wasn’t helping me here, and neither was trying to find the humor in the situation. I had gotten this far on a blithe refusal to be afraid—but my knees hadn’t gotten the message that we were supposed to be projecting confidence. A part of me knew that something bad was in store for me—I just didn’t know what yet.

      Which meant I needed to implement a little Viggo-ness. If I could get them to spill their secrets to me, maybe I could learn what they had in store for both of us. I sent a silent prayer to anyone who was listening that he was all right. If they harmed a hair on his head, I was going to do horrible things to them. Things that would redefine the Violent Violet taunts I had received when I was younger.

      “Could you at least tell me if Viggo is okay?” I asked, hating the pleading tone in my voice.

      This time Elena stopped and turned to me, a look of disdain in her eyes. I resisted laughing—she looked like a pretentious clown with her nose like that. “If I were you, I would be much more worried about your own fate, Ms. Bates,” she said, drawing closer to me.

      I waited until she was close enough, and then lunged at her with my body, snapping my teeth at her. It was a childish ploy—I couldn’t move more than that—but I was gratified to see her take an involuntary step back. “Made you flinch,” I taunted. I watched the anger roll across her face like storm clouds gathering over a mountain.

      “Should I just kill her for you, My Queen?” Desmond asked, approaching us.

      I stared at the woman who had betrayed my trust—and the trust of the people she had recruited—and felt an intense stab of hatred. I had almost come to respect her. Then I had found out she was using us—not just Viggo and me, but all of the Liberators—to help her get to the genetically modified boys Mr. Jenks had been using in his experiments to create an advanced human. She had even sacrificed one of her own sons to the procedure, then used the false tragedy of his ‘selection’ as the foundation to create a rebel group of similar victims.

      Lies upon lies with a topping of despicable lies. I scowled at Desmond, unable to keep the displeasure from my face, but the older woman just smirked at me. “It doesn’t matter what you do to me,” I spat, taking pleasure from interjecting before the queen could say anything. “You can’t break me.”

      Desmond looked at me with something almost like pity glistening in her eyes. “Oh, my dear, sweet Violet,” she crooned, and I resisted the urge to gag. “Everyone breaks.”

      I sneered, but inside I was beginning to feel fear again.

      My suspicions were confirmed when there was a knock at the door and Tabitha entered the room.

      Elena and Tabitha were about as opposite as siblings could be. Where Elena was tall and elegant, Tabitha was solidly built, her bulging muscles rivaling a man’s. Her breasts had all but disappeared, and her neck was so thick that it was hard to discern where her shoulders stopped and her chin began.

      She was wearing a blood red outfit and carrying a black case with her. Elena greeted her warmly, but it seemed Tabitha only had eyes for me. Eyes that were wild with barely suppressed rage and open glee.

      That was not a good sign. I managed to maintain my calm façade, but my mind was desperately looking for a way out.

      “Try to keep her alive, Tabitha,” Elena ordered as she stepped through the door Desmond held open for her. “We won’t be able to have an execution tomorrow if she’s already a corpse.”

      “I’ll do my best,” Tabitha grated as she put her bag down just out of my range of vision—maybe on a desk—and began removing items from it. I watched the door close, and only barely overheard Desmond mentioning something about troop placement before it banged shut, sealing me in with the madwoman.

      Tabitha continued to remove items from her bag, and I could hear the click of mysterious objects being slowly laid out on the table. Each click started to get to me, and I felt myself flinching as each item was planted down.

      “You know, Violet,” Tabitha said, in a voice that would’ve been better suited for a dinner party than a torture room, “I normally like to take my time with these sorts of things. There’s a certain need for leisure to really… appreciate the moment.” She turned, giving me a maudlin smile. “I’m really sorry we’re going to have to rush this.”

      I didn’t know what to say to that, so I just stared her down, until I noticed the bruise on her face. “Was it easy to wash my boot print off your face?” I asked, managing to make my tone just as conversational as hers. “You really should get it looked at—I was in The Green, after all. Who knows what I tracked back from there?”

      Tabitha’s eyes reflected nothing for a long moment, but I could see her hand tremble. “You’re trying to make me angry,” she said, and I gave a little shrug.

      “Of course not. That would be a terrible idea. After all, you’re really strong, right? If you got angry, you might kill me, and since I’m being relegated to the role of damsel in distress here, that would be very bad for the plotline.”

      “This isn’t a story, Violet,” Tabitha chided, turning back to the table. I watched her hold items up for consideration, showing me her collection of torture toys one by one. The variety of knives I had expected—it seemed standard torture fare to me. The hammer wasn’t surprising either, although I hoped she wouldn’t use that first. The pliers made me want to curl my fingers up and hide my nails. And from there it just got progressively darker. Some of the devices I had no idea how to identify.

      “If it were,” I finally said, finding my voice, “how would you come out in it? Do you think you’d survive?”

      She turned back to me, her mouth opened to respond, and then paused, her lips curling up like a satisfied cat’s. I saw her reach out and choose a weapon. It made a long, metallic sound as she dragged it off the table and swaggered over, eyeing me up and down, her face contemplative. “We really don’t have time to talk,” she said with a smile.

      I resisted the urge to try to lunge at her. With Elena it had been childish, but mostly safe. Tabitha was holding something behind her back, something I didn’t even want to imagine, let alone become more intimately acquainted with.

      “Really?” I asked, watching as she stretched out her arm to my right hand, slowly pushing my fingers open. Even I could hear the tremor in my voice. I considered clenching my fist, but I knew that would be even worse. Tabitha was even stronger than she looked, thanks to the genetic modification Mr. Jenks had given her. It wouldn’t take much for her to snap my fingers like twigs. “I sometimes think the world could use more conversations. For example, if we took the time to talk instead of make war… what a lovely, lovely place it would be.”

      Tabitha said nothing in response. She only positioned my hand just so, and then, before I could react, slammed a knife into my flesh, right between the thumb and the rest of my palm.

      I screamed as pain erupted from the spot, my body jerking, trying to break free of the restraints and withdraw from the agony emanating from my hand. It took me a moment to ride out the pain—it was far more intense than anything I had felt in my life, even in all my days of brawling and my adventures in The Green. It felt like my hand had been ripped in half, and I was afraid to look at it, for fear that it had.

      I could feel blood, hot and wet, dripping down my arm, and I realized tears were streaking down my cheeks. Taking a shuddering breath, I slowly looked up to where the knife was now pinning my hand to the table, the silver point still buried in my throbbing palm.

      “Pull it out,” I begged.

      Tabitha gave me a pensive look, and then tapped on the knife, sending fresh hot waves of pain up my arm that manifested themselves in another scream from my throat.

      When I became aware of the room again, it felt intangible—like I was both there and in another place, completely wrapped in pain. Tabitha was watching me closely, her eyes calculating.

      She lifted her hand again, and I felt myself torn between begging her to stop and promising to kill her.

      It didn’t matter, because a knock sounded on the door and made both of us freeze. Tabitha frowned, and then crossed to the door, throwing it open. Desmond stood on the other side, an apologetic look on her face.

      “I’m sorry, Princess,” she said. “Elena needs you now. Something has come up.”

      Tabitha let out an irritated tsk, but then nodded, stepping through the door without looking back, as if she hadn’t just been in the middle of butterflying my hand. “Leave her like that,” she called out, as an afterthought, and Desmond threw me a pitying glance before closing the door.

      I rested my head against the wood of the table, trying not to move my shaking body for fear of causing myself more pain.

      “Viggo, if you get here and save me,” I whispered, “I will give you this save for free.”
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      I was going crazy trying to find Violet.

      I had followed Owen’s instructions, leaving the prison and going upstairs, toward the wings apparently devoted to the royal family. I’d emerged from what seemed to be the servants’ stairs into a small corridor off the main hallway. But this place was a maze—halls that bisected halls, stairs hidden behind doors—and the décor was always the same. Not to mention there were guards everywhere. I had nearly been caught twice, and had managed to save myself both times by darting behind one of the identical curtained alcoves that seemed to be everywhere. Still, the number of guards prowling these halls gave me a reason to hope—there wouldn’t be this many unless they were guarding someone important, and that meant the queen. Which also meant, I hoped, that Violet was in one of these rooms.

      I carefully pushed open a door and peered inside, trying not to feel disappointed when I found yet another servants’ closet, devoid of the dark-haired, gray-eyed girl who had come to mean so much to me in such a short period of time. I was slowly pulling the door closed when I heard footsteps approaching from one of the adjoining hallways.

      I retreated down the hall, ducking behind yet another velvet curtain concealing what someone might have thought was a charming cushioned seat under a high window. I sat and pulled my feet up onto the bench. I had to wonder about the functionality of the stupid things—they seemed only suitable for people who were sneaking around or looking for a good make-out spot. Either way, it seemed like an unnecessary and impractical design feature. Maybe there were such swarms of guards here that nobody expected an enemy to get so far into the palace.

      I was beginning to make out voices from within my cocoon of shadows, and I carefully pulled back the heavy brocade fabric, turning my ear toward the sound.

      A low, irate female voice snapped, “What the hell is going on? I was just getting started, and I—”

      “Mr. Croft has escaped and is clearly wandering around the palace,” came a clipped, authoritative voice, interrupting the first. “I’m sorry to pull you out, but I need you, my Head of Wardens, to arrange the search to get him back to his cell… What do you think people will say about my new minister if Patrians are allowed to go free in these halls? I’d hate to see my own sister lose her credibility so quickly after gaining the position.”

      I chanced leaning my head toward the curtains, just enough so I could peer out of the small gap. As I watched, a perfectly coifed, golden-haired woman strode past, her crown gleaming under the bright white lights overhead—Queen Elena. Another woman with similar facial features was with her, but looking at the two was like comparing oil and water; the second woman was big, thick, and all of it was muscle.

      It had to be a result of Mr. Jenks’ genetic modifications. We had learned that Queen Rina had allowed her own children to be the test subjects, but we didn’t have much information beyond that. Most of the information regarding them had been destroyed.

      The two paused just beyond my alcove, and I could see them turning toward each other.

      The muscular woman made a growling sound, crossing her arms. “I get it, I get it. I’ll look for him. Have you determined where the egg is?”

      Elena shook her head. “Not exactly, but Desmond is confident that the only way they could beat her operative to the temple is by going downriver. They’ve only ever used one captain—an elderly Patrian man. I suspect we will find the egg and the two missing boys with him.”

      The other woman scoffed, crossing her arms. “We should just kill them—it’s clear that Desmond will never be able to win their loyalty.”

      My throat dried out. They were going to get to the river before we did. Owen had better have found a way to contact Alejandro. I had to believe it.

      “It is foolish to underestimate Desmond’s ability to get people to do what she wants, Tabitha,” Elena chided. “Anyway, it’ll soon be over. Mr. Jenks’ team is on standby. When we recover the egg, you and I will be mothers of the next generation.”

      Tabitha groaned, and Elena gave her a sharp look. Tabitha looked back at her for a moment, and then shrugged. “What? I’m not looking forward to pregnancy—it seems disgusting.”

      “Would you rather not? I’m sure our lovely sister Carla would be more than happy to take your place.” Even from my position I could see Tabitha give Elena a thunderous look, and Elena responded with an imperious smirk. “There you have it,” she said sweetly. “Are the troops in place and ready to go?”

      Tabitha nodded. “As soon as Desmond confirms the target is dead, we’ll be ready to go.”

      “Excellent. Now please, see to Mr. Croft. Ms. Bates seems confident he’ll rescue her, and I would very much like to disabuse her of that notion.” She touched her nose—it was swollen and purple, marring her elegant features.

      So Violet really had punched the queen. A smile grew on my lips. It was so much more satisfying to see that bruise than I’d anticipated. Only Violet could make someone that angry.

      Which, in turn, only made my concern grow. Violet had clearly harmed the queen, which might explain why they had brought her up here, rather than back to the cells—maybe she had been deemed too dangerous, so they had been forced to keep her contained elsewhere.

      At least, I hoped that was it.

      “And Tabitha, have someone get the security system working again—this is a most inopportune, very likely deliberate, time for it to go down. I’d not anticipated them having inside help, but I want to cover every possibility…”

      That meant the queen and her sister didn’t know Ms. Dale was out too—which could only be good for us. Although, I wouldn’t have minded a little distraction from being the prime target… I watched as the two women parted ways, and then held my breath, counting in my head until I reached sixty. I made a quick check to make sure the coast was clear, then moved down the hall, back in the direction the women had come from, silently checking doors.

      I had to duck into another alcove as someone else approached, and I was surprised to see Desmond breeze past. I waited until she was long gone, cursing at how much slower this was with the area under such heavy guard, and then stepped out into the hall, continuing to check the rooms as quietly as possible. They seemed countless, more sitting rooms, conference rooms, bathrooms, and laboratories than any person could ever hope to use. At least the excessive quantity of fancy, footed furniture gave me plenty of things to hide under.

      I couldn’t say how many rooms I checked before I found her. The time I’d been prowling around this level of the palace was starting to feel unreal. What finally alerted me was the stone-faced warden standing guard outside a door along an otherwise very typical suite of what looked like studies. Why guard the door to a library…?

      I had no time to be subtle. When the coast was clear, I stepped clearly into the hallway with my gun pointed at the woman’s head.

      “Out of the way,” I told her, in the voice I’d used to command criminals to stand down as a Patrian warden. Her eyes flicked to the radio at her belt, and I continued, moving steadily closer. “Don’t even think about it.” Slowly, she put her hands up in the air, and as soon as she did, I lunged, the butt of my handgun connecting with the top of her head.

      The woman went down quickly and hard, and I burst through the door—and saw Violet.

      I was relieved to find her alive. I’d been worried about discovering a body. But my relief soured when I took in her condition. I turned the lock on the handle of the door behind us and stepped farther into the room.

      She had been strapped to a table, secured by her wrists and ankles. Her eyes were closed, and it seemed like she was trying to meditate or control her breathing. I could see that she had been crying—tear trails cut down her cheeks. As my gaze dragged over to the massive, inch-wide blade pinning the palm of her hand to the table, pure, animal rage seared my insides. Blood flowed thickly from the wound, streaking down her arm in ribbons and dripping into a small puddle on the stone floor.

      Shoving my gun into the waistband of my pants, I rushed over to her.

      “Violet?” I whispered, trying hard to keep my voice gentle, and she opened her eyes, looking at me. Her gaze was glazed and distracted, and it took her a minute to focus on me. When she did, she squinted, as if she thought her eyes were lying to her.

      Licking her lips, she swallowed. “Took you long enough,” she rasped. I could hear the pain in her voice, in spite of her weak attempt at humor.

      “Too long,” I agreed. I studied the knife still lodged in her hand. “Violet… baby… this is going to hurt.”

      She gave me a long look, her expression flat. “Do it,” she breathed.

      I didn’t waste any time, just reached out and yanked the knife free as quickly as possible. Violet bit back her scream, but her back arched against the restraints, her legs and arms shaking. I did my best to soothe her, but I knew my voice would be lost amidst the pain she was in.

      I tore through the drawers in the room and finally found a roll of electrical tape. Her blood was flowing more freely from the open wound, coating her hand like a single, crimson, elbow-length glove. Cursing, I tore off a piece of my shirt and wound it around her hand several times, using the tape to secure the makeshift bandage to the palm of her hand.

      Violet took it like a champ. The only sounds she made were soft and barely discernible, but I knew it had to hurt like hell.

      When it was done, she slumped against the restraints, soaked with sweat and tears of pain. I carefully removed her bindings, feet first, and helped ease her down from the table. She panted and wiped her forehead with the back of her left hand, clearing her face as she clung to my shoulders, barely able to support her own weight through the pain.

      “Well,” she said after a moment, “that was horrible.”

      I smoothed back her hair and nodded. “I don’t think we’re going to count this rescue, okay?”

      Violet gave a half-chuckle, her eyes drifting closed for a second. “I was thinking to give it to you for free,” she panted. “Viggo—Elena… and Desmond…”

      “They’re working together,” I interjected. She gave me a surprised look, and I nodded. “Yeah… I, uh… I ran into Owen. Apparently, he’s now working with Ms. Dale to get us all out of here. If we can believe him.”

      Her eyebrows drew together into a frown. “Is he okay?” she asked, not questioning Owen’s role reversal at all, and I had to tamp down the surge of irrational jealousy that roared up in me. Violet liked Owen as a friend. They had been through the thick of things together. It was the only reason I had given him a pass. Well, that and the fact that he had been part of the team that had gotten the surgical equipment needed to save my life, so I owed him one. Well, two, if I counted the bomb he and Violet had defused at the facility.

      I gritted my teeth together as I realized I was more indebted to Owen then I cared to admit. I was sure he was a nice enough guy, but I just didn’t like him.

      “He’s fine,” I muttered. “And he seems to be willing to help us. I got him to try to get a message to Alejandro, so hopefully they are moving the boat farther upriver.”

      Violet nodded and slowly steadied herself on her feet. “We need to move, Viggo,” she said, her voice still tremulous.

      “Are you going to be okay?” I asked.

      She straightened up, looking at her bandaged hand. “It’s my dominant hand, but it doesn’t matter. We just need to get out of here before we get caught. Let’s worry about my hand afterward.”

      “Agreed,” I said, pulling the guard’s gun back out of my pants. We approached the door, and Violet reached out with her left hand and slowly cracked it open. I checked one side of the door as it opened, then stepped around the threshold to check the other side of the hallway. “Clear,” I announced, and Violet stepped out, closing the door behind us.

      The guard I’d left crumpled in the hallway was still there, which was a good sign, but not guaranteed to keep any more of them from running down here and spotting us. I dragged her prone body inside the horrible interrogation room and tied her hands to the table, then looked for the nearest stairwell. All the way down, Owen had said. And we were pretty far up.

      Violet had lost a lot of blood, given the pallor of her skin, but she didn’t complain as we walked down the halls. Still, I suddenly wished I’d found a first aid kit on this level—if only to get her a blood patch.

      “Where are we going?” she whispered.

      “Garage at the bottom of the palace—that’s where we’re all meeting up.”

      She nodded and we kept looking for the stairs, but as we passed through the halls, I could see dark shadows haunting her eyes. My concern mounting, I couldn’t help but ask, “What is it?”

      “This is where Lee killed Queen Rina and Mr. Jenks,” she whispered, as if the memory pained her more than her hand. I was about to say something sympathetic, but then she pointed. “Looks like stairs.”

      We’d found our way down. At my nod, Violet slowly swung the doorway open, and I quickly swept the stairwell landing, grateful to find it empty. I started down the stairs, taking care to keep my footsteps light.

      Down. All we had to do was go all the way down.
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      The sounds of our footsteps echoed down the empty stairwell. My hand throbbed in tempo with our steps, keeping the rhythm of my heartbeat. Everything felt wobbly.

      A stray thought caught my mind as we went down, and I smiled. “‘Baby’?” I murmured to Viggo. “Since when do you call me ‘baby’?”

      He turned back to stare at me for a pointed moment, then a smile, just the ghost of one, passed over his face. “Let’s keep on going, baby,” he said, as though he had to coax me. “We’re getting closer.”

      I wasn’t sure why I was teasing Viggo about calling me baby. Or why I was even teasing him at all. Nothing about this situation was humorous. If we survived, I didn’t know how long it would be before I could use my dominant hand again.

      And yet, it comforted me to tease him. It allowed me to cope with the situation around us, let me believe that we were getting out of it. I had to believe we would, because the alternative was too grim to think about.

      “What’s the plan, exactly?” I asked, keeping my voice low as we crept down the stairs.

      “From the garage? I’m not entirely sure,” Viggo replied. I felt a sudden surge of anxiety at his frankness, but I kept it to myself—now wasn’t the time or the place for a freak-out. “I figure we get a vehicle and head upriver to meet up with Alejandro and the others. Owen was trying to contact them, but I don’t know if he succeeded. From there… I don’t know. I suppose we need to get to Patrus and warn the king.”

      I nodded. It made sense—King Maxen needed to know what was coming. The irony of it all, that it was just the same plan we’d originally had for Matrus, struck me, and my head throbbed. I wasn’t sure what Elena’s timeframe was, or even what her plan was. I knew that she was trying to manufacture a war with Patrus; maybe she was trying to make Patrus look like the aggressor.

      The situation between Patrus and Matrus had always been tense, but we had lived in relative peace since the inception of our countries. Nothing like this had ever happened before, and I only hoped we could find a way to stop it before too many people were hurt.

      Or killed.

      “What’s wrong?” asked Viggo. I realized I had stopped in the middle of the steps.

      “Nothing,” I muttered, pressing forward. “I guess… I guess I’m just worried about what’s going to happen to us. And to… to everyone. It seems like the harder we try, the more this problem just keeps getting bigger and bigger.”

      Viggo gave me a soft look, stopped, and pulled me into his arms, dropping a kiss on my forehead. “I don’t know what’s going to happen, but we’re together, and we’re going to figure it out, okay?”

      His words did comfort me, at least a little. We headed downstairs in silence, with as much focus as I could muster. And then we had reached it—the bottom landing. We could go no farther down this particular stairwell. As we reached the floor, we could hear the heavy sound of booted feet on stone through the door. Viggo and I quickly pressed our backs into the wall behind the door and waited.

      The boots never slowed as they passed, marching on without breaking rhythm.

      I released a breath and then reached for the doorknob with my left hand. Viggo moved to the other side of the door and gave me a nod. I slowly drew it open. He checked the hall again, and then looked back at me with a frown.

      “What is it?” I asked, my pulse starting to spike again.

      “It’s clear. I just thought we were done with these damn hallways.”

      I followed him out and realized he was right: we hadn’t reached the garage yet. It was yet another mildly colored wall, tiled floor, and hallway lined with velvet-curtained alcoves. “Which way?” Viggo whispered.

      “I don’t know. I’ve never been on this floor before.”

      “All right, we’ll just keep checking all our options. It can’t be far.”

      We were barely halfway down the length of the hall when all hell broke loose. The floor beneath our feet shuddered, and the sound of some distant chaos came to our ears. Viggo and I looked at each other, and that was when the alarm started: a sharp and shrill bell that repeated over and over again. As if timed with the alarm, two sets of footsteps rang out from behind us, moving fast.

      With a hissed curse, Viggo hooked his arm around my waist and pulled me down the hall a few feet, pushing us both into one of the curved alcoves behind a heavy curtain. I had barely gotten a glimpse at what looked like a window seat without the window when, in one solid motion, Viggo pushed me against the wall and tucked himself into the nook behind me, his arms curving around my waist, his warm body pressed against mine.

      The alarm blared on, covering the sounds of our breathing. The boots moved past us, retreating into the hallway… but I was beginning to suspect it wouldn’t be long before they turned around and headed back. Even through the pain I was in, the sudden proximity of Viggo’s body to mine was distracting. His breath went in and out right next to my ear.

      As the sound of the boots quietened, I squirmed in his arms, turning to see his rugged, tired face, shadowed with the scruff of a neglected beard. “They’ll be back,” I breathed, my voice barely audible in spite of the intimacy of the tiny alcove.

      “The cameras must be back on,” Viggo replied, looking down into my eyes, and we held our position. I could feel his heart beating fast against my shoulder.

      The alarm was interminable, and the distant thudding sounds continued. We heard the pairs of boots return, this time at a run, and as they neared us, Viggo suddenly let me go and stepped out of the alcove.

      There was no sound of struggle or gunfire—he’d caught them unawares. I peeked out to see that Viggo held them at gunpoint. Both their hands hovered in the air over their weapons. I stepped out beside him. “Don’t,” I warned, and, slowly, both of them raised their hands.

      I quickly disarmed them and then held one of the pilfered guns awkwardly with my left hand, stuffing the other one into the back of my pants with the safety on. The weight felt wrong—too heavy and unbalanced—but I managed to hold it as steadily as my fatigued body would allow. That would have to be enough, because if these women tried something, I doubted I would be able to hit either one of them, even from this tight range.

      “In the room,” Viggo said, using his gun to point to the one he meant. One of the guards gave him a steely glare, her lips pursed, but she moved, pushing open the door and stepping in. Her partner followed her. I followed too, closing the door behind us. Over us, the alarm wailed on.

      “On your knees,” Viggo ordered, and the guards shakily sank to the ground. I could see that they were afraid now, although they were doing an admirable job concealing it.

      “Don’t be afraid,” I said. “We aren’t going to hurt you.”

      “That’s right, ladies. We just need to ask you a question,” Viggo said, and I could hear his warden voice surfacing. “Where’s the garage?”

      “How do we know you’ll let us go?” shot back one of the guards, her voice alarmingly loud.

      “Viggo doesn’t kill unarmed women,” I said, pointing my gun at her, hoping she couldn’t see my weird posture behind a barrel to her face. “But I do. So it’s either him or me—your choice.”

      My voice was conversational, but cold, and by the look in their eyes, I had them convinced. The other guard spoke up sullenly.

      “Two… two more floors down. Take the access stairs from the door on the left at the end of this hall.”

      Viggo nodded.

      “Now let us go,” the louder guard said tightly.

      “Of course,” Viggo said. “We just need some insurance.” And without warning, he lunged forward and hammered the woman on the head with the butt of his gun.

      She crumpled to the ground. The second guard made as if to scramble away, and Viggo tackled her, wrapping his arm around her neck in a chokehold. When her hands came up and began beating at his head, I shoved the barrel of my gun into her chest, and she stilled, then succumbed to unconsciousness. My left hand shook from the weight, and I yanked the dangerous thing away from her as soon as her body relaxed.

      The corridors outside were empty—too empty. We followed the guard’s instructions and reached still more stairs. There were only two more flights down before we would be at the hallway that led to the garage. The stairs were also clear. The alarm was fainter inside the stairwell, but the crashes and thumps we’d been hearing were louder. Much louder.

      We cautiously made our way down the stairs, where I pulled open yet another door for Viggo, letting him check this hallway. He gave me a little nod and stepped through, and I followed.

      A rapid burst of gunfire filled the hall, and I reflexively leapt right, into a doorway, pressing my back into it to make myself as small a target as possible. Shards of stone and mortar flew everywhere as bullets pounded the walls.

      I looked over and saw Viggo pressed into a doorframe farther down. “Dammit, she was hiding around the corner!” he swore. Bullets impacted around him as the unknown shooter unloaded her clip. Anger flooding through my veins, I grabbed my pistol from the waist of my pants, gripping it tightly in my left hand.

      Taking a deep breath, I called a warning to Viggo before sticking my arm out and firing down the hall at the shooter. I wasn’t trying to aim, which was good, because I wasn’t sure I was capable of hitting anything with this hand—but I did hear a yelp of surprise, and the gunfire stopped for a moment.

      My eardrums were throbbing from the thunderous cracks of bullets being fired, and my wrist stung from the recoil of the gun, but I ignored the pain. Taking a step into the hallway, I dropped to one knee and raised my gun, using my other wrist as a brace since my hand couldn’t have taken the pressure.

      I aimed for a spot to the left, and waited. Sure enough, the guard swung back into view, her body in a half crouch, and I squeezed the trigger repeatedly, a yell escaping my throat, watching all my shots go wide.

      My pistol fired a final time and then clicked. The woman raised her rifle again, but something caught her in the shoulder—Viggo’s shot. She gave a small cry and dropped her gun, her hand going up to cover the spurting wound. Viggo pushed past me, colliding with the woman and slamming her head against the ground.

      The faint wailing of the alarm and the sound we’d been hearing continued even louder—a series of sharp bursts—gunfire.

      Viggo rolled the unconscious guard over and I raced toward him to see him peering at a door just around the corner. “She was guarding this door—I think it’s the garage door.”

      “That’s what I was thinking,” I said, and he yanked it open for me, reversing our familiar pattern. I crouched on the other side of the door and looked out as the sound of guns firing and bullets ricocheting burst from the room beyond.

      Outside, I saw why the corridors had been so empty. I looked out at a low catwalk lining a giant garage. It was the size of a warehouse, with rows and rows of vehicles lined up in pristine condition—well, they probably had been before the battle. A huge box of a vehicle, with massive tires and blacked-out rear windows, was pulled halfway out of one of the rows. An overturned four-wheeler lay between it and the rows of palace guards who lined the catwalk on the wall perpendicular to this one, resting their automatic weapons on the railing and firing without a break. The bullets seemed to ping off harmlessly—the SUV must be armored. Every so often an answering shot rang out from the people concealed behind its tinted windows. I caught sight of a few metal steps between us and the guards which led from the catwalk down to the garage floor.

      It seemed nobody had noticed the open door. I looked back at Viggo and filled him in.

      He nodded grimly. “That’s gotta be Ms. Dale. I hope Owen got to her. If we force those guards to take cover, we can get to them.”

      I surveyed my single handgun. I’d dropped the empty one on the floor behind us. “I’ve only got one clip left.”

      Viggo nodded. “Then we’ve gotta make it count. All at once—make them think there’s a whole company of us.”

      We looked levelly into each other’s eyes for a moment, Viggo’s sharp green gaze speaking volumes to me. I hoped mine said all the things that swelled in my heart for that tiny moment. Then Viggo signaled go, and the two of us burst out into the garage, guns firing.

      Thankfully, we didn’t need to aim. The effect of our unexpected attack was immediate: the group of guards scattered, some of them pulling back against the wall of the garage, some of them dropping to the floor of the metal catwalk and crawling back toward the next room.

      Viggo behind me, I took the few steps down to the garage floor at a run. I saw why none of the guards were by this door when the SUV’s driver’s side window, which pointed toward us with the windshield facing the guards, rolled down just enough that the point of a shotgun could be seen poking out.

      “Ms. Dale, Owen!” I shouted, waving my arms. “Don’t shoot! It’s us!”

      The window flashed a couple more inches down, and the woman inside—it was Ms. Dale, thank goodness—nodded. “We'll be right there!” Then the boxy SUV reversed suddenly, speeding out from behind the four-wheeler that had sheltered its tires, skidding to a halt beside us.

      By the time we heard both Owen and Ms. Dale’s voices shouting “Get in!” I’d yanked open the back door, abandoning my empty gun to grab the handle with my left hand, and toppled into the backseat, Viggo jumping in behind me. Bullets pinged off the vehicle as the door slammed shut; the guards had gotten back into formation.

      “About time you guys got here,” Owen said from the passenger’s side.

      “I’m sorry about the mess back there, kids,” Ms. Dale said conversationally. Viggo was already agape, staring at the duffel bag the two of us were now practically sitting on, which was bursting with a jumble of weapons and ammunition. “I didn’t have time to be tidy.”

      “Tidiness is overrated,” Viggo said, grabbing a handgun, cracking the window, and firing out toward the group of guards now in front of our window.

      “Seatbelts on?” Ms. Dale asked, as a fresh shower of gunfire impacted the windshield. I winced, but the Matrian technology showed only the barest cracks.

      “Just drive, woman!” Viggo hollered at her.

      Ms. Dale drove.

      As rows of cars flashed by us, Owen turned around to look at Viggo. “I got hold of your friend. He’s moving the… uh, the transportation for us. He said he’ll meet us an hour’s drive outside of town—I gave Ms. Dale directions. But we need to hurry—we have no idea whether Elena will go after them, or how long it will take them to mobilize and follow us.”

      Ms. Dale continued the briefing. “From what I’ve seen, Elena and Desmond are likely more focused on their master plan than us,” she said. “Regardless, whatever ideas you have for a plan, don’t talk about them in the car—it’s likely wired.”

      “Okay.” Viggo stared at Ms. Dale, who calmly continued driving. “Change of subject. How did you get down here? And where did you get all of these weapons?”

      Ms. Dale’s eyes didn’t leave the road, but she smiled a bit. “A good spy never reveals her secrets,” she said smugly. Then her eyes sobered. “But I’ve been in this palace hundreds of times. I know it very well. And I figured if I was going to officially betray my country, I might as well go out with a bang.”

      I looked at her, then out of the back windshield, noting the lack of cars pursuing us as we hurtled up a dimly lit tunnel that I trusted led to the outside world. The emptiness in the tunnel around us was unsettling; even in the stairs of the castle it had been strange. Faintly, we could still hear the palace alarm, but it was already fading. “Are you sure we’re not being tracked? Is there a tracker on this car? This feels… too easy.”

      Ms. Dale’s answer wasn’t comforting. “We can’t be sure. But it’s our only option.”
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      I didn’t say it at the time, but Violet was right. I couldn’t help but feel like our escape had been too easy. Since leaving the palace, there had been no signs of pursuit, and that alone was worrisome. I did not expect Elena to give us up so easily—not unless there was a reason for it. Yet there was nothing we could do about it now: staying would’ve certainly meant death for me and more torture for Violet. Even if Elena had further plans for us, we were going to have to risk it, because time was running out—whatever Elena and Desmond had planned, I was willing to bet they were already implementing it.

      Next to me, Violet was cradling her right hand, her eyes closed and a grim look on her face as she tried not to react to every jostle and bump of the vehicle. I looked at my makeshift bandage on her hand and frowned, making a mental note to ask Alejandro if he had a first aid kit when we got onboard his boat. Violet needed her wound treated properly—I was worried about infection. After all, the shirt I had used hadn’t been the cleanest. I had been wearing it since… yesterday? The day before?

      I couldn’t actually recall the last time I’d changed my shirt. Time was moving so quickly that all the days were blending together in my mind. It was a sure sign of fatigue, but I—we—couldn’t afford to sleep. We just didn’t have the time for anything more than catnaps in the vehicle. The sun was close to setting, and we had a long way to go.

      We had passed the border to the no-man’s land that was the riverbank nearly an hour ago, and Ms. Dale was using the armored SUV like the professional she was. She had stopped only long enough to switch into four-wheel drive, and then pulled us into the long grass growing by the side of the road, forging through the vegetation toward the river. It was slow going—it had to be—but I could see the break in the grass that meant the river was drawing close.

      Ms. Dale pushed us through the last bit of thick grass and we pulled onto the bank, where the ground was devoid of any life, thanks to the toxic waters seeping up from the river. The armored vehicle growled to a stop, and I scanned the river, looking for any sign of Alejandro’s boat.

      “Where is it?” Owen asked, his voice thick with urgency.

      I was just about to say that I didn’t know when I saw it—the beige-white boat floating toward us, the sickly water churning at its helm as it forged upriver. Pulling out a pair of binoculars Ms. Dale had acquired from her mysterious stash—I was assuming the palace armory—I held them up to my eyes, and was relieved to see Alejandro standing at the helm. There was no sign of Tim or Jay, but I could see Samuel’s sleek brown body sitting on the bow—he was staring right at us, his furry head cocked.

      “It’s there,” I said. I snapped out of my seatbelt and got out, shouldering the long duffle bag full of weapons. It was heavy, and the strap bit into my shoulder, but I ignored it along with that flash of irritation that came over me when I realized, once again, that I still wasn’t as strong as I used to be. The operation had set me back months, maybe more, and it was hard not to be bitter about it, even though it had technically been my fault that I had to have one in the first place.

      Ms. Dale shut off the vehicle, and the rest of our party exited it.

      “Okay, Viggo, you and I can head over there and check—” Owen began, then stopped in the middle of his sentence and gave me a considering look. He moved toward the boat instead, murmuring, “I mean, I’ll go check it out.”

      I realized I was glaring deeply. “Good. You do that,” I replied dryly, catching the sound of Violet’s chuckle as she came up to stand beside me.

      “What’s so funny?” I asked, and she gave me a smile that seemed to chase away the lines of anxiety and pain that were etched into her face.

      “You are,” she replied tartly. “Did you realize you were alpha male-ing with Owen?”

      “What, am I coming on too strong?” I asked, wondering if it bothered her. I’d barely even noticed what I was doing. I just hated taking orders.

      She looked at me thoughtfully, the smile still playing on her lips. “Maybe,” she said. “But honestly, I think it’s cute.”

      I glowered at that, adjusting the strap over my shoulder. “I prefer to think of it as masculine,” I grumbled, and she laughed again.

      Ms. Dale gave us an irritated look as she stalked by, her expression disapproving. “You two,” she said waspishly, “really need to stop flirting when your lives are in danger.”

      Violet and I exchanged smirks. It wasn’t the first time Ms. Dale had said something along those lines, and it certainly wouldn’t be the last. At least, I hoped it wouldn’t.

      My anxiety increased as I scanned the tall grass that stopped behind us, several feet from the bank. Anything or anyone could be hiding in there, and even though it still pained me to agree with Ms. Dale, she was right.

      Placing my hand at the small of Violet’s back, I said, “Let’s go.”

      “I’ll catch up,” Ms. Dale told me, and I looked back to see her climbing into the seat of the SUV just long enough to start it, the driver’s side door still open, and slowly maneuver the vehicle closer to the drop-off into the river.

      “What is she…” The question died on my lips as the SUV’s tires began sliding on the mud of the bank and Ms. Dale leapt from the driver’s seat, landing awkwardly in sludge as the still-running car drove itself the rest of the way into Veil River. It made much less noise and splash than I would’ve expected, floating a moment before starting to sink with a horrible gurgling.

      Ms. Dale caught me eyeing her and shrugged. “Tying up some loose ends,” she smirked. Violet chuckled.

      Just a little way upriver, Owen was impatiently waving us over. “It’s him,” he called, rather redundantly, when we were close enough.

      I came up next to him, sighting the older man on the deck. My heart lifted just a little. “Alejandro! You made it!”

      Alejandro’s frown was barely discernable in the waning light, but his voice was clear as he shouted, “Aye, my friend! I barely got out before the docks were swarming with wardens. It’s a good thing nobody else has the kind of motors I do. But more will be on their way here, so we really need to—”

      “Hurry,” I finished for him, sliding the bag off my shoulder and tossing it to Owen. He grunted as he caught it, and I barely stopped the self-satisfied smile from reaching my face.

      Violet was already eyeing the gap between the bank and the ship with a dubious expression, her eyes scanning the contaminated waters, the fingers on her injured hand twitching.

      “How are we going to…”

      Her question was cut off as a blurry body suddenly came barreling down the deck past Alejandro, vaulted the boat’s safety rails, and sailed the six feet or more from boat to shore on sheer momentum, landing with a wet thump on the bank in front of us.

      “Violet! Viggo!” Jay exclaimed, a huge grin on his face. Beside me, I heard Violet let out a sharp sigh of what seemed to be relief. “Hi, Jay,” she said, and I couldn’t tell whether she sounded like she wanted to laugh or admonish him.

      On my other side, Owen seemed taken aback. “Jay… you left the Liberators, too? Desmond didn’t tell me that.”

      “Sounds pretty normal to me,” Jay said. “She never tells me anything.”

      The two of them shared a look of pain that quickly turned to sympathy, and then moved forward and clapped each other on the back. “I’m glad to see you here,” Owen said sincerely, and Jay echoed the sentiment.

      I felt a slight lessening of my dislike for Owen at how obviously he cared for Jay, but every moment we spent on this bank made me surer that our Matrian pursuers would appear out of the grasses. “Let’s get moving, guys,” I said. “We can explain more on the boat.”

      “All right.” Jay held up the end of a long rope he carried in two hands, the other end trailing over the water back to the boat. As we watched, Tim came up from the other side of the boat, holding the rest of the coil of rope, which he affixed to the boat’s railing. “Violet!” he called. “Eggs. Safe!”

      As Violet shouted her relief to her brother, Jay quickly scouted out a lone tree among the grasses of the bank and tied his end of the rope to it in a thick lump of knot.

      “We chose this spot to land because of the tree. Alejandro said the bank here is too shallow to get close enough to use the gangplank,” he explained.

      I felt myself smiling, despite everything, at the boys’ enthusiasm. I was glad to see they didn’t look too shell-shocked by their narrow escape from the wardens at the dock. Or at our narrow escape from the castle, at that. As they pulled the rope taut, though, I began to have my doubts about this method of boarding.

      Jay went back to the boat first, and he made it look easy. He simply leapt, caught the rope, and swung across easily, hand over hand, until he could grab the boat’s railings and hoist himself up pull-up style. He wasn’t even fully grown, and his casual strength continued to amaze me. I allowed myself a moment of jealousy. Only one.

      If I had that kind of strength, I could just carry Violet across in one arm… I looked at the gray-eyed girl beside me, worried she would overtax her injury. “Violet, can you—”

      “I got it,” she said, cutting me off, her eyes hard and focused. I kept the doubt off my face, knowing she was determined.

      “All right,” I said, taking a step back.

      She carefully swung her right arm around the rope, hooking it with her elbow. With a grunt, she lifted her legs off the ground, wrapped them around the rope, and began edging across, her left hand pulling her body forward while she hung upside-down over the water.

      It took her a few minutes—I watched with my heart in my throat, half afraid she was going to plummet into the contaminated waters below. But she made it. Of course she did. As I watched Tim throw his arms around Violet, his relief strong enough to put aside the pain he felt when he was touched, I felt doubly relieved that nothing had happened to any of them.

      Ms. Dale was next across the rope, and I couldn’t help but give her a grand, sweeping bow as she went past me. “Ladies first,” I said graciously.

      Her lips thinned as she gave me a look of disdain. “Don’t be an ass,” she chided as she swung up on the rope, crossing over quickly. Owen moved up next to me as we watched her scuttle across, extremely limber for a woman in her middle years.

      “I don’t get it—why do you two talk to each other like that?” he asked, his voice curious and light.

      I glanced at him, and then clapped him on the shoulder. “I’ll tell you when you’re older,” I said, before hoisting myself up on the rope. I hesitated, and then went the way Jay had gone, using my hands only. I knew that I still wasn’t as strong as I used to be, but I still had my pride. My hands felt steady, but the sway of the rope and the sight of the gurgling waters beneath me were unnerving, and I was glad to finally catch a leg over the railing and swing myself aboard.

      Finally it was Owen’s turn, and he hoisted himself up, the bag of weapons swinging ominously over the water.

      “If you drop that,” Ms. Dale called from the railing, watching him closely, “I will cut the rope.”

      Owen made a sound of exasperation as he struggled to get to the boat. “You know, I get it,” he called, huffing and puffing as he pulled himself across. “You guys are—mad at me for following Desmond’s orders. But—oof—none of you knew about Desmond’s betrayal either. So if you would just—cut me some slack, that’d be great.”

      “I’m sorry—you want us to cut what?” Violet shot back, and I smiled, happy to see that she hadn’t lost any of her spunk in that torture room.

      Owen gave her an alarmed look, which was comical, considering he was swinging upside down, and then shook his head. “I’ve changed my mind,” he said as he pulled himself closer. “Is it too late to go back to Desmond?”

      “Only if you’re super eager for a bullet in the back of your head,” Violet called out sweetly.

      Owen grunted, reached out for the railing, and carefully pulled himself onto the boat, heaving from the exertion. “I’m good,” he deadpanned, and Violet beamed at him in approval. He heaved the weapons onto one of the built-in benches in the bow.

      “Quit your yammering and cut the line,” Alejandro ordered gruffly, and I could sense my old friend’s displeasure at how long this was taking.

      Ms. Dale pulled a knife out of her belt and obeyed, and I heard the boat’s powerful engine growl into a higher gear as Alejandro began moving us away from the bank. I went over to the older man, noting the steely-eyed way he was glaring at the river, and how his knuckles were practically white on the helm of the boat.

      “You okay?” I asked, and he gave me a sharp look.

      “Am I okay?” he repeated, looking me up and down. “Boy, I was downright worried about you. Then I get a message from that one over there”—he shoved a finger at Owen—“telling me I had to move the boat—I thought you were going to stop him from killing the queen! I didn’t know what to think! It was damned lucky he was begging me to believe him. Otherwise I would’ve stayed in that harbor, and we’d all have been sunk!”

      “I’m sorry,” I said, and then hesitated. I wasn’t sure what I was sorry for—circumstances had been well beyond my control, and I’d done the best I could.

      He gave me a look and shook his head, echoing my thoughts. “Nah, you’ve got nothing to be sorry for. So, what’s going on?”

      “It’s a long story… but basically, Elena was behind everything. And I do mean everything—even before Violet and I were involved.”

      He frowned, his wrinkled face growing more worried. “But I thought—”

      “We all did. But all that matters is that we have to get to Patrus. They’re going after King Maxen.”

      Alejandro looked at me, and then at Owen, who was fiddling with his handheld near the cabin; Ms. Dale, who seemed to be checking her bag of weapons; the boys, who had been roaming the deck shouting about the sunset; and finally Violet. “How the hell are you going to get all of them in there?” he asked.

      I shot an apologetic look at Violet, who had been listening closely and was clearly asking herself the same question. “I guess I’m just going to have to complete my mission,” I said.

      There was a long pause, and then Violet’s concerned look bloomed into a wide grin. “Viggo… that is brilliant,” she announced.

      I had just opened my mouth to reply when a strange whirring noise seemed to rise out of the twilight, gathering on the Matrian side of the river. At the same time, Ms. Dale gave a shout of alarm.

      I turned in time to see her pointing at a massive heloship coming straight for us. It looked like a boat hovering in the air, with four long beams coming off the sides attached to massive propellers. Its body was painted a deep mottled green, probably to better blend in with trees and grass. I’d never seen the inside of one, but I’d read that they were typically armed with .50-caliber machine guns—and rocket-propelled missiles.

      The next thing I knew, a bright red-orange flash had exploded from the heloship’s nose, a long line of smoke trailing behind it as the missile blasted forward faster than I could articulate the words look out. My mouth was barely forming the ‘k’ sound when it slammed into us.
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      I hooked my right elbow around the rail and grabbed Viggo, locking my arm around his. He was trying to say something, but I could hear nothing over the roar of the rocket as it struck the bow of the ship—hard. The deck seemed to ripple beneath our feet, and I felt my knees hit the deck. I clutched Viggo and the railing tightly as a wave of heat washed over us. Pain flooded through my hand, but I didn’t stop clenching my arm inward to keep my elbow hooked.

      Smoke invaded my lungs, and I coughed, trying to find a clean pocket of air to breathe. My ears were ringing from the intensity of the explosion, and I shook my head repeatedly, trying to clear the sound. It took me a second to realize my eyes had closed, and I opened them, fearing what I would see.

      The smoke clung thickly to the ship, making it difficult to see anything. It was only by feeling Viggo’s hand tightening around my arm that I knew he was alive. As for Tim, Jay, or anyone else… I couldn’t tell. Gravity seemed to wobble; the deck tilted, tipping down toward the bow. I couldn’t tell how bad the damage was because of the smoke, but it was clear that it was extensive. “Tim!” I shouted. “Jay!”

      The smoke shifted, and I made out the figure of Ms. Dale. Her mouth was moving, and I assumed she was shouting something, but the high-pitched ringing in my ears drowned out everything else. She had a long tube thrown over her shoulder, and, as I watched, fire and smoke exploded from the end. The streak of fire cut a path through the smoke still clinging to the ship, and I followed its sharp line as whatever she’d shot slammed into one of the approaching heloship’s propellers.

      The heloship reared back from the blow as if it had hit an invisible wall. Smoke and flames erupted from that side of it. I watched as it tilted, slowly pulling back toward Matrus. I continued to track it, but with the smoke and distance, it disappeared within seconds, heading toward the ground. I couldn’t see a corresponding explosion, but I hoped—I prayed—that the heloship was grounded.

      The ringing in my ears had lessened, and now I could hear Owen shouting something, but I couldn’t quite make it out. “Tim!” I shouted again, and I was relieved to see the flash of his head come out from behind where Alejandro clung to the helm, his eyes wild. There was another shout, and I saw that Jay was clinging to the railing behind—and now slightly above—us. I saw a thumbs-up flash between him and Tim, signaling to each other that they both were okay.

      Alejandro looked over at Viggo and me and yelled something, pointing to the bow. As I turned, I saw that it was slowly, but inexorably, tilting deeper toward the river, trying to submerge itself rather than float, the waters of the river lapping hungrily around us. We were sinking. Slipping on the slanted deck, I scrambled to my feet, looking around for anything that could get us out of this mess.

      Alejandro continued to shout, and now I could make out the words raft and cabin. It took me another too-slow moment to piece together what he was saying, panic making me freeze in shock. And then an old memory of Amber and me going into the cabin flashed in my mind. I recalled a bright yellow and red duffel bag sitting on a built-in shelf.

      Beside me, Viggo was getting to his feet, using the railing to steady himself against the slight slant of the boat. His grip on me was like iron, and as I tried to dart toward the cabin, he kept me close to him.

      “What is he saying?” he asked me.

      “There’s a life raft in the cabin! I’m going to go get it!”

      Viggo’s gaze burned into me like I was going insane. “Violet, what if it’s flooding down there? You’ve only got one hand! You can’t go down there.”

      As if to prove him right, my hand gave a fresh wave of pain, and I groaned. But couldn’t he see— “It’s the only way we’ll all get out of this alive!”

      Viggo didn’t let go of my arm. “Don’t be stubborn, Violet. Just because you can’t get it doesn’t mean it’s lost forever. One of us—”

      Just then a young voice cut into our conversation: “I’ll go! I remember where it is!” We both whirled in time to see Jay, who’d moved down the railing closer to us, scrambling carefully toward the raised alcove that held the door to the cabin, his steps uneven on the tilted deck.

      “Jay—”

      “Jay!”

      This time Viggo and I both called out in concern, but he was already on his way.

      On the other side of the ship, Ms. Dale was shouting, “Somebody get the weapons! Does this thing have a life raft?”

      Alejandro turned to her and began shouting too, and Viggo groaned. “We’ve gotta get everyone organized if we’re all going to make it out of this,” he said to me. “Jay’s tough—he can handle this.”

      I turned to follow Viggo to the bow. I knew he was right, but I hated it. Jay was so young to be in constant danger… How could I find a better life for him, let alone my brother and all the boys, if I couldn’t even keep them from risking their lives by following me? But where would be safer?

      Thinking about the tangle that was Matrus and Patrus, I was seized by another thought. “The eggs!” I cried. “They’re in the cabin! I’ve gotta tell Jay!”

      Viggo gave me an alarmed look, but nodded—I was already moving off after the young man. He let me go, heading toward the bow, and I carefully picked my way across the creaking deck, stepping cautiously so I wouldn’t slip.

      It looked like the tilt had slowed Jay down as well. I looked over just in time to see him grabbing the doorframe, swinging inside the wide-roofed entryway that held a small kitchen and a dining area, and heading down the stairs that led to the cabin below deck. A few slippery moments later, I made it to the stairs and started carefully down—although at this point they were more like obstacles than steps. They heaved and swayed with the ship, tilting so sharply down and to the right that on the third step my feet slipped on the narrow wooden planks and I slid into the right wall.

      My right hand automatically shot out to stop my fall, and I cried out as a lance of pain jarred my arm, my eyes clenching shut.

      “Jay!” I shouted down, tears of pain stinging my eyes. “Where are you?”

      A muffled shout came up through the open doorway to the cabin. “Hang on! I’ve almost got it!”

      “You need to get my backpack too! We need those eggs!”

      “What?” Jay shouted back to me, and I repeated myself, my voice cracking. This time I was rewarded by hearing him call back, “Okay!”

      Scared of slipping again, I stumbled back up the last few steps, leaning against the doorframe and looking toward the bow. The river was already beginning to bubble up toward the railing there, seeping closer to us with every moment. The water had killed whatever fire had lingered, but that wouldn’t matter if the ship went down under us. If we didn’t drown, the river’s toxic water could have long-lasting side effects—they were worse the longer you were exposed and could even result in death. Maybe Tim, who’d fallen into the river at age of eight when I tried to smuggle him into Patrus, had been treated by the Matrian doctors who had also altered his genes and torn away his childhood. But the rest of us wouldn’t have that dubious ‘help’.

      My heart lightened just a little to see that on the tilting deck, Viggo had gathered the rest of our party together and they were scrambling up toward me, Owen clutching the bag of weapons, Ms. Dale pulling Alejandro forcibly from the wheel.

      “Violet!” Viggo shouted, catching my eye. “We’re getting onto that roof! Do you have the life raft?”

      “I’m waiting for Jay!” I called back. I looked back down the hallway and saw something glinting at the base of the stairs, a few steps below the doorway into the cabin—river water. God, it was coming up from below. I opened my mouth to yell when Jay burst from the cabin door, the familiar brightly colored duffel under his arm and my battered bag slung over his shoulder. He charged up the stairs, holding out my bag. “Here!”

      As I slung the bag over my left shoulder, Jay thrust the life raft’s duffel into my hands as well, then turned as if to go back down the stairs.

      “What are you doing?” I shouted, struggling to hold up the duffel while favoring my injured hand. It was heavier than I’d expected. “There’s water coming up!”

      Jay’s voice was pained. He didn’t stop. “Samuel’s down there! He was hiding under the bunk!”

      I almost shouted at him to leave the dog behind, but my mouth couldn’t even form the words. The thought of poor Samuel, thinking that hiding under the bed would save him like it always had… If I had been in Jay’s position, I knew I would have done the same thing.

      “Hurry!” I yelled down.

      A commotion from outside, and a wrenching groan beneath my feet, snapped my attention back to the deck. Viggo was pushing Alejandro up onto the roof of the alcove that sheltered the stairs. I craned my neck and saw that Tim, Owen, and Ms. Dale were already up there, huddled together in the small, flat space.

      Alejandro was hauled up by Owen and Ms. Dale, and Viggo came over to me, grabbing the duffel from me and passing it up to Tim’s willing hands above. “Violet,” he said breathlessly, “where’s Jay?”

      I pointed down. “He’s getting Samuel—”

      Viggo cursed. “The bow is going under, Violet. We all need to be up on that roof in thirty seconds.”

      I looked to the right and saw that he was correct—the churning waters of the river lapped at the edge of the railing. Down the stairs, it had risen almost to the level of the cabin door. I listened intently—was that the sound of a dog whining over the churning of the water?

      “Jay!” I called helplessly. “The water’s over the deck! Get out!”

      “I’m coming!” came the muffled shout.

      “Violet,” Viggo said, “get up there! I’ll hoist you!”

      “We can’t leave him—”

      “I know,” Viggo said, and the pain in his voice told me that he was feeling the same horrifying helplessness I felt. Then, without warning, he grabbed me around the waist and thrust my body up toward the roof, pushing my butt up so that I was forced to scrabble for the flat surface until my brother’s hands yanked me up the rest of the way.

      It was just in time. With a wrenching crack and a sucking noise, a huge portion of the front deck cracked, and a surge of toxic water hissed up toward us. “Viggo!” I cried, but he was already pulling himself up by the frame of the door, the wave of water missing his boots by inches.

      I scrambled to my feet to see the dazed faces of the rest of the group looking down at the flood that covered the deck, almost a foot deep and rising. Tim released my hands, helping Viggo to his feet and concealing his flinch when he touched him. “Jay?” Tim asked me, his eyes wide. I could only stare at him, a pit opening in my stomach. Behind him, I could see Owen already inflating the life raft, which apparently came with a tiny outboard motor; but his eyes were locked on mine too.

      I didn’t have words. “I think—” I started, and then Tim’s eyes bulged and he cried, “Jay!”

      I whipped around to see a hand grasping the frame of the door beneath us, fingers trembling. The front end of a whining, wriggling dog appeared from below, and Tim leaned forward to grab Samuel from Jay, whose other hand grabbed the doorframe almost before we’d lifted the dog out of harm’s way. The young man pulled his head and shoulders up, and Tim hurried to help pull him the rest of the way to safety.

      Jay panted on his knees at the edge of the roof for a moment. Horrified, I checked to see where the contaminated water had touched him, but his clothes seemed dry. Everyone breathed a collective sigh of relief to see him alive, and Tim, a real smile on his face, choked out, “Water—how?”

      A little grin broke out on Jay’s face. “I braced my feet on either side of the hall,” he said proudly. “It was a little hard with only one hand.” He looked down like it was nothing, but I saw his face redden slightly as everybody cheered. I was stunned. Only a genetically modified person could have done something like that.

      The relief I felt was short-lived, though. I looked at the raft that Owen had leaning out over the rising water, at the size of it and the seven of us, and then at Viggo. Churning water had covered most of the cracking deck beneath us and was rapidly climbing the walls of the stairwell alcove.

      “That’s not going to fit all of us,” I whispered, and Alejandro, who had come up behind to congratulate Jay, nodded, his eyes tired.

      “It’s designed for four, not seven, but that’s okay,” he said wearily with a small, sad smile on his lips. “It’s better this—”

      Before another word could come out of his mouth, Viggo turned, hauling back his arm and punching the older man in the face, being careful to catch him before he fell. I gaped in surprise as Viggo shrugged at me, carefully dragging the now unconscious older man toward the raft.

      “He was going to say he should go down with the ship, and we just didn’t have time for the argument,” Viggo said as he passed Alejandro over to Ms. Dale and Owen.

      “So you punched him?” I said, leaning unsteadily as the deck tilted more. It was angled so steeply now that it felt like I was one stumble away from rolling down and tumbling into the water below.

      “I did what I had to do. Besides… his wife would never forgive me if I let him go down with this rust bucket.”

      I rolled my eyes, but I felt a smile drift across my lips. Everything was going to be all right. I looked down at the raft, now bobbing in the rising water. Jay and Tim were in front—Tim cradling Samuel—and Owen and Ms. Dale sat in the rear, with Alejandro sprawled in the middle. The little raft was already overloaded. Owen gave me a look, and I shook my head at him.

      “All right,” I said abruptly. “Owen, you and Ms. Dale row everyone to shore. Then, Owen, you come back and grab us. We’ll try to stay out of the water until you get back.”

      Tim’s face went pale and he shook his head rapidly, his dark hair flying. “No! Jay. Me. We jump.” He said it with such confidence that I almost considered it. Almost.

      “No,” I told him, and he opened his mouth to object, but I wouldn’t let him. “Tim… Jay’s had enough close calls today. Please just listen. We’re going to be all right.”

      I could sense Viggo about to insist that I squeeze aboard as well, and without hesitating, I turned and held a finger up to his lips. “Are you going to need a punch in the face, too?” I asked gently, enjoying his surprised expression. “I know that you’re going to insist on me going, and I’m going to say not without you, and it’ll go on and on. But really—I won’t leave without you, you won’t leave without me, and now we’re going to be stuck on this boat together, waiting for Owen to come back before we fall in and die.”

      Viggo stared back into my eyes, the resistance dying out of his, and nodded.

      Whipping back around, I sucked in a long breath. “Go,” I told the rest of them, my tone brooking no disobedience.

      They went. The little outboard motor buzzed to life, and the boat took off at a sharp clip toward the Patrian side of the river. Then I turned back to Viggo, who was looking at me with a strange expression.

      “What?” I asked.

      He shook his head and just smiled. “Nothing. Just… you really are a remarkable woman, you know that?”

      I felt myself flush at his compliment, and it sent me soaring, higher than I would think possible for someone on a sinking ship. Then I gazed down at the oncoming water, and felt weariness slice up through my elation.

      “So… now what?” I murmured.
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      I looked at the water slowly creeping up the deck toward us, not entirely sure how to answer Violet’s question. In true Violet fashion, she had set the stage for either our grand rescue, or our death. Not that I was complaining. Violet was certainly picking up on our own idiosyncrasies, and I had to admit she was right. There had been no way we were leaving this boat without each other, and arguing about it would’ve just wasted time.

      It was… better this way. Come good or bad. I ran my tongue over my lower lip and looked back at the place where the helm had been. The roof we were standing on was tilting faster than ever now; only a few feet from us, the boat’s stern was rising out of the water as the bow plunged forward, the back of the deck still dry for the moment.

      An idea struck me. “C’mon,” I said, grabbing Violet’s arm and pulling her toward the back. “If we jump back there, we can hang on to the railing at the stern. This thing is going to keep sinking nose first. But if we’re lucky, it’ll slow down, and air will be trapped in the back of the ship. That should keep us afloat long enough for them to get back to us.”

      Violet nodded, her eyes surveying the area in front of us. I wasn’t entirely sure that I was right, but it was better than staying on this slippery roof as it grew more and more vertical. “I can make that,” she said, as if trying to convince herself of her ability to jump over the part of the deck submerged in water.

      “I know you can,” I said. “And I’ll go first, so I can be there to catch you.”

      That made her smile, like I’d intended, the kind of sweet, surprised smile that made me want to hold her. “How gentlemanly of you,” she said, mocking me a little—okay, I’d earned it—but the smile didn’t go away.

      Without waiting for the ship to tilt more, I backed to the other side of the roof, took a running start, and leapt over the lapping waves to the slanted deck still above them. My first boot to touch the ground slipped, and for a moment I flailed. But the second boot landed solidly, and I turned and watched Violet follow my lead.

      She’d given the bag containing the eggs to Tim in case we really did go down, and I was glad it wasn’t here to weigh her down. Her feet hit the slanted deck inches above the water line, and I reached out and grabbed her arm to steady her, not letting go as I led us to the railing at the boat’s stern and helped her climb over.

      Within moments, we were both clinging to the rails of a sinking ship. It was the highest position we could reach, and it would have to do.

      Violet looked out over the rolling water in the direction the raft had gone. The smoke had dissipated, but it was getting almost too dark to see without the electric lights that had decked the boat. But the life raft’s little red emergency beacon was nowhere in sight. “I can’t see a thing. Well, all this might have been in vain,” she announced. I could tell she was trying to be humorous, but it was a dark humor, one filled with the knowledge that in the next few minutes, we could be dead.

      “Owen will find us,” I said, and she turned back toward me, her eyes sparkling with hope.

      “You think so?” she asked, and I nodded.

      “Well, as your other boyfriend, he’s obligated to—OW!”

      I rubbed the spot on my arm that Violet had savagely pinched, frowning at her.

      “Owen is not, nor will he ever be, my boyfriend,” she said tartly. “Since apparently I like them arrogant and Patrian. Who knew?”

      I chuckled as I ran a hand through my hair. “Yeah, well, I knew my type from day one. The more difficult and headstrong…”

      “The better?” she supplied.

      “Exactly.”

      Violet bit her lip thoughtfully. “So… any regrets?” she asked finally.

      I looked at her for a long moment, then shook my head. “I’m not doing that, Violet.”

      She frowned. “Why not? Seems like a good time to me.”

      I pulled myself slightly up on the rails, looking at the oncoming water. It had risen rapidly, and the bow had sunk deep enough that I didn’t have to keep holding on—the outside of the boat was closer to horizontal than vertical. Still, it was safer to keep holding the rail, so I did, though I slid from standing to a half-crouching, half-sitting position. Violet eventually did the same.

      I couldn’t explain why I wasn’t going to talk about my regrets, not exactly. I felt a keen discomfort thinking about it at all, because it felt like doing so would be like admitting defeat. And there was no way I was willing to do that.

      My discomfort in that moment wasn’t even due to all the lives that were at stake, or the fact that our worlds, our cultures, were about to tear each other apart. It was because of her. Because I didn’t want to miss out on all the time we were going to have together. I didn’t want to admit that my one regret in this world was not getting enough time with her.

      Violet was special—I doubted she knew how special she was. I admired her in a way that most Patrians would scoff at me for. They had no idea what they were missing out on. All the danger that followed this girl around like a plague… she was worth every moment of it. She had somehow managed to become even stronger since I met her. I couldn’t help but respect her. She couldn’t stop fighting, even when the problem was as big as two entire nations.

      Her heart was as big as the river we were sinking into. She had every reason to walk away from this nightmare, but she didn’t. That alone commanded my respect. And it was that alone that had made me surrender something I had long since forgotten I even had—my heart. She made me better, and I didn’t want to talk about regrets, because there was only one thing I wanted, and she had already given it to me.

      She had given me her heart.

      That was something far more wonderful to talk about.

      “I’d rather talk about our future,” I said, and was immediately pleased by the incredulous expression on her face.

      “Our… future?” she said after a pause. “Saving the king is our current mission… Do you mean the rest of the war?”

      I laughed, my delight growing with her confusion. “No, Violet. I mean our future. The two of us. Our lives together.”

      She took a deep breath and then shook her head. “I’ve… I’ve never really given it much thought,” she admitted, and then frowned. “Am I… Was I supposed to? I mean, with everything that has been going on, I just thought… I’ve been going along day by day. I’ve been trying not to get my hopes up. The future seems so far away.”

      I shook my head at her, trying to formulate a response, but instead just slid myself along the rails toward her. She sat up, and I stretched out an arm and tapped my chest, giving her a daring look. Violet looked at the water just over my shoulder, and then back to me, her expression nebulous. After a few seconds’ hesitation, she lay her head against my shoulder.

      “This is ridiculous,” she muttered, but she was smiling. I grinned, using my free hand to push a lock of hair out of her eyes.

      “Doesn’t matter,” I said. “This is much better than talking about regrets, and if the ship sinks before they get back, then… at least our last moment will be a good one. One where we can dream of a future beyond all this insanity.”

      Violet considered this as she rested her damaged hand against my chest, right over my heart. “When you put it that way, that’s… strangely beautiful. If maybe a little unproductive.”

      “Well, I’m nothing if not strangely beautiful but a little unproductive.”

      She laughed, and I was relieved to hear the genuine sound of it. “All right… so when you think of us, beyond this war, what do you think about?”

      I considered her question for several moments. “I see a house in the woods. It’s warm and cozy. Tim’s there, and so is Jay. And hell, maybe Ms. Dale too.”

      “No Owen?”

      “God willing, he’ll be married, with his own life.”

      She snorted, and I could tell she would have smacked me had it not been for the fact that her hand had a hole in it. “You’re so mean,” she chastised. “Owen has made it perfectly clear that I am not his type. I think he’d prefer someone… a little less insane.”

      “Hey,” I said roughly, using my free hand to reach under her chin and tilt her head back so I could look her in the eye. “You’re not insane. And if Owen doesn’t know a good thing when he sees it, then I’m more than happy never to peel back his blinders. I hope you’ll forgive this arrogant Patrian for what he’s about to say next, but you’re mine, Violet Bates. And I’m going to fight for you, beside you, and probably with you, and it will be worth it every single time.”

      She stared at me silently, her silver eyes searching mine. Finally, she sighed. “How do you do that?” she asked, and I paused.

      “Do what?”

      Violet gave a little shrug of her shoulder. “Just… how do you always say the most beautiful things that make everything better? It’s like you have magic powers.”

      I chuckled and leaned back, looking up at the sky. “Well, if you remember, less than four months ago, I was a grumpy, surly, angry man who barely said two words to anyone if I could avoid it.”

      “That’s not fair… You were in pain because your… your…” She hesitated, but I finished the sentence for her.

      “Because of Miriam’s death. And to be honest, that was the darkest period in my life. I was filled with this… unmitigated rage that I just couldn’t seem to shake. I couldn’t stop being a warden—the king saw to that—but I had such a hard time seeing the point in helping anybody anymore. Especially when the people who most needed me were the most difficult to help, thanks to the laws. I was hopeless, trapped in a system that seemed as endless as it was pointless.”

      “What changed things?”

      I met her inquisitive gaze with a crooked smile, surprised that she even had to ask. “You did, Violet. You, with all your curious questions and headstrong ways. You couldn’t help getting into trouble, and somehow, having you there with me… Somewhere along the way, I began to feel alive again.” She gave me a disbelieving look, but I barreled on. “There was a time, I can’t really pinpoint it, when I started to remember what it was like to feel happy. Not that you made it easy—oh, you and your ‘marriage’ were killing me. It killed me to see you with Lee, thinking you were his without ever realizing it was an act. And that night… after the Porteque thing. When you stole that motorbike and came up to see me. That was it for me. I was a goner.”

      Rolling her eyes, she shook her head at me. “No it wasn’t—you only came after me because the king sent you to arrest me! Hell… you saved my life and then arrested me. I remember how angry you were.”

      “I wouldn’t have been angry if it hadn’t hurt so much.” I flinched as she started to open her mouth, and added, “I understand now, but I didn’t at the time. Anyway, I digress. The point is… well… you made me feel like I had a chance at a future that wasn’t just me disappearing into the mountains. I felt like I didn’t have to be alone anymore.”

      She smiled at me, resting her chin against my shoulder. “Viggo, you make me feel like I can do anything. Like I’m more than just this violent person everyone thinks I am. You… you listened to me when no one else would. I think that’s when I started to fall in love with you. Well… that… and your white-knight-damsel-rescuing thing was a bit sexy.” She paused. “Although if you tell anyone I told you that, I will deny it until the day I die.”

      I laughed at the sincerity in her voice, but I had to focus on the part before the damsel-rescuing. Listening to her was such a small thing, but I could see in her eyes how important it was to her. “I will always listen to you, Violet. No matter what.”

      “And I won’t ever let you be alone again, Viggo. No matter what.”

      Kissing her in this position, with the water drawing ever nearer to us, was as impractical as it was delicious, and I had no qualms about it as I pressed my lips to hers.

      When our lips parted again, I took a deep breath. “You know, this may not be the most opportune time, but I think I might regret it if I don’t do it.”

      “Do what?”

      “Patience, love. Would you mind it if we stood up first?”

      She gave me a dubious look, but stood up. Luckily the back of the boat was mostly flat, and now that we were at a ninety-degree angle, it was easy to stand on it. I got to my feet, took her hands in mine, and then sank to one knee.

      Violet gave me a confused look, but I just smiled as I gazed into her eyes. “Violet Bates, will you do me the honor of marrying me?”

      The shock on her face was worth it all. She gaped at me. Her lips opened and closed like a fish’s before she finally blinked and pursed them.

      “I…” she stammered, but the whine of the life raft’s little outboard motor interrupted anything she might’ve said.

      “Hey, guys! Over here!” came Owen’s loud bellow from behind Violet.

      I growled at the worst interruption in the history of all interruptions. “He has the worst timing,” I glowered.

      And then I heard a whirring sound in the distance. A heloship—maybe more than one—coming toward us. The sound was soft, but I knew it would get closer in no time.

      Shaking my head, I laughed bitterly and slowly climbed to my feet once more. “Well, it seems like the world doesn’t want me to get my answer today. Why don’t you think about it? Just know… I want my answer sooner rather than later.”

      Violet nodded, still speechless, and I turned to where the little red light on the life boat showed Owen frantically steering toward us, waving an arm at us to hurry up.
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      Viggo just proposed to me.

      It was a simple thought, but one that suffused my world as Owen and Viggo guided the little boat back upstream toward where Owen had left the others. I would have helped, but I was still too stunned by Viggo’s unorthodox proposal to even fully understand what was going on around me. Well, that, and the day’s weariness was starting to get to me. The wound in my hand felt like it was sapping the strength from my bones.

      I looked down at where I cradled it in my lap, staring at the black lines of electrical tape crisscrossing the bloodstained fabric. It hurt, yet I simultaneously felt the pain and did not feel it. It was like nothing that was happening was real, like I was just dreaming. A very odd dream; sometimes terrifying, sometimes wonderful—running that didn’t end, what felt like constant betrayals… And then there were the few moments I spent alone with this man, which felt at the same time so real, so precious, and so precarious.

      I knew I wasn’t dreaming. This was all real; the hole in my hand was real, just the same way Viggo proposing to me was real.

      Viggo wants me to be his wife. He wants to spend the rest of his life with me. In a little cabin in the woods, with a place for Tim, a place to build a family…

      In the orphanage and then the prison system, the most I’d ever hoped for was maybe a little place for me and Tim, a future for him, a job as a warden for me… But this, this had blown my mind. I had never thought this kind of hope even existed for people like me. I’d never known I could want anything so badly.

      But the dizzying warmth I felt at Viggo’s proposal was at war with dark thoughts of our situation. Where would this little house in the woods be? In Matrus or Patrus? Would there be anything left of either nation if we couldn’t stop this war? How could I even begin to think about my own future when there was so much peril ahead?

      If Owen hadn’t interrupted, I’d have said yes. Despite everything. And I still could, I realized. I could make plans for the future, even if it was uncertain. I just had to find the right time… when none of our numerous well-meaning friends and allies were surrounding us.

      Come to think of it, it was kind of sad that the only alone time Viggo and I had gotten recently was while waiting together on a sinking ship.

      I was jerked from my thoughts as the raft slid onto the bank and Viggo hopped out, cautious not to get his feet wet, dragging the raft out of the water. Owen slid out next to him, and I followed, shakily, graciously accepting the hand Viggo offered me. I looked back toward Matrus and tried to find the spot in the river where Alejandro’s boat had been sinking minutes before, but the darkness covered everything, from the no-longer-welcoming shore to the wreckage of our ride.

      “Do you think it’s under now?” I asked softly.

      Viggo stood behind me, draping an arm over my shoulder. “It doesn’t matter,” he replied, just as quietly. “We made it.”

      I nodded and turned to follow Owen and Viggo deeper into the tall grass that grew on this side of the river as well. We sifted through it in the dimness, keeping our heads down, and paused when we came to a small, almost cave-like area. The tall grass had been pressed down and was thick enough to stand on, yet the surrounding grass still covered it, making it difficult to see from above. The rest of our group was sitting there in a wide circle. I barely had a chance to react as Tim jumped up and threw his arms around me in a hug for the second time in a day, his relief palpable.

      “Jay… Me… Jump…” he grumbled.

      It took me a moment to remember his idea on the boat, and I frowned at him, unsure of how to respond. Finally, I went with, “It doesn’t matter—we made it, right?”

      Tim gave me a sullen shrug as he let me go, but didn’t say anything, sinking back into the grass next to Jay. I turned to Ms. Dale, who was tending to Alejandro, trying to rouse him from the blow Viggo had delivered. “How is he?” I asked, and she looked at me.

      “He’ll be fine—but Mr. Croft didn’t need to hit him quite that hard.” I could hear the disapproval in her voice, and I felt the urge to laugh.

      “I didn’t have time to gauge the punch,” Viggo said defensively. “He’ll be fine—he’s much tougher than he looks.”

      “Is it your practice to assault unarmed elderly men, Mr. Croft?” came Ms. Dale’s snide reply, and I rolled my eyes.

      “You two flirt too much,” I interjected before Viggo could formulate his response to her. I had the distinct pleasure of watching both of them gape at me before I looked toward Owen, who had been impatiently trying to get my attention. “What?” I asked him.

      “I was on the handheld with Thomas when we were hit,” he said.

      “Wait,” I interrupted, my heart dropping as I processed things that I had been too busy to think about during our escape. “Where did you get a handheld? Was it the one you had with you? Does Desmond have access to the whole network?”

      Owen blinked as my questions hit him, and he frowned. “Whoa—no. I stole one out of a guard’s station in the palace on my way to the garage. It doesn’t have our decryption algorithm installed, but I had to risk it. And no, Desmond doesn’t have access to the network. I mean, she does… but it always has to be through Thomas. He’s paranoid like that. It was the only way Desmond could get him to work with us.”

      “Exactly. Owen! How do you know he won’t just report everything you say to Desmond?” I trusted Owen, but if he had blown our cover, I wasn’t optimistic about our chances. Most of us were running on empty. My body still hurt too much to seriously think about food, but the last time Viggo, Ms. Dale and I had eaten was that morning on Alejandro’s boat… And now our stores were deep in the bottom of Veil River. Irritation flashed through me, but I tamped it down, waiting for an explanation.

      “Not everyone is one of Desmond’s sycophants,” Owen replied tartly. “Thomas has worked with Desmond because he hates Patrus, but he’s never been interested in following her off a cliff. And…” he hesitated, then said simply, “Thomas will do anything I ask, Violet. Anything.”

      No matter what was true, it was clear that Owen didn’t believe Thomas would betray us. And since the information was already out, we’d have to take our chances. I sighed, then asked, suddenly curious, “Did you tell him about Desmond’s deceptions? What did he say?”

      Owen frowned again, his face shadowed with anger and betrayal. I watched him open and close his hand several times, making and unmaking a fist. “He said that he had predicted a seventy-four point three percent chance that Desmond was working for Matrus the entire time,” he finally spat.

      “Oh.” I bit my lip, and then rested my hand on his shoulder. “I’m sorry, Owen.”

      He shrugged his shoulder out from under my hand and shook his head. “There’s no reason for you to apologize. I got myself into this mess… and I’m going to do my best to fix it. Anyway, before the explosion, Thomas was telling me that Desmond sent a team into Patrus. Very hush-hush. They were ordered to work outside of Thomas’ network, so he doesn’t know much. Except that they were supposed to leave their handhelds behind in case they were compromised… and their target is the king.”

      “Damn,” I said, taking a step back. I took a deep breath, trying to think for a moment. “We can’t do anything from here on the riverbank. We’ve got to find transportation to Patrus… and more supplies.”

      “Well, I thought… I can reach out to the Porteque gang under my old alias. They would probably be willing to meet us and smuggle us in. I don’t have any money on me, but I bet I can scrape by on credit…”

      “I’m sorry,” said Viggo, scooting next to me. I wasn’t surprised he had been listening in—it wasn’t like there was a lot of space in the small area. “Did you say Porteque gang? Like how you got in last time?”

      I nodded at Viggo, but then returned to shaking my head at Owen. “It won’t work—we don’t have any costumes!”

      Owen fidgeted, throwing Ms. Dale and me apologetic looks. “It will if we tell them we botched it. That we were trying to grab you, Violet, and got her by mistake.”

      “She has a name and can hear you,” Ms. Dale called, from where she was helping a dazed Alejandro sit upright.

      The older man was massaging his jaw with his hand, his confusion palpable. “What happened?” he grumbled, and I caught a guilty look from Viggo on my left.

      “Violet?” said Tim, overriding Alejandro’s question. “Who’s Porteque? Why costumes?”

      “Not you—just Ms. Dale and myself,” I said.

      “Why?” Tim demanded.

      I moved to one side while Viggo went to kneel next to Alejandro, speaking in hushed whispers to the older man. I assumed he was apologizing. Beckoning Tim over, I met his gaze with my own.

      “We have to pretend that Owen, Viggo, and Alejandro are going to sell Ms. Dale and me. It’s called a cover, and we—”

      Tim cut me off before I could get further. “Sell?”

      I couldn’t contain the buried anger I felt toward the Porteque gang as I was forced to explain. “Tim, in Patrus, some men… they kidnap women from Matrus and sell them to other men as wives. And… worse.”

      Tim’s face went from curious to alarmed within moments. “NO!” he shouted angrily. “Won’t pretend.”

      I gave him a pleading look. “It won’t be real, Tim. It’s the only way. We have to get to Patrus now.”

      “Leave,” Tim rebuked.

      I shook my head and sighed. “We can’t, Tim,” I said.

      “Why?”

      “Because of Cad. Because of our family. And because… because a lot of people will get hurt and die if we don’t try. We have to warn the king in time to stop the war. And we’re going to have to do things that aren’t easy.”

      Tim gave me a dubious look, but didn’t say anything. I turned back to the others in time to see Alejandro’s watery eyes and trembling hands. Maybe he’d forgiven Viggo for hitting him, or maybe he was just so overwhelmed with everything that it didn’t really matter anymore.

      “My boat,” he said, his voice thick with sadness. “I have to… I have to get home. Jenny will be worried about me.”

      “Are you sure?” Viggo asked him gently. “I mean… how are you going to get back?”

      Alejandro took his arm out of Viggo’s hand and gave him an irritated look. “I’m not a wanted criminal, and I’m a Patrian. All I have to do is find the nearest border crossing and tell ’em my boat sank. I’ll be fine.”

      “I’m glad,” Viggo said. “But… Alejandro—you need to get to Jenny, and then run. Take only what you can carry, and get out. We don’t know what will happen out there.”

      “Alejandro,” I interjected, and Alejandro looked at me as I approached, his eyes wide. “I’m sorry, but I need a favor from you. If you could find my family… My aunt and uncle are Sarah and Kurtis Thorne. And my cousin’s name is Cad—Cad Thorne. He might be married, he might not—at one point he was seeing a girl called Margot, but I don’t know. Just please… please tell them Violet said to run.”

      Alejandro nodded solemnly. “I’ll do it, girl. I’ll find them for you.”

      The gratitude I felt was overwhelming, and I pulled the old man in for a hug. “Thank you,” I whispered into his ear, and he nodded, patting me gently on the back.

      We said our goodbyes quickly and quietly as Alejandro began to trudge south through the long grass. I felt a moment of apprehension for him—after all, it was going to be dangerous where he was going. I had no idea when Elena was going to strike, or how she was going to do it—all I knew was that it involved the king. Maybe if we could prevent what she had in mind for him, it would put a stop to her entire plan.

      I turned back to the group, my mind whirring. Sitting on the grass here gave us a break from all the rushing around for a moment, and everything felt almost possible again. I could keep my fatigued body going for a few more hours… and if I could, I knew the rest of them would follow my lead. “Owen, get ahold of your Porteque contact. It’s our best plan, and we can’t afford to wait.”

      “I’m on it,” he replied. “It shouldn’t take too long if they’re out here—if not, we might have to try something else.”

      “It’ll have to do. What’s our weapon situation?”

      “It’s not good,” said Ms. Dale, crossing her arms. “I’ve got a pair of pistols and two extra clips.”

      “I’ve got one pistol and one clip,” added Owen as he pulled out his handheld and moved away from the group.

      “Still got mine,” announced Viggo, pulling his gun out of his pocket.

      “When we get to the city, and you turn us over,” I said, looking at Viggo, “what should we expect?”

      He considered the question for a moment. “We’ll be directed to a specific location. I would say one of the warden stations, but to be honest, you’re too high profile. That means a secret location, meant for spies and terrorists.”

      “And… when we get there?”

      “It’s hard to say. You’ll be patted down for weapons, and they’ll want to make sure you’re secure. After that, it’s a waiting game. I’m not sure if the king will want to question you immediately, or if he’ll let you stew.”

      Turning to Tim, I shook my head. “Viggo, there are four other people that we have to hide, or else come up with a story about. And we have to do something about Tim—I don’t want him getting frisked.”

      Viggo frowned and crossed his arms, rocking back on his heels for a second. “All right—Ms. Dale, Owen, and Jay will be a part of the terrorist cell that you’ve been working in. I managed to capture you all, and… uh, while I was there, I found Tim living in the wild.”

      I gave him a look. “That’s the stupidest idea I’ve ever heard,” I retorted. He eyed me and then nodded in agreement.

      “Yeah. Give me some time to think about it.”

      I bit my lip, deep in thought. “We need rope or something to restrain us, so it’ll look more convincing.”

      “The Porteque gang will have that,” Owen supplied, approaching with a grim nod.

      “Won’t they wonder why we aren’t restrained?”

      “You’ll have to pretend to be unconscious, I think,” Owen replied. “We can say the job got botched—we managed to drug you, but we lost the man who carried the restraints. It’s flimsy, but it’ll have to do.”

      I sighed but nodded. It was a thin sketch of a plan, but it was the best we had at the moment.

      “Okay,” I said. “Let’s get going.”
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      The air was still as I stood beside Owen, watching the lights of the approaching vehicle growing brighter in the night. When it trundled near us, I could see that the truck was massive, meant for hauling heavy loads of mechanical parts, with a two-person cab and huge, heavy-duty off-roading tires. The extra-long bed’s carrying capacity had been increased by the addition of a tall metal frame that rose several feet above the cab. A thick black canvas tarp was stretched over the frame to protect—or conceal—the cargo. It was a fairly standard modification on trucks like this, but the wardens I’d worked with had always called them ‘kidnapping vehicles’ for a reason.

      I wasn’t sure whether I was glad that Owen’s contacts had come through so quickly—there might have been a better way to do this, but at least this way was fast. Violet and Ms. Dale had crouched down in a nearby copse of trees, waiting to be carried, ‘unconscious,’ onto the scene when we signaled to them; Tim and Jay stayed with them to do the carrying. I was less than sure about this plan, but it was happening. Desmond’s team—whoever they were—had a head start on us, and we needed to make every second count.

      I stood behind Owen. He was the most familiar with them, so it would be better if he did all the talking. Not to mention, I loathed the Porteque gang. I was far more likely to shoot them than to have anything useful to say.

      I also had to hope that none of them recognized me right away.

      Owen held up a hand as the vehicle coming toward us pulled to a stop. The engine cut off, but they left the lights on to glare in our faces. As I watched, six large men climbed out, wearing clothes with various levels of shabbiness—two from the cab of the truck, and four from the back. When they approached, I could see the familiar black triangles underneath one of each of their eyes, and I tamped down a surge of fury.

      “Hey, Peter,” Owen said to one of the approaching members, holding his hand out.

      The man who had gotten out of the driver’s seat, a burly guy with a long, greasy blond ponytail and a goatee, stepped up to Owen, grabbing his hand with a firm shake. “Hey, Sam,” he replied. “Where’s the rest of your team? And… who’s the new guy?” He stared at me, and I inclined my head toward him, trying to conceal my seething glare.

      “It’s a long story, my friend. Let’s just say we had a bit of a botched job. Oh, and this is Alfred.”

      My face reflected nothing, but Owen’s choice of cover identities definitely left something to be desired. I held out my own hand and gave what I hoped passed as a congenial smile, rather than a baring of teeth. “Friends and associates call me Fred,” I stated as Peter took my hand in his. “I’m new.”

      “Yeah,” Peter said wryly. “I gathered.”

      We released the handshake, and Peter turned back to Owen. “Any heat we need to be worried about with this botched job?”

      Owen shook his head. “No—I left one of my guys behind to clean it up, so none of it will fall back on you. But we had to step up our timeline because of it. That’s why this call was so last-minute. I’m glad you could make it.”

      “Boss,” one of the other men, a smaller guy with narrow eyes and a tight, turned-down moustache, said behind him, but Peter waved a dismissive hand at him. My gaze passed over him once and then snapped back. Something about him looked… I didn’t want to say it, even to myself… familiar.

      “In a minute,” Peter said to the man, clearly irritated. “Well, Sam, I hate to say it, but that means you’re going to have to pay more.”

      “Well, I hate to say this too, Peter—but I’m clean out. This job… it went down pretty bad, and a lot of our stuff went missing. But don’t worry, I’ll be able to get you double the amount through our usual contact soon.”

      Peter’s affable expression tightened. “Double? When?”

      Owen gave an exasperated tsk. “Soon enough for you. Peter, please, trust me. How long have we been in business together, man?”

      “Boss,” called the same man, his narrow eyes glittering at me.

      “I’m working up here, man. Tell me in a minute.” Peter rolled his eyes at Owen, who smiled back amiably. He considered Owen for a long moment as he rubbed the back of his neck, fiddling with his ponytail. “I can’t do it, man. You’ve been good for business, sure, but I can’t smuggle you in with some vague promise of—”

      At this point, the man behind Peter lost his patience. “Boss, you’re gonna want to hear this.”

      Peter’s jaw clenched in irritation. He gave Owen a long, hard stare. “Excuse me for a second,” he said to Owen before whirling on his heel and stalking back to the man, who urged him farther away from us, standing in the truck’s headlights.

      I leaned in close to Owen. “Do you know what’s going on?” I asked, keeping my voice low.

      Owen shook his head, his face tight. “Not sure, but it isn’t good.”

      Peter turned back toward us, and this time his eyes lingered on me, giving me a long, appraising look. I smiled with mock cheer, and he turned back. The two conversed furtively for several more seconds, and then Peter stalked back, shaking his head.

      I folded my hands behind my back as he approached, carefully lifting my shirt up so I could put my hand on the gun I was keeping there, tucked into the waistband. Peter approached us with a smile, but I could see a hard gleam in his eyes, as if a switch had been thrown.

      “Sorry about that, man,” he started to say, and I pulled the gun on him. Owen flinched next to me. Peter froze, his eyes widening in fury, but the men behind him started to reach for their guns.

      “Don’t,” I said, and they all went very still. “I will shoot him.”

      Peter looked at me and the gun, and slowly raised his hands. “Donald was right,” he sneered. “You’re a warden.”

      I gave him a little shrug. “Not at this very moment, but technically, yes.”

      “Not just a warden,” the man with the moustache said, his voice dripping hate. “He’s Viggo Croft. You thought you could fool us, eh? Didn’t think we’d call your bluff? I’ve had you on my list for years, Croft.”

      “And yet here I am, holding your leader at gunpoint,” I said tightly. “Did you predict that too?”

      “There are six of us and two of you,” Peter broke in. “No offense, man, but not exactly your best odds.”

      Just then, Owen put his fingers to his mouth and whistled, and in moments, Violet, Ms. Dale, Tim, and Jay pushed out of the trees in a rush, weapons bared and fists raised. I knew that Violet held her gun in her off hand, but you would have never guessed it from the confidence with which she stared down the barrel at the six men.

      “I think the odds may have shifted,” I remarked. “Guns on the ground. Now.”

      The vein in Peter’s jaw throbbed as he glared at me. “Put ’em down, boys—go slowly, eh? We don’t want these psycho women getting all trigger-happy on us.” He turned to Violet. “You aren’t on your period, are you? Because if you are, your man should never have given you a g—”

      He never finished what he had to say. I had already crossed the small distance between us and struck him in the jaw. He crumpled to the ground, his eyes wide in shock. I stood over him, daring him to get back up, riding my fury like a bird riding the winds of a thunderstorm.

      “You ever talk to her, or any woman, like that again,” I hissed as soon as he focused on me, “I will end you, your crew, and anyone else related to your stupid gang.”

      I caught a tiny smile crossing Violet’s face out of the corner of my eye as I stepped back. Peter climbed back to his feet, rubbing his jaw, his expression murderous.

      “So, what, you’re going to leave us out here?” he snarled. “How are you going to get across the border?”

      I gave him a droll look. “I’m a warden, idiot. They’ll let me in. Now—you and your friends start walking. Head toward the river. I see any of you come back, I’ll put a bullet in your heads without thinking about it. Got it?”

      Peter sneered again. “We ‘got it’. Let’s go, men.”

      “Thanks for letting us borrow your truck,” Violet chirped after them as they reluctantly moved away.

      As they shambled toward the river, pushing into the grass, the group of us kept our sights trained on where their backs disappeared into the dark for well after they were gone.

      “I wish we could’ve tied them all up and arrested them,” I growled, and Violet nodded in agreement, her face stiff. I knew she was thinking of her own kidnapping by the Porteque gang.

      As soon as we were reasonably certain they were gone, I looked at Owen. “Grab their guns and let’s get moving. I’m going to keep watching the riverbank until we’re on our way.”

      The rest of the party snatched up the abandoned weapons, and then we piled into the men’s truck—I took the wheel, with Violet riding shotgun. I felt exactly zero guilt for stealing equipment from a group of people who dealt in human flesh. I turned us around, then began heading toward civilization the way they had come.

      After we’d put enough distance between us and the gang members, I stopped the vehicle again. I jumped out and went around to the back, where I was surprised to see that Owen and Ms. Dale had already gotten out and were waiting for me, holding several pairs of handcuffs. “Looks like they came prepared,” said Ms. Dale, tossing one at me. I caught it and examined the mechanism—I could see that she had already modified it by sticking a thin piece of metal in the lock.

      “Will these work?” I asked, slipping one around my wrist. It clicked, and I tugged it, but it wouldn’t open until I manipulated the little piece of metal with my thumb. Tim leaned out of the tarp covering the back, and I could see him examining the setup as well.

      “It won’t pass a close inspection, but it’ll have to do,” Ms. Dale replied.

      I tossed them back to her and nodded. “All right—Jay, Owen, Violet, and Ms. Dale—you are the terrorist cell. Tim, you’re with me.”

      Tim nodded and carefully climbed out of the back of the truck. Violet moved past me, to climb into the truck, and I grabbed her, pulling her tight against me. “Once we’re in there, I don’t know what’s going to happen,” I whispered. “I’m… I’m beginning to hate this plan, Violet.”

      She gave me a little smile and rose to her tiptoes to kiss me. “We’ll get through it,” she whispered. “I trust you. And… I think it’s a good plan.”

      I let her go, watching her climb into the truck and sit down, cramming herself next to Ms. Dale, Jay, and Owen. She slipped into a pair of handcuffs, and I waited to make sure she could open them if she needed to. The rest of the mock terrorists were performing similar tests. Violet wasn’t able to use her damaged hand to unlock the cuffs, but, slowly, painstakingly, she was able to do it with her left.

      This was it. I had to trust her. With one last look, I went back to the front of the truck and climbed into the cab. Tim was already there, Samuel by his side.

      “Hey, buddy, you going to be okay with this?” I asked, and Tim gave me a flat, gray stare that reminded me of his sister with its sheer stubbornness.

      “Don’t like it. But… will do,” he grumbled, and I nodded.

      “I promise I won’t let anything happen to your sister,” I said.

      “Better not,” replied Tim, turning to stare out the window.

      I paused, wondering if the boy realized he was threatening me. And then I realized that he was well within his rights to—she was his sister, after all. He was the only man allowed to be as protective of Violet as I was. I threw the truck into gear and started driving.

      It took another five minutes to reach a real road, and from there it was another half-hour before I could see the glowing lights of the checkpoint illuminating the night around them. Our checkpoints were carefully guarded, and I was not surprised to see a contingent of wardens waiting at the station. I was surprised, however, to see my former second-in-command standing with them.

      Stepping out of the cab, I held up my hands. “Hey, Mark,” I greeted as I slowly approached. “Long time no see.”

      Mark Travers was a good man, and by that I meant he was a good man by Patrian standards. He did his job, never questioned the status quo, and was married.

      “Viggo?” he said in disbelief, a smile lighting up his face. “Woah! I thought you were dead! Nobody has seen or heard from you in months!” He stepped forward, his hand extended. It was a good sign—if I were wanted in Patrus, then, long work history or not, he would have drawn a gun on me.

      I gave a little shrug as I shook his hand, lowering my other arm. “Yeah, well… I got sent on a mission. They sent me all the way into The Green, if you can believe that.”

      Mark gave an appalled look as he eyed me up and down. “And you survived? For how long?”

      “I… honestly couldn’t tell you. Over a month.”

      Mark whistled, clearly impressed. “That’s seriously amazing, man. I’ve never heard of anyone surviving that long.”

      I gave another shrug. “Well… I like being alive, so yeah. Anyway… can you send an encrypted message to the palace? I have someone in the car that the king really wants to meet. Several someones, in fact.”

      Mark gestured to one of his men, who ran off to the small outbuilding next to the road, presumably to fulfill my request. “Who’ve you got back there?” he asked.

      I shook my head. “Sorry. You aren’t cleared to know. This is all top secret stuff.”

      He paused for a moment, but then said, “All right, I can respect that. Can I… Can I take a look?”

      He must have noticed my frown deepening, because he held up his hands. “You know I need to at least see what you’re carrying behind that tarp. Things have been kind of crazy since that lab was bombed, and anything could be back there. You’re a good guy, Viggo. I know you’re not lying—I’m just doing my job.”

      I nodded, realizing that showing him was unavoidable. “Okay, fair enough.”

      I led him to the back of the truck and pulled aside one of the flaps made by a long slit in the tarp. The four people inside glared back, their eyes glinting against his flashlight in slits of absolute hatred. Mark laughed at that, and then looked at me.

      “Wow… is that…?”

      “I really can’t say,” I said, stopping him. Most likely he’d recognized Violet from the public news announcements. It didn’t matter very much now. If the king believed us, he could clear her name without a doubt. And if he didn’t… I didn’t even want to think about that. The king had to believe us.

      “I can’t imagine what they could’ve done, but judging by that look, they are about to get what’s coming to them. So uh… what’s with the kid in the front seat?” Mark asked.

      I dropped the tarp and shook my head, manifesting an exasperated look. “You do not want to know,” I said, rolling my eyes. “I’m not even sure I can tell you what’s going on with that. But he’s harmless—after all this is over, I’m going to look into getting him his paperwork and Patrian citizenship. And get his dog proper registration. You know.”

      “All right, then… Far be it from me to jeopardize your mission.”

      I clapped him on the shoulder. “Thanks. I’m not even sure I believe everything that happened out there myself. All I know is, I’m glad to be home.”

      “I hear you. I can’t even imagine trying to rough it out there.”

      Just then, the warden Mark had sent off to radio the palace returned, panting. “Mr. Croft is ordered to remain here. An escort is twenty minutes out. When they come, he is to follow them to a secure location away from the palace, where one of the king’s personal guards will be assisting him with the prisoners.”

      Mark thanked him and turned to me. “All right, Viggo—I can imagine you don’t want to leave that boy alone too long in the cab, whoever he is. My men will be out here, so if anything happens, we’ll be ready to assist.”

      I shook hands with him. “Thanks, Mark.”

      “Just doing my job.”

      Nodding, I turned back and climbed into the truck.

      “Now what?” asked Tim.

      Clearing my throat, I settled back in my seat. “Now we wait.”
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      After the truck began to move again, I leaned against the tailgate and gazed through the flapping tarp slit. I watched as we passed through the streets of the city, the orange streetlights chasing the shadows away. The view from the back of the truck was limited, and we were all too tense to talk. Truthfully, if anybody had wanted to talk, I wouldn’t have known what to say. We were heading into the lion’s den without any idea of what was going to happen. My hand throbbed at every bump the truck went over, and my eyelids felt like drooping, but my brain kept tumbling through scenarios one after the other, unable to stop.

      I heard the high-pitched whine of the brakes as we slowly rumbled to a halt, and I held my breath, waiting to see whether this would be another brief stop, or if we had finally reached our destination. According to my watch, we’d been driving for twenty minutes after our wait.

      The familiar shiver of the truck abruptly died as Viggo killed the engine. I heard his door open and close, followed by the sound of footsteps walking toward the back. After a few moments, the tarp was peeled back to reveal three wardens and Viggo. The three wardens had their guns drawn, and I found myself flinching away in alarm.

      “Prisoners,” Viggo said loudly, giving me a worried look. Luckily, his back was to the wardens, so they didn’t notice. “Step out of the vehicle. One at a time. You first.” He pointed at me, and I slowly stood, my legs stretching after the bumpy ride. I walked over to him, my boots echoing loudly. As I approached the opening, I could see that the truck had stopped inside a long tunnel eerily lit by yellow running lights.

      I squatted down and set one foot on the bumper, and Viggo grabbed my arm, helping me down. He staged it well—from the wardens’ perspective, it would look like he had gotten impatient and hauled me down. But he was careful not to hurt me, or irritate my hand, which was definitely beginning to feel swollen under my makeshift bandage.

      “You three, take one prisoner each. There’s no need to keep your weapons pointed like that—they’re restrained,” Viggo ordered.

      The three wardens didn’t question him, but they remained cautious as they ordered Ms. Dale, Owen, and Jay out one by one. Viggo looked impatient, and it was hard to tell whether it was genuine or just for show. Maybe a little of both. While the rest of the crew filed out, Viggo waved his free hand at Tim, who slowly got out, leaving Samuel in the cab.

      Then, at some unheard command, we were moving forward, crossing the road—heading for some steps on the side of the tunnel leading to a single door. I looked around, trying to form an impression of this place in case we had to escape in a hurry. The two lanes in the center seemed to be clear, but construction signs, piles of lumber, and sand barrels loomed out of the yellow twilight in the other lanes closer to the sides of the tunnel. I looked back to see that we’d parked along the farthest edge, behind a low concrete barrier of the kind that I’d seen used to separate larger highways, when Viggo and I had been on patrol back during my mission in Patrus. It seemed like ages ago. Years ago.

      The door in the tunnel, which looked like no more than a maintenance door and wasn’t visibly guarded, swung open as we approached, revealing a man waiting for us just inside.

      “Mr. Croft,” he greeted Viggo, his hands behind his back. “I don’t believe we’ve met personally. I’m Guard Kellen—one of the king’s personal security force. Your prisoners will be searched before King Maxen will meet with them. Not that we doubt you, but we can’t take any chances.”

      “I understand,” Viggo said, hauling me up by my elbow and thrusting me over toward Kellen.

      Kellen was the very model of efficiency as he patted me down. It wasn’t my first pat-down, so I did what I had always done—stared at the wall just over Kellen’s shoulder. After he had checked me, he handed me back to Viggo, and then proceeded to pat down the others.

      I held my breath when Kellen got to my brother. I wasn’t sure how Tim would react to the pat-down—it was clear he wasn’t happy. His arms were crossed over his chest, and he stared down at the floor, his eyes sullen. When Kellen moved away from him, I exhaled silently in relief.

      After we were declared free of weapons, Kellen led us down a narrow gray hallway with only three doors that I could count. Two guards were standing just outside the second door, as innocuous as the others. They pushed it open as we approached, letting us into a small room with four chairs set out in a semi-circle, facing a large mirror. Looking closer at it, I realized that it was the same kind of glass they had used in the facility Viggo and I had discovered in The Green: mirror on one side, window on the other.

      “They are to be cuffed through the chairs,” Kellen said, and Viggo pulled a key out of his pocket, making a big show of unlocking one of my cuffs before sitting me down and running the cuff through the bars of the chair. I hissed in pain when he inadvertently hit my hand, and couldn’t help but wince when he didn’t even act apologetic—even though I knew that would blow our cover.

      Once we had all been cuffed in a similar fashion, with Kellen surveying us impassively, the man pulled the door shut behind him.

      Though I had been sleepy before, adrenaline now pulsed through my veins, making the moments tick by like hours. We were only left sitting in tense silence for a few minutes, however. Then a light came on behind the mirror, turning it brightly translucent. Behind the glass, two guards flanked a middle-aged man with broad shoulders, sandy brown hair that ran precisely to his jaw, and a goatee framing his mouth.

      I had only seen King Maxen once in person, and even through the glass, he commanded attention.

      “Mr. Croft,” came his smooth, rich voice, somewhat dampened by the crackle of the speakers that transmitted it from room to room. “Imagine my surprise to hear that not only are you alive, but you have brought me what I asked for and more.”

      “Your Majesty,” Viggo said, offering a shallow bow. “I’m pleased you agreed to meet with me so quickly. I have a lot to tell you… and I understand it may not be very believable. Please, I beg you, try to keep an open mind.”

      The king’s eyebrow twitched slightly. “Go on.”

      Viggo straightened, and a pulse of nervousness shot through me.

      It was the moment of truth.

      “First and foremost,” Viggo said, his voice clear, “Violet Bates may not be the villain you thought her to be. I’ve uncovered a plot, one that leads directly to Queen Elena of Matrus. She’s conspiring to have you assassinated, sir.”

      I waited with bated breath for the reply. King Maxen’s face was impassive for just a moment. Then he gave Viggo a curious look. “This can’t be over that silly bombing thing in their little temple. I’ve already assured Elena that I had nothing to do—”

      “She staged it,” I cut in, unable to bear the tension. “She’s trying to set herself up as the victim of a Patrian attack so she can justify going to war with you.”

      The king’s face had turned red the moment I interrupted him, deepening to a shade of purple as I continued to speak. “Mr. Croft,” he hissed. “Please tell that woman that it is improper for her to address the king directly.”

      I laughed then, shaking my head at him, anger rising inside of me. “Are you joking? Your life may be in danger. I’m trying to warn you!”

      “I will not tolerate being spoken to like that,” the king spat. “Open your mouth again, and I will have Mr. Croft execute you.”

      I clamped my teeth together and smiled at the king, secure in the knowledge that Viggo would never, ever obey that order.

      “Sir,” Viggo said after pausing to stare between me and the king. “As much as you may be resistant to the idea, I’ve seen it with my own eyes. It’s true. Queen Elena has been working toward this for years.”

      The king’s ire faded and was replaced by amusement. “My son… It’s clear you have been spending far too much time with women. What you’re saying doesn’t make any sense. Women lack the foresight to plan such things. It’s not their fault; it’s merely a fact of their biology. Besides, those Matrians couldn’t stand against our far superior forces. See reason, and hand over the prisoners for interrogation by my investigators.”

      I found myself blinking in shock, trying to find a starting place to explain to the king exactly how wrong he was. There wasn’t enough time to even begin the list. I went another route instead. “Listen to us, King Maxen. It’s not your militia they’re after—it’s you.”

      The king shook his head, raising his fingers to his temples as if he had a headache. “For the last time, women should be seen and not heard. Do shut up, or else I will have Mr. Croft put a bullet in your skull.”

      At that moment, the jarringly clear sound of automatic gunfire came ricocheting from outside the hall, making me duck in spite of the fact that none of it could come through the walls. I whipped my head around, automatically checking to make sure everyone was all right, even while my stiff, swollen fingers began fiddling with my cuff. “They’re here!”

      Viggo was by my side immediately, his fingers pushing mine away. Within seconds I was free of the cuffs. The rest of the group was throwing their cuffs off as well, exposing our ruse.

      King Maxen recoiled in horror. “TRAITOR!” he screamed, pointing at Viggo. “GUARDS! SHOOT THEM!”

      There was a metal snap, followed by a chair hurtling through the glass. King Maxen ducked, his arms going over his head, and his guards were forced to leap to the side as shards of heavy glass showered down on them. Then Jay leapt through the remaining glass and slammed into one of the king’s guards while his eyes were still shielded. He picked the man up and simply flung him at the other guard, leaping after them as they both went down in a tangle of limbs. He hauled back his arm, and I could hear the impact of flesh on flesh.

      King Maxen was back on his feet, dropping into the worst fighting stance I’d ever seen. “HELP!” he screamed, looking back and forth. He then prepared, apparently, to attack—clumsily throwing himself onto Jay’s back.

      The king’s face morphed into an expression of confusion as Jay stood up and turned around. He reached back and dragged the man over his shoulder, easily holding him up by the neck. The king gagged, his feet kicking, and I saw his face turning red.

      “We need him alive, Jay,” I shouted, and then Ms. Dale was moving, scrambling through the window after them. She ducked down for a second and came back up with a pair of handcuffs, which she slapped on the king. As soon as they were on, Jay dropped him, and the king gasped, collapsing to the floor.

      A moment later, Ms. Dale tossed Viggo a guard’s gun through the shattered window, then picked up the other one, pointing it at the door in their room. “We need to see if we’re pinned down,” she shouted.

      I nodded to her. The sound of gunfire in the corridor outside had stopped, and that was ominous. “Everybody, get away from the doors! Somebody grab the king and get him over here.”

      “Don’t you dare touch me, you bastards,” I heard the king say, and I shook my head at him as Jay pushed him through the window, sideways, having no trouble lifting the man. The king landed on his side hard, and then looked up at us, his eyes wide in fear. “Please don’t kill me,” he wheezed.

      I gave him a disdainful look as Jay, having delivered the king through the window, went to help Ms. Dale secure the fallen guards. “We’re not going to kill you, sad to say. If you’re lucky, we might actually get you out of here alive. Tim,” I said to my brother, who looked like he was about to follow Jay across to the other room. “Would you keep an eye on this guy for us?” It seemed like the safest task I could assign Tim at the moment.

      He nodded and came to stand watchfully by the king. The king gaped at me as I stepped over him and stooped to pick up, with my left hand, a piece of the mirror glass that glittered on the floor.

      Viggo was right behind me. “I’m going to open the door,” I told him. “I’ll use this to see around the corner. Give me some covering fire, but keep it high—I don’t want to kill them if we don’t have to.”

      Viggo nodded and held his gun up. “Ready,” he said.

      I pulled open the door for him, and he fired a few rounds down the hall. As the shots rang out, I darted down low, under him, and stuck a piece of the mirror glass beyond the doorframe just in time to see a familiar flash of red hair as one of the attackers ducked back around a corner.

      “It’s Amber,” I gasped, and Owen looked at me, his brows furrowed. Viggo pulled back into the room’s cover and pointed his gun at the floor.

      “Not to alarm anyone,” Ms. Dale’s voice came calmly from the other room. “But they’ve got people on this side too. They might be trying to—” I heard her fire a few rounds down the hallway.

      “Ideas?” I asked, ducking back from the doorway as more gunfire went off.

      “How did they even know where I was?” cried the king. “This is a secret facility!”

      I looked at Viggo, whose expression showed sudden understanding, and then felt a surge of annoyance as I came to the same conclusion. “Please… please tell me they didn’t follow us here,” I said, looking over to Owen.

      He shook his head and gave a shrug. “You know I haven’t heard anything from the Liberators since you stopped the bombing,” he replied. “But that sounds exactly like Desmond.”

      I groaned, massaging my forehead against my growing headache. “That was why they stopped trying to chase us from Matrus? This is like jumping out of the frying pan, expecting fire, only to find out you’ve been in the oven the whole damn time!”

      “Look, let me try something,” announced Owen, creeping over to us.

      I looked up at him. “What?”

      Before Viggo and I could stop him, he stepped into the hall with his hands up, a slight cringe on his face. “Don’t shoot!” he called.
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      I bit back a curse as Owen stepped into the hallway. I was preparing to grab him by the back of his uniform and haul him back in, when the gunfire suddenly stopped, as if someone had flipped a switch. There was a long silence that seemed louder than the sound of gunfire.

      “Owen,” called a familiar, older voice from down the hall. I looked through the broken window at Ms. Dale, who was jamming a chair against the door in the other room.

      “Henrik!” Owen replied, taking a step back. “I have to tell you something! There’s information you need to know before you complete this mission.”

      Again, there was a pause. This one stretched out for much longer, and every second that ticked by, I expected to hear the gunshot that would end Owen’s life.

      “What’s the information?” came a feminine voice I recognized from my time in the Liberators’ facility.

      I looked at Violet, and she mouthed “I told you, it’s Amber!” at me. I turned back to Owen, keeping my eyes on him through the doorway. He seemed calm, but from this angle, I could see the trickle of sweat rolling down his forehead and past his cheeks.

      “Desmond is using the Liberators on behalf of Queen Elena,” he said, his voice flat and even. “She is using you to take out the king, so that Elena can have grounds to come in and take control of Patrus.”

      “That’s ridiculous, Owen,” Amber started, but Henrik quickly overrode her.

      “How do you know this, son?” he grated, his voice stern and demanding.

      Owen gave me a pleading look, and I nodded, sucking in a deep breath before stepping into the hallway.

      Amber was standing at the other end, her gun lowered but still tight to her shoulder. Henrik was next to her, but his gun was resting against his hip and pointed upward. As soon as I appeared, Amber lifted the gun up a fraction, her violet eyes narrowing in hatred.

      “Traitor,” she hissed, her eyes flicking to Owen. I held my gun on her. I didn’t want to fire it, but if she pulled the trigger, I was willing to end her.

      Henrik grabbed the stock of her gun and pushed it down. “Give them a chance,” he ordered.

      Amber looked up at him in shock, then outrage, but she backed down, letting the muzzle of the gun swing back toward the floor.

      Owen took a step forward, his voice pleading. “Amber, you’ve known me for a long time. Have I ever lied to you?”

      Her mouth tightened, but she shook her head at him. “You’re standing by his side?” she asked finally, her words dripping with disdain and fury.

      “Amber, you know Viggo has done nothing but help since his surgery. He got back on his feet and found a way to reach the boys—you think a spy would volunteer for that? He devoted every hour of every day to them. He worked longer and harder than anybody else who volunteered to do it. He was tireless, patient, fair, and kind to them. So don’t you dare buy into that bull that Desmond tried to sell you on.”

      By the end of his speech, Owen was practically seething, and I had to blink several times at how vehemently he had defended me, in spite of my rudeness toward him. It was… enough to make me start to respect the man. A part of me was disappointed—if he survived this encounter in the hallway, I couldn’t be a ruthless jerk to him anymore.

      Oh well. It would make Violet happy, and Owen had clearly earned it.

      Amber looked up at the ceiling for a moment, and then shook her head. “How do you know?” she asked finally. “About Desmond—about using us—how do you know?”

      “I heard her, Amber. I was using one of the suits, and I heard her say it. She’s been using us. She… she used me.” Owen paused, shaking his head in melancholy, as if he still couldn’t believe the sudden change of events. It was clear he was still reeling from the betrayal—I could only imagine how much it stung. “I don’t know if she planned for me to get caught, but the bombing was designed to fail. Elena already knew it was coming, because she was going to use it to gain public support from Matrians to support her aggression toward Patrus.”

      Amber was shaking her head, her disbelief evident. “You’re wrong,” she stated, as if it were fact. But beside her, Henrik looked doubtful.

      “He’s not,” I said from behind Owen, moving up next to him. I lowered my gun, hoping that even if Amber got angry enough to fire, she wouldn’t fire on a non-threatening man. “We’ve been played, Amber. The bomb was real, but poorly constructed, with more than enough time to defuse it.”

      “You’re spies,” she said insistently. “Patrian ones, Matrian ones—it doesn’t matter. You’ll say anything to try to stop us.”

      I heard something from the doorway, and I was surprised to see that it was Tim. He pushed past Violet, then Owen and myself, his eyes twin silver flames of determination. I knew that look by now. It meant something big was about to happen.

      “Not spy,” he growled at her, and Amber took a step back, her eyes widening in surprise. “Desmond bad—wants to use us boys. Like puppets.” The last word he spat, as if saying it left a disgusting taste in his mouth. “You help her… you’re bad too.”

      Henrik looked at Tim, and then back to Amber. Suddenly, Ms. Dale called out from her small room. “I don’t know what’s happening on your end, but someone’s trying to get through in here,” she said. “Can they make them stand down? They better, or I’ll fire through the door.”

      I turned to relay the message to Henrik, only to discover Henrik had heard most of it, judging by the disapproving way he was looking at Amber. “You ordered Quinn to continue with the mission?” he barked, and Amber flinched, but didn’t look apologetic in the slightest.

      “It’s the mission,” she retorted defensively, and he shook his head. I watched him press a thin black fabric to his neck and mouth a few words through the subvocalizer. I couldn’t hear anything—it was a function of the subvocalizers—but I understood the gist of it. He was ordering Quinn to stand down.

      I looked inside the room. Violet had moved over to the broken window, her head cocked as she listened. I could hear the faint thump of whatever was on the other side suddenly stop, doubling the silence that surrounded us in the chambers. Violet looked back at me and nodded, her face tense. Then she deliberately tapped her watch, a reminder that time was not on our side.

      “What is the mission?” asked Owen.

      “Kill the king,” Amber responded archly, and Owen shook his head.

      “What is our mission, as Liberators?” he said.

      I grunted, torn between interrupting Owen to remind him that time was short, and hoping that this would be the moment he could get Amber to see reason. I didn’t want to shoot her, not if I didn’t have to.

      Amber’s eyes were malevolent as she sneered at him. “Kill any man who tries to tell me what to do,” she stated, giving Owen a daring look.

      Owen tsked, and lowered his arm, resting his hand on his hips. “Okay, one—ouch. Not trying to tell you what to do, just trying to give you information so you can reach your own conclusion. Two—Amber, you’re being purposefully obtuse. It’s not like you. Our mission was to find the boys, liberate them from Matrian control, and overthrow the government for lying to us for so many years.”

      “So?” Amber snapped back.

      “So how does killing King Maxen accomplish any of that?”

      Silence met his question, and I jumped on it, not waiting to see whether Owen’s logic had its intended effect.

      “We need to go,” I announced, and Amber bristled. I ignored it, turning my head to look at Henrik. “The king’s backup is certainly on its way.”

      Henrik considered me for several seconds and then looked back at Amber, who was frowning at him with increasing consternation. His mouth pursed under his well-maintained gray and white beard.

      “It’s up to you,” he finally said, and I felt a flare of irritation that he was giving the decision back to the woman who clearly wasn’t interested in hearing the truth.

      Amber chewed on her lower lip, staring at us. The seconds ticked by, each one feeling both longer and shorter than the last. When she finally spoke, I was on the verge of marching everyone out and leaving the indecisive behind.

      “Bring the king,” she said finally. “We’ll hear you out in a safer location—if we believe you, we’ll let him live. If not… well. We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.”

      I ignored her barely concealed threat and nodded. “We need to get out of the city. Let’s get back to the truck and see if we can use it to get out of here.”

      Without waiting to see whether anybody would act on my instructions, I walked back into the room in time to see Jay hauling the king to his feet on Violet’s orders. The king glowered at all of us, jerking his arm out from the grip of her left hand.

      “Don’t you dare touch me, you Matrian murderer,” he spat at Violet.

      Violet’s eyes widened for a moment at the vehemence of his statement. Then, her surprise morphed into amusement. “I prefer ‘murderess’,” she said, grabbing his arm again. “Maybe it’s a pet peeve of mine, but I hate when the masculine version of the label is applied to me.”

      The king ripped his arm out of her hand again and took a step back, the look in his eyes threatening dire retributions. “I’m not going anywhere without my guards,” he announced.

      “You don’t really get a choice,” said Amber from the doorway, her gaze dark with the promise of violence. He opened his mouth to protest, but she speared him with a look. “Speak again, and I’ll put a bullet in your head and walk away.”

      The king’s mouth snapped shut, and he scowled at Amber, trying to gauge how sincere her promise was. “No,” he finally said, shaking his head. “I won’t go with you—I’ll never go with any woman who doesn’t understand her role. HELP! Guards, guards, HELP!”

      My patience had finally reached its end, and I leapt forward and swung, my fist connecting squarely with the king’s jaw. That would be the third man I had punched today—but this punch was the most gratifying. I’d never dared to dream that one day I would see the king of Patrus crumpling to the floor in front of me like a puppet whose strings had been cut all at once.

      Ms. Dale grinned at me as she moved to open the door in her tiny room, letting Quinn in. He took one look at us—mostly a curious one—and then shrugged, wisely keeping his mouth shut.

      Violet moved up next to me, her eyebrows furrowed. “Seriously, Viggo? Jay could’ve easily gotten him there.”

      “What? He was being difficult!” I argued, but I wasn’t angry. I felt more amused than anything. Which was weird, considering that this place was about to become a hornet’s nest of angry guards at any moment. And if we were caught with the king, they were going to shoot us first, then shoot us again, and possibly again, before ever asking a question.

      “Punching someone’s lights out cannot be your solution to every problem,” Violet replied, and I flashed her my most charming smile.

      “Well, it worked, didn’t it?” I asked as Jay helped Ms. Dale out the window, then stooped to pick up the unconscious king, throwing him over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes. “Let’s get out of here—you can continue chastising me in the truck.”

      Violet gave a deep sigh—one of eternal patience—and then stepped back, following Jay into the gray hallway ahead.
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      All the guards we had seen when we first came into the corridor were dead or dying—blood pooling around them from numerous wounds. I shot a condemning look at Amber, but she scowled back, completely unbothered by my disapproval. Still, their sad fate didn’t stop me from scavenging a pistol, a loaded handgun, and some extra ammunition.

      There were more weapons lying around, and others in the group who had been frisked before coming into the tunnel outfitted themselves as well. A little uncomfortable shock ran through me at the sight of my brother holding a pistol in his hand. I opened my mouth to say something, but quickly shut it again when I realized he was going to need it, whether I liked it or not.

      Viggo was at the door to the tunnel, his hand on the knob, naturally taking charge. “The truck we’re taking is across the tunnel from us, in a parking space behind a concrete barrier. I’ll go first, followed by Ms. Dale, Violet, and Henrik. We’ll take up positions around the truck and give covering fire to Jay and the king. Jay, get the king in the back and stay low. Owen, Amber, Quinn, and Tim, you’re with them. Your first priority is getting the king to safety. It looked like there was a lot of construction debris in the tunnel, so remember, there could be guards anywhere.”

      We nodded, and I pushed past everyone to line up against one wall, between Henrik and Ms. Dale, taking a moment to raise my gun and click off the safety. Viggo looked at us steadily, watching the rest of the group line up against the wall on the other side of the door, waiting in silence for everyone to be ready. As soon as we were, he swung open the door and peered out, the two groups of us lining the walls on either side.

      The tunnel was quiet for a moment. From my position I could just see the bodies of more guards strewn about the steps we had gone up, an abandoned escort vehicle sitting in the middle of the two clear lanes we would have to cross. Amber’s group had certainly left destruction in their wake.

      And then, just as Viggo was about to step through the door, a burst of gunfire bombarded the doorway, bullets thudding into the wall across from our group. If any one of us had been standing in the doorway, we’d have been dead.

      Owen, who was closest to the door on the side opposite me, peeked out and shouted over the gunfire, “Looks like they barricaded this side of the tunnel!”

      Viggo swore. “It’s gotta be the rest of the king’s guard. Plan’s still the same. Take cover in the construction zone, and then cross the lanes when they have to reload.”

      During a momentary pause in the shooting coming toward us from the left, he leaned out and returned fire, and I heard somebody shout from the tunnel.

      “First group!” Viggo yelled. “Let’s go!”

      And then we were running out down the stairs, hopping over the bodies of dead guards. I pointed the pistol in my left hand wildly and pulled the trigger, barely even looking—I was such a bad shot with my left hand that it hardly mattered. I dipped and weaved through the construction debris, bullets zinging around me, and before I knew it my feet were on the pavement and I darted behind the escort vehicle to catch my breath.

      I looked around and realized I’d made it closer than anyone I could see—Ms. Dale and Henrik had peeled off to take up defensible positions in the construction zone. I didn’t know where Viggo was. I could see that Ms. Dale was in the worst position to defend herself, ducked down behind a couple of overturned signs at an angle that would make her easy to hit.

      Now that I was in the middle of the tunnel, I could see the whole scene in the tunnel’s eerie yellow light. Along the low metal barriers the king’s guard had set up, men crouched low, firing in bursts. As I watched, a guard popped up and fired at Ms. Dale’s vulnerable position.

      She ducked down low, caught my eye, and gave me a signal—covering fire. I leaned out over the hood of the vehicle I hid behind, unloading several rounds in the direction of the shooters. They ducked, and Ms. Dale immediately leapt over the pile of signs, heading for Henrik’s position behind a sand barrel, closer to me. But then one guard stood and began unloading at her as she ran.

      One shot hit close enough to her that she recoiled and lost her footing, going down in a tumble and barely managing to roll to her knees—with her gun still on the ground. I fired wildly toward her attacker, cursing my left hand, as the guard sighted in on her—and then Henrik was standing over her, his legs splayed as he fired with straight and true aim.

      The guard’s body jerked with the impact of the bullets, and he dropped to the ground.

      “MOVE!” I heard Viggo’s voice bellowing from across the tunnel. Amidst all the chaos, I was glad to hear Samuel barking from where we’d left him in the cab, confirming that Viggo, at least, had made it to the truck.

      I scrambled to my feet and unloaded round after round, expending the magazine as I crossed the empty lane and entered the construction zone the truck was in. I crouched behind a piece of debris to reload. It was awkward—a spike of pain pulsed through my right hand when I tried to slap the cartridge in, so I wound up pressing the gun down on my knee until I felt it click, locking into place.

      I silently thanked Ms. Dale and Henrik, who had moved closer and were firing round after round in the direction of two guards who were hiding behind their partially constructed barricade. Under their cover, I vaulted the short concrete barrier between us and the truck, pulled my gun back up, and angled fire toward the attackers. Quinn, Amber, and Owen ran across the pavement, flanking Jay and Tim—the king still thrown limply over Jay’s shoulder. I heard Maxen grunt, and flinched when I heard what I could only presume to be the king’s body landing hard in the back of the truck.

      “Into the truck!” I shouted as I unloaded a few more rounds, my left wrist starting to ache from the gun’s recoil. I stepped out farther, allowing Henrik and Ms. Dale to move past me and climb into the truck, then followed as they gave me covering fire.

      Jay was leaning out of the tarp toward me, his hand held out for me to grab. Without thinking I slapped my right hand into his, and then screamed as it exploded in pain as he hauled me up, dragging me over the tailgate. He gave me an alarmed look, but, thankfully, didn’t let go.

      Darkness engulfed my eyes under the shade of the tarp. Jay let me go as soon as I was through, and I crawled toward the front of the truck’s bed, clutching my forearm and trying not to vomit on the floor as the pain shot up my arm. It took me a minute to realize my eyes were watering from the pain, and I sucked in a deep breath, trying to stop my body’s physical reactions and turn my mind toward the battle in which we were still embroiled.

      Bullets were pinging off the tailgate and intermittently ripping through the tarp, and the back of the truck seemed filled with crouching bodies. As if from far away, I heard Ms. Dale taking a head count, then Henrik shouting at Viggo, “We’re all in! Let’s go!” Next to me, the unconscious king’s head lolled and bumped up and down as the truck roared into gear.

      A dizzy thought spun through my mind. Have we really just kidnapped the king of Patrus?

      By the time I slowly returned to my senses, we were careening down the tunnel, apparently having outstripped any pursuit. There had been several loud bangs early on, and I suspected these had been attacks against any vehicles that had tried to follow us. Beginning to get used to the dimness under the tarp, I noticed Owen, Amber, and Ms. Dale crouched behind the tailgate and Quinn, Tim, and Jay sitting in the middle of the bed. Quinn was digging through a backpack he’d been carrying. In a smaller truck it would have been a crowd, but this thing was so huge we had plenty of space.

      I sucked in another deep breath, and then lurched upright, taking extra care to use my left hand to brace myself.

      “You okay?” asked Jay from the middle of the bed, and I nodded weakly, still in too much pain to say anything. Viggo, at the wheel, was shouting at Henrik through the tiny back window that connected the cab with the bed. Since Henrik sat next to me, I tuned in, trying to get a handle on our situation.

      “…the only way in or out? Didn’t you get the blueprints for your mission?”

      “No! We don’t know this area. We followed a tracker that was installed on… oh… hmm.” He trailed off, his face pensive.

      There was a pause from the cabin. “A tracker on what?”

      I was glad Viggo couldn’t see the expression on Henrik’s face, a weird mixture of amusement and regret. “On you, Viggo.”

      From the cabin came one of the longest explosions of swearing that I had yet heard from Viggo. The truck seemed to accelerate madly, the engine’s roar echoing loudly in the tunnel.

      “So Desmond could be following us right now?” he shouted furiously, once his speech had become intelligible again. “When did that happen? How do we get it off? And, uh… where the hell is it?”

      Henrik put his face in his hands and answered the questions one after another. If the situation hadn’t been so serious, I was sure he would have been laughing. I didn’t find it funny at all—had our whole escape been yet another ruse?

      “They would have attached it while you were unconscious,” Henrik said. “I don’t think it was one of the ingestible ones. It’s either a skin-colored patch with a very strong adhesive… or a chip inserted underneath your skin. They’ve probably put it in a difficult-to-notice position on your body, like the middle of your back. Getting it out could be difficult, depending on the method they used to attach it…”

      “Well, it can’t wait!” Viggo’s voice was grim. I couldn’t see his face through the window because he faced forward, but I knew he was furious. I was furious. I thought of the tracker I’d once slipped Viggo in his flask of water—then thought of somebody cutting him while he was down and sliding another such device into him. My left hand curled into a clumsy fist.

      “While you’re driving?” Henrik asked. “If you think you can handle it…”

      “I don’t have much choice, do I?” Viggo thundered, and the truck jerked underneath us as his foot, presumably, punched the gas again.

      “All right,” Henrik said. “Well, we can switch drivers, and…”

      “Don’t have time!” Viggo hollered.

      “Fair,” Henrik said. “Then maybe I can come up there and…” His eyes fell on me. “Violet,” he said, quieter now, “could you fit through that window? It had probably better be you.”

      I shook the last of the dizziness from my head, or at least tried to. “I can do it,” I said.

      Henrik smiled at me as though he’d known I would say yes. He dug around in his pockets and held out a small folding knife, his eyes serious again. “I hope you don’t need this. Check the middle of his back first. If it’s not there… Well, check anywhere you can think of. It’s most likely there, though.” I pocketed the knife and climbed forward.

      With his eyes on the road, Viggo growled as I struggled to fit myself through the small back window. “Henrik, I will blame you if I crash and we all die—” He turned his head and saw me, then cracked a dark smile. “Oh, Violet, it’s you. Well, at least I get a beautiful nurse.”

      I could feel myself blushing. “Don’t distract me, patient,” I said, with more bravery than I felt.

      He made to reply, then swore and swerved as an overturned sand barrel appeared in the truck’s headlights. As we skidded around it into the other lane, I seized the headrest of the passenger’s side with my left hand and hung on for dear life, trying not to crush poor Samuel.

      “Sorry,” Viggo said, although the swerve wasn’t his fault at all. “Let’s just get this over with.”

      “Okay… I need you to lean forward. And… take off your shirt.”

      Taking off the filthy t-shirt while he was driving took effort from both of us. I hiked up the back and arranged it so that it was easy for Viggo to yank one hand, then the other, through the short sleeves, then pulled the collar up over his head until the whole thing was bunched around his face and he could pull it off, only blocking his eyes for a second. Then I was peering at the broad, taut muscles of Viggo’s back in the tunnel’s yellow light, running my hands over him gently, trying to find a patch… or an injury.

      My fingers found a bump. It wasn’t a patch—just a little lump in the skin, smaller than my thumbnail, with a tiny puckered red mark on one side that had to be the insertion wound. Fury curled tight in my stomach, warring with nerves. I touched the spot, and Viggo growled.

      “Viggo,” I said, trying to sound calm and efficient, “it’s under your skin. Henrik gave me a knife. I’m going to have to cut it out.” I didn’t say, With my left hand. In a moving vehicle. While you’re driving it.

      He stared straight ahead at the road. “Just make it quick, Violet,” he said tightly. “I’ll be fine.”

      I fumbled uselessly with the knife for several seconds, my left hand shaking not only from the unfamiliar motions, but from the thought that I was going to have to cut Viggo’s skin to get the tracker out. I couldn’t avoid hurting him. It was a whole new kind of torture, and I hated it with every fiber of my being.

      “How’s it going in there?” Henrik shouted, and I yelled back, “Fine!”

      With the bumping of the truck, I had to brace myself against Viggo’s body with my knees, wrapping my right arm under his armpit and hooking it around his shoulder, my left arm crossing his back. I positioned the knife across his skin by the entry wound, but didn’t cut in.

      “Violet,” he almost groaned. “There’s trouble up ahead. You have to do it now!”

      Adrenaline surging through my veins, I pressed the little knife against Viggo’s skin, wincing as red blossomed there and he sucked in a breath. The truck jolted, and the knife jounced against something hard—I yanked it away from his skin, afraid of slipping, threw the knife on the seat and dug back into the bleeding injury with my fingers, finally pressing out the tiny, blood-covered bead of the tracker.

      Viggo made no noises during the whole thing but I could hear him breathing through his teeth. “It’s out!” I cried, and Viggo let out a curse. “Warn the others in the back! There’s the rest of the king’s guard!”

      I took one look out the windshield and saw that we were careening toward another set of portable barricade shields. Guardsmen were dragging sand barrels to block off the lanes, a set of gun barrels pointed our way. City lights glowed from the end of the tunnel behind their vehicles… if we could just get past them.

      I stuck my head through the small window of the back of the truck, shouting, “They blockaded the other end of the tunnel! Everybody down!” Then I dropped to the passenger’s seat, curling up into a ball as Viggo, shirtless and bleeding, began whipping back and forth to avoid the hail of bullets that showered down on us as we approached. The truck bounced, making a horrifying clunking noise, and I curved my body around my hand in mid-air, landing hard on my side as bullets crashed into the passenger’s door. Thankfully, none had breached the truck’s outer shell. Samuel’s barking was frenzied, and I was still curled up in pain when the sounds of my companions returning fire blasted my ears.

      Through the racket, I fervently wished I hadn’t dropped my gun in the back of the truck. Thoughts of Viggo being taken out in the driver’s seat flashed through my mind—but before I could move, the gunfire became unbearably loud, and a wrenching, lurching crunch sent me crashing against the glove compartment. There were shouts and roars, and the engine’s growling grew higher. But it never stopped, and then we were picking up speed again. “Hah!” I heard Viggo grunt from the driver’s seat. Firing stopped for a moment.

      Clearly, he’d simply driven through the entire barricade, not caring what was in the way. Clawing my way upright and back to the seat, I looked out the window. I saw that the light outside wasn’t the sickly yellow of the tunnel anymore, but the expanse of the night sky. Streetlights flickered past us on either side, and close-set apartment buildings loomed over the narrow road we’d emerged onto. I pressed my face to the window, trying to look back around the tarp. I could just see the three sleek vehicles that were currently pulling out into the road from the area around the broken blockade to pursue us.

      The breath of relief I’d been about to exhale caught in my throat. “Looks like they’re still after us. There are three trucks coming our way.”

      Viggo’s response was to gas it, his hands tightening on the wheel. “Where’s that damn tracker?” he demanded, and I realized I was still holding it. I handed it to him, and he rolled down the window a crack, enough to viciously toss the little device out. “Good riddance!” he bellowed.

      I looked around, found Henrik’s knife and tucked it into my pocket, then found Viggo’s shirt and used it to wipe the blood streaming from the small cut in his back. “Thank you,” he murmured. “You did good.”

      I dropped a kiss on his bare shoulder. “I hope we never have to do that again.”

      “Me too. You should go back and check on the others. I’ll be fine.”

      “That’s what I was about to suggest,” I said. “Stay safe. We’ll keep them off our tail.”

      “I’ll do my best. You too.”

      I struggled back through the tiny window, my aching body protesting, in time to catch a continued conversation among the rest of the crew.

      “Who has the nearest safe room?” Owen was asking, clearly addressing Amber’s team.

      “I have a safe room in Father’s Park,” shouted Quinn, sitting in the center of the truck, reloading his pistol.

      “Why is this important?” I cried to them, and it was Owen who answered.

      “Amber’s group was able to track the wardens’ handhelds. It’s only a matter of time before they think to check the Matrian ones we’re using now. We need a better, more secure handheld—you guys had to leave yours behind, so that means they’ll be with your bug-out bags, right?”

      The last part was directed at Amber, Henrik, and Quinn, who all nodded, then ducked simultaneously as Ms. Dale shouted “Down!” and bullets riddled the tarp again.

      I ducked too, then continued our conversation. “We can’t exactly stop for it, Owen!”

      Owen looked grimly at me, seeing the problem. “Maybe if we can ditch the pursuit—” Quinn made a face, then crawled back toward Jay’s position, letting Amber take his place again.

      I peered out around the tarp, finally having found my own weapon. The king’s vehicles were gaining on us quickly—they were smaller and faster than the huge old truck. The black tarp fluttered and flapped in my way as I tried to rest my left hand on the tailgate to aim. I grimaced, remembering Henrik’s pocketknife.

      It was just as hard to click open this time, even though I’d wiped the blood off on my pants before closing it earlier. When I finally got the blade to slide free, I lunged forward and slashed a big hole through the tarp flaps, finally giving us an unobstructed view of the road behind us.

      “Finally somebody’s thinking back here!” Ms. Dale said appreciatively, and we both fired at the windshield of the nearest truck, which was now clearly visible through the hole. But the rounds bounced harmlessly off. “New tech,” Ms. Dale said enviously. “Of course.” The nearest truck surged closer to us, and though I couldn’t see the driver in the dark, I could see the light glinting off the shotgun pointing at us out the passenger’s side window. This time I was the one to shout “Down!” and make us all duck as the guard fired. “How are we going to take them down?”

      Before Ms. Dale could answer my question, Quinn and Jay bolted past me—Quinn clinging to Jay’s back in a cheery parody of the king’s earlier attack, his legs around Jay’s waist and one arm around his neck, the other hand holding a pistol.

      “We’re going to get that handheld! Meet you at Father’s Park!” Quinn shouted to Owen as Jay put his foot on the tailgate and grabbed one of the metal frame’s supports. Then, ducking so as to not hit Quinn’s head on the frame, he pushed through the remains of the tarp and leapt from the back of the truck.

      They seemed suspended in the air for a moment, and my eyes bulged as I watched Quinn grinning and firing his pistol down at the oncoming wardens’ trucks as they flew over. Everybody in the truck seemed just as stunned as me when Jay managed to grab onto a ladder hanging from a nearby building, his body slamming hard on the brick wall.

      As our vehicle hurtled away, I barely had a chance to see the two scramble up the ladder—apparently Jay’s grip had held. Ms. Dale and I exchanged looks. “What did he say?” she asked, aiming for the passenger’s side window and missing.

      I ran it through in my head, keeping myself low. “Father’s Park?” I was suddenly doubtful. “Is that some kind of code name?”

      Amber came up beside me, fired a few more rounds, and gave a cheer when one of them struck the driver’s hand—which he’d stuck out the window to fire at us. The lead vehicle swerved wildly into the car just behind it, the two of them spinning out and crashing hard into the corner of a building, tires screaming and smoke billowing.

      “No, it’s just an old city park,” Henrik called back to us, overhearing the conversation. “We were using it as a landmark for where we stashed our things. I recognize this area now that we’re out of that blasted tunnel. It’s maybe ten minutes away.”

      I considered this for a moment while bullets continued to ring out around us. Then I nodded, hoping the boys could pull off this crazy stunt. “We’re going to have to get this vehicle off of us, and hope that we can avoid their backups for long enough.”

      “Wait… I thought I saw…” Ms. Dale shuffled to the back of the truck and began pawing through several weapons left by the Porteque gang members. “I knew it!” She came back hefting a huge gun that could be only described as an assault rifle. “Those Patrian scumbags had a .50 caliber.”

      “Looks like those ‘Patrian scumbags’,” Henrik muttered from behind her, “are saving our skins right now.”

      I’d never had the opportunity to see Ms. Dale flush while holding an enormous gun, but she carried it off well, her lips only twitching slightly as she swung into position. The rest of us scooted back as she knelt at the tailgate, waiting for her moment. The guards drifted closer, firing at us; Ms. Dale waited until they were almost on our tail before unloading the gun’s clip into the hood of the truck following us.

      In the confined space of the truck, the sound of the huge rifle’s fire was deafening. At first nothing seemed to happen. But then, with my ears still plugged, I saw the truck begin to shudder, thick black smoke pouring from the sides and the bullet holes, with growing orange flames shooting from the bottom.

      I watched in amazement as the truck came to a squealing halt and the shouting occupants quickly bailed out, moments before the small fire became a large one, burning for several seconds and then exploding hard enough for my hair to be blown back.

      I looked at Ms. Dale from the center of the truck, and she gave me a tight smile. “That’s better,” she said, as she quickly ejected the spent magazine. On the other side of the truck, Henrik broke into a smile, his eyes lighting up as he looked at her.

      Ms. Dale clearly also noticed the look. I couldn’t help but smile as her cheeks slowly grew red again. I moved toward the back of the cab and poked my head through the window.

      “Jay and Quinn took off,” I shouted, and Viggo tore his gaze from the road long enough to give me a concerned look. “They’re going to meet us at Father’s Park,” I added, and he nodded.

      “Was that the last of the pursuit?” he asked.

      “Yes,” I told him. “There were only three vehicles.” Now we had left the tunnel behind, we were climbing a massive hill, the lights of the city below glittering in the night. Bright stars dotted the sky, but low, wispy clouds obscured most of them. I frowned at the pattern, wondering why it looked familiar.

      “I don’t get it,” he said as he took a right turn. “Why aren’t there more of them after us?”

      At that moment, far away, a series of massive bangs, like fireworks, rang out across the city. At the wheel, Viggo jumped and scanned the sky. “What the hell was that?”

      “Violet!” came Tim’s shout, and I pulled my head back out of the cab, turning to him. His finger was pointed at a portion of the city that bordered the river, and my heart dropped as I saw the flickering orange brightness that meant fire lighting up an otherwise-darkened block. Even from this distance, the flame lit up the columns of smoke that were rising from the area, making them stand out, vibrant orange against the night sky.

      “That wasn’t us, was it?” I asked, leaning toward it as though I could get a closer view.

      Owen shook his head, concern dawning on his face as well. “I don’t think so. At least… it can’t be the tunnel or the vehicles. Too far away.”

      “Quinn, Henrik, and I didn’t plant any bombs,” added Amber, in a tone that implied that maybe they should have.

      Now that I looked, there were other sections of the city where no lights showed, as though the power had been taken out for blocks. Other flickering lines of fire were visible on the horizon. And the low, drifting clouds, tinted orange from the light below, drifted like smoke against the sky… I remembered that there had been a similar wispy smoke trail obscuring the stars on the night Lee and I had bombed the laboratory and flown away from Patrus.

      I bit my lip, staring at the horizon, fearing to think about what this could mean. “Whatever it is, it’s probably what’s buying us time, as long as we don’t run into it. We’re going to have to deal with it later.”

      Nobody argued, but our recent victory over the king’s guards no longer felt like a true escape. We rode in tense silence, broken only periodically by someone pointing out new smoke lines in the sky. A few more blasts rocked the night, some of them near, but most of them far away from us. Near the back of the truck, King Maxen groaned and mumbled in his unconscious state.

      Soon enough, Viggo called back that we were nearing the park. I looked around, my nervousness about the city turning into downright fear: how were we going to find Quinn and Jay? What if they hadn’t made it?

      We were slowing down, unsure of where to search, when a motorbike pulled up behind us and honked insistently. I would have suspected wardens if I hadn’t immediately recognized the riders—Quinn was driving, and Jay was holding on for dear life. Neither of them wore helmets; and before we could pull to a stop, Quinn said something to Jay, who stood up on the motorbike, grabbed Quinn under the armpits, and leapt into the back of the truck, throwing Quinn over the tailgate and tumbling over it himself.

      I stared as the motorbike slid onto its side, coming to a skidding halt, wheels spinning furiously, as we drove away. Then I turned to where the two young men were dusting themselves off, not sure whether I wanted to hit them or throw my arms around them.

      “Quinn! Jay! Are you guys okay?”

      Jay pushed himself to his knees and looked up at me, a huge grin on his face. Quinn’s expression was pretty much the same. “We did it, Violet!” he said. “We got the handheld!”

      I sighed, glad beyond measure that their stunt had ended well. “Why do you have to scare me like that?” I teased them, amused at the guilty look that slid across Quinn’s face for a moment. “I’m glad you made it, guys. Good job.”

      Tim came up to congratulate the boys, grinning as hard as them. “Awesome!” He beamed at Jay.

      All the energy of adrenaline inside me gave way to relief—and exhaustion. My right hand felt like a painful, swollen, useless club.

      I wanted Viggo.

      With some effort I managed to squeeze my aching body through the small window into the cab of the truck. When I slid awkwardly down and leaned against Viggo’s still-bare shoulder, he reached around and stroked the back of my neck, driving with one hand for a bit.

      “The boys got back safe?” he asked me.

      “Yes,” I said. “As crazy as it sounds.”

      “I knew they’d make it,” Viggo said.

      I sighed. I wished I could stop the discomfort that was still twisting my stomach into knots, despite the fact that they had returned safely. I knew that Quinn and Jay—and my brother, for that matter—wanted to help, but I hated that the boys had put themselves in such danger. I also hated my sneaking suspicion that they would have to do it again—and there wasn’t much I could do about it. Samuel laid a sympathetic head on my lap, and I scratched his ear in silent gratitude.
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      It was completely surreal to be sitting in Viggo’s cabin, the place where we’d shared our first kiss. Of course, at that time, I had been recovering from a concussion and feeling emotionally battered after being kidnapped by the Porteque gang. Still, I had never expected to see this place again after Lee and I had fled Patrus.

      Viggo sat beside me at the round little kitchen table, across from a very irate King Maxen, negotiating with him for a deal that would secure Maxen’s participation in what was rapidly turning into our rebellion… or at least for him to get out of our way. The king of Patrus had a nasty purple bruise spreading across the lower portion of his face, and he was still in cuffs, having lost his privileges after a pathetic escape attempt shortly after breakfast (for which he had conveniently stayed put). I could see Jay and Tim outside through the window, throwing sticks for Samuel to chase, the dog’s furry brown body a blur as he scrambled over the pine-needle covered dirt surrounding the cabin. It seemed strangely idyllic.

      Owen stood in the hallway with Amber and Quinn, presumably explaining everything that had happened over the last three or four days. Quinn had taken our story of Desmond’s betrayal silently, his normally chipper face tightening into a frown; though he didn’t ask questions or make objections, I couldn’t tell whether he believed us or not.

      Even now, the morning after our escape, Amber remained sullen—her body stiff as a steel rod and her arms crossed over her chest. She was arguing with Owen, who seemed to take it in his stride, his body language more relaxed and confident. I wasn’t sure whether Amber could be swayed, but Owen was doing his best.

      It had taken us a little more than two hours to get up here from the corner of the city where we’d kidnapped the king, avoiding the major highways in case there were wardens about… or, worse, in case the bridges had collapsed or been blocked by burning rubble. In my half-asleep, aching state, afraid for the city and everybody in it, I’d almost come to believe that there would be nothing left of this place, either, until Viggo pulled into the familiar drive and carried me from the truck.

      My first true glimpse of Viggo’s small, cozy bedroom had been anticlimactic—in that Viggo, ever the gentleman, had insisted that my injury meant I needed the single bed to myself, then stuffed me with painkillers, tucked me in, and spent the night dozing in the armchair by the fire. He had wanted to check my wound, but I felt too worn down to cope with the trauma of unraveling it before I’d gotten some sleep. The rest of the group had simply sprawled anywhere they could find in the small cabin. When I awoke, it was to the sight of my brother curled up in a tight ball, snoring lightly, in the space between Viggo’s bed and the window.

      Everybody else was already up—they’d let me sleep in. As the smell of cooking food suffused the house from the kitchen—the most eclectic food was left over in Viggo’s cabin after he’d been gone for months, but somehow, he and Henrik had made do—I’d stumbled into the bathroom and washed myself as best I could. I’d started to undo the electrical tape binding the piece of Viggo’s shirt to my hand, then stopped as a wave of nausea sent me reeling back against the sink. I would find a first aid kit and deal with it later, I promised myself.

      During breakfast, Owen had updated us on what he knew. He’d gotten ahold of Thomas last night on the secure handheld, managed to convey our spiraling situation, and been on the receiving end of a frantic rant about the bombings. Thomas had confirmed that Desmond had sent out multiple teams yesterday after he’d told us about Amber’s team’s mission, and that she’d instructed all of them to leave him out of the loop—it was highly likely that she suspected he’d followed Owen in defecting. Owen had, with infinite patience, instructed him to start looking at evacuation routes to get himself and Solomon out of his hideout in the sewers. Thomas had been sure that there was less than a twenty-one percent chance of success if he included Solomon in the escape, but to my relief, Owen had firmly insisted, and now we were waiting for Thomas to call back as soon as he came up with a plan.

      On the drive next to the yard where the boys played with Samuel, Ms. Dale and Henrik stood by the battered truck, carefully checking and rechecking our mostly stolen stockpiles of weapons and ammunition. I watched as Henrik pushed a lock of hair out of Ms. Dale’s eyes and behind her ear, and caught a glimpse of her surprised expression—noting the way her cheeks started to redden again, visible even through the window. It was definitely a bit odd to see my old teacher flirting.

      Not that I was going to judge—this just gave me some wiggle room the next time Ms. Dale decided to mouth off at Viggo and me again. Yet it was also kind of sweet, to see two people who should’ve been enemies becoming so close so quickly. A smile grew on my lips when I realized that it was our story—Viggo’s and mine—being repeated by our older counterparts.

      It was corny, but it made me feel that Viggo and I would have been destined for each other no matter when we met.

      “You hit me,” the king practically shouted, startling me from the charming thought. His hand slapped down against the table in aplomb. “You kidnapped me. And now you want to hold me hostage until I agree to sign a pardon for you, your Matrian… girlfriend, and the very degenerates who were sent to assassinate me?” He gave a scoffing laugh, and I turned in time to see him lean back on his chair, pushing it back onto its two rear legs and rocking back and forth, his expression one of bemused incredulity.

      “Yes,” replied Viggo, cool and collected. “I do.”

      King Maxen’s face reddened in ire. “I will do no such thing!” he bellowed. “I will not be subject to this… to this…”

      “Blackmail,” Viggo supplied as he slid a blank piece of paper across the table toward the king. I suppressed a smile.

      Maxen stared mutinously at the piece of paper. “Exactly,” he said, his tone dropping into deadly calm.

      I turned back to the news ticker I’d been perusing, scouring the thin piece of paper for anything regarding, well… anything. But all it reported was that King Maxen had messaged Matrus expressing his condolences about the attempted bombing in the temple, and expressing again that he’d had nothing to do with it.

      The ticker was a form of technology that didn’t rely on being hooked up to electricity, and was now outdated. But many citizens still had them in their homes—even reclusive Viggo, who, based on what he’d told me during my former stay in Patrus, wasn’t much interested in the news. I wasn’t clear on the science, but there used to be a law regarding radio interference which stated that radio frequencies could not be used past a certain quota. I vaguely remembered an explanation that said the heat sinks on the antennas weren’t a suitable material, or… something technical like that.

      Getting news to all their people had always been a priority for both nations, which was why every home came equipped with a ticker. I’d always been told they were hardwired, impossible for anybody outside of the government-controlled media outlets to hack, and could be overridden directly by the government in case of emergencies.

      Normally, news would be given every hour, on the hour. However, the little strip of paper I was looking at had been the most recent in the pile of old ticker reports that had been accumulating in Viggo’s cabin since he’d left to bring me back to Patrus. The ticker machine hadn’t budged once since we had arrived. That was not a promising sign—it meant that the media centers and government offices responsible for overriding it had been compromised somehow… Or there was such chaos that nobody was even going to work anymore.

      With bright morning sunlight streaming through the little cabin’s windows, with some food in me and at least a few hours’ sleep—more than I’d had in the last few days—it was easy to think that we were safe here. But I knew that safety was an illusion that could crack at any moment.

      I thought about the plumes of smoke we’d seen marring the night sky, the fires, whole chunks of city blacked out. I had no doubt that Desmond—and through her, Queen Elena—was behind them, but just how many teams of Liberators had Desmond sent out on false premises? How long had this been in the works? How bad was it out there? With the tickers down, I could only imagine what was happening in the streets. I thought about Cad and my aunt and uncle, wondering if Alejandro had been able to get to them in time.

      I pushed the useless old ticker aside and looked back at the table.

      “There is a war going on,” the king said insistently. “I need to be there for my people!”

      I rolled my eyes and hid a smirk behind my hand when I noticed that Viggo’s fists were clenched beneath the table.

      Just then I heard the ticker click to life behind me, and I turned around, ripping off the old slip of paper as two more clicks sounded, one right after the other. This was normal, indicating the system was being reset. I took a deep breath and waited. After a long moment, a soft, rapid clicking began as the paper tape was slowly pushed through.

      I began reading as it came out, and frowned, my mind digesting the words in growing horror. The tape spewed out for at least a minute, half of which was spent printing warning messages for people to stay in their homes for safety during these dark and troubled times.

      I ripped off the tape and turned back to the table, staring at the king and Viggo, who were oblivious to me, too deep into their argument.

      Clearing my throat, I stepped up to the table and handed the tape to Viggo, who frowned as he read it.

      “What is it?” Maxen demanded, his goatee practically bristling with indignation that I had handed the tape to Viggo first.

      “There’s no easy way to say this,” Viggo said slowly, “but apparently, they think you’re dead—you must have died in the terrorist bombings that hit…” Viggo’s brow furrowed, and I remembered that this country was where he had grown up, spent all of his life until now. “The state house at the city center, the warehouse district, the docks… the downtown business center… the military training base and several wardens’ stations, several key officials’ houses and offices…”

      By this time, we were all leaning in to hear the news. It sounded more horrible when Viggo read it aloud.

      “They say a terrorist cell of rogue Patrian women called the ‘True Daughters of Patrus’ has taken responsibility for the bombings, claiming they could no longer abide the king’s—your—‘shoddily covered-up attempt to assassinate the Matrian queen.’”

      “Upstart women! How dare they!” the king growled.

      “Your Majesty,” Viggo said incredulously, his jaw clenching, “there are no ‘True Daughters of Patrus’. This must be propaganda. The Matrians have started their plot to take over Patrus. They would’ve had you assassinated if Violet and I hadn’t stopped them. I heard the queen talking about the plot myself.”

      “Well, if that’s the case,” the king replied, “then surely my people will see this for the ruse it is.”

      “Your people are scared, and they think you’re dead,” I snapped. “They don’t want anything, except to feel safe and secure. Right now they don’t.”

      “Which is why you have to let me go,” he retorted, and I felt some very small satisfaction that he’d at least moved on from pretending I hadn’t spoken at all. “My people need to see that I’m all right.”

      “Elena has been planning this for a long time,” Viggo replied, leaning back. “The instant you show your face is the instant she has an assassin take you out. For the time being, you’re better off with us.”

      “This is preposterous… At least get a message out to my guards. Have them meet you here!”

      I shook my head. “We know they’re tapping the guards’ radios. If they have the news, then the Matrians will have it too. The only safe form of communication is through the special handhelds that our colleague Thomas modified. They… well… they can’t be intercepted. And before you ask, we can’t send one to your guards, because it can and will be detected. Your guards will lead them right here.”

      Maxen fell silent.

      “There’s more on this ticker,” Viggo said wearily. “Want to hear it, or are you just going to argue with everything?”

      The king frowned, but managed, “Well, since I can’t very well leave...”

      Viggo read, “‘The king’s chancellor, Dobin, has been in discussions with officials from the Matrian palace since early this morning. As Matrus has offered to send supplies, disaster relief workers, and wardens to help keep the peace, Dobin has also accepted the Matrians’ help concerning the successor to the throne of Patrus. There are rumors that one of the Matrian princesses is even involved.’”

      As I blinked, wondering why the name Dobin rang a bell, the king banged his fist against the table again. “Dobin,” he said. “He won’t let those Matrians trample all over him.”

      “I wouldn’t be so sure…” I interjected, because suddenly I remembered where I’d heard that name before. “Dobin visited Desmond when I was in the facility in The Green. I remember because everybody was excited that such a powerful man would be visiting.” I also remembered the hard, unsettling look the man had given me as I’d gone in to have my own meeting with Desmond, and the memory didn’t make the situation we faced look any better.

      The king stared at me, his eyes bulging. Viggo had explained to him, or attempted to explain, the longer story of how he’d found me, and the facility in The Green, then how we’d stopped the bombing in Matrus. But I had no idea how much the king believed. Maybe none of it.

      “Surely you’re remembering wrong,” the king said.

      “No. It was him. I’m sure of it.”

      “What were they talking about?” the king demanded.

      “I wasn’t there… I didn’t hear what they talked about,” I admitted. “But if Desmond has him in her web, you can bet it’s not going to end well. Otherwise, why wouldn’t he have told you about the secret facility in The Green where a bunch of rebels are waiting to tear down the government?”

      At that point Ms. Dale came through the door with a faint smile on her lips, and accepted the ticker tape Viggo wordlessly held up. As her eyes moved slowly across the paper, her face turned grim.

      “I can’t believe this,” the king exploded, standing up, his handcuffs clinking. “I will not sit here and be blackmailed while my country is being run by traitors and attacked by terrorists! I need to get out there so I can lead the people in this war.”

      “The war is over,” Ms. Dale said coldly, dropping the tape on the floor. “You lost. The Matrians are controlling the media, and they’re already moving into your government. And your people are so terrified, they’ll believe the first thing they hear. If you want to stay alive, then you need to stay with us. We’re your best chance at surviving and mounting a rebellion.”

      Maxen whirled, taking in Ms. Dale. “And what use are a bunch of females in war? Especially two Matrian females who are ill-educated and poorly behaved?”

      There was a bright chuckle from the doorway, and I turned to see Henrik leaning his shoulder on the doorframe, staring at the king with humor in his eyes.

      “I apologize,” he said in a mirth-rich voice. “I’m just appreciating the irony of this—your country is being led around by its nose by Matrian females, and yet your best chance is… also with Matrian females. Am I the only one amused by this?”

      Nobody answered; nobody had to, as the blood drained out of Maxen’s face. He gaped, first at Ms. Dale, who stared icily at him, and then at me—I couldn’t help but give him a little wave. Henrik came up behind him, laying a heavy hand on the king’s shoulder and forcing him to sit back down as he took in the reality of his situation.

      “I suggest you treat these women with utmost respect,” Henrik said, and Maxen flinched as Henrik tightened his grip on his shoulder. “Because they’re some of the best strategists we have, they know the enemy far better than you, and last, but not least, they’re the only ones here, trying to help.”

      “You might also want to consider improving the conditions for women in your country after this,” Viggo added. “After all, it’ll be hard to find a leg to stand on even if we’re able to get you out of this mess. And believe me, the women of Patrus will not forget.”

      The king’s face grew more horrified, and I had to laugh at the image of two Patrian men fighting for women’s rights with their king. Granted, it was clear that Henrik and Viggo no longer felt included as a part of Patrian society, but even so, they were schooling the king admirably.

      I was just glad I got to be there to witness it. And, judging by the warm, appreciative look Ms. Dale shot at Henrik, so was she.
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          Viggo

        

      

    
    
      I was tired of arguing with Maxen. The man was intractable. Gone was the charismatic and intelligent persona he liked to put out to the world. In its place was a man who simply couldn’t grasp the severity of the situation he was in.

      The king was still flabbergasted from what Henrik and I had said to him, so I jumped on it. Slapping a blank piece of paper down on the table in front of him, I slid a pen toward his hand and crossed my arms. “The pardon,” I said pointedly.

      Maxen’s eyes drifted down to the paper, his expression still a bit dazed. He licked his lips and glanced at me, then back down at the paper, seemingly overwhelmed by his own indecision. I wasn’t about to let him argue more.

      “The pardon,” I pressed. “Or we leave you here to rot. It won’t be long until our enemies learn of this location, and I plan for us to be long gone when they get here. Whether or not you’ll be with us is completely up to you.”

      Maxen stared at me, and then reluctantly picked up the pen. “What, ah, should it say?” he asked after a moment.

      Ms. Dale moved up next to him and began coaching him. I had to roll my eyes and tune it out—it was annoying to think that the king had never once written a pardon. Perhaps it was just easier for him not to, but I didn’t care. No system was worth defending if it didn’t bend for its people.

      No system was worth defending if it would allow innocent women to swing for defending themselves.

      Yet here I was, working to save a man who embodied every aspect of it. It felt unconscionable. It felt wrong. Why did doing the right thing feel the same as making a terrible mistake?

      I looked over at Violet, feeling a heavy ache in my heart. We still hadn’t talked about my proposal. Which wasn’t her fault—the situation wasn’t exactly welcoming. When we’d been alone together in the cab of the truck, she’d practically passed out on my shoulder, and I hadn’t wanted to press her. It had just been comforting to have her there next to me as I drove exhaustedly through the night. But who knew when we would have a chance to talk about it in the future? I could only imagine we were going to be on the run for the next few days. In all probability, it would be longer.

      Yet there were things we needed to do beforehand.

      I stood up abruptly, attracting surprised attention from everyone in the room. “I’m going to the shed,” I announced. “Check to see if there are any supplies we might need before we go.” I focused on Ms. Dale. “You got him?”

      She nodded and turned back to the king, who was beginning to look like he had swallowed something bitter. I couldn’t even summon up the good humor to have a laugh at that, so I just left, heading toward the small shed.

      The key was under a nearby rock—it wasn’t the most secure place to leave it, but few people bothered coming up my track. The key was there when I picked up the rock, and I quickly slipped it into the padlock and pulled the door open.

      The first thing I zeroed in on was the tarp covering my motorcycle. I pulled it back, smiling as the familiar gleaming black and chrome lines came into sight. I ran my hands across the soft leather seats in reverence as I walked past it, heading to my workbench. When I’d left to find Violet, when I’d still had the king’s guarantee of funding whatever supplies I needed to track her down, I’d used his orders to instruct one of the wardens I distrusted least to take the bike back here after I left with Alejandro. It might have been a selfish impulse and a waste of the king’s money—but I was glad of it now.

      I had also told him to hide the keys to the bike in one of a group of mason jars screwed to the underside of a shelving unit. They were filled with little odds and ends—scraps of metal and loose screws and bolts—all neatly organized so I could find them more easily. Unscrewing one after another, I found it in the third jar from the right on the back row, sifting through the nails and other items until the keyring emerged. At least one thing in my life had gone just as I had planned it.

      I carried it back over to my bike and straddled the seat, inserting the key into the ignition. I held my breath for a moment and then hit the starter button with my thumb.

      It turned over easily, as if I had never left, the low roar soothing in its familiarity.

      “It still works?” came Violet’s voice, barely audible over the sound of the engine.

      I turned around and saw her standing in the doorway, leaning against the frame with one arm crossed over her chest.

      “Yeah.”

      She nodded, a little smile playing on her lips. “I’m glad.”

      I shut the engine off and leaned against the bike, turning to face her. “What’s up?” I asked.

      Her face grew concerned. “I’m sorry. Did you want to be out here alone? I just… It seemed like you wanted to talk.”

      I recoiled for a moment, trying to process why she would think that, when it occurred to me that I had indeed left the cabin rather abruptly. I shook my head.

      “No,” I chuckled. “I was just frustrated by the situation with Maxen… and dealing with a moral dilemma. But I’d love to talk to you.”

      She smiled then and crossed over to the bike, carefully leaning against it and studying me. “What’s the moral dilemma?”

      I nodded toward the cabin. “Maxen. I just… I wonder what good will really come from this. I mean, suppose we help him raise an army and take back the capital. He’s someone who’s never going to change things. He’s still treating you and Ms. Dale like crap, and you are doing everything in your power to save him.”

      “It wasn’t until you and Henrik said anything that he even started to consider it,” she said.

      “I know.”

      “But he is who he is,” Violet went on. “We are who we are. I don’t think we should try to stop doing the right thing just because he’s an unmitigated ass. That would be something he would do, if he even bothered to help someone in the first place… We’re different.”

      “Better?” I asked, genuinely curious about her take on it.

      Violet shrugged. “I can’t say we’re better or worse—I mean, who am I to judge? I’ve done some horrible things to stay alive. Things that I can’t take back, even if I wanted to.” Her face darkened for a moment. “Maxen’s never had to face what we have, so how can we hold him up to our level, or even compare him to ourselves?”

      I blinked. I had honestly never looked at it like that. “You never cease to amaze me,” I said. “Even in the face of an ‘unmitigated ass’, you still defend him. Does that extend to Elena, Desmond, or Tabitha, I wonder?”

      “Oh no—they’re evil,” she deadpanned, and I laughed. “But, in all seriousness,” she continued, “I honestly can’t tell you that. Don’t get me wrong—if it came to me against them in a life or death situation, I would not hesitate to fight back or kill one—if not all—of them. But… if we managed to capture them, or they surrendered, then I think I would let their people decide what to do with them.”

      I nodded, realizing I felt the same way. “All right then, I guess I can cut Maxen some slack. But that guy is an utter tool.”

      “Agreed,” she said drolly, and I smiled at her. It was great to see her unguarded like this—not holding a gun, not running, not half-asleep, or… or bleeding. God.

      I realized I’d stopped talking and started staring when she leaned next to me, her body touching mine at hip and shoulder, her gray eyes warm.

      “I loved riding on this,” she said, and I smiled, drawn back into the memory of her small hands clinging to me as we’d ridden through the streets of Patrus more times than I could count. Each time she had touched me then, I had been forced to remind myself that she was married to another, to keep my forbidden attraction to her to myself.

      I could still barely believe my luck that her marriage was a sham and her false husband dead. That she really did want… me. That all those desires I’d thought I would have to bury forever were within my grasp. That I had a chance to start over. To have her as my own.

      I’d trailed off again. “Viggo?” Violet asked. “What are you thinking about?”

      I responded without even blinking an eye. “I’m thinking about how much I always wanted to do this.”

      Then I slid my hands around her waist, pulling her around to face me, enjoying the little gasp that escaped her before I pressed my lips against hers. I felt her smile against my mouth, her left hand moving up to press against my chest. Her lips opened to me and I delved deeper in, forgetting the world around us, getting lost in her.

      Violet.

      Without conscious thought, my hands pulled her closer to me, moving slowly up and down her body, enjoying her curves, the way she arched toward me, her small body pressed between my legs. A part of me wanted to pick her up and press her against a wall, but even through the rush of our two heartbeats accelerating, I knew I had to be careful. She was worn out, injured, and I wouldn’t be able to forgive myself if I gave in to my urge to be rough and set off her injury in the process.

      Violet took my lower lip in hers, nipping and teasing me, and I had to tamp down my resistance even harder. Her touch was making me feel better than I had in a long time. Energized. Powerful. And it was making me want more of her.

      My slipping control wasn’t tested any further, because a knock at the door and a conscientious throat-clearing interrupted us. Violet and I parted lips regretfully, and she turned to face the door, though I kept my arm around her waist as I shouted, “Come in!” I refused to be embarrassed about touching my girlfriend in front of people. She was mine, and they would just have to deal with it.

      The shed door opened all the way to reveal Ms. Dale and Henrik—Henrik’s expression openly amused, Ms. Dale barely managing not to smirk.

      “How’s it going?” she asked casually, and I shrugged, trying to remember what I’d come out here for. I felt great—for the moment—but the supply hunt wasn’t going well, that was for sure.

      “Well enough,” I responded. “We were just about to start looking for some of my old camping gear. It might be useful if we have to hide out.”

      Ms. Dale nodded and held out a piece of paper to me—the pardon. I grabbed it, reluctantly coming back to the real world as I scanned Maxen’s tight writing. It was everything I had asked for, signed and dated, with Henrik acting as a witness. I folded it up and tucked it into my pocket, surveying the group of people who had gathered outside. I decided it was the right time to ask a strategy question.

      We’d made everybody else check each other for trackers similar to mine during the drive back to the house last night. There was no way that I was letting Desmond, Elena, or anyone have their damned technology anywhere near my property. But there had been no traces of them on anyone but me. The wound on my back twinged at the memory.

      “Can either of you,” I asked Henrik and Ms. Dale, “tell me how Desmond managed to place a tracker on me while I was in the castle? And why it was only on me? Why not on Violet? Or… you?” I nodded at Ms. Dale.

      I remembered how our drive away from the Matrian palace had felt too easy. Of course, the subsequent near-death-by-drowning had driven that notion from my head, but it had surfaced again the moment Amber’s group had commenced their attack on the king. Had Desmond just been toying with us? Had the heloship sent to hinder our escape just been filled with expendable tools, just used to help us feel like we had real foes to fight, so that her agents could tail us to Maxen’s location? But in that case, why try to drown us in the river?

      Henrik and Ms. Dale, each a former agent of the groups to which we were now opposed, considered the question.

      “I can’t tell you how she got it there, but I do know that the tracker on you was our backup option for finding the king,” Henrik said musingly. “We were waiting on intel from a palace insider for the king’s location until he deviated from his schedule to meet you at the hideout in the tunnel. Then we got new instructions and were able to lock onto the signal from your tracker. We had to wait until you’d reached the tunnel to move in, however, because we had to leave our tech behind when we went in…”

      I digested this information. “So she’d already had a plan to get to the king…” That was, in a way, almost a relief.

      “Palace insider?” Violet asked.

      “We weren’t given the name,” Henrik said, “so this is mostly speculation. But I would bet on it being Chancellor Dobin.”

      “That guy again,” Violet said, her face serious. We all remembered Dobin’s visit to The Green, especially since Violet had just educated Maxen about it earlier. That piece of the puzzle fit almost too well. “I wonder why he’s doing it,” I murmured. But no one seemed to have an answer to that.

      Ms. Dale spoke up, however. “I may have the answer to why the tracker was on you, Viggo,” she said. “At one time when I was working at the palace, it was standard practice to place tracker beads on all males who were caught for committing crimes, even for being suspected of committing crimes, in Matrus. I believe the practice was discontinued for those who were only suspects—but I’m pretty certain it would have been reinstated after the murders of Queen Rina and Alastair Jenks.”

      Even though the government had placed the blame for that on a woman. And Matrians thought Patrian society was backwards… Well, okay, I’d long since recognized that both societies were backwards as hell. But it was still uncomfortable to think I had been subjected to extra scrutiny simply for being a man.

      Beside me, Violet nodded, parsing the new information. “Desmond would have known the wardens put a tracker on Viggo when he was arrested. So maybe she just took advantage. That sounds like her.”

      I considered these things. I felt better for the conversation—it meant that Desmond and Elena weren’t all-powerful strategists, as I’d almost begun to fear—merely brilliant women with many resources at their command. We could work with that. We could fight against that.

      I stood there for a moment, and then sighed. “Thanks for your input, everyone,” I said. “At least we know that we’ve finally thwarted those plans. Now let’s gather everyone up for a meeting—we need to discuss our next move.”

      Within minutes, the ten of us were gathered in my small living room, every available seat-like space taken up and then some.

      “All right,” I said, clapping my hands together and cutting through the side conversations that were being whispered all around us. “We need to discuss our next steps. This place is not going to be secure for much longer. You can bet that Desmond and Elena haven’t forgotten about us, and they still need the king dead for her plan to be the most effective. So… we need a place to go, and we’re going to need to start collecting supplies—more than just food, but also weapons and vehicles. Thoughts?”

      King Maxen furrowed his brow, smoothing his goatee with a hand. “I’m not sure what to suggest, to be honest. Several of the bombing locations they talked about on the ticker report were clearly targeting my military leaders and advisors, so it’s clear that we can’t rely on them.”

      I was surprised at how his attitude had shifted from intractable to helpful in such a short time, but decided it wasn’t worth it to question it. I looked around the room, focusing on the Liberators.

      “Are there any locations you might have that Desmond might not know about? Maybe Thomas?”

      Owen shook his head. “I haven’t heard from Thomas since we last communicated. It’s… I’m concerned.”

      Amber gave a deep, controlled exhale, her eyes closed for a moment, as though making a decision. “I know a place,” she suddenly said, and I cocked my head.

      “Amber’s from Patrus,” Violet reminded me. My curiosity as to how she could know a place over here must have shown on my face. Violet could read me well.

      “Is it secure?” I asked.

      Amber’s answer was a tight grimace. “Oh, it’s secure,” she responded dryly, sending my hackles up. She must have sensed it, because her grimace deepened. “It’s suited for what you need, it’s just not a place I ever expected to go back to. It’s my mother and father’s house in the countryside. It’s practically a fortress.”

      I wanted to question her more on it, but I could tell that was all she was willing to say. I looked at Violet to gauge her thoughts on the matter, and after a pensive moment, she nodded.

      “All right,” I said. “Let’s take everything we can—food, water, and weapons—then get the hell out of here. Henrik, you’re in charge of covering our tracks—if they come up here to search, we can at least confuse them a little. We’ll figure out the rest when we get there.”
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      I watched Owen like a hawk as he drove, taking mental notes of everything he did to control the vehicle. I had never driven before, and it was becoming apparent to me that it was another skill I was going to have to learn. The day had clouded over in the early afternoon; the mountains looked wild but peaceful as we rattled and rolled down the narrow lanes toward civilization—or what was left of it. I couldn’t help but feel regret at leaving Viggo’s cabin. It had always felt like a place of safety to me. But maybe if we never looked back, our enemies would overlook it, and it would still be there to welcome us when this whole thing was over. When, not if. I was clinging to Viggo’s optimism.

      Owen, Amber, and I were piled into the cab of the smugglers’ truck. Ms. Dale, Henrik, Quinn, Jay, and the king sat in the back, shaded from view somewhat by the tarp that still covered most of the bed. Samuel snuggled against my lap, and Viggo and Tim rode somewhere behind us, following on Viggo’s motorcycle. He had offered to take me, but I needed to talk to Owen and Amber in depth.

      Besides, I had noticed the way Tim’s eyes had widened in eagerness when he saw the motorcycle. It was hard to think of him as sixteen now, but he was, and I could tell he desperately wanted to ride it. Which was why I had insisted that Viggo take him—and Tim had insisted too, even conveying to me that he could handle sitting next to another person for a whole trip. It was a small sacrifice, worth it all to see my brother’s jubilant smile.

      After we’d driven for about three hours, leaving the mountains and the city behind and finding ourselves in wide, flat farmlands, I could tell by Amber’s terse silence that we were getting closer. That was a concern, but there was a bigger one that had started gnawing at me back at Viggo’s place—namely, the remaining Liberators. They were surely in danger from Desmond—she would either continually use them to further Elena’s aims or just have them killed once they had served their purpose. I needed to know what Amber and Owen’s thoughts were.

      “Hey, Owen?” I asked, breaking the near-silence of the cab. “What are you going to do with the Liberators now?”

      Owen glanced briefly over at me, and then turned his gaze back to the road. “I was wondering when you were going to ask that question,” he said tiredly. “Truthfully, it’s not up to me, and I’m not sure.”

      “Well… have you told them the truth about Desmond?”

      Amber snorted next to me, and I ignored it—I knew she still didn’t fully believe us, and likely wouldn’t unless she saw it for herself. For now, though, she seemed to be helping us, and that would have to be enough.

      “It’s not so easy, Violet,” Owen said. “For one, even if Desmond is out doing secret errands with the queen of Matrus, she’s not going to just let the Liberators run their own operation. To them, nothing has changed, except that Patrus is now undergoing a big regime overhaul—which is one of our… ah, their ultimate goals. Desmond is still completely involved with the Liberators, have no doubt… and they’re still willing to follow her commands.”

      He must have seen me open my mouth, unconvinced by his argument, because he sighed and continued. “That loyalty won’t be easily broken. Even if we tell them what she did, not everybody will believe us… and not everybody will care. Desmond personally recruited most of us—we all have some sort of relationship with her. She’s changed a lot of their lives for the better.”

      I frowned and shook my head. “But you know that once Desmond finishes with them, she’ll likely have them all killed, right? She can’t let anyone live who can link the pieces of this together.”

      Owen looked pointedly at Amber. “She might not even need to send somebody to kill them if she sends them all out on suicide missions. I probably would have died in that bombing… Did she give you guys a backup plan if you succeeded in killing the king? Or did she just leave you to fend off the entire king’s guard, just the three of you?”

      “It would have been worth it—if we could change how things are run in this rotten country,” Amber said simply, then crossed her arms, turning to gaze out at the passing farms. We were deep into the farmlands now, and I hadn’t seen this much produce in a very long time. I hadn’t even known that corn grew on stalks taller than a man—a discovery that surprised me in a good way, even though the topics we discussed were so heavy.

      Owen turned back to the road, shaking his head in the face of Amber’s stubbornness and addressing me again. “I wish I could go back and help them, Violet. I wish I knew that the rest of them would be safe, that there was another way for them to fix society. But I can’t see how it will work. None of them will even believe us anymore, probably. I doubt that Desmond has forgotten to tell them about me… defecting. I know how she works. She could have ordered me killed on sight as a traitor. And even if I wanted to take my chances… she still has Ian.”

      Owen’s voice had fallen into deep sadness, his face portraying how trapped he felt. It took me a moment to figure out that Ian was his brother, one of the boys who had been taken from a Matrian family. Just like Tim… I remembered Owen had mentioned it, but he hadn’t used his brother’s name before. I wondered if all this had gone through his mind when he’d decided to join us instead of run back to the Liberators from the Matrian palace.

      “Owen,” I said softly. “I’m so sorry.” I had my own brother here with me; Owen hadn’t been able to save his. When I’d lost my brother, I’d been willing to do just about anything to save him. The thought woke a dark anger in me. “We’ll find a way to get Ian back,” I told Owen. “I don’t know how yet, but we’ll do it. And we’ll do it the right way. We won’t make compromises with Desmond… We’ll just have to beat her.”

      Owen’s expression was ashen as he looked out at the road, not saying anything for a moment. Then he looked at me. “Thanks, Violet,” he said, swallowing. “If anyone can do it, you can.”

      His confidence warmed me. I felt a little bit better for making the promise, even if I had no idea how to go about it yet.

      In between me and Owen, Amber had turned sullenly silent. She seemed unaffected by the emotions passing between us, and I watched her sadly. I disagreed with her, but she was my friend too, and I wished she wouldn’t be so closed off. Since she clearly wouldn’t talk any more about this subject, I tried a different one.

      “So, what can you tell us about where we’re going?” I asked her.

      Amber sighed and lifted her legs, placing her boots on the dashboard and sinking deeper in the seat. “It’s a large estate, guarded by built-in automated defenses. It will have provisions and space. If the perimeter is breached it will be hard to defend outside of the house, but the inside has defenses. A small, armed unit could theoretically hold it for days.”

      It sounded impressive—exactly what we were looking for, actually—but I had been hoping for something a little more personal from her. After all, Amber was in an odd situation, Patrian-born but fighting for the Liberators, which consisted mostly of families who’d had their sons or brothers taken from them by the Matrian government. I knew only a little about her history—that her father had tried to give her to another man—and wasn’t sure that explained the full extent of her reluctance to go home.

      “What about our reception?” I asked, but Amber’s only response was to give me a stony look, and then turn back to the window.

      All right then. I’d tried, at least, but it was clear she wasn’t going to say more. I had to trust that she would tell us if the situation were dangerous. Otherwise, I was going to be incredibly pissed at her—especially if she held back details that got someone hurt or killed.

      I turned my gaze to the road rolling by, and let my mind drift to the topic of the larger problem we were facing. Namely, how to undermine Desmond and Elena’s plans. We had already dealt them a blow by saving the king. Raising a rebellion for him was something I left to Ms. Dale and Viggo—I had no idea how to recruit people, and I trusted their guidance on how to proceed.

      Yet with the hanging threat of the Matrians using the boys to fight through Desmond’s control over them, I couldn’t imagine it would be a straightforward battle. There was no way Ms. Dale, Viggo, or I would want to bring any harm to those boys. They were victims of a carefully planned deception. Who knew all the lies Desmond was filling their heads with, fueled by the Benuxupane that tempered their moods?

      My mind circled around that. Whether it was by design or accidental side effect, Benuxupane did make the user more complacent as well as less emotional. I knew from personal experience. After all, Lee had used it on me when I had resisted his plan to frame Viggo. Which meant that the boys on Benuxupane would be much easier to turn into human weapons.

      Which meant we needed to try to find the drug, all of it… and destroy it. That would effectively stop regular dosing, and if we could slow down or stop the drug’s manufacture, it would give the boys a fighting chance to at least decide for themselves where their loyalties lay. Which meant we needed to find out where the Benuxupane was being stored and where it was being made.

      Of course, this meant we needed Thomas. His hacking skills made him essential for this mission to even have a chance of success. I looked at Owen.

      “Hey, you still haven’t heard from Thomas yet?” I asked.

      Owen shook his head, his attention on the road. “Not yet. I’m getting really worried, Violet. I know he thinks it’s almost impossible to get to us, and he hates taking action that will risk his own life, but he’s risking his life just by staying there. Desmond or the Patrians will find him while they’re investigating the bombings, and either way it’ll be bad.” He considered this for a moment, and then his eyes widened. “I wonder if she wants to frame him,” he said.

      I nodded. “The next time he calls, you should—”

      I paused as a high-pitched beeping sound blared through the cab.

      “It’s the handheld!” Owen said, and he reached into his pocket, pulling it out. “Speak of the devil.” His eyes flicked over the screen long enough to see the name. “Can you take this?”

      I was dubious as I accepted the handheld—Thomas and I did not have the best of relationships. Still, better me than Owen while he was driving. I carefully held the rather unfamiliar device in my left hand, and Amber came out of her sullen stillness to help me hit the button on the screen, connecting us.

      “Owen, I—” came Thomas’ nasal voice over the line, followed by a pause as the video feeds synced up. “Oh, it’s you. Where’s Owen?”

      His devotion to the blond man clearly made me pale in comparison, but that was okay by me. I tilted the small lens toward Owen. “He’s driving, but he can hear you,” I said. “Go ahead.”

      “You were right,” Thomas practically wailed. “The fires in the warehouse district have gotten out of control, and in several sectors, the motion sensors I placed in the surrounding tunnels have been going off. At this point it’s only a matter of time until they find me!”

      Owen gritted his teeth and nodded tightly—not that Thomas could see. I answered for him. “Time to get out,” I announced. “Do you have an evacuation plan?”

      “Yes,” he said. “I have a vehicle stashed away in one of the neighborhoods in town. I can access it by the tunnels. I’ll wipe all the hard drives and head out.”

      I frowned and looked at Owen to see what he felt about all this. “What about Solomon?”

      “What about him?” Thomas replied defensively, and I took in a breath, concerned.

      “Thomas, you can’t leave him behind,” I said sternly. “He’s a member of our team, even if he’s not in his right mind, and we don’t leave each other behind.”

      “He’s a liability right now,” Thomas said plaintively. “It’s going to be hard enough getting myself out of this mess. Adding another body, my chances go down to—”

      I gritted my teeth. “This isn’t about equations and numbers, Thomas. This is about people.”

      Owen looked at me, his worry plain on his face, then shot a pleading look at Amber. I gave her the handheld, and she cut through Thomas’ blustering response.

      “Tom-Tom, please? Solomon could get better anytime—and he’d be useful to you in case somebody threatened you. Plus, things might get even worse if he were found by the regime. They could find a way to cure him, then torture him to find out what he knows… you never know! And come on,” she added, “we don’t want to hear that you died in a sewer like a rat.”

      It sounded callous, but I could sense the concern in Amber’s voice. And maybe some gallows humor was what Thomas needed to hear, because his blustering changed tone slightly. I couldn’t quite tell, but I thought it was working.

      I took the handheld back again, pressing further. “You worked with Solomon for a long time, Thomas, right? You know that if things were different, Solomon would do the same thing for you. And so would we.” I swallowed my pride. “We need you, Thomas. But we can’t leave Solomon behind. That would make us no better than the Patrians you hate,” I finished.

      Thomas’ voice sounded surly, and I got the impression he was staring at the floor, not meeting my gaze. “That’s an argument based on sentiment, not on reason,” he said. “I find it distinctly unhelpful. However, if that’s what it takes to secure me a position within the safety of the group—and I can see that logic doesn’t sway you all—I suppose I can conform to the social norms… again. And there is the matter of him being used as a tactical weapon against us…”

      Was that a concession? It was hard to tell through Thomas’ odd speech, but I thought it was. He wanted to talk to Amber again, and I happily gave her the handheld.

      I turned back to the road, pleased that he’d agreed but frustrated that it had taken this amount of convincing. Working with Thomas was hard because he didn’t seem to have an ounce of concern for anyone but himself, and maybe Owen. It was going to be interesting to see what would happen if Thomas met Viggo.

      At least the conversation had broken Amber out of her silence. She spent the better part of the next fifteen minutes soothing Thomas and continuing to build a plan with him. Despite her reticence about Desmond, I noticed that she seemed to care just as much about Solomon’s fate as I did.

      Ending the call, she gave the handheld back to Owen. “Turn left at the next road,” she said, and Owen nodded.

      We took the left, and drove for fifteen minutes through empty fields that had recently been harvested. The gray clouds hanging in the sky gave the whole thing a strangely desolate look—or maybe that was just the mood I was in.

      I was distracted slightly when a gray stone wall finally came into view, and I whistled when we got closer. The wall was ten feet high at least, and it stretched far enough that it looked like the whole estate beyond it was fully surrounded. We pulled to a stop at a heavy-looking black iron gate, and I watched as Amber hopped out, came around the front of the truck, and entered a code into a little keypad set into an alcove in the wall next to it. I felt doubtful that getting in could be that easy, but there was a click and a soft whir, and the two sides of the gate began to draw apart, running easily on motorized tracks.

      Once Amber was back in the cab, I asked, “How did you know that code would still work?”

      She gave me a scathing glance, her jaw clenched, all her anger from earlier back tenfold. “My parents would never change it,” she said, her disgust so thick I felt like I was drowning in it. “They keep pretending that I want to come home.”

      As Owen gunned the engine and started slowly moving down the drive, I had to wonder what we were getting into—and if we should get into it. By that time, though, the iron gates had closed behind us. It was too late to turn back.
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      I whistled as we pulled through the gate, unable to keep myself from feeling impressed at the carefully manicured lawn that seemed to stretch on for miles around the sprawling mansion that loomed just half a mile down the road. I looked back and saw that Tim’s eyes were also wide as he took in the lavish surroundings—though, to be fair, his expression had been like this for almost the whole ride. I knew he must have been uncomfortable due to the continued contact with my back, but he hadn’t shown signs of pain—just pure excitement.

      I’d had no idea that Amber’s family was rich, but it was readily apparent by the environment. The cost of water to keep the grass and hedges green could probably feed a family of five or six for months. Easily.

      The house was of some ancient design I couldn’t quite place. It was set back from the road, atop a small hill. A wide staircase had been cut out of the hillside, leading up to a porch that spanned the entire front of the house. The porch sat under the second story, supported by massive white columns of stone. Wide bay windows framed the double set of heavy wooden doors, and there were two more sets of windows on either side before the porch ended, spaced about ten to twelve feet apart from one another.

      The second story had smaller, more standard-sized windows, and it was designed as though someone had taken a sizable square chunk out of the front, leaving a wide, set-back balcony with some deck furniture on it. It was, by far, the most ostentatious house I had seen, aside from the king’s palace. It made me curious as to who Amber’s parents really were.

      We approached the house, and I pulled to the side of the road and twisted the motorcycle’s throttle, accelerating past the truck and coming to a stop on the drive in front of the steps. A man I vaguely recognized was waiting at the front, a confused, anticipatory expression on his face. His auburn hair was a clear indication that he was Amber’s father. He was fit—although not muscular—and was well into his forties.

      He frowned as I took the helmet off and dismounted, and his frown deepened when Tim did the same. It wasn’t until the truck came to a stop and Amber hopped out that a smile appeared. “Amberlynn,” he exclaimed, his arms spreading wide as he moved down the stairs toward her. His steps faltered as he took her in, and his smile slipped away. “What on earth have you done to your hair?”

      Amber’s expression was glacial as she climbed the stairs toward him, ignoring his question completely. His smile made a cautious comeback as she approached, but then flickered and died permanently when his head turned to the back of the truck. I took a step forward so I could better see what was causing the alarmed expression on his face, and then suppressed a groan when I saw King Maxen being offloaded—still in cuffs—from the back.

      Amber’s father looked back and forth between his approaching daughter and the king, as if he wasn’t sure which issue he should address first. He seemed to opt for the reunion, but his tone had gone from one of paternal concern to alarm in seconds. “What is this?” he demanded as Amber came to stand in front of him.

      “Where’s Mother?” Amber asked, and the man was taken by surprise yet again, thrown off balance by her simple question.

      “I… uh… well…” he stuttered, looking distraught. He took a deep breath and then sighed. “I’m sorry to have to tell you like this, Amberlynn, but your mother had an accident six months ago. She… she didn’t make it.”

      I looked at Amber. Her lips pursed, and she said nothing as she stared at her father.

      Then she reached down, pulled out her gun, and shot her father in the leg.

      He screamed and dropped to the ground, his hands already clutching his leg, trying to stop the blood. I reeled back in shock as Amber moved closer to where her father was crying and demanding help, stared down at him for a few seconds, and then brought her gun in line with his head. He yelled, babbling incoherently as he tried to move away from her, both hands raised in surrender.

      “Amber! Stand down!” cried Owen, racing up the stairs. She half-turned to look at him, her eyes narrowing, and then turned back to her father. I wasn’t close, but I could see her jaw tighten in disgust. Then, she tossed her gun to a man who was racing out the front door. He caught it in surprise, his eyes wide in alarm as he took her in.

      “Hello, Jeff,” she said, her voice surprisingly calm and even after just shooting her own father. “See to him, will you? Then please show my guests around—we will be here for a bit.”

      Then she marched past him into the house, leaving the rest of us standing there in shock. Owen and the man “Jeff”—who looked to be in his fifties, with unassuming clothing and a carefully tailored moustache—were already tending to her father’s wound.

      “That stupid cow,” the auburn-haired man spluttered, all his fatherly affection apparently gone. “She’s an ill-bred bitch of a woman! I should’ve known better than to marry her mother, stupid cow that she was! Nothing but an ungrateful slut! I’ll kill her! ”

      “Shut. Up,” Owen spat from between clenched teeth, his face murderous. Violet, who’d gotten out of the truck before Amber but stood back, holding Samuel, looked at me, alarm on her face. It was all I could do to stop myself from dusting my hands and walking away.

      “Everybody calm down,” I shouted. “Owen, you and Jeff take him into a front room.”

      “The—uh—sitting room is available, sir,” said the older man, his voice rich and strong. “Would that be acceptable?”

      “Jeffries! How dare you invite these people in? They came here with my tramp of a daughter! Phone the—AH!” I grinned as Owen tightened the makeshift bandage on the man’s knee, cutting off his rant mid-statement.

      “So sorry, Mr. Ashabee,” Jeff—or Jefferies?—replied, patting Ashabee on the arm in a soft, conciliatory manner. “But it seems, for the time being, we must play nice with the unexpected guests. Especially considering they have the king with them.”

      King Maxen regally inclined his head, and I rolled my eyes as I climbed the stairs to the porch. “Yeah, he’s our ‘guest of honor,’” I announced, trying not to go too heavy on the sarcasm. “I assume you are Mr. Ashabee’s butler or manservant?”

      “His valet,” the older man replied, somehow managing an indignant sort of humility as he said it. I blinked and shook my head.

      “Excellent. If Mr. Ashabee has any other servants, bring them out now, before they do something stupid.”

      The valet bowed and scurried into the house. I was impressed by how cool and collected he remained in the face of his boss being shot. He returned a moment later with several people in tow—two maids, a cook, and a man who could’ve been a gardener or maintenance man. “This is the staff,” he announced, and they collectively bowed or curtsied, looking very afraid.

      “You have nothing to fear from us,” I said before he could give me their names—I would learn them later. “However, given the events in the city, we need to impose on your hospitality for a few days. And, because we can’t trust you not to talk—nothing personal, just a precaution—you will need to remain here indefinitely. You are not to call anyone. The king is under my protection. Your Majesty, would you kindly let them know we are friends?”

      I turned to where Violet and Ms. Dale had brought the king up to the base of the porch and stood on either side of him. Maxen arched an imperious eyebrow at me. “I do not talk to the help,” he announced, his voice uncompromisingly firm.

      I scowled at him and then turned back to the confused faces of the staff. The valet, for his part, seemed unruffled by the king’s behavior. “All right, I guess you’re just going to have to take my word for it. But I can’t stress this enough—if you let anyone know that he’s here, you will not only be putting his life in jeopardy, but also the life of your employer. Do you understand?”

      “I will make sure that they do,” replied the valet, bowing stiffly.

      In the few moments since I’d met him, I hadn’t expected to like the valet, who seemed more like a butler. But the man had a way of keeping calm in the face of violence and confusion that I had to respect. I looked over in time to see Owen and Henrik disappear into the house, Ashabee supported between the two of them, Quinn hot on their heels.

      “Excellent,” I told the valet. “Take the time you need to explain it to them, and then meet me in the sitting room or… whatever. We need to discuss a few things.”

      “Very good, Mr…?” He looked at me expectantly.

      “Just call me Viggo,” I said.

      “Very well—please call me Jeff.”

      “Why do they… Why does he call you Jefferies? Isn’t that a surname?”

      Jeff’s face reflected nothing. “It is what Mr. Ashabee started calling me on my first day, and it is improper to correct your employer. My surname is Vane.”

      “I… see…” I did not see, or understand, or want to address that particular issue—but I suddenly felt bad for not letting this man introduce the staff to me. As soon as we had Ashabee settled and the house secure, I would rectify that.

      Jeff bowed again, and then quickly ushered the staff into the house. I smiled as I watched him leave, impressed by his rapid comprehension of the situation, and then turned back to the rest of the group. “Violet, Ms. Dale, once we find suitable chambers for the king, would you please cut the phone lines? It’s not that I don’t trust Jeff and the staff, but we’ve got to be careful.”

      Violet nodded. “I’m on it.”

      “And, Your Majesty,” I began, preparing to give the king a long-winded lecture, when Jay interrupted.

      “Why did Amber shoot that man?” he blurted from the steps where he and Tim were lurking.

      “Honestly, I’m not sure,” I told him. “But… I intend to find out. Tim, Jay, would you mind following the staff and keeping an eye on them to make sure that they don’t try to call for help?”

      The two boys exchanged a quick look and then nodded at me in agreement before racing up the stairs, enthusiastic smiles playing on their lips. Their excitement lifted my heart, as always—we were going to have to find more for them to do.

      “Your Majesty,” I said, going back to my previous goal. Maxen’s gaze narrowed on me, but I ignored it. “You will start backing me up when I say things like that—I gave you my word I would keep you safe, but your subjects will not understand that you aren’t a prisoner unless you support what I am saying.”

      “Honestly, how do you expect me to trust that you’ll help me when you can’t even control your women?” the king sneered. He held up his still-cuffed hands. “Not to mention these—they don’t exactly scream ‘I’m not a prisoner.’”

      I paused, my mouth open, as I took in his words. “I am not even going to address that remark regarding ‘my women’, but I will remind you that all of the women with us will know where you will be sleeping. So—in the interest of not waking up one morning with a bullet in your chest—say one more thing like that, and I’ll gag you.”

      I let that sink in for a moment, enjoying the particular shade of purple the king began to turn, and then cut sharply through his sputtering, indignant response. “Your cuffs remain until I am convinced you aren’t going to run off and get yourself killed in some foolhardy attempt to raise an army by yourself. Now, you are going to sit down and explain to Ashabee the score, and what’s at stake. You’re then going to tell him I’m in charge, and we’ll go from there.”

      I didn’t wait for him to agree, just nodded at Ms. Dale and Violet before marching into the house.
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      I sat down on a padded seat in front of a large bay window in Amber’s family… mansion, turning off the enormous television that seemed to fill one side of the wall. I couldn’t watch it any longer. I was exhausted, my hand was killing me, and trying to manage King Maxen’s search for an “acceptable” room on the second floor had given me a headache. The sun was starting to set behind the house, casting the lawn and drive into deep shadow.

      Ms. Dale was still with the king—she had insisted on taking the first watch. Viggo, Owen, and Henrik were still hashing things out with Ashabee and Jeff, Amber was holed up in her childhood bedroom, and Quinn was helping Tim and Jay oversee the remaining staff, which left me with… exactly nothing to do. For the first time in what seemed like forever.

      Which was why I was sitting at the window, staring out over the vast front lawn. Someone needed to keep an eye on it, just in case we had been followed—in case Desmond and Elena had predicted this move. Ms. Dale thought we would probably be safe here, at least for a little while. Apparently, Mr. Ashabee was the Colin Everett Ashabee, major Patrian weapons designer and manufacturer. And after spending only a few minutes with the man, Ms. Dale was confident that he had saved the best weapons for himself, making this place a fortress.

      I rested my back against the wall behind me, gazing around the room. According to the abbreviated tour I’d gotten, this was the tea room—a room where Ashabee would greet longtime friends or family. It was certainly homier than the sitting room, with four massive plush chairs seated around a small coffee table. There were two bookshelves framing the door opposite me, which was intended for the servants, and a door to the left that headed into the informal dining room. And, of course, the massive television that hung on the wall opposite me.

      The whole thing was ostentatious, grand, and completely impractical, save to show that it was ostentatious and grand—especially the TV, which was of a size and modern design that I’d only ever heard of in bars and public venues. Many households in Matrus couldn’t even afford their own television sets, and though I knew that Patrians generally lived in more luxury due to the overall wealth of their resource-rich country, really, who needed a TV in a tea room?

      I couldn’t help but wonder how much money this room had cost, with its elaborate design and luxurious furniture. What quantity of resources had been burned for the luxury of a man who was living here alone?

      Sometimes, the more I saw of humanity, the more I hated it.

      I had been attracted to the tea room because the news had been playing on the television, but that did not make me feel more optimistic. Image after image of destruction had played across the screen—gutted warehouses, toppled apartment buildings, rows of burned and overturned vehicles at a military compound. A man’s voice droned, “The areas that suffered the worst of the bombings are in a sorry state. No one knows just how extensive the damage is or who the perpetrators could be. Emergency forces report that they’ve seen families split up and properties burned beyond repair.”

      Then the scene flipped, and the headline Patrian-Matrian Alliance? scrolled across the screen. The man who’d been speaking earlier now showed, his hair neatly styled and his clothes pristine. “All this destruction,” he said, “could mean an historic alliance between our two countries.”

      A new picture on the screen showed two familiar figures shaking hands in the dust from a heloship taking off. I couldn’t help but flinch as the camera zoomed in on Princess Tabitha’s face—a fawning smile was plastered over it. “In the king’s unfortunate absence, Chancellor Dobin has accepted the Matrians’ offer of disaster aid. He is in conferences with Princess Tabitha, the second-in-line for the Matrian throne, to devise an interim leadership plan and humanitarian aid schedule.” The picture changed again, to a grainy image of a flock of Matrian-branded heloships in the air, and the news reporter continued. “Meanwhile, Matrian heloships are now deploying all over the country to fight the fires and offer relief supplies. They’ve generously offered to transport important and influential Patrian citizens from their homes to the palace to protect the fragile Patrian infrastructure from sustaining further damage.”

      Hearing Tabitha’s name in the same sentence as the words ‘humanitarian aid’ had filled me with a loathing so profound I’d almost felt nauseous. That woman had intended to cut me to pieces, slowly. Her eyes had filled with joy at the process. There wasn’t a humanitarian bone in her body, and just knowing she was in this country, frankly, terrified me. Despite the walls and the security system, this place didn’t feel safe anymore. I had no doubt that she had a horrible plan for when all those heloships landed.

      “As for the terrorist group called ‘The True Daughters of Patrus,’” the man on the screen had reported too cheerily, “the members are still missing. Many of the bombings are suspected of being suicide attacks. The Matrian relief teams assure us that they will surrender any clues they find to aid in the investigation that will bring these heartless women to justice.”

      I’d turned the television off, sickened by the lies pouring out of it.

      Now, someone cleared their throat behind me, breaking me from my dark thoughts, and I turned in my seat to see Owen standing half in and half out of the main hall, holding a white plastic first aid kit in his hand. I stared at it, taking a deep breath, and then nodded. He wordlessly crossed the room to me, his boots loud despite the deep red carpeting on the floor.

      “I figured you still hadn’t looked at that hand,” he said.

      I rubbed my left hand over my thigh, my stomach fluttering with apprehension. “There hasn’t really been a good time,” I replied, and he tsked as he sat down, setting the box on the seat.

      “That’s a lie,” he stated evenly. He wasn’t upset—he just knew, and for a moment, I hated that he’d seen my weakness.

      I looked down at my right hand where it was resting, palm up, in my lap. I’d taken more of the painkillers that we’d brought from the cabin, but even so, the ache had increased in the past few hours. I could see that dried blood saturated the crumbled wad of Viggo’s shirt underneath the black lines of electrical tape holding it all together.

      “I… I’m afraid to see it,” I admitted, looking up at Owen to meet his gaze.

      His mouth flattened to a thin line, and he nodded. “I would be too,” he said. “But it’s going to get worse if we don’t treat it. We should have done it already, you know. We don’t want you to lose the hand.”

      I knew he was right, but I couldn’t stop this terrible fear coursing through me. The pain in my hand fueled it, making visions of my hand being split completely in half feel perfectly real. It pushed aside my memory of seeing the knife only embedded in my palm, and insisted that, somehow, along the way, the cut had worsened. It was a lingering fear that I could taste thick in my throat. It whispered to my subconscious that when Owen pulled apart the bandages, I would see my hand split in two to the wrist. Maimed and mutilated.

      I bit my lip and nodded to him, battling to keep the fear at bay. “Do it,” I said.

      “Okay,” Owen said, “I’m glad you agree. Let me just bring in our expert… Quinn!”

      My jaw slackened. As though he had been waiting for the call, Quinn came running in. He darted around Owen and came to a stop in front of me. I pulled my arm up to my chest, suddenly glad Owen had let me have the earlier part of our conversation in private—and questioning the wisdom of letting a teenage boy inspect my hand.

      Quinn was all smiles as he flopped down on the cushioned seat, his dark eyes gleaming. “It’s okay,” he said enthusiastically, and I pulled my arm tighter to my chest, bringing my feet up to the backs of my thighs and creating a barricade with my legs.

      “Expert? Are you sure you’re qualified…?” I asked. I didn’t recall anyone ever mentioning that Quinn had medical expertise.

      “Violet, I swear! I can do this. Dr. Tierney said that I could even start training to be a real doctor. She said I’m great because I don’t get freaked out when things are really bad.”

      “That is not exactly a ringing endorsement,” I said, looking to Owen for support.

      Owen shook his head at me. “Don’t worry, Violet. Quinn started learning emergency first aid under Dr. Tierney—he did a good job helping her with Amber when she got shot.”

      I took a deep breath, slightly reassured. I was going to have to get this over with one way or another.

      Quinn smiled at me, and then flipped open the box, revealing several foil-wrapped packets with various symbols on them, tweezers, scissors, bandages, and a smaller clear plastic box with a portable medical scanner inside. My eyes bulged when I saw it—portable scanners were far too cost-prohibitive for private ownership, but Ashabee had somehow managed to get one.

      I held out my hand to Quinn, and he focused on it, picking up the scissors. He carefully cut away the bandage, cutting along the side of my hand, keeping as far away from the wound as possible. I kept perfectly still, not wanting him to slice me by mistake.

      When he reached the end of the wad of shirt, Quinn set the scissors down and carefully cradled my fingers in his hand, slowly pulling away the makeshift bandage. I winced despite how gently he pulled, but still watched in morbid fascination as he peeled it away. When he finally tried to fold the whole thing back, I groaned as the bandage caught, revealing that part of it had become glued to my hand, stuck tight with coagulated blood.

      “Sorry,” Quinn said, ripping the bandage away in one quick movement. My vision went gray as pain exploded from the spot, and I looked up, locking my jaw to prevent the suddenly formed scream from escaping my throat. The pain cut right through me, making my eyes and nose water and my stomach roil.

      I heard Owen’s soft gasp and Quinn’s displeased tsk, and slowly lowered my head, exhaling through my mouth. My eyes were drawn to the bleeding hole in my hand, almost an inch in length.

      Quinn used the bandage to wipe some of the blood away, and I had to look away again when I saw something white just inside the torn flesh—it wasn’t the remains of Viggo’s shirt. It made me dizzy to think that I had just seen my own bones, and I had a sudden need to lie down, the room sliding back and forth while I remained fixed in my spot.

      Then Owen placed a warm hand on my shoulder, and for some reason, it helped. I kept my teeth locked and leaned into Owen as Quinn carefully cleaned the wound. I tried not to cry out each time he did something that sent a throbbing, searing pain shooting up my arm. It went better when I stopped looking at my hand at all, keeping my gaze on Owen, or on the opulent furniture surrounding us.

      I felt Quinn place something on each side of the wound, front and back. “What’s that?” I whispered.

      Owen squeezed my shoulder, but it was Quinn who answered. “I’m numbing the area the best I can, Vi. And then I’m going to stitch it up. I’m sorry, but it’s still probably going to hurt a bit.”

      I nodded rapidly as I felt something pressing against the wound. I couldn’t feel anything at first, but as whatever it was dug in more, little stabs of pain increased, and my breathing became more and more ragged.

      “It’s okay,” Owen said soothingly, and I wrenched my gaze over to him. He was pale and grim, his face contorting more and more as he watched Quinn continue, I assumed, to stitch. I bit off a groan as he pushed the thing deeper, and I cried out, steeling myself not to try to rip my hand away.

      It went on for what felt like forever. About halfway through, I realized that the stabbing pain had abated—but I could still feel every time the long needle Quinn held passed through my flesh, a strange tugging and yanking feeling. As he pulled the needle out, I risked a glance and instantly regretted it. Nausea swooped up in my stomach, and I looked back at Owen, feeling the fingers on my left hand shaking.

      Owen’s hand on my shoulder continued to steady me, but I felt the spinning sensation get worse. “Breathe, Violet,” Owen muttered to me. “Deep breaths. Count to ten.”

      “Almost there,” Quinn murmured. I tried to suck in a longer breath, following Owen’s instructions, but as the needle jerked in and out of my hand again, I felt moments away from vomiting. I waited for the next one, but only felt tugging and yanking as Quinn tied off the stitches. My nausea plateaued, and then, slowly, started to drop. I felt the young man release my hand with a sigh.

      I rested my head against the wall behind me, suddenly very drained, and let the world around me disappear. It took several minutes for me to catch my breath and come back to awareness. When I did, I was surprised to see that Quinn was putting the finishing touches on a new, pristine bandage.

      “Is that it?” I asked, looking at him.

      He gave me a soft smile and an eager nod. “That’s it,” he replied.

      Woodenly, I stood up, ready to be done—then found the world spinning around me worse than ever. I managed to direct my body back toward the window seat, Owen and Quinn both rushing to grab me and support my limp form. Blackness danced across my vision, though I maintained consciousness.

      A few moments later, I struggled to sit up again. This time the two young men hovering over me would have none of it.

      “Stay there, Violet,” Owen commanded. “I’m going to see if I can get you something from the kitchen. It’ll help you recover faster. Quinn, don’t let her move.”

      “I just want to go to bed,” I croaked, my pride more than gone.

      “Soon,” Quinn said. “Soon.” He kept talking quietly and enthusiastically, but I could barely concentrate on the words I knew he was trying to distract me with. “Viggo,” I found myself murmuring before I realized it.

      “He’s still with Ashabee,” Quinn said, smiling sweetly, and I would have flushed if there had been any blood left in my face with which to do it.

      Eventually, Owen came back with some crackers and bottled juice for me. He watched over me to see that I’d taken in at least some of it without throwing up, then made me take some painkillers and generally hovered over me like a new mother. I was definitely going to make fun of them for this afterward—if I didn’t just sleep for the next three days.

      It seemed like far too long after that before I convinced them to let me go. I made it upstairs and opened the first door I saw. It led to a bedroom, and within moments I had collapsed on a bed. The sensation was coming back into my hand, and I didn’t want to be awake by the time I could feel everything again. I was covered with filthy layers of sweat and dirt, but I was too tired to care. My eyes fell closed, and I let the darkness take me away.
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      I was buried in the southeast corner of the house, in a security room with reinforced steel doors and no windows. A panic room, Ashabee called it. With no way of telling what it looked like outside, it felt like we’d been in here for hours. We probably had.

      Three monitors filled the desk inside, each reflecting four different views around the house and grounds—including the front gate. There were so many cameras that every ten seconds or so, four new views would appear. Each angle of the camera had been carefully mapped out, giving an almost three-hundred-and-sixty-degree view around the house, a one-hundred-and-eighty-degree view of the area around the gate, and another full view of the entrance with the cameras pointed at the wall from the inside.

      Ms. Dale and Henrik were standing in front of the desk where I was sitting, rapidly exchanging ideas (or arguing against them, in some cases) on the best way to proceed. I wished I could say I was completely engaged in the discussion, but I wasn’t—my brain had stopped working over an hour ago. My head had been pounding since shortly after we arrived. I attributed it to the company.

      Owen rapped on the door, pushing it open, and I dragged my gaze over to him as Ms. Dale and Henrik fell silent. “I just wanted to let you know that Violet’s passed out upstairs,” he said softly. “Quinn looked at her wound and… well… it took a lot out of her. Also… Quinn’s here to look at Ashabee’s leg. And that cut on your back, Viggo.”

      Ashabee leaned forward from his reclined position on the panic room’s couch, using his elbows to heave himself up farther. Jeff had tightened a belt above Ashabee’s wound to help stop the bleeding and wrapped his leg up in towels, but it looked pretty makeshift. “About bloody time,” Ashabee grumbled.

      Quinn stepped out from behind Owen and into the room, holding a med kit in his hand. “How’s Violet?” I asked quickly. “Is her hand… Is it going to be okay?” I had wanted to inspect it earlier.

      Quinn smiled, but he looked tired. “Her hand’s going to be just fine, but it might take a while to heal up. The cut was very clean, and it didn’t damage any bones or sever any tendons. If you could just convince her to take it easy… Owen and I had to force her to lie down for a minute and eat something before she tried to run away from us again.”

      I smiled ruefully. That sounded like my Violet. “Thanks, Quinn,” I said, genuinely grateful for his concern and his expertise. “I’ll try.”

      “You little twerp,” bellowed Ashabee from his couch. “Do you know how long I’ve been waiting here with a bullet in my leg?”

      I sighed and dropped my face into my hands, trying to press my fingers hard enough into my eyes to scrub out the dry, burning sensation that accompanied sleep deprivation. By now my headache was a full-on throbbing, bearing down on me like a ton of bricks, and my skull was threatening to snap.

      As was my patience.

      I began giving orders. “Quinn—see to Ashabee. If he gives you a hard time, don’t give him any painkillers.” Ashabee squawked indignantly, but I ignored it. “Ms. Dale, Henrik—we need a roster drawn up for who is guarding the king.” Then I frowned, a thought occurring to me. “Who’s with him now?”

      “Jay,” Ms. Dale responded. “Tim felt he could handle the staff without him, so I tapped him to do it for an hour or so.” She checked her watch and frowned. “That was two hours ago,” she added.

      I grimaced, and nodded. “All right—pass it off to whomever seems the freshest. I know we’re running on empty, people, but we have to hang on for a little bit longer.”

      “I’ll go relieve Jay,” Owen offered, and I nodded to dismiss him, mentally ticking that off my checklist.

      “You two, get some sleep,” I ordered Ms. Dale and Henrik, who remained. “One of you can take the room nearest to Violet, just in case.” Ms. Dale’s mouth tightened and I sensed her oncoming argument, but I interjected before she could speak. “While I appreciate your concern for me—something that is wholly remarkable in its own way—I need you both up in four hours to relieve Owen and Tim.”

      “Not Tim, Quinn,” Quinn said from where he was kneeling by Ashabee’s leg, inspecting the wound. “I’ll relieve Tim, and they can replace me in four hours.”

      I exhaled, relieved that Quinn was willing to take the hit, but also feeling guilty. Should I really let him displace me from where I had intended to go once I had everything in order? Under normal circumstances, I would protest, but if the boy thought he could do it, then I wasn’t going to stand in his way. “Thank you, Quinn,” I said, and he inclined his head, never turning his focus away from Ashabee’s leg.

      “Good—go when you’re ready. Now, Ashabee, I need you to walk me through the security system,” I said.

      “Is this the appropriate time?” he spat, his hands rhythmically clenching and unclenching against the couch pillows in pain.

      “It’s the only time,” I said. “And… it’ll have the added benefit of distracting you from what Quinn is doing.”

      “May I be of assistance, Viggo?” came Jeff’s oddly formal, dry voice from the threshold. I turned back, surprised to see that Ms. Dale, Henrik, and Owen had silently left the room already—they must have been more exhausted than I thought. I gazed at Jeff. Most importantly, I focused on the lack of bags under his eyes, and wished that I could trust him, if only for four hours.

      “No,” I said tiredly. “But you can sit with Ashabee and help him through this.”

      Jeff’s head dipped down in a gracious nod, and then he moved to sit next to Ashabee, taking his employer’s hand into his own. “There, there, sir,” he said in the same stiff and formal tone as before. I couldn’t help but chuckle, as it looked about as comforting as being consoled by Marina or Selina.

      I cringed belatedly when those particular enemies flashed into my head, my hand drawn inexorably to rub against the scar over my heart, unerringly finding the spot through the bloodstained shirt I was wearing. I wasn’t sure when I had picked up that habit, but I was more aware of it these days. The tiny twinge where Violet had cut the tracker out of my back was nothing in comparison to my memories of that wound.

      I lowered my hand, reminding myself yet again that I had survived and the princesses hadn’t. “Now—the system.”

      Ashabee gave in. “It’s a closed system running on an automated server, buried in the house, making it impossible to hack. A perimeter is formed using nexus laser crystals that emit an infrared beam, undetectable to the naked eye, all around the property. Those lines form a tightly woven—”

      I groaned loudly, cutting him off mid-sentence. “I’m not buying it from you,” I said, annoyed that he would walk me through such miniscule details. “As far as I’m concerned, I own it for the next few days. So, spare me the techno-babble, and tell me how it works.”

      Ashabee’s eyes narrowed on me, his mouth a thin-lipped line of consternation. “Fine,” he spat. “I’ll tell you—but I demand to see my daughter!”

      That was it. That was my breaking point. I stood up so hard the computer chair I had been sagging on tipped over, landing with a thump on the carpet. Everyone froze as I leaned over the desk and slowly dragged the gun over to me, letting the sound of metal on wood fill the room before bringing it to a stop by my side, the muzzle pointed at Ashabee.

      “Everyone is doing their part, Ashabee,” I enunciated, my anger cold and tight, begging to be released. “Everyone except you. You are doing nothing but wasting my time. And out of all of us, your staff included, you are the most expendable. So let me be clear—you are not to go anywhere near Amber ever again. Especially not after what you did to your wife.”

      Ashabee’s face, which had frozen into abject fear, broke apart into an expression of pure puzzlement as I came to the end of my speech. My anger came to a shuddering halt. I was poised on the precipice of picking up the gun and holding it on him, when my analytical mind suddenly kicked in, screaming loudly that I had missed something. I looked over to Jeff, whose face was an implacable mask.

      “Mrs. Ashabee died in a car accident, sir,” Jeff said, and I could swear I detected a hidden note of pity. “Mr. Ashabee wasn’t even at the house that day—he had been in the city for a month, demonstrating his new defense system.”

      I blinked, suddenly feeling too heavy and bereft of all of my anger, which had drained out of me quicker than water in an open sink. Straightening my chair, I sat down heavily, shaking my head. It didn’t make any sense.

      “Then… why does Amber hate her father so much?” I asked.

      “Who knows with women!” Ashabee griped. “They’re a hysterical bunch, prone to gross overreactions! Right, Jefferies?”

      “Quite right, sir,” Jeff supplied automatically. I could tell by his face that he did not quite agree, but I wasn’t about to call him out on that. My anger returned again. Maybe Mr. Ashabee hadn’t killed his wife, but why had Amber been so quick to suspect him of it—shooting him in the leg? Was it childish exaggeration? Or the product of years spent growing up… with this?

      “His name is not Jeffries,” I spat. “It’s Jeff. Jeff Vane. He’s been working for you for almost ten years, and you still don’t know his name! If he were a worse man, he would’ve killed you by now. I’m frankly surprised he hasn’t. But I can, and I will.” I suddenly realized how tiring posturing was, and decided to opt for an escape. “To hell with this—Jeff, when Quinn is done, escort Ashabee to the room nearest the king’s. I don’t want them to be together, but it will help ease guard duty. Mr. Ashabee, I better wake up to an explanation on how the security system works, preferably written down, so I can spend as little time with you as possible. Understand?”

      Ashabee gasped, eyes bulging as Quinn dug into his leg. But he managed to nod at me, his face pale and sweating.

      “Excellent. Good night.” I whirled on my heel and made for the door.

      “Viggo!” Quinn cried after me. “I’m almost done! Can’t you wait to let me look at that wound on your back?”

      “It’s nothing!” I said to him, the desire to sleep fueling all my decisions at the moment, and marched out. I could hear the young man muttering something about us all being stubborn as I went down the corridor.

      Unfortunately for my sleep-addled brain, I had one more task to handle before I could call it a night.

      I made my way up to the second dining room, which was a long room filled with an almost, but not quite as long, table. I hooked a left, coming through the doorway to the main hall. It was flanked on either side by a set of stairs that connected briefly in the middle, led up a few more steps, and then broke apart again in opposite directions—both leading to the second floor, of course. I made my way up the staircase.

      First, I checked on Violet. I found the correct room on the second try. Violet was passed out in the middle of the bed, on top of the covers, still completely clothed, her newly bandaged hand splayed out. Her clothes were filthy—they were the same ones she’d been wearing in The Green, just like mine—and her long, dark hair spread across from the covers, tangled and knotted, coming out of the ponytail she often sported. I watched her breathing for a long time. The grime that covered her body did not make her any less beautiful.

      I wanted nothing more than to go to sleep right then—no, to go to sleep beside her, her warmth against me and her breathing lulling me into slumber. But I put my exhaustion and desire aside, pulling the door closed behind me. There was another thing I just had to check before I went to bed.

      I headed to Amber’s room, relying solely on the abbreviated tour Jeff had given us earlier that day. I remembered we had gone left from the stairs and her room had double doors, unlike the rest of the rooms on the left.

      I took three wrong turns before I found it—but I had located the servants’ stairs during the process, so that was something. When I finally did find her room, I rapped loudly on the door and waited.

      “Who is it?” came Amber’s voice from the other side of the door.

      “It’s Viggo—can I come in?”

      There was a long pause, followed by, “Yes, you may.”

      I opened the door and stepped inside, pushing it closed behind me. It was easy not to react to her room in my current state, but if I had been any less tired, I might have been inclined to laugh. Various shades of pink and purple seemed to have exploded everywhere—covering the walls, the bed, the carpet, and the curtains. The room looked like it had been designed by every anti-Matrian person who ever lived, redolent with frills and lace, stuffed animals, and a three-story dollhouse.

      “Um, wow… This… is… a room,” I said, looking at Amber. She was sitting with her legs crossed in the middle of her bed, a giant teddy bear held against her chest, her chin resting on top of it.

      “Do you like it?” she asked, her face and tone expressing nothing.

      “For you? No—decidedly not.”

      She looked at the walls, her eyes tracing over the lines of painted-on flowers. “Yeah—not exactly my thing.” She turned back to me, her eyes guarded. “What are you doing here?” she asked.

      “Two things. The first is… why did you shoot your father?”

      She arched a red eyebrow. “Because I was angry,” she replied tartly.

      “No—I mean… I don’t get it. Your father wasn’t lying—your mother died in an accident. So why did that prompt you to shoot him?”

      “Because I couldn’t shoot her,” she replied, addressing me as if I were a complete moron for not understanding.

      To be honest, I felt like a moron—I still had no idea what Amber’s issue was. “Can you elaborate?” I asked.

      A muscle in her jaw twitched. “Why do you need to know?” she demanded through clenched teeth.

      “Well, I was going to ask if you’d be willing to sit in the security room for a few hours and let me get some sleep. But that was predicated on knowing two things. One—will you contact Desmond? And two—will you try to murder your father while we’re sleeping?”

      She glared at me but then sighed, looking away. “Do you like my prison?” she asked. “Do you know that the doors lock from the outside? I can’t open the windows in this room because they’ve been nailed shut. And—oh yeah—if you open that closet right there, you’ll see the wedding gown my mother picked out for my marriage to a man I had never met before. All because my father lost a lot of money, and instead of selling any one of the millions of things he doesn’t need, he decided to marry me off in exchange for forgiveness of his gambling debt.”

      I took a step back, stunned by the visceral hatred in her voice. Amber tossed the teddy bear aside and got off the bed. “Do you get it?” she breathed. “Do you get why I have a hard time believing you about Desmond? She saved me from this… this… nightmare. She gave me hope, and let me talk about what I liked, or didn’t like, what I wanted or didn’t want. And she listened. She wants… She told us we could change things here. Make it so other girls didn’t ever have to deal with this broken system. Human beings shouldn’t be somebody’s property, Viggo. And she gave me a chance to do something about it.”

      She paused to draw breath, then continued, “My parents treated me like a thing—a disposable thing. Desmond treated me like a person. And because of you and Violet… I betrayed her.”

      I stared at her, at a loss for what to say or how I could even begin to make things right. Amber stared at me for a few seconds and then sadly shook her head. “Forget it,” she said, rubbing her nose. “I’ll watch the security feed for you. I won’t kill my dad, and I will let you know if Desmond, or anyone else, shows up. Owen… and Violet, they’re my friends. I don’t want any of them dead.”

      “Amber, I—” I stopped mid-sentence as she gave me a vicious glare. Taking a deep breath, I shook my head. “Thank you.”

      She nodded, then headed out the door to do what I asked, leaving the large teddy bear on the bed.

      I found my way back to the room where Violet was sleeping, and, with a little gentle maneuvering, managed to get her moved around enough so that I could lie down next to her. The sound of her breathing made me feel a bit better.

      I sank into the mattress, ready to fall asleep—only to find myself lying awake, thinking about what Amber had said. She’d acted dramatic and childish, and it was hard to understand, but it was a big sacrifice she had made to bring us here, and I was grateful to her. How could she think that a war between the two nations would fix the kinds of things that had broken her childhood so terribly? But Violet and I were still mostly doing damage control. Did we really have any better ideas?

      I hated seeing what Amber had been through. But I couldn’t believe in war, either. There had to be some way to do the right thing that didn’t involve thousands of people suffering.

      My thoughts tangling up with each other, I curled myself around Violet, reassuring myself with my love’s presence, and tried to let it all go.
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      There was something dragging me out of sleep, and I tried to resist it with all of my might. But it was persistent in its rhythmic, high-pitched intensity, burning deep down through my subconscious mind, forcing me awake.

      I peeled back my eyelids and stared at the ceiling, surprised to find that the beeping continued, soft but insistent. I groaned as I sat up, feeling every part of my body protesting my decision—particularly my right hand. Looking around, it took me a second to remember where I was.

      I had no idea what time it was. Beside me, Viggo slept on—I didn’t even remember him getting into bed with me. I could only admire his ability to sleep through the aggravating sound piping through a tiny speaker installed on the headboard. Dropping a brief kiss on his cheek, I pushed his shoulder hard.

      “Wha—?” He snorted in alarm, jerking upright. He looked dazedly around the room, his eyes bloodshot, deep bags forming shadows under them. “What’s that?” he asked, rubbing his eyes with his fingers to clear away the sleep.

      I was already pushing up off the bed. “Alarm,” I mumbled as I stretched my limbs out, trying to force them into a wakefulness I didn’t feel.

      He groaned and rolled out of bed onto his feet. “Let’s go.”

      I pulled open the bedroom door and headed downstairs. None of the other rooms were opening up in recognition of the alarm. That was weird.

      “There you are!” called Amber from the bottom of the stairs. “Owen’s waiting in the foyer—we’ve got problems.”

      “What’s going on?” I asked, instantly alert, thanks to the tension in Amber’s voice.

      “A truck just smashed through the gate,” she continued sharply. “A big hauler. It’s approaching now. Here.”

      I reached out as I came toward her down the stairs, accepting the gun she held out to me with my left hand.

      “Why are we the only ones up?” I asked as I popped out the clip, checking to make sure it was loaded.

      Amber handed another pistol to Viggo and gave me a surprised, wide-eyed look. “Because I piped the alarm to your and Viggo’s room exclusively. Well… yours and Owen’s. Everyone else is still on duty.” I hadn’t even known the security system was able to perform such a complicated function—but apparently, Amber was used to it.

      I nodded, pushing the clip back into the gun and pulling on the slide to put a round into the chamber. It took me a moment to realize that I was having far less trouble than I had been, using my right wrist to push the clip into place. My hand was still swollen and sore, but the combination of Quinn’s cleaning and the painkillers Owen had made me take seemed to be helping.

      I felt a sudden desire to rip away the bandage and actually look at the stitches, but now wasn’t the time. Amber was already halfway down the hall by the time I finished processing my realization, Viggo at her heels. I moved quickly to keep up, keeping my gun pointed at the floor.

      Owen was already outside on the porch, his gun trained on the cab of the truck as it growled and rattled toward us, its huge headlights blinding, making the rest of the night seem impossibly dark. I blinked in surprise when I saw how big it was—it was easily thirty feet in length, and stood over fifteen feet off the ground.

      A thin stream of smoke or steam was hissing out from the front of the truck. Not a lot to be concerned about at the moment, but enough that it could quickly become a big deal, especially with how close the vehicle was pulling up to the front of the house. Luckily, our escape truck from the day before was still parked smack in the middle of the driveway and served as a barrier, blocking the vehicle from getting closer.

      I jogged down the porch stairs as the truck continued its approach, its engine loud and sinister-sounding in my ears. I reached our truck just as the unknown one pulled to a stop, the air filled with the high-pitched whine of brakes, followed by a shuddering hiss. I braced my shoulder against the front of our truck and peeked out.

      I couldn’t see the driver through the truck’s windshield. Looking back, I nodded to Viggo and then stepped out, switching off my gun’s safety and brandishing it confidently in my left hand. Even if I couldn’t aim, I could still do some damage. Viggo followed me, flanking right, and I saw Amber and Owen cutting a wide path to the left of us, sprinting across the grass so they could come back around the truck from behind.

      I stopped twenty feet away, hoping the windows were open. “Shut off the truck!” I yelled, keeping my pistol level with where I sensed the driver would be.

      The roar of the engine immediately died, and the sounds of night rushed back in, redolent with the chirping of crickets and frogs. I looked at Viggo, and this time he nodded at me.

      “Throw out any weapons you have,” he commanded the driver, his tone inviting no negotiation.

      After a moment, a single pistol and a knife clattered to the ground outside the driver’s side window. I wasn’t at a good angle to see through the windshield—Viggo was better placed than I was to get a view of the driver.

      “I can only see one male,” he said at my questioning gaze, low enough that I had to strain to hear him. I saw Owen’s head flash out from behind the back of the truck, giving me a ready symbol.

      “Get out of the truck slowly,” I ordered loudly. “You’re surrounded. Any sudden moves and I’ll open fire.”

      My breath hitched as the door swung slowly open, a heavy creaking noise punctuating the stillness. I watched as worn sneakers appeared on the slender step just under the door, followed by pants and a paunchy stomach covered by a badly buttoned shirt.

      I exhaled sharply as a familiar, partially bald head appeared, and lowered my gun. “It’s all right,” I shouted loud enough for Amber and Owen to hear. “It’s just Thomas.”

      “‘Just’ Thomas,” the man himself mimicked sulkily. “Yes, ‘just’ Thomas, who nearly died three times trying to get to you—the plan I worked out with Amber didn’t end up working as it should’ve. But thanks for the security interrogation.”

      I let my gun point toward the ground and asked the first question that popped into my mind, desperate to know. “Is Solomon with you?”

      Thomas scowled, and then turned to face the giant, self-contained compartment in the back. “He chased me,” he growled indignantly. “I almost died. But yes, he’s in there, as per your demands.”

      “Good,” I said, reengaging the safety on my gun before sliding the weapon into the waist of my pants. “Thank you, Thomas.”

      “Y-y-you’re welcome,” he sputtered, his eyes widening in surprise as he considered me. We stood there awkwardly for a moment, Viggo eyeing the two of us warily, as if he expected us to break out into a fight.

      Of course I had told Viggo about my problems with the shorter man—mostly that I was a tiny bit afraid of anyone who had calculated how much demolition it would take to kill a majority of the Patrian population. I had also told Viggo that I felt bad for Thomas, because I did. It hadn’t taken long for me to recognize that he was a Beta—I didn’t know Thomas’ full story, but it was clear that he had been bullied a lot in his life, probably in ways that I didn’t even want to imagine. It didn’t make working with him less difficult, though.

      The Liberators from behind the truck came out toward us, distracting him from the awkward moment. “Owen!” Thomas yipped excitedly, shifting back and forth on his feet, an eager smile on his face.

      “Hey, Thomas,” Owen said warmly, pulling him in for a hug. “I’m glad you made it. You and Solomon both. Thank you for agreeing to grab him.”

      Thomas flushed and nodded, reminding me of Samuel’s canine look of happiness when he was being praised. “It was… well… it was harrowing. But, yes. I—uh—made it.”

      “Tom-Tom!” Amber squealed from behind him, and I shook my head in shock as she draped her arms over his shoulders. What went on in her head must really be an interesting dichotomy—how she could range from fiery and efficient to genuinely excited, all in a matter of minutes.

      Thomas ducked out from under her, his cheeks still rosy. “Hello, Amber,” he said, not making eye contact, but instead staring right past her to some fixed position beyond.

      “Did you miss me?” she half-crooned, half-teased.

      Thomas sucked in a large breath, held it for a moment, and then exhaled. “No,” he stated, his tone all seriousness. “But it is good to see you.”

      Amber grinned at him, her teeth flashing.

      “I think we’re forgetting something, people,” Viggo said, and we all turned toward where he was still standing on the grass. “The gate? Thomas broke it.”

      “Uh, well… I was given coordinates, but no code, and when I tried contacting Owen’s handheld he wasn’t picking up. So, between the option of waiting outside while I attempted to hack into what is clearly a very advanced security system—potentially damaging it—or making a move that required simple mechanical repairs, I chose the most simple solution.” He looked around at us all as though daring us to doubt him. “I didn’t want to leave the truck out front… especially not with… Solomon in the back.”

      I sighed at his logic, placing my hands on my hips. He had shadows under his eyes, and his attire was rumpled and stained; even his precise decision-making process must be kind of impaired at this time in the morning.

      “It’s done,” I said to him. “We’ll figure out how to repair it. You must be exhausted.”

      Thomas nodded, the fat under his chin jiggling from the rapidity of the nod. “I am. I am.”

      “Come on, Tom-Tom! I’ll show you where you can sleep.” Amber placed a hand on his shoulder, gently guiding him to the stairs. I watched her go, and then turned back to Viggo and Owen.

      “All right… I feel like there isn’t much we can do about the gate tonight,” I said.

      Viggo nodded. “Let’s move the small truck in front of it—use it to fortify the gap until we can get a better look at the damage tomorrow. At the very least, in case of an incursion onto the grounds, it’ll make a bottleneck.”

      “Okay,” I agreed tiredly. “We also need to find out when Solomon last ate, and figure out a system for getting him food and water. Owen—did Desmond ever tell you anything about when he would recover, or even… if he would recover?”

      Owen’s face fell at my question, his mouth turning downward in dismay. “I never asked after my first report—she assured me she would have the scientists work on a solution, but then things got crazy and… I didn’t follow up.”

      I felt a pang of regret for also not bothering Desmond about finding a cure for Solomon. I should have been keeping up—it was my fault he was in the condition he was in, after all.

      I was also a little afraid of the answer. I didn’t want to think that Solomon would be stuck like this forever.

      “We’ll… We’ll figure it out,” I said, patting Owen on the shoulder. He met my gaze solemnly, and nodded. I turned to Viggo. “Let’s handle this gate thing and get some sleep.”

      He gazed in the direction of the gate and sighed heavily. “Yeah.”

      His voice was tinged with resignation.

      I followed his gaze, unsettled by his mood. We were only reacting at this point. We had yet to come up with anything remotely resembling a plan, and that was going to break us long before this battle with Elena and Desmond was over. We couldn’t wait for problems to fix themselves—and in the process, allow more problems to creep up on us unawares. We needed to create some problems for our enemies to fix. The thought sent a rush of energy through me.

      “Hang on, guys,” I said, the sudden commanding tone in my voice surprising even me. “Change of plan.” Viggo turned back to me, his brows furrowed. I met his and Owen’s gazes evenly. “Let’s get that truck in front of the gate, and then the three of us, and Maxen and Ashabee, are going to have a little meeting about what our next steps are.”

      I didn’t wait for them to respond. I just marched forward. My mind was beginning to wake up, spinning out ideas and scenarios faster than I could record them all. I thought back to my ideas in the truck this afternoon—well, yesterday afternoon, now—and realized I finally had a place where we could start.
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      It had taken us an hour to rig a fix for the gate, but somehow, Violet, Owen, and I had managed it. In the end, rather than rigging some brilliant feat of engineering, we’d just leaned the broken side of the iron gate back up and used the truck to support it. I was less than pleased by the final result. It might keep people from coming in, but it certainly didn’t open.

      I was trying to remain optimistic while waiting for the meeting to begin, but it was hard when I was so sleep-deprived. We’d probably only been sleeping for a few hours before Thomas had interrupted. My ability to focus was waning, not because I wasn’t interested in planning our next move, but because my brain kept trying to shut off, leaving me staring blankly at a bookcase until my head would drop suddenly and I would jerk back awake.

      Taking a deep breath, I stood up, scrubbing my eyes. Owen looked up from where he was lounging on the couch, looking pretty exhausted himself. I admired his brave attempt to lie down—if I were him, I would have been asleep long ago.

      We were in one of the numerous top-floor studies that seemed to be around every corner—between all the bedrooms—in the Ashabee mansion. This one was outfitted with an array of antique-looking furniture and trinkets centered on a giant desk, all in shades of yellow and gold. It was not making me feel any more awake or cheerful.

      I paced the room as we waited for Violet, my footsteps practically silent on the mustard-colored carpet. Owen watched me, and then shook his head. He sat up with a groan and rolled his neck. “How long is she going to take?” he asked.

      I shrugged. She had volunteered to go fetch Maxen and Ashabee, and I didn’t imagine either of them taking kindly to a wake-up call in the wee hours of the morning.

      That thought alone gave me a small, twisted thrill of pleasure. I was being spiteful, but those two weren’t going to lift a finger to make our jobs easier. Or to defend this place. So the fact that they were at least getting to share in our rude awakening made me feel better. At least it allowed me to stop resenting their good night’s sleep.

      Yes, I was exhausted to the point of behaving like an ill-tempered toddler.

      An amused smile grew on my face as I heard the familiar indignant squawk of Ashabee, followed by a visceral growl from Maxen, coming from the dining room. Within seconds, they staggered in, forcibly pushed by Violet.

      I quickly downgraded the smile to one of tight-lipped politeness and inclined my head to them. “Good evening, gentlemen. Or morning. Not really clear at the moment.”

      Ashabee’s cheeks were red as he jerked his elbow out of Violet’s grasp. “Do you have any idea what it was like to be roused from our beds by this… this… harlot?” he spluttered, looking at me for sympathy.

      I cocked my head at both of them and frowned. “Do you have any idea what it was like to be roused from my very comfortable bed lying next to that so-called harlot in order to keep your enemies from killing you, only to be treated with whining and rudeness?”

      Ashabee recoiled, as if he had been bitten by a snake, and fell into silence. Maxen, however, was a tougher nut to crack. “I believe that is the job you volunteered for, Mr. Croft. So forgive me if I lack any sympathy for your plight.”

      I growled, about to open my mouth to tell him exactly what I would do with my plight, and offer a few graphic expletives about what he could do to himself. But Violet cut in, her gray eyes blazing.

      “Enough,” she said. “Maxen, Ashabee—sit down. I think we would all like to find our beds again, so this whole process will go a lot faster if you sit down, shut up, and help us figure out a way to get ahead of this game.”

      Maxen gaped, and I couldn’t contain my proud smile as Violet went around the large desk in the center of the room and sat down in the chair. She arched an imperious brow at the king, and his jaw clamped shut. But he gracefully sat in one of the chairs, and Ashabee, taking his cue from the king, found his own seat to perch on, one that allowed him to lift his injured leg off the ground.

      I leaned against the bookcase and crossed my arms, looking at Violet, waiting to see what it was she had discovered that made her call an emergency meeting in the middle of the night. Knowing her, it was something game changing.

      “We can’t keep doing this,” she said after a moment, bringing her hands together in front of her. “We’re only reacting to problems as they are presented—and we’ve been doing a rather bad job of that. We need to get ahead of them. Start a few of our own fires, and hopefully slow down Elena’s plan.”

      I nodded in agreement, because it was true. Our situation was beginning to feel hopeless, stagnant, with no clear path on how to proceed. Even Henrik and Ms. Dale, when I’d gotten a chance to talk to them earlier, couldn’t seem to agree on any plan of attack. What was worse—they didn’t seem to have a clue where to start.

      Neither did I. So if Violet had ideas, I was all ears.

      Maxen gave Violet a look, the lines on his face smoothing out into an expression of passivity. “What do you propose?” he asked.

      I could only stare at him. Whenever he took the time to quit acting like he was above all of us, Maxen seemed like a completely different person.

      Violet seemed to take it in stride. “Well, for starters, Your Majesty, I think we need you and Ashabee to help identify every secret cache of weapons you two have hidden from the public—and the terrorists,” she announced. She settled back into her chair and rested her hands over her stomach.

      The king revealed nothing, and neither did Ashabee, but the two did exchange a long look. “What makes you think either of us has anything like that, Ms. Bates?” Ashabee asked.

      I smirked. Violet had ceased to be a harlot at that moment, and had suddenly turned into someone who deserved their respect. Or, at least, as much respect as these Patrians could muster—I wasn’t expecting too much from them.

      Violet sighed, and the energy that she had carried into the room with her changed tone. “Now this,” she said, “is a discussion that is going to waste everyone’s precious sleeping time. So, let’s imagine, in the interest of time, we skip the part where we argue back and forth, and go right to the end, where you two admit you do know where they are. We may not be high class or royalty, but none of us are idiots. There’s been a semi-cold war between Matrus and Patrus the last few years. You’ve got to have some secrets.”

      My respect for Violet doubled in that moment—something I hadn’t even known was possible. When had she developed this knack for down-and-dirty negotiating, for cutting through the rhetoric? A part of me worried she had gotten it from Desmond, until the rational side of my brain reminded me that… might not be so terrible. Violet wouldn’t become the type of person to cause collateral damage in the name of anything.

      Maxen turned his gaze back to Ashabee, his mouth pursed. “No,” he growled. “I will not be sharing those details with a female Matrian upstart. You have no right to come here and tell me what I will and will not be doing. I am the king!”

      Violet gave him a look, one of deep challenge. “That is your right, of course. But if you refuse to work with us to help you win this war, then you might as well just surrender. We might as well just hand you over to Elena bound, gagged, and topped with a big bow. And when she executes you and takes over both countries, I will be over here saying ‘I told you so.’”

      I kept my face perfectly blank, but it was hard biting back the laugh that was struggling to get free. Especially seeing Maxen’s eyes bulge in anger, followed by the slow, probably worse, realization that Violet was not joking.

      “Fine,” he said warily. “What’s your plan, then?”

      “You’re going to have to use your stockpiles to arm and shelter your people,” Violet said simply. “Did you see the news? There are parts of the city that have been completely destroyed. Thousands of people have lost their homes and jobs. Those people will be heading this way out of the city—and those are the people you’re going to recruit. Men, women, anyone sixteen and up. They’re angry and scared and they’ll want to follow your lead once they realize you’re alive. Ms. Dale will help you, and I’m sure Henrik will want to be a part of it as well. Once you get them organized, you’re going to work in as much secrecy as possible. This will not be an upfront fight, but one from the shadows.”

      “But that’s a cowardly form of warfare,” the king protested.

      Violet grimaced. “No offense, Your Majesty, but it’s not cowardly. It’s smart. Right now the Matrians have the upper hand. You have limited resources and limited manpower, and those problems will likely always be an issue. When we strike, it can’t be about how many soldiers it will cost them, but rather, the resources they will lose fighting this war. Supply trains, weapons depots… and, most importantly, food.”

      “It’s still cowardly,” the king grumbled, leaning back in his chair and crossing his arms.

      Violet’s expression was glacial as she regarded him. “Call it what you want, but I would think that doing everything in your power to keep your people as safe as possible isn’t cowardly—it’s noble.” She didn’t wait for him to respond to that dig, but turned toward me. “We are going to be working on something a little different,” she said, and I knew ‘we’ meant her and me. I wasn’t sure why she was including Maxen and Ashabee in this part of the meeting, but I trusted her judgment.

      “What do you have in mind?” I asked, standing up a bit straighter.

      She smiled eagerly, leaning forward. “We’re going to find out where Desmond is manufacturing and storing the Benuxupane, in both Matrus and Patrus… and destroy it.”

      I let her words roll over me for a moment, my mind suddenly becoming very aware and very excited. It seemed stupid that I hadn’t considered that before. It would help remove an important element from the game board: the boys.

      In truth, I had avoided thinking about them. My heart was shredded by the knowledge that they were yet again being used by individuals who saw them only as tools, as a means to an end—and that all I had done with them had only helped prepare them for this role. I despised the thought of having to fight any one of them for real, because I knew, without a shadow of a doubt, that if I encountered them on the battlefield, I would not be able to pull the trigger.

      I met Violet’s gaze. “That sounds perfect,” I replied, and her face lit up with new determination.

      “It’s not going to be easy,” she cautioned me. “We might have to ask Owen, Quinn, and Amber to help us.”

      “That, uh, might be a bit of a problem,” Owen said from the couch, his face troubled. Violet turned in her seat, staring at him, and he coughed nervously. “Amber and Quinn… they told me they want to head back into The Green. Back to our home base. Tomorrow.”

      Violet bit her lip, and I could tell from her face that she was deeply disappointed.

      “Why?” I inquired, hoping to find a way to ease the tension.

      Owen met my gaze and gave a heaving sigh. “They don’t feel like they should get involved,” he said softly. “They… They want to consult with the other Liberators, and see what they can do to help them.”

      “Really?” Violet said. “They’re not going to stay and help? Even Quinn? Don’t they see how important this is?!”

      Owen looked up at her sharply. “Don’t judge them so harshly, Violet. They did stand down and help get you here, even if it means they might get kicked out of the one group where they feel like they’re at home. Just because they don’t agree with you on what they should do during this war, doesn’t mean that they’re wrong. Cut them some slack.”

      Violet’s jaw tensed, but then she sighed. “I’m sorry… you’re right. I think I need to get some more sleep—I’m feeling short-tempered…” At Owen’s nod, she looked down. “I really do appreciate how much they’ve helped us. And how much you’ve done, too. Will… Will you and Thomas be going with them?”

      Owen shook his head. “No,” he said with a small smile. “I’m with Team Violet and Viggo. I don’t really agree with Amber and Quinn on this point either. And I’m sick of being Desmond’s errand-boy.”

      Violet nodded and began outlining her plans in more detail, giving out job assignments and lining up tasks for the next day. When she began to find the group’s questions more difficult to answer, I stepped in to help.

      We finished hours after we had started. But at least there was still some time before dawn to rest before we truly began to implement our new plans. Violet and I went upstairs together, practically leaning on each other, and I knew we were in the same state of mind: deliriously tired, but still feverishly thinking. The gears wouldn’t stop turning. I had tried to shut them off, but our plan was taking shape inside my head, and it was a hell of a lot better than nothing.

      When we reached the door to our bedroom I stopped, looking down into her eyes.

      “Thank you,” I said, taking her hand in mine.

      She smiled, but her eyes glistened with curiosity. “For what?” she asked.

      “For… giving us something to look forward to,” I replied.

      She leaned up and pressed her lips against mine softly. “Anytime,” she breathed, before we entered the room and collapsed into bed.
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      I woke up, surprised to see the sun shining brightly through the window, as cheerfully as if we weren’t at war at all. Rolling over, I saw that Viggo wasn’t in bed. I looked blearily at the clock. It was nine in the morning. I frowned, remembering that I was supposed to have been on guard duty two hours ago.

      I sat up, swinging my legs over the side of the bed, and ran my hand over my face. I felt filthy. I hadn’t showered since we left the Liberators’ facility, and that felt like over a week ago. For all I knew, it had been.

      Standing up, I walked to the bathroom, stripping off my clothes as I went. Inside the bathroom, I made a beeline to the shower. It was damp and slick—evidence that Viggo had already used it—so I trod carefully as I cranked up the dial.

      The blast of cold water hit me in the face, making me gasp, but within seconds the water warmed. I stood under it for several minutes, watching blood and dirt swirling around the drain. The white bandage still around my hand, slowly soaking up water, caught my attention, and, after taking a deep breath, I gingerly pulled it off. Now that I wasn’t exhausted, I wanted to see it.

      Even so, I felt disgusted. The wound was puckered and swollen around the stitches Quinn had put in, the skin bruised and discolored, and my fingers still felt like sausages—but they all twitched when I moved them. My hand was definitely not split in half. Holding it under the water, I rinsed it off, wincing as the water struck. But the pain was light and bearable. It’s going to be okay. Quinn had done an admirable job.

      My heart dropped when I realized that he and Amber were probably going to leave today. I didn’t want them to go, but it was clear that they didn’t want any part of what we were doing. At least, Amber didn’t. I wasn’t so sure about Quinn, but seeing as he was practically inseparable from her, I couldn’t see him changing his mind and staying.

      I exhaled, pushing the imminent parting out of my mind. There was a lot going on today, and I needed to focus on that. I washed up as quickly as I could and ended my shower, then padded to the closet, curious about whether there were any spare clothes inside.

      In fact, a folded pile of fresh clothes was tucked inside, perched on top of my bag and topped by a folded piece of paper. Picking up the slip of paper, I recognized Viggo’s block-style handwriting.

      Violet, we let you sleep in. You needed it, so don’t be mad. Found some clean clothes in your size—thought you might want them. Here’s your bag—Tim brought it out of the truck, and he wanted it back with you for safekeeping.

      -V

      P.S. The staff said they will change the sheets today. Apparently, they found the fact that we went to bed filthy ‘disturbing’.

      I smiled as I read his last sentence, carefully folding the note back up. Reaching out, I stroked my fingers over the weathered bag, feeling the hard cases inside. These bizarre, giant silver eggs were what had gotten me into this entire mess. Without them… Well, without them, I probably would have been executed for murder in the Matrian prison system. If I’d never been introduced to the eggs, would Desmond and Elena’s plans have changed at all?

      Without these, I realized, I never would have met Viggo. The man I was going to marry, if we got out of this alive.

      Just thinking about his proposal made my heart rate speed up. Amidst all the chaos, all our alone time had been spent escaping something, dealing with one another’s injuries, or feeling deliriously tired. Well, and there was that one time in the shed, but then I hadn’t wanted to remove my lips from Viggo’s long enough to speak…

      When I next felt that the moment was right, I would tell him my answer. That he shouldn’t have even really needed to ask. That I was his forever… or until death did us part.

      Energized, I got dressed quickly, re-bandaged my wound with the supplies Quinn had insisted I take, and went downstairs, heading for the security room. I had to stay focused.

      As I walked through the dining room, I was surprised to see Ashabee and Maxen there, marking places on maps with little red circles and, when I listened in, arguing about which areas should be raided first. I nodded at them as I walked past, not inclined to speak to them when they were so diligently at work. I didn’t feel like another game of ‘threaten the king’ right now anyway. They didn’t even notice as I went by, which was fine by me.

      Entering the security room, I was surprised to see Thomas sitting behind the desk looking at the computer, Quinn and Amber standing right behind him, peering over his shoulder.

      “Good morning,” I greeted, and they looked at me in surprise.

      “Morning, Violet!” Quinn chirped. “How’s your hand?”

      I responded by holding it up, and within moments, Quinn was carefully removing the bandage I’d just put on and peppering me with questions. I answered them honestly, showing him how each of my fingers moved one by one. He told me that there wasn’t any sign of infection, and seemed optimistic that, with time, mobility would fully return.

      “Thank you, Quinn,” I said once he had finished.

      “You’re welcome.” He grinned.

      I turned to where Amber and Thomas were, to see them fixated on the computer again. “What is it?” I asked, moving closer to the desk.

      Amber looked at me out of the corner of her eye and straightened up. “Tom-Tom is helping Quinn and me find a route out of here,” she replied coolly, but I saw a sparkle of challenge in her gaze when it collided with my own.

      I sighed. I’d been hoping to have this conversation somewhere more private, just between the two of us, but now was probably as good a time as any.

      “There’s no way I’m going to convince you to change your mind, is there?” I asked, trying to keep my voice gentle. “Owen told me you want to go back to the Liberators, but I’m worried about Desmond… and about the boys. We really need your help in this war, Amber. You and Quinn have so many skills. Think about it—we could stop the war. We could keep Desmond from using young men…”

      Amber’s eyes clouded over, and her posture stiffened. “I never wanted to stop the war,” she said sharply. “I don’t think anything is going to change unless our nations get taken down and start over from scratch. If people get hurt in the process, they’re no different from the people who are getting hurt and suffering silently in these broken societies right now.”

      “Historically speaking,” Thomas chimed in, “Amber is right. Violent government takeover is one of the primary ways that past societies have changed.”

      “But that’s the thing!” I said, now unable to keep my passion out of my voice. “Can’t we be better than that? Amber, think of the boys. Desmond is keeping them all hopped up on Benuxupane… They didn’t even get a chance to decide for themselves. We have to give them a future. They’re going to spend their lives being used for somebody else’s cause… like property. Isn’t that what you wanted to fight against, Amber?”

      Amber’s face was troubled, but her resolve didn’t weaken. “Leave my life out of this,” she said stonily. “Can’t you just let me make my own decision? I’m not turning you guys in to Desmond. I helped you with the king. Isn’t that enough?”

      I bit my lip. “Quinn?” I asked, turning to him. “Are you okay with this?”

      Quinn looked down, the excitement that had been on his face when he’d looked at my wound nowhere to be found. “I’m going with Amber,” he said. “The Liberators taught me everything I know. Without them I’d probably be dead by now. And who knows, maybe we can find a way to convince them to do things differently. We could even try to talk to the other guys… maybe…?”

      Quinn’s hopeful innocence was almost worse than Amber’s reticence. I felt my shoulders drooping. “You won’t change your minds, then,” I said, my heart heavy.

      “That’s what I’ve been saying,” Amber said.

      “All right. You know that I had to try, right? Well… I hope you can find a safe route, then. The sooner you leave, the sooner you can get out of this mess. Make sure you pack some extra food and ammo—I’m sure we have some to spare. And… don’t leave without saying goodbye, okay? I’ve gotta go find Viggo, but I’ll talk to you later.”

      Some of the rigidity seemed to leave Amber’s shoulders the moment I stopped arguing. “Okay…” she said, then trailed off. Maybe my sadness that she was really leaving had surprised her.

      “Viggo is out front by the gate,” Thomas informed me.

      “Thank you,” I replied, and headed out of the room before things got more awkward.

      Outside, I found Owen first. He was staring at the container that housed Solomon, studying it and making careful notes on a pad of paper. He looked up and smiled at me in greeting. “Hey, how are you feeling?”

      I shrugged. “Not bad, just down about Amber and Quinn,” I said, coming to a stop behind him. “You trying to figure out how to feed Solomon?”

      Owen glanced back to the truck and nodded, grimacing. “Yeah—there’s only one entrance or exit to the thing. I thought… well… if we could cut a hole in the top… But…”

      “He could use it to try to escape,” I finished for him, frowning. “That… is not good.”

      Owen nodded absentmindedly, his eyes focused on the truck as he continued to consider it. I could sense he was still thinking of how to fix the problem, concentrating so hard that I was pretty sure he had forgotten I was there.

      Which was fine with me—I had come out here to find Viggo. Not just because we were slotted to do recon today, but also because… I wanted to thank him for letting me sleep in, when I knew as well as he did that he needed the rest every bit as much as me.

      Viggo was standing by the gate, but my view of it was partially blocked by the truck, which he had moved from in front of the side of the gate that still didn’t work. I could hear him giving orders, presumably to whoever was helping him. I walked around the truck and was met with a small surprise to find that it was Tim and Jay.

      I watched as Jay grabbed the broken side of the massive black gate in his hands and then slowly pulled it upright, clearly straining, but just as clearly holding his own. The gate was massive—nearly fifteen feet at the top—and heavy. It had taken three of us to lift it the night before, and even then it had been difficult.

      I moved closer to stand next to Viggo.

      “Good job, Jay,” he said. “All right, Tim—you’re up!”

      Tim picked up a piece of wood from a stack next to him, examined it, then placed it flat across the gate, parallel to the ground, using a gap between stones in the wall to hold the board in place. He then proceeded to pound on the end of the board with a hammer, his eyes narrowed in concentration. His face winced slightly as he supported the board with one hand, forcing it deeper into the gap and wedging it in place.

      “Wow,” I said. “Whose idea was this?”

      Viggo looked at me, his green eyes bright. “Actually, it was Tim’s idea,” he said with a grin. “Of course, he wanted to build a brick wall to hold it up, but I remembered seeing some lumber and I thought it would work better… and be easier to carry. Eventually, we’ll have a grid of boards across the whole gate, and then we’ll be able to brace it up with some larger posts set at a diagonal. Jay’s digging the holes for those next. It still won’t be able to open, but it should hold up against a decent amount of pressure.”

      I nodded, not sure I understood the technical explanation but trusting that they knew what they were doing. Jay was indeed starting to dig holes several feet behind where Tim was working.

      I didn’t want Viggo to notice when they all were so eager, but I felt conflicted. On the one hand, I was happy to see my brother so enthusiastic about fixing things. On the other, I was worried that he was too enthusiastic about participating in what was turning into a full-blown war. With this kind of thing it was fine, but in other situations, that kind of enthusiasm could actually get him killed.

      Still, it was worth it to see him bringing ideas to the table, working on something with his hands. He and Jay made a good team, and for now they were busy and happy.

      “Good job, Tim!” I called. Tim paused his hammering long enough to flash me a brilliant smile.

      “You ready to go?” Viggo asked.

      I looked at him, and then back at my brother. “You sure? Don’t you want to be here to supervise this?”

      “Nah,” Viggo said, waving his arm dismissively. “They’ve got this. Let’s ride.” He turned to Jay, who was still holding the gate in place. “We gotta leave—is it going to be a problem for you?”

      “No,” Jay shouted back. “We’re good!”

      I waved at Jay, then turned to follow Viggo. Within minutes we were mounted, helmeted, and riding Viggo’s motorcycle, heading down the open road toward the nearest homestead in the surrounding farmland. This was an information-gathering mission—to observe and talk to anyone we saw—but as we drove, it was hard not to appreciate the sun on my face. For a moment, it was easy to forget what was going on.

      Our temporary peace was cut short when Viggo noticed people on the road ahead of us. He pulled over and killed the engine, taking off his helmet and dismounting the bike. A group of people were walking—no, trudging—down the road, their eyes tired and worried, their clothes torn and dirtied. Some of them carried bags or backpacks; one even clutched what seemed to be a soot-streaked painting, maybe some keepsake or family heirloom. Some of them had nothing.

      “Hello,” Viggo greeted a few of them when they got closer. “Did your car break down?”

      One of the men, whose short-cropped brown hair was singed at the edges, slowed to a stop in front of Viggo, and I left the bike leaning on the kickstand in order to move in closer, curious to hear what he had to say. He looked like hell—his face grim and covered with soot.

      “No,” one of the men said, giving me a strange look. “We couldn’t even get to our cars. The fires… they were too bad. We were barely able to get out with our lives.” He paused, his voice getting tight. “My wife disappeared in the confusion. She and our daughter. I—I’m not sure where they are.”

      “I’m so sorry,” Viggo said, his eyes wide. “Can you tell me more about the fires? Last I heard, emergency services were putting them out.”

      The man bristled for a moment, took a deep breath, and wiped at his face, smearing the soot and ash around. “There were no emergency service people on the street. I know, because we walked for miles. As for the fires… Last I saw, nearly half the warehouse district was burning. It—uh—it was harvest season.”

      Viggo nodded as if he understood what the man was saying. It took me a minute to figure it out. When I did, it was hard not to gasp. The warehouses would have been loaded with food—enough to last until the next harvest. That meant that a significant amount of the Patrians’ reserves had been taken out.

      Which meant that people were going to starve this winter.

      It didn’t end there, though. Another man, heavier-set than the first one, chimed in as well. “In my area they were getting volunteers together to go fight the fires—they were going door-to-door, picking people from their houses. We never saw anybody fighting fires, though. Later it got bad, and we had to leave, too. Some of those guys didn’t come home.”

      “‘They’?” Viggo asked. “Who’s asking for volunteers from the community? The government must really have been hit hard.”

      “The Matrian wardens,” the heavyset man replied. “They said they were here to help. I don’t know what good a bunch of women are going to be in putting out fires… Maybe that’s why they were trying to get guys to leave their families and help. I wouldn’t have, if they’d asked me.” He indicated a haggard-looking woman and a teenage boy holding back a few paces across the road. “We had to stick together. All we have now is each other.”

      I turned away from the man, my stomach tightening up until it felt like a rock the size of my fist. I couldn’t listen to these stories anymore, so I moved away, back toward Viggo’s bike. He exchanged a few more words with the weary man, and then followed me.

      “It’s getting bad, isn’t it?” I asked.

      Viggo’s face was grim as he put on his helmet. “It’s getting worse,” he corrected.

      I didn’t respond—there was no need, because he was right. I climbed back on the bike and wrapped my arms around his waist, probably a bit more tightly than was necessary. But I needed to feel his warm body against me as we rode off, carefully navigating through the few people walking away from the city, their eyes lit up in anger or downcast in hopelessness.

      We interviewed dozens more people, all with similar stories about the fires, the bombings, fleeing for their lives. By the time we had turned the motorcycle toward home base, the sun was starting to set in the sky. We hadn’t learned much—it was clear from the refugees’ stories that most of them were still confused about what had happened as well. There were also rumors. Rumors that ranged from an attempted coup to some sort of apocalyptic cataclysm. One man even claimed it was aliens.

      Strangely enough, nobody mentioned a Matrian element to the conflict at all. I wondered how that could be—did nobody suspect that the Matrians, not a terrorist cell, were behind the bombings?—until I realized that the Matrians’ own reputation was working for them. No one in Patrus suspected Matrus of anything—and I believed the reason for this was deeper than just male arrogance.

      I remembered an adage I’d once read in an old Matrian history book during my orphanage days, spoken by some wise person from the distant past: “Do I not destroy my enemies when I make them my friends?” Matrus was supposed to be founded on peace. Otherwise, why had its founders moved to the other, much less conducive, side of the river in the first place? The pursuit of peace at all costs was the root of the nation’s very existence. And yet here Matrus was now, aping the very traits its founders had despised. In spite of all I’d learned and witnessed of Matrus’ violence in the past few days, I still found it hard to believe that it had come to this.

      I was tired by the time we reached the gates of the mansion, and I knew Viggo was even more exhausted. It had been an emotionally draining day. Which made what happened next even harder.

      Amber and Quinn were waiting for us on the front lawn when we pulled up, several bags sitting on the ground in front of them. Viggo pulled to a stop just in front of the bags, nudged the kickstand down, and got off. I followed suit.

      “We said our goodbyes to everyone else,” Amber said, her voice soft. “We were just waiting for you.”

      “Thank you,” I said. I hadn’t quite known, when I had asked her to wait, if she was going to do it. I met their gazes, and what I saw in them hurt. For all I knew, this could be the last time I ever saw them. “I… I’m really going to miss you,” I said, after a pause.

      Amber sniffled and scrubbed her nose. Beside her, Quinn’s face was the forecast of a storm to come. “We’re going to miss you too,” he said sincerely, and it almost broke my heart.

      “Come here,” I said, pulling him in for a hug. He hugged me back, and we held each other for a long moment. “Please be careful out there.”

      “I will,” he promised, and I let him go. Viggo was already waiting to shake his hand. I turned to Amber and sighed. “I… uh… hope we’re still friends,” I said, lamely, and Amber met my gaze, her lips turned up into a sad smile.

      “Of course we are, Violet. At least I can tell everyone that you weren’t spies—you never were. Nope… you guys are just something else.”

      I smiled, but the feeling was bittersweet. “Thanks for that,” I said. “Just… please be careful? Please? I know you are still conflicted, but if you see Desmond… will you run? Please?”

      Amber thought about it for a second. “If you had asked me to kill her, I would’ve said no. But run… Yeah… I think I can do that.”

      I pulled her in for a hug. “Thank you,” I said. I wasn’t sure whether I was thanking her for telling the truth or for lying—or just for trying to ease my conscience—but I was grateful to her. For a thousand small reasons, too small and insignificant for anyone but me to appreciate. Well, me and Viggo.

      Amber hesitated. “Actually, since we’re asking favors, could you…”

      “Yes?”

      “Tell my dad I’m leaving. And that he can still rot in hell.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “I’ll at least tell him the first part. The second, well…”

      Amber chuckled darkly. “He knows.”

      I stepped back a little and made room for Viggo to say his goodbyes. He was twirling the motorcycle keys around his finger, looking at her. She stared back, uncertainty etched lightly on her face. I heard the keys jingle one more time, and then Viggo tossed them at her, smiling when she snatched them out of the air.

      “Take care of her,” he said, looking back at his motorcycle.

      Amber’s eyes flicked to the bike, and she smiled broadly, twirling the keys around her finger just like Viggo had moments before. “Well, seeing as it’s mine now, I suppose I can take care of ‘him.’”

      The two embraced, and then, too soon, they were gone, hurtling down the road, Amber driving and Quinn holding her tightly. I rested my head against Viggo’s shoulder and sighed.

      I hated goodbyes.
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      I jolted upright, gazing wildly around—awoken yet again by the beeping alert being piped through the speakers installed in the bed. Wiping my eyes to clear the sleep from them, I looked at the bed next to me. Violet was already up, and in the dark I could hear the faint sound of fabric on her skin, indicating she was quickly changing out of her sleeping clothes.

      I got dressed in a hurry, pulling on pants and a shirt, and then we raced downstairs. No one was there to greet us, so we both headed down to the security room. I glanced at my watch—it was a little after midnight—and recalled that Ashabee, Jeff, and Jay were on watch for this shift.

      As soon as we made it to the security room, my concern instantly mounted—Ashabee and Jeff were arguing, Ashabee shouting at his valet, with Jay frowning at them.

      “—in you! You had no right to override my orders—you work for me!” Ashabee said as we pushed through the door.

      Jeff glanced at me, his face once again an impassive mask that reflected nothing. But Jay looked angry. The young man kept opening his mouth as if to say something, then closing it so fast I was surprised his teeth didn’t clack together.

      “What’s going on?” I demanded over Ashabee, who seemed oblivious to our presence.

      “The perimeter alarms have been tripped,” Jeff supplied dryly. “Along the walls, just outside the property.”

      “Who is it?” I asked, moving closer to the desk to peer at the monitors. The black-and-white video was grainy and hard to make out—the biggest flaw with the camera system was that it needed lots of light, but Ashabee hadn’t installed lights on the walls, save at the gate. It was a surprising oversight, considering the security system was otherwise so advanced, and we would have to rectify it if we were going to continue staying here.

      “Who cares?” sneered Ashabee. “Jefferies should have never woken you—we have this perfectly under control.”

      Jay was shaking his head, his lips turning downward in a frown. I ignored Ashabee, and turned to Jeff. “Any chance it could be a dog or some other animal?”

      “Hmm,” Jeff murmured. “It is possible—we have dozens of false alarms a month due to animals, provided they are larger than a domesticated cat. However, it is unlikely. There are too many sensors being tripped, all at the same time.”

      The computer beeped suddenly. I turned my gaze back to it in time to see the camera angle change to the outside view of the gate as a throng of people suddenly moved into view, shuffling up to the gate. A few pressed in close to the right side, the one free of the boards Tim and Jay had installed earlier, and peered inside.

      I watched as they turned, forming a circle. There were no speakers on the camera, so I couldn’t make out what they were saying, but it seemed obvious that they were discussing whether or not they should enter.

      I hesitated for a few seconds, and then turned to the others. “I bet they’re refugees,” I said. “We… we need to decide whether we should let them in or not.”

      “Should I go get Henrik and Ms. Dale?” Jay asked, and I looked back at the camera.

      “No time,” I replied.

      “Well, we aren’t taking them in,” Ashabee said. I ignored him again.

      “Let’s run through the pros and cons,” I said, keeping a careful eye on the camera. The group still appeared to be talking, although it looked as though some of them were moving closer to the gate.

      “They are people, they need our help, and maybe a few of them might be willing to join the cause,” Violet said, leaning a hip against the desk. “We have enough food to last us a while.”

      I nodded in agreement. “Cons?”

      “There might be spies in the group, so letting them in could put the king in danger,” Jay said, shifting slightly on his feet. “Also, we have no idea if these people will help out around here or not. They could try to take this place from us if we aren’t careful. I mean… if they think they can.”

      I exhaled and looked around the room. “Jay’s right—it’s risky letting strangers in. And if we do take them in, then we set a precedent for the next group. And the next group.”

      “We have to recruit people from somewhere, Viggo,” Violet countered. “Not to mention, they need help.”

      “I know, but—”

      My gaze had strayed from the camera, and my attention from Ashabee, for too long.

      “AHA! Those mongrels think they can get into my property, do they?” I whirled to see Ashabee glaring at the system, where the front lawn camera seemed to show a flicker of movement through the dim area. “Well, this’ll teach them!” And before I could even ask, Ashabee pressed something on the control panel, and the system beeped.

      I grabbed him by the shoulder, hauling him back, just as bright flashes blasted across the screen showing the lawn camera, throwing a set of human figures into sharp relief for a moment, and the faint sound of machine gun fire filtered in through the walls. I scrambled behind the desk, searching desperately for a deactivate switch, and punched it, cutting the gunfire short.

      My eyes leapt to the security cameras, looking for the angle I’d seen, but it had been replaced with another view. Frantically, I searched until I found another camera aimed at the front lawn. No light—and no movement. There still wasn’t enough ambient light for me to see anything. I stood up, pushing past an angrily sputtering Ashabee, and raced toward the front of the house, the blood pounding in my ears.

      Outside, the night was cool and eerily still. I raced down the porch stairs, down the driveway, past the truck where Solomon was being held, and froze. It may have been too dark for the cameras, but under the dim light of the moon, I could see them.

      People were lying on the grass on either side of the asphalt driveway—five on one side, three on the other. I took several steps forward, and then froze again. They were still. So very still.

      I mechanically propelled myself forward. The grass was now under my feet, water droplets soaking my shoes, but I ignored it, my focus completely on the five people lying on the left side, not even looking yet at the other side of the lawn.

      My eyes took in the men and women strewn across the grass, their faces reflecting the horror and surprise of their last moments, their bodies riddled with more bullet holes than I could count. One girl in particular caught my eye—she was on her stomach, unlike the others, one hand reaching back to the gate. How had they gotten in? The worst part… dear God, the worst part… was the steam coming from the bullet holes, from where their still-warm blood was reacting to the chill in the air.

      I stood stock-still. The feeling going through me was more than rage. It didn’t have a name, but it was overpowering anything else in my mind. Pure reason was barely keeping me from running back into the house to exact terrible vengeance.

      Where had the machine gun fire come from? It was obviously built into Ashabee’s system… I looked around in the moonlight and saw, built into the very stone walls that sheltered us, long metal panels. They looked like they might fold down at the press of a button, revealing a hidden artillery. I’d barely wondered what those could do when Tim, Jay, and I had been repairing the gate earlier. Now I wished I’d torn them all out.

      I became aware of the sounds of panic coming from beyond the front gate. Names were being shouted urgently, followed by hushed and insistent tones. Someone was sobbing, a frightful keening sound that seared my heart, flaying it open wide.

      I heard the sound of feet approaching, and turned, giving Violet a hollow look. Her hand was over her mouth, her eyes wide as she took in the dead. “Oh God,” she gasped.

      She moved closer, dropping to her knees next to me, her face pale. I could see tears forming in her eyes, and when she met my gaze, I knew exactly what we had to do.

      I climbed to my feet, reaching a hand down to Violet and pulling her up next to me. I led the way, pulling her behind me, heading toward the gate. I could see faces as I drew nearer—people pressed between the bars, their eyes searching for any sign of their companions.

      My legs never faltered as I drew nearer. I was driven, now, by a compulsion so intense that it defied rational thought. I stopped at the inner keypad, entering the code, and turned back to the people on the other side. A hush had fallen over them, and I could see wariness and fear on their faces as the gate—the one that still worked on its motorized tracks—pulled open.

      They remained where they were even as the gate opened to them. I turned to Violet, who was staring at the people. “We’re going to need paper and something to write with,” I said softly, and her eyes jerked over to me.

      “Right,” she whispered after a moment, her breathing coming sharp and hard. “I’ll get Henrik, and we’ll… we’ll handle it.”

      I nodded and then turned back to the refugees standing at the gate, looking in. I held up my hands in the universal peace sign, and approached them slowly. “My name is Viggo Croft,” I said. “A guest of… Colin Everett Ashabee.” I couldn’t help but spit the name out. He was lucky I cared more about checking for survivors than hurting him, but my hands were shaking with rage. I knew this was a precarious situation—the people he had just murdered were part of this group. They probably had family and friends among these people. It was a situation fraught with stress and danger, especially if they had any weapons.

      I cleared my throat and continued. “I regret to inform you that the people… the ones who came onto the property…” My throat tightened, making the words hard to say, but I pushed them out, knowing that drawing this out would only make it worse. “They’re dead.” The crowd gasped, and I saw several people in the back turn tail and run, several more moving backward. “I’m sorry,” I shouted, taking a step forward. “Please… please don’t leave. It was a mistake. The man on guard tonight… he… he panicked. He activated the defense system.”

      I looked down, feeling like I was choking on the lie, but knowing it was as close to the truth as I dared go. A part of me wanted to be honest and tell them that Ashabee was responsible. I would let them exact any justice they wanted, and would probably even be persuaded to help… But it was a bad call. It would not bring their loved ones back. As tempting as it was, as much as I wanted to give them an opportunity for justice, I knew this act wouldn’t be justice—it would be vengeance. And vengeance didn’t solve problems. It wouldn’t even make me feel better.

      “Why are you telling us this, Mr. Croft?” asked a man who was pushing through the middle of the crowd, his hat in his hand.

      “I can understand if you want to move on. Especially after…” my eyes flicked up to his and then moved away, unable to finish the sentence. “But… we have water, food, and shelter. You’re… you’re more than welcome to stay, or go. I’m… I’m sorry for your friends.”

      The man looked around at the other people milling in front of the gate, and then put on his hat. “We warned them not to climb the gate,” he said, his tone remorseful. “But they were insistent. Their deaths are tragic, but if you say it was an accident, then I’m choosing to believe you. Convey our thanks to Mr. Ashabee.”

      I couldn’t keep the grimace off my face at his gratitude toward Ashabee, but the man with the hat didn’t seem to notice. He turned back and gestured to someone in the crowd, and I watched as a woman and young girl came forward, slipping their hands into his. I stepped aside, making room for them as they walked up the road toward the house. The rest of the people watched, murmuring in voices too low to hear. I remained silent, letting them decide whether to enter or not.

      A few more came forward, their expressions wary, their movements slow and cautious. I couldn’t blame them. For all they knew, this was a trap. I turned to the house, and saw Violet standing at the top of the stairs, waiting for them with the paper and pencil I’d mentioned. I knew she and Henrik would take down names, occupations, and whatever information they thought relevant.

      I also knew I had another task. “I’ll leave the gate open for five minutes, and then I’m shutting it. Please take that time to decide.”

      Then I strode off, back to where the dead were waiting.

      Two hours later Violet found me. I had collected the corpses and carefully carried them to an empty spot fifty feet away from the road, close to the wall. For the rest of the time, I had been digging.

      I was tired and my arms were sore, but the motion was robotic at this point. The sound of the shovel hitting the earth was like a heartbeat in my ears, rhythmic and soothing. I didn’t want to think—didn’t want to feel—and the shovel was my sole focus. The hot, impotent fury that coursed through my veins was what raised the shovel up and down, up and down, and if I exhausted myself with it, I could make it up to them. I could make things right again. I could…

      People moved back and forth around me. Some of the refugees came out of the house and found their dead loved ones, touched them, knelt next to them. Anguished sobbing accompanied my digging for a long while. I kept digging. Some of the people cursed at me. A few thanked me. But they all let me dig.

      It threw me off completely when I felt hands press against the small of my back. I froze, swaying slightly, my breathing ragged and harsh in my own ears. Swallowing, I looked down as arms encircled my waist, and felt the press of a familiar feminine body against my back, a soft cheek resting against my shoulder.

      My precious Violet. I tried to shake her off, muttering something even I couldn’t understand, but she persisted. Eventually I gave in, my chest heaving from exertion. I knelt, and she lowered herself with me. She held me for a long time—long enough for the rage that was searing through me to settle down, just a little, into a long, flat ocean of sadness. I felt my muscles un-clenching, the robotic determination fading.

      Violet didn’t say anything, just let me grieve for those eight unknown men and women, killed by Ashabee’s prejudice. If I had been faster, or paid more attention, I would have been able to stop him. But it wasn’t my fault. It wasn’t…

      After a while, I felt my control returning. I pulled away from Violet, and she let me go, her eyes brimming with empathy. I couldn’t find anything to say, so I cupped her cheek, pleased when she pressed into my caress, and then slowly climbed to my feet, using the shovel to help me up.

      She climbed up too, taking the hand I offered and pulling herself up, and then picked up her own shovel from the grass next to the shallow hole I was working on. I stared, surprised to see it, but she didn’t seem to notice. In spite of her injured hand, she just pushed the shovel into the ground and withdrew a mound of black earth, tossing it onto the pile.

      I stood there for a long moment, grateful, now, that she wasn’t letting me do this alone. Then I dug in as well, aware that the dead had been watching the entire time, hoping that I could do them justice, if just in this one small thing.
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      I sat in the dark security room, staring at the monitors. Viggo and I had finished burying the dead just as the sun began to rise. I knew this had hit him hard, because he hadn’t put up a fight at all when I had encouraged him to have a shower. Nor did he argue when I told him to get some rest while I covered the rest of the watch. I sat with him a while, my left hand holding his, until he finally succumbed to sleep. I’d been close to dozing off, too, but the horror of the night didn’t change the fact that somebody needed to watch those monitors… to prevent something like this from happening again.

      It hurt seeing him like that, my brave and noble Viggo. I also knew that nothing I could say would reach him right now. He was probably winding his rage and sadness into knots inside his head, and I knew that feeling. I knew that all I had to do was be there. Even if it took him time to recover his good cheer, I would be with him every step of the way, reminding him that he wasn’t responsible.

      No. Ashabee was. I drummed my fingers over the desk, waiting for him to arrive. Well, waiting for him to be conscious again so he could arrive.

      Viggo hadn’t seen it in his fury, but Jay had decked Ashabee as Viggo was rushing out. Not only had he hit him, he had hit him hard, his anger fueling him. It was what had delayed me in catching up with Viggo—I was worried Jay had killed the man. He’d been knocked out instantly, his body crashing backwards into a bookcase, taking out several shelves, the books falling down onto his unmoving form.

      I was also certain that Jay would’ve killed him if Jeff and I hadn’t intervened. The young man was seething, his blue eyes tearing up, his face red with anger. I’d had to step between him and Ashabee’s unconscious form to stop him from continuing his attack, but it had barely worked. Even now, I was concerned.

      Not that I blamed Jay. He had just been moments faster than me at delivering his punch. However, I didn’t want Ashabee’s death on his hands.

      Or on Viggo’s, for that matter. Which was why I had let him sleep, choosing to deal with this alone. I didn’t feel the crushing fury that Viggo did—just a well of sadness that went down too far to even look for the bottom. Sadness and weariness. And a cold determination to make sure that justice was done.

      So here I was, waiting, weighing the decision on behalf of all my companions, and wondering what I should do about it.

      Someone knocked on the door, jolting me out of deep thought. “Ashabee has regained consciousness,” Henrik said quietly, walking through the door. “He’ll be down soon.”

      I nodded in acknowledgement. “Do you have the list of refugees?” I asked.

      It was Henrik’s turn to nod as he approached the desk, placing a piece of paper in front of me. I picked it up. I already knew that Alejandro and Cad weren’t on the list—I had helped Henrik in the interview process. But still, it didn’t stop me from wishing that somehow they had been overlooked, and their names would be here, coincidentally, far from their homes, among these random Patrians.

      They weren’t, of course, and I set the paper down and looked at Henrik. “Any thoughts?” I asked. “About our new guests?”

      Henrik opened his mouth, and then closed it, seeming to reconsider what he was about to say. I motioned for him to sit down, and he did, taking the time to collect his thoughts. After a moment, he looked up. “Nobody in the group seems to have ever been a warden, but they could be liars. Most of the group consists of dockworkers and laborers from in and around the warehouse district.”

      “Well, it kind of makes sense, but then… why wouldn’t they seek shelter in town?” I asked. I had only interviewed people for general details—names, occupations, ages, etc. I had left the more detailed interviews to Henrik, trusting his knowledge of Patrus and interrogation techniques. After all, he was a former warden.

      “People wouldn’t take them in,” Henrik informed me. “There was a lot of confusion and rioting and looting. So… they left. Took what they could and high-tailed it out.”

      I leaned back in the chair, considering his words. “How are they?”

      “Scared, mostly. A few are angry, which could be good or bad, depending on how it’s channeled.”

      I nodded slowly, understanding what he meant—anger could get people to fight, but it couldn’t guarantee that they would follow orders. “So how honest do you think we should be with them?”

      Henrik’s mouth thinned, practically disappearing behind his graying beard. “If you’re asking about the king—I don’t think there is anything we can do to avoid it. The king won’t like being confined to his room. That one is like a spoiled child. I rarely say this, but he would’ve benefited from a good whooping.”

      I smiled at him, amused by the image of King Maxen receiving a spanking. “How can we ensure that if one of them is a spy, they won’t try to escape after learning the truth?”

      Henrik drummed his fingers over the arm of the chair, thinking about it. “Well, I think taking their names and making sure there is a description is a good start. Creating a worksheet or a chores list to make sure we know who is supposed to be where at what time is also a good start. But we’re running short on eyes to watch them, Violet—the seven of us can’t handle them, and the king, and Ashabee’s staff.”

      I paused to consider the problem from all angles. “Tap the staff to watch the refugees,” I finally said, and Henrik smiled.

      “You got there faster than I did—I must be getting old.”

      I inclined my head to him, feeling mildly flattered, even through the weariness that held me and my dread of my next task. “No, it’s been a long night for us both. I’m just… I’m just too wired at the moment.”

      Henrik’s gaze flicked to the gun sitting on the desk just to the left of me, and I followed it, taking in the black piece of metal that I might be using to end a man’s life in a few minutes. Not a random stranger, either—a person who had fed and sheltered us, though unwillingly. The father of a dear friend. A deeply prejudiced person, but a person who had smiled on the steps to see his daughter drive through the gate. And yet, I couldn’t see a way around making that decision.

      Henrik looked at me, his blue eyes filled with empathy. “I don’t envy your position,” he said softly.

      I held his gaze. “What would you do?” I asked.

      Henrik looked away, his lips disappearing behind his beard in another grimace. “I can’t answer that—I’ve never been in this particular situation before.”

      I waved my hand, leaning forward. “None of us have, Henrik. I could really use some help on this one.”

      Henrik blinked slowly and turned back to me, his mouth reappearing in the form of a frown. “It’s kind of an issue of point of view—to us, Ashabee murdered innocent people. To him, he murdered trespassers who might have represented a threat to him or the king.”

      “He just acted! He didn’t give us any time to make a decision!”

      “It’s his home,” Henrik replied, and I fell silent.

      “Do you think I should spare him?”

      Henrik hesitated. “I think you should do what you think is best for the rest of us. We’re all following you and Viggo, Violet. You two have brought us all together here in this… weird little resistance movement. We trust you, so we’ll support whatever actions you take, no matter how final they are.” Henrik stood up then and offered me a kind smile before turning to go.

      I exhaled. Henrik’s non-answers had not been the clear-cut advice I’d been hoping for, but they made me feel as though I really was capable of making this decision, and I appreciated it. I hadn’t intended this to fall on me, had never imagined myself as a disciplinarian. But Viggo had buried the dead, and I had called Jay off, wanting to spare the boy the pain of killing an unarmed man. He had been through too much already to add that particular stain on his soul.

      I sat alone again for some time, wrestling with my problem.

      I still hadn’t come up with a clear answer when Ashabee entered, his right eye, already a garish shade of purple, almost sealed shut. I stared at him—at his upturned nose and the defiant expression in his gaze.

      “Sit down, Colin,” I said, gesturing to a chair. I’d chosen to use his first name. For one, I felt it would help convey to him the gravity of the situation. For two, I wanted to show him I was not afraid of him, and felt like his equal, if not superior. And for three, it would certainly throw him off balance. I wasn’t sure why—but my instincts were telling me to keep this man off balance.

      It seemed to work, because after a considerable pause, he limped over and sat down, a flash of nervousness crossing his face. I stared at him for a long time—long enough for that nervousness to take root and grow. His eyes darted between me, the gun on the desk, the wall behind me, and the floor, then back to me again, over and over again.

      I broke the silence first. “I’m having a hard time deciding what to do with you, Colin,” I said softly, keeping my voice low so that I knew he was hanging on every word—he would have to. I looked away, at the monitors, seeing the freshly dug graves holding eight people.

      “To do with me?” Ashabee protested, his eyes wide in genuine alarm. “I was trying to save us! To help—!”

      His words faltered as my head whipped around and I speared him with a seething glare. “You had no authority to activate those guns,” I hissed. “We made it perfectly clear that we were in charge, not you.”

      “But… but… this is my home!” he pleaded.

      I scowled at him, unable to keep the disgust off my face. “You killed eight people tonight,” I whispered. “Eight human beings who were afraid and looking for help.”

      He said nothing, but the defiance was back, and it was strong enough to make me almost want to pick up the gun and pull the trigger. I shook my head at him, feeling my heart start to ice over.

      “You’re a coward,” I said a little more loudly. “You’re a coward and a murderer.” I reached for the gun, but had barely placed a hand on it when Ashabee threw himself to the ground.

      “I’m sorry!” he cried from his knees, his hands clasped together. “Please, I’m unarmed, and I haven’t done anything to hurt you, not even when my daughter shot me. Please—I promise—I’ll never do anything without permission. I promise. I promise. Please.”

      I gritted my teeth together, all my disgust for the man changing tone. I looked away, staring at a painting depicting a man in a rowboat, escaping from poisoned earth and river toward green fields and forests. The sound of Ashabee’s begging filled the room. After a few moments I slowly pulled my hand away from the gun.

      “Now I can see why Amber didn’t want to say goodbye to you,” I said.

      “A-Amberlynn?” the man sobbed. “She left? Without even…”

      “You wouldn’t even have noticed if I hadn’t told you, would you? And she said to tell you to go to hell, actually,” I snapped, wanting this whole thing to be over. “Enough. Get up. Stop crying.”

      Ashabee obediently rose to his feet and sat down, quivering in fear, tears sliding down his cheeks. Rolling my eyes, I tossed him a box of tissues from the desk, and he caught it, snatching several pieces to dry his tears and blow his nose.

      I waited until he was done, and then leaned forward, clasping my hands together and resting them and my forearms on the desk. “I’m letting you stay, but you will be confined to your quarters. If you ever find yourself alone in a room with Jay or Viggo, then you shout for help—hopefully one of us can get there in time to keep them from ripping you apart. When we leave, we will leave you here, to continue your life in your home as you see fit. And that’s a lot more than you deserve, because between you and those eight people buried underneath the wall... I would much rather it have been you who died. Do you understand?”

      “I… I understand,” he stuttered after a long moment.

      I leaned back in my chair and watched as he picked himself up to leave, his eyes still watery.

      Suddenly a beeping sound sang out from the computer, and I turned, staring at the screen. Any small sense of accomplishment I’d felt at subduing Ashabee turned into abject horror as a heloship appeared on the monitor, just as it was touching down, the crest of Matrus emblazoned boldly on its side.
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      Henrik’s voice was low, but urgent, and the urgency was what jerked me from sleep. I looked over to see him standing at the door. It was midmorning. “Matrians,” he said—possibly repeated. “Now!”

      I was out of bed, gun in my hand, within ten seconds, following him down the stairs and through the hall. Violet was already at the front door, Ashabee next to her, and I felt a stab of fury when I saw him. The two were in some sort of stand-off, and I prayed he hadn’t said one cross word to Violet, because it would be the final straw. As far as I was concerned, that man didn’t have the right to live, let alone speak to Violet.

      “I can’t trust a thing you say,” Violet said to the man, and I silently cheered her on.

      “I’m just saying they might not be here for you,” Ashabee whispered insistently, and Violet ground her teeth in annoyance. Ashabee’s eyes flicked over to me, his alarm intensifying, but he kept talking. “You’ve heard the news! They’re taking the ‘wealthy and influential’ back to the palace for protection. They’re here for me—they might not even know you are here!”

      Violet had told me that news when we were out on our scouting mission. Supposedly, the Patrian elite were also there to greet the Matrian delegates in the diplomatic relief program—who were being led by Princess Tabitha, and had brought soldiers to help quell the fires and stop the looting. I scowled.

      I was certain they were doing just that, and more, trying to buy the good will of the people—at least in the public eye. About what they were doing behind closed doors, I could only make dark assumptions and hazard terrible guesses. The news had disheartened us all, and I could tell the fact that Tabitha was in the country horrified Violet. But on the plus side, Henrik had told me that Maxen had taken to his room all day after reading it.

      “Look at you, though,” Violet said to Ashabee, and I wrenched my mind back to the present. “Your black eye is going to tell them that something is going on!”

      Ashabee’s fingers found his face, as though testing it, and he flinched slightly, but he was undeterred. “Then I’ll tell them that there are refugees here. They came in the night, and we got into a scuffle before I realized what was going on.”

      Violet’s face was diamond-hard as she stared at him. “I still can’t trust you, not after what you did.”

      Ashabee scowled back. “Then trust that I will do this for his majesty, and not for you.”

      Violet considered this, and then pulled her gun up between their faces. “If you tell them anything,” she whispered, her voice eerie in its coldness, “I will put a bullet in your head, and then in ‘his majesty’s’ head. Do you understand?”

      Ashabee paled, his eyes widening in alarm as he took in the sincerity of Violet’s threat. I knew Violet would never stoop so low as to kill someone in cold blood, but I had no doubt that at this moment, she truly wanted to. What had happened with the refugees hadn’t changed the situation of the world, but it had gotten us all in a dangerous mood.

      Ashabee nodded hard. “I won’t say a word,” he replied, straightening his shirt. He reached past Violet, clicking something on the door. A panel lowered, revealing a computer screen that gave us a view of both the bottom and the top of the steps that led to the house. “These cameras have microphones,” he whispered. “You’ll be able to hear everything.”

      Violet’s eyes took it in, and she gave him a tight nod. “Go,” she ordered.

      Ashabee turned and grabbed the doorknob, taking a long, deep breath before stepping outside and pulling the door closed behind him.

      I pushed in close to Violet, and she briefly moved her gaze to me before turning back to the screen, holding her breath. We waited in silence as Ashabee limped down the stairs, approaching a tall, well-built Matrian woman who was waiting patiently at the bottom, her hands clasped behind her back.

      “Mr. Ashabee,” the woman said once he was down. The microphones picked up her voice faintly, but distinctly. “I am Maia Nelee, special advisor to Princess Tabitha.” My mood darkened. Tabitha’s name being dropped couldn’t be a good sign.

      “Greetings, Warden Nelee,” Ashabee said graciously, dipping his head in an only-somewhat-wobbly bow. I was impressed at how calm and level his voice was, all things considered.

      “Mr. Ashabee… before I begin, are you all right?”

      Ashabee started, and then laughed, as if he suddenly remembered his limp and the condition of his face. “We had a bit of an incident last night. Several refugees from the city thought they could hide out here. They didn’t know anyone was at home.”

      Warden Nelee’s face was impassive as she regarded him. “I see,” she said dryly, her tone blatantly reflecting her doubt. “Are you saying that these refugees are holding you prisoner?” she asked, arching an imperious eyebrow.

      “No, no… nothing like that! We have made amends, and I didn’t feel right turning them away. Not after what happened with our defense system, anyway.” He coughed, clearly embarrassed. “Several of their people were killed.”

      Nelee looked around, taking in the two trucks and the rigged gate. “It looks like a small battle occurred here,” she remarked, and Ashabee shrugged.

      “I can see what you’re saying, but I assure you, they meant no hostility. They even helped repair the gate, and luckily their vehicles weren’t damaged too much.”

      There was a span of silence, and then Nelee offered up a charming smile. “What a remarkable story,” she announced. “One I am sure you will be telling your grandchildren.”

      Ashabee gave a polite chuckle, which turned into a cough. “I assume you are here to collect me, madam?”

      Nelee inclined her head, confirming his words. “I am indeed, Mr. Ashabee. But before I do, I was wondering if you had recognized any other important officials among the refugees.”

      Ashabee’s face reflected his confusion and he shook his head. “I did not,” he offered. “Why do you ask?”

      “Well, with the explosions, several key members of the government have not been located—including, unfortunately, King Maxen. But… our teams have yet to recover a body, so we’re hoping that, if he did manage to survive the assassination attempt and the explosions, he might have turned to those he knew for help.”

      “I see,” Ashabee stated. “So… no one is certain that the king is actually dead? Because the refugees were certain he had died, and—”

      “I see I’ve said too much,” Nelee interjected coolly, cutting him off. “Mr. Ashabee, I hope you can understand—we don’t want to give anyone false hope. Just because his body hasn’t been recovered doesn’t mean it won’t be soon. We’re simply trying to explore every possibility, no matter how remote. I can assure you, the Matrian government is here to help your people recover from this terrible affair.”

      “I completely understand,” Ashabee replied smoothly. “Please—whatever I can do to help, I am at your service.”

      I had to admit, I was impressed. Ashabee had given the performance of a lifetime. His reactions and responses appeared so genuine. It might even have convinced me… although I still would’ve searched the place.

      I held my breath, waiting to see if Nelee was that smart. “I appreciate that, sir. I have a second heloship waiting to carry us away, but may I have your permission to leave these wardens here, so that they can hand out food, water, and blankets? As well as give medical attention to those who need it?”

      She was not just that smart. She was smarter. That was an amazing ploy, one that kept the Matrian bottom line while allowing her to work on her primary objective: locating the king. I saw Ashabee falter for a moment, surprise lighting up his features.

      Then he smiled earnestly. “Of course,” he exclaimed. “I’m sure they would be most appreciative—we have food and water, of course, but it won’t last for long, I’m sure.”

      “Well, it was very gracious of you to take them in,” Nelee said. “May I ask, how many refugees are there? Do you have specifics?”

      “My valet Jefferies had the good mind to take down names, although to be honest, I have been dead asleep since our altercation.” He gave a self-depreciating laugh, which, surprisingly enough, caused Nelee to smile.

      “Of course, I understand. We can speak with him to get the particulars.”

      Ashabee nodded, and Nelee turned slightly, pressing a finger into her ear. “Bring the escort ship,” she ordered. Within moments, we could hear the sound of a second heloship’s engine drawing closer.

      We waited for several more moments, watching the grass and bushes whipping around in the wind generated by the propellers. The ship landed, and Ashabee was escorted in by several wardens, not even sparing a glance back at the house. Another minute passed, and then the door closed up and the ship was airborne, heading toward the city—and the palace that sat overlooking it all.

      Nelee had not boarded the escort ship, although she had conferred with some other Matrians as they ushered Ashabee on. She stood, peering into the sky and watching the heloship go, before turning back to the house, moving to the base of the steps. She seemed to consider something, her eyes narrowing. I could see the cold calculation in them, and I grudgingly recognized something of a kindred spirit in her—I could practically feel her mind moving, calculating all foreseeable outcomes.

      A warden holding a rifle approached her. “I informed Command about the refugees,” she announced, her voice low but within range of the microphones.

      Nelee said nothing, but her jaw twitched. “And?”

      “They recommended the bravo contingency,” the woman supplied. “It was confirmed.”

      Nelee still hadn’t stopped staring at the house, but I could see her mouth tighten further. I realized I was holding my breath, waiting for her decision.

      “Then we should carry out the command,” she replied, almost tiredly. “Round everyone up. I want this clean: round them up to be detained only. Tell them it is routine and separate men, women, and children. Select the top sixty percent of the men for execution, but don’t do it in front of the others. We have our reputation to protect, after all.”

      I looked over at Violet, and watched her face morph back into the diamond hardness from earlier. Her eyes met mine.

      “Hide or fight?” I asked softly.

      Violet clicked the safety off her gun and held it up. “Owen,” she whispered, and the blond man moved closer. I was surprised to see him—I hadn’t even noticed his arrival.

      “What do you need?” he asked.

      Violet’s eyes were on the monitor, watching as the wardens began to move closer together, presumably going over their plan to enter the house and passing out orders. Most of their voices were too far away to hear. “Make sure everyone is on the second floor,” Violet said. “I mean everyone. Then meet me at the top of the stairs. We don’t have a lot of time before they get in here.”

      Owen nodded, then turned and ran for the stairs.

    

  




    
      
        
          25

        

        

    
    






          Violet

        

      

    
    
      “C’mon,” I said to Viggo, turning away from the screen and heading swiftly toward the stairs. I heard his accompanying footsteps as he moved with me, synchronizing his pace with mine.

      “What are you thinking?” he asked.

      I swallowed hard, trying not to be overwhelmed by the fact the Matrians probably outnumbered us four to one, if not five to one—who knew how many of them could fit inside that heloship?—and to focus instead on the essence of the problem. “We have to give them the first floor,” I said as we skirted a table holding a crystal vase filled with sweet-smelling flowers. “Too many windows and entryways for us to cover them all.”

      I caught his nod from the corner of my eye. “But there are what… four stairwells?”

      “Yeah—the two servants’ stairs, the grand staircase, and the one for the guests. So with you, me, Owen, Ms. Dale, and Henrik, we should be able to cover them all, and our position will be more defendable.”

      I waited for his response as we climbed the steps together. I wanted his approval, because then I would know it was the best plan we could hobble together on such short notice. Finally, Viggo nodded. “It’s sound—but we need to assign someone to keep an eye on the king.”

      “Henrik, then,” I replied automatically. “He’s the best choice,” I added when I saw Viggo flash a curious look at me. “Owen would probably be good too, but then again… maybe not.”

      Viggo paused, mid-step, and frowned. “Do you think Owen would kill the king?”

      I shrugged. It didn’t seem likely—but I couldn’t explain it, I just felt that Henrik was a better choice for this particular job. “No,” I admitted. “I just think we should use Owen on the stairs.”

      “What about Jay and Tim?” he asked, and I felt my heart race at the thought of involving the boys in an actual battle.

      “They need to remain hidden.” I saw Viggo’s slight surprise, and I stopped, pulling in front of him. “These are trained Matrian wardens. I don’t want to put the boys in this kind of danger. I won’t be able to concentrate if I know they’re out there.”

      Viggo was about to object—I could see it in his eyes. I knew he thought we should involve them more, but my heart just couldn’t take it. I had already put Tim in so much danger since I had found him. I couldn’t do it again. Especially in a fight like this.

      “Please don’t,” I said. “We don’t have time for this argument. The only way for the boys to stay safe will be with the refugees and Maxen.”

      Viggo said nothing, but nodded. We both started moving again at the same time.

      Ms. Dale, Henrik, and Owen were waiting for us at the top of the stairs. I stepped back, and Viggo outlined the plan, as rail-thin as it was. I turned my mind to finding other ways out of this mess. As if by afterthought, I turned and stared out the huge windows opposite the staircase. They opened onto a massive balcony, which Ashabee must have used for parties and extravagant galas. All three walls were glass—allowing people a view of the inside as well as the grounds outside.

      I kept one ear on what was being said, just in case someone offered up any other ideas, but stepped closer to the glass, watching as the drive began to come into view from my position. The closer I got, the better the view was. From here, I could see the heloship, and the Matrian wardens, dressed in brown with red armbands, moving in and out of it, hauling crates marked with words too far away to make out.

      But what drew my gaze was the small corner of the trailer-truck that I could barely see beyond the balcony. It was parked too close to the house for me to see more than that, but it didn’t matter. I strode back to Viggo and the group.

      “What if we let Solomon out?” I asked, cutting through their words. Silence met my declaration, and I waited.

      “That’s crazy,” Owen whispered, meeting my gaze. “He’s not immune to bullets. And he has no way of distinguishing friend from foe.”

      It was crazy—I knew that—but I also knew our plan was predicated upon none of us, not even one person, catching a bullet. Which seemed unlikely, considering the number of guns that we were up against. I hated to think of Solomon getting injured in his unstable state. But there had to be a way we could win this fight.

      “How can we even get out there?” Ms. Dale asked—a good question. I took a deep breath and looked over my shoulder, back at the glass wall separating us from the outside.

      “I’ll go over the balcony,” I said quietly. “I can stay low on top of the truck, and open it from the top. If I do it right, no one, not even Solomon, will see me.”

      “No, Violet,” Viggo said, stepping on my words. “We need you at the stairwell. They’re going to ingress at any moment.”

      “But, I—”

      “No,” he replied sharply. “You’re still injured. And we can’t afford to lose you on a chance like this.”

      Grudgingly, I realized that Viggo was right. Now was not the time to go rushing headlong into some rash idea. Especially not for a wildcard like Solomon—he could get hurt, or he could even hurt one of us.

      “We can do it,” chimed in Jay’s voice. I turned to see Jay and Tim, who’d appeared out of the hallway to our left, watching us with grim faces.

      Before I could open my mouth to say “no,” I could see the group of people around me responding positively to their idea. Heads were nodding around our little bunch. Viggo looked at me, his eyes assessing, as Ms. Dale murmured to the boys, “You two are probably the best people to do that, given your abilities. We really need all our options.”

      “It would keep them out of the brunt of the fighting,” Viggo said, and I let out the breath I had been holding. I couldn’t stop this tide of assent, and time was against us.

      “Okay,” I murmured. “Wait until the Matrians have moved in and started their attack. Move fast and don’t let them see you,” I told the boys, my heart heavy at their eager, determined grins. “And whatever you do, stay out of Solomon’s way. Make sure that truck can be closed up again. He isn’t in control of his own actions, and he’s incredibly dangerous.”

      Tim and Jay nodded gravely. I hoped, for all of our sakes, that they were taking this seriously.

      “Does everyone know what they’re doing and where they are supposed to be?” Viggo asked the rest of the group.

      One by one they nodded, the worry, fear, and disagreement draining from their faces as they turned their minds to the task at hand. I bent over, grabbing two extra clips and two rifles from the well-stocked bag Ms. Dale had brought with her. Slinging the straps for both guns over my head, I gave them a tight nod and headed right—opposite of the way the boys had gone. I wished I could be closer to them… I wished I were going in their place… but it wasn’t to be.

      Viggo followed me as I headed down the hall, heading deeper into the house and its catacomb of elegant, empty corridors. I paused when I reached the turnoff that would lead me to my set of stairs. His were straight ahead.

      “If I don’t get to say it after,” I began to say in a hoarse whisper. I got no further than that—Viggo grabbed me around the waist, pulling me tight against him, his lips on mine, pressing hard, kissing me as if his life depended on it. I couldn’t help lifting my hands to his shoulders and kissing him back, pressing myself into him, until I wasn’t sure where he ended and I began.

      And then, too quickly, it was over. He breathed a soft, “Good luck,” into my ear and disappeared down the hallway toward his stairwell. I watched him go for a moment, my cheeks flushed and my lips tingling from his kiss, and then pulled myself together.

      I set up at the stairway, lying flat on my belly at the top of the landing, a few feet back so I could see down the narrow passage with a little cover from the angle. These stairs weren’t as dangerous as the main staircase, and I felt a moment of worry for Owen, hoping that he had set up well, that he wouldn’t catch a bullet as a result of all the open space. Mine was a tighter space, partially because it was intended for the servants, partially because it wrapped around. I had a clearer line of sight through the wooden bannister from this angle. The advantage of being able to set up like this, beyond the defensive position, was that, when I braced myself and my gun on the floor, all my left hand had to do was pull the trigger. If the setup had been different, I realized, I was the one who would have had to stay in safety with the refugees.

      I’d barely settled into place when I heard the creak of a floorboard below me and to the left. I pulled my rifle up to my shoulder, pulling the bipod legs down to stabilize it, and then waited, my heart thudding hard against my ribcage. For a moment, I considered the fact that I was about to kill a bunch of women, Matrians, my countrywomen, without even giving them a chance to defend themselves.

      Until I remembered Warden Nelee’s clinical voice as she handed out the order. These women had all agreed to kill innocents in cold blood. I exhaled slowly as I heard a muffled thud on the steps, and I used my thumb to click the rifle over from auto fire to single shot. When a brown-capped head came into view, I gazed down the sights, inhaled, then exhaled slowly, pulling the trigger.

      My shot caught her right below the ear, appearing as a deceptively small red spot that resulted in a splatter of blood on the wall opposite. Her body dropped with a thud, and I heard a gasp, followed by, “Hostiles on the stairwells!”

      Then the shooting began. I flinched when bullets whizzed past me and hit the stairs nearby, sending shards of wood flying, and I ducked down as they fired round after round. When the shots paused, I could hear them scrambling as they exchanged fresh guns and bodies for those with expended magazines. I quickly sighted down the stairs again, pulling the trigger once, twice, three times—gritting my teeth when I caught another one in her shoulder.

      She screamed, her cries carrying up the stairwell, and didn’t stop until I put another bullet in her head—just over her temple. Then she slumped down on the steps, her thrashing suddenly dying out. More panicked shouting, and I rolled out of the way just as one of them leapt over the dead to the next landing, the barrel of her gun rising up toward me.

      I rolled back to a kneeling position, somehow keeping hold of my rifle, and fired at her. But from this position, the shots were too wild, and she dove back down the stairs, wary but uninjured.

      Then the cycle began again. They fired from below, afraid to come farther because of the wide range my fire covered. I ducked back, then aimed and took down as many of them as I could while they reloaded or switched guards. It didn’t take them long to become more cautious. They weren’t advancing, but I hadn’t yet taken out enough of them for them to halt the attack, either.

      It didn’t feel like the battle had been going on very long, yet it also felt like it’d been going on forever. Fear pounded through my chest and burst in my veins, mixing with the adrenaline, the rage, the cold-blooded calculations that were telling me I couldn’t hold out for much longer. There were a lot of them. I didn’t know how I hadn’t been hit yet. I’d been using my bullets very sparingly, and I’d brought two guns on purpose, but what about when I had to reload?

      Just then, the floor shuddered under my feet. Not hard enough to be an earthquake, but enough that the very walls of my stairway seemed to tremble. I clutched my rifle tighter as I heard thunderous footsteps approach, and then the sounds of panic and anger erupting into mayhem. Women yelled and fired downstairs, the flash of the shots echoing on the walls below. I heard an inhuman snarl, followed by screams, thuds, and the sound of wood and bones breaking, punctuated by screams of panic that turned into begging and then to pain. Then, silence.

      I stood frozen at the sound, my palms sweating as I cradled the rifle loosely to my chest. The bannister shuddered, the stairwell creaking, and I took an involuntary step back as a man appeared. He was covered in blood, red splashes cutting across his muscular chest, which was still bare, the tattered remains of his Liberator suit hanging from the torn pants. Two bullet wounds, one in the leg and one in the shoulder, trickled with his own blood, but he didn’t seem to notice.

      He lumbered up the stairs, ponderously slowly, coming to a stop on the landing and sniffing the air, much like an animal would. Then his head snapped toward me, and I could see nothing human in his flat, predatory gaze. His lips rose in a silent snarl, and a trickle of a growl escaped his lips.

      “Solomon,” I gasped.

      Solomon stilled for a moment, his face becoming softer, a flash of recognition kindling in his eyes. I felt a moment of hope that my friend was still in there somewhere—and then it was gone, replaced with the animalistic intensity from moments earlier. He took a slow step up the stairs, his lips curling in a roar of pain and anger.

      I turned and fled.
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      The rifle was a familiar feeling in my hand, the sights a familiar view. Training to be a Patrian warden most of my adult life had prepared me for this. As much as I hated the idea of taking human life, I was an instrument of destruction, the rifle an extension of myself. And I was good at it.

      I knew later, if we survived, I would think back on this moment and reflect on all the decisions that had brought me to this point. But for now, there was no room for doubt or self-reflection. There was only my breathing, the sights, and the sure pull of the trigger.

      I had taken a location that was a bit riskier, pressed against the wall several feet behind the top of the stairs, with a clear view of the bottom—but it had kept them back. I was more exposed from this angle, but I was counting on being better than them. And so far it was working.

      I didn’t look at the glassy-eyed woman sprawled at the bottom of the stairs, nor did my eyes pause as they drifted over another still pair of legs—the rest of her torso out of my view, but her death confirmed by the large pool of blood forming around her. I sighted down on one woman, hidden behind a small table that didn’t provide her enough cover, using it to steady her gun as she pointed it in my direction.

      I exhaled and squeezed the trigger just as she noticed me watching her. Her gasp became a gurgle as she clutched her throat, blood spilling out over her fingers. I cursed under my breath and pulled the trigger again, the next bullet stilling her mounting panic. I had blocked off the part of my brain that felt regret or sadness, but I still recognized, almost robotically, that her death would linger.

      Bullets whizzed around me as a warden—perhaps more than one—suddenly came around the corner, unloading their magazines in my direction. If they were screaming their outrage at me, I couldn’t hear it over the sound of gunfire. The entire house was alive with the earsplitting pop-pop-pop. I ducked, then brought my gun up and returned fire, my bullets sinking through the unprepared group of wardens, to deadly effect.

      I heard a horrifying roar, then screams and crashing, as I was changing out the magazine. I froze, wondering if one of the Matrians had thrown a grenade elsewhere in the house. I peeked my head around the corner, a little lower down, in case someone had their gun trained on the spot I had withdrawn from earlier, and jerked back quickly when a large figure raced by.

      There were two women left in the group that had been trying to gain access to my stairs. As I ducked again, I heard them cry out in alarm, and then came a short burst of gunfire. A loud snarl cut beneath the shots, piercing my carefully constructed indifference with a thin thread of fear. Then came the sound of screaming—a long, terrified sound—viciously cut short by the clear snapping of bones.

      I wouldn’t go as far as to say that silence reigned—the house was still too alive with gunfire, some of it clearly coming from Violet’s side of the house—but, directly below me, it had gone as eerily silent as a cemetery. I kept perfectly still, uncertain as to what was lurking below me. I heard harsh, wrangled breathing from below. The sound of sniffing followed, then heavy, lumbering footsteps heading off in a different direction, avoiding me altogether.

      I exhaled the breath I hadn’t been aware I was holding, and used the back of my hand to wipe the sweat from my forehead. I stepped out from behind the corner, going into a quick squat so I could survey more of the lower level, my eyes darting in and out of the shadows in search of… whatever it was that had torn through two armed women. Just as I had convinced myself that it was gone, I heard horrified screaming coming from Violet’s stairwell—screaming that was now familiar to me.

      I took a step toward the area, knowing that several layers of rooms stood between us and that I couldn’t abandon my post, and froze, listening. I thought I had heard my name, but it was hard to tell with the echoed sounds of shouting and fighting from the other parts of the house. I frowned, and strained, clasping my gun in now-clammy hands.

      I heard it again—a muted, barely audible cry. It was Violet. I knew it with the same certainty that that I had killed three women and stood by while Solomon tore another two apart. I looked back at the staircase with a curse. It wasn’t even a decision on my part. I had already slung my rifle behind my back, clutching the strap to hold it tight, and moved toward her voice.

      I pulled my pistol out and started moving faster. I was nearing the end of the hall when I heard the sound of running feet—two sets, to be precise. One of them was light, barely registering on the carpeted floor. The other one was clearly larger, thudding hard and echoing. I pressed my back against the wall and looked toward the next hall to see Violet slip around the corner, ducking in time to avoid getting hit by a table that flew over her head, smashing into pieces as it made impact with the wall.

      She continued moving, catching her feet under her, nearly twenty feet away from me. I stepped out, pulling my gun.

      Violet saw my intent as she raced toward me and shook her head, her eyes widening. “Viggo! Don’t shoot! It’s Solomon!” she shouted as she raced toward me.

      The large man stepped into this hall from the adjoining one. Violet was almost to me now, and he paused, watching her run. I tightened my finger on the trigger, knowing full well I could stop his misery here and now. It might even be merciful.

      But I couldn’t do it—this was not his natural state, and that wasn’t his fault. From what Violet had told me about him, Solomon was an exceptionally kind, brave and gentle man, and I owed him for saving not only Violet’s life, but mine. If he hadn’t selflessly volunteered to help retrieve the laser that cured me, he wouldn’t be in this mess. I would kill him if I thought I couldn’t stop him from killing Violet or myself, but that time hadn’t come. Yet.

      I whirled and grabbed Violet’s hand, pulling her behind me, back down the hall toward my stairs. She followed, her shorter legs moving faster than mine so she could keep pace.

      Behind us, we heard his horrible, bellowing roar—predatory and furious—followed by the deep thuds of his feet pounding on the floor, chasing after us.

      I pushed Violet ahead of me, determined to keep her safe, as we rounded the corner that led to my stairwell. She was steps ahead of me, one hand on the railing, using it to keep her feet under her as she rounded the sharp corner and flew down the steps.

      I was right behind her when Solomon emerged from the hall. He took one look at me and roared, spittle flying everywhere. He launched himself at me, and I ducked. My eyes widened as he flew completely over me and hit the wall, headfirst, hard enough to make it shudder.

      He slid down, and I moved, barely able to get out of his way as he rolled down the steps, his legs and arms flying wildly as he tried to catch himself.

      Without thinking, I leapt onto his back, wrapping an arm around his neck. It was a move I’d used often in the fighting ring, one that allowed me to cut off my opponent’s oxygen with a minimal amount of effort. My legs went around his waist like an anaconda as he stirred beneath me. I used my other arm to reinforce the one across his neck, my wrist pressing against my other wrist, leveraging it tighter around his throat.

      His neck felt like steel under my arms, and I flashed back to when I had tried this move on a massive silver python that had almost finished me in The Green. That had ended poorly—I couldn’t let it happen again. I summoned up all the knowledge of my martial arts days and held on as Solomon staggered, then backed up into the nearest wall, slamming my back into it.

      Then Violet was there, racing back up the stairs to where we struggled on the middle landing. I heard her grunt as she planted a foot in Solomon’s knee, and I managed to keep my grip firm as he tumbled to his knees, giving a wheezing roar. I jacked my arm in tighter, cutting the circulation off, straining with the effort.

      I had to keep squeezing, unable to relent, knowing that if I didn’t we would either have to take him out, or this man would kill us all. It became my sole focus—the only thing that mattered. I have to protect us all.

      After years in the ring, I could feel the exact moment when the man beneath me began faltering, and then the exact moment when he lost consciousness. I was barely able to unclamp my aching arm before he dropped to the ground, taking me down with him.

      I rolled away from his twitching body, staring at the ceiling. The victory didn’t feel good.

      Footsteps sounded, coming from the region of the house only our allies should be in. The next thing I knew, Owen was standing at the top of the staircase, his face flushed and his eyes wide. I gazed up at him, my rational mind returning, and became aware of a second thing—the house was silent. All the gunfire had stopped.

      “Is it over?” I asked dazedly. If there was a new threat, I needed to be ready for it. Violet looked at me from where she was bent over Solomon, making sure he was all right… or at least not dead. She looked alarmed, and I realized it was because of the look on Owen’s face.

      He came down a few steps, and I struggled to turn toward him from where I lay on the floor. “You need to come up here,” he whispered harshly. “Henrik… he…” The younger man’s face fell, and I felt something then, something like concern, cut through the strange head-stuffed and sluggish state I seemed to be in. I pulled myself to my feet, surprised at how tired I felt, but managing to place one foot in front of the other.

      Violet was behind me, wordlessly urging me forward, and I moved. Slowly at first, then faster and faster, until I was running, pressed urgently onward by some unknown sense that I was needed now.

      I rounded the corner near the back of the house and saw that Ms. Dale had abandoned her post and was crouching over a still form, her hands bloody. The door to her left was standing open, and I noted the standard-issue Matrian boots sticking out of the opening, just a few feet away from where Henrik was bleeding out.

      Ms. Dale shouted something at the man, her mouth angry and her eyes terrified. It was the rawest look of human emotion I had ever seen on her face. I watched, stunned, as she continued to press her hands against his chest.

      But I sensed that the grim tidings didn’t stop there. The sounds coming from the room concerned me. Wardens shouldn’t have been in this part of the house. I stepped around them, my limbs feeling like lead, almost tripping on Samuel who was standing at the threshold.

      Inside, it looked like the aftermath of chaos. A group of people were sobbing softly, some pressed into the corners of the room, their eyes squeezed shut as they clung to each other. It must have been a communal acceptance of their fate—the fate they became intimately acquainted with after watching several of their own men, women, and—God help me—children slaughtered moments before Ms. Dale’s bullet had ended their assailant.

      I opened my mouth, trying to find the words to tell them it was over, when several people cried out in alarm as a door they were pressed against was forced open. Before I could think to reach for my gun, they fell back and King Maxen stepped out, shouting obscenities at anyone who didn’t get out of his way fast enough. He moved toward me, casually stepping over the body of a small boy—his white-blond hair soaked through with blood—to stand before me, mouth turned downward in contempt.

      “Your protection is a joke,” the king sneered at me.

      I stood frozen. A part of me was roaring in fury, ready to kill this travesty of a leader for his lack of regard for the dead at his feet. But the numbness from earlier had returned to me. All I could do was stare at the small boy right behind him, lying so devastatingly still, as if I had caught him in a moment of waking, and he was surprised by my presence.

      This cannot be happening. No; this should not have happened.

      So I stared at the king, silently, for a moment longer. Then, without even acknowledging that he had spoken, I moved past him and knelt at the feet of the nearest refugee as she cradled her face in her hands. “Let’s get you all out of here,” I said.
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      I tossed the bloodied bundle of bandages that the Patrian doctor, who’d been found by one of the refugees, had barked at me to dispose of into a waste bin, and I used the opportunity to slip out of the room. There wasn’t much I could do, and my hands were beginning to shake from exhaustion. Letting Viggo sleep after burying the dead the night before meant that I hadn’t, and though it was only early afternoon, it already felt like this day had gone on forever. This was too much death for a year, to say nothing of a single day.

      I didn’t know if I could bear it if another person was added to the list.

      Ms. Dale hadn’t left Henrik’s side since Viggo and I had seen her, and my heart was breaking watching her mood swing from optimistic to furious to despairing. This woman had been one of my staunchest supporters since I was young. I’d never seen her so upset, even in The Green, when she, Viggo, and I hadn’t known whether we could trust each other. I’d almost come to believe that she was unflappable. Seeing her in this state felt like the world was really turned upside-down.

      And I felt like there was nothing I could do to help. The only thing I had really been doing in the room had been keeping pressure on the wound in Henrik’s chest and hoping that Jeff could get the doctor here quickly.

      He was here now, but I wasn’t sure if Henrik was going to make it—he was so pale, even though we had been administering new blood rejuvenation patches every hour, on the hour. He was losing blood faster than we could get him to manufacture it, and if the doctor didn’t manage to stop the bleeding permanently, and soon, he would continue to lose it until his heart literally did not have enough to pump. And then he would die.

      We can’t lose Henrik, I thought as I walked down the hall, rubbing my bloodstained hands against my thighs. We’ll lose Ms. Dale too. And then two of the wisest, most capable people around me would have been torn apart, whether physically or mentally, by this war.

      When Ms. Dale’s emotions had turned to rage, it had been mostly aimed at herself. Some of the wardens had pressed up her staircase, and she had been forced to fall back. Henrik had heard the gunfire and stepped in to cover her, but caught a bullet instead. Ms. Dale had tried to force them back alone, covering our fallen companion, but one… one had opened fire on the room full of innocent people. Whether it was confusion on her part or just a desire to make our victory hurt all the more, I would never have any idea. All I knew was that there were twelve more bodies to add to the eight from the previous night.

      My heart felt like lead in my chest—not just for the dead, but also for the effect it was having on Viggo. I had seen it in his eyes when he’d been digging last night, how he’d retreated from feeling, moving like an emotionless automaton. Today, after the refugees had been killed, I’d seen the same aching hollowness in him. And I could feel, not just sense, his hopelessness and pain, like a swollen, open wound.

      It was killing me to see him like this. In some ways, I knew it was taking him back to Miriam—his wife, who had been executed for murder when she’d killed a man in self-defense. Viggo had tried to save her life, but he hadn’t been able to beat the system. I knew he’d always been a protector, and his failure to protect her had left a deep wound in him. He himself had said that wound was only beginning to heal. Now, here he was, surrounded by more people he couldn’t save. Already, the heavy cost of the war was weighing on him.

      A part of me felt like I was losing him to it already, like the man I knew and loved would be dead long before this conflict was over. Not actually, physically dead—because I would never let that happen—but dead in a darker, more insidious way. He would keep on moving, keep on leading people, keep on trying to help, because that was what he did. But he would do it the same way he had moved to dig the graves. Robotic, unfeeling.

      I spotted him standing near the room where the latest murders had happened, staring at the smears of blood through the doorway, and slowed down. He looked so angry. And so very, very sad.

      Viggo turned, giving me a hard look, and I felt the urge to hide my bloodied hand behind my back. I wished there was a way I could offer him something, anything comforting, instead of more proof of violence. His gaze dragged back up to my eyes, and he offered me a maudlin smile that threatened to twist my heart in two.

      “Hey,” he said, taking a step closer.

      “Hey,” I replied, moving one step closer as well. And then another and another, because I just wanted to throw my arms around him and tell him it was going to be all right.

      He spread his arms, catching me as I threw myself into them, burying my head in the space where his shoulder and neck met. We held each other for a few moments, taking comfort in the feel of one another’s vitality. “Hey,” he repeated after a moment, tearing a chuckle from me.

      I pulled back slightly and gazed into his wonderful green eyes. “It’s going to be okay,” I said—knowing it for the lie it was, but saying it anyway.

      His face fell, and he looked away, wincing slightly. “You can’t know that,” he whispered, and I grabbed a handful of his shirt and shook him slightly, forcing him to look at me.

      “You’re right,” I said as soon as his eyes fell on mine. “I can’t. But I will lie and lie and lie if it means that for one moment, you go a little easier on yourself. Y-You’re scaring me. I’m so worried about you.”

      His features softened, and I leaned my cheek into his hand as he placed it against my face. “I’m sorry. I just… It’s hard to believe…” He trailed off again, his eyes leaving mine and drifting away, and I could tell his thoughts were leading him back to the dead.

      “Stay with me,” I urged, smoothing my hand over his shoulders and down his chest. “Dammit, Viggo, I can’t do this without you. You were the one talking about a future. If you give up hope… If you let it win, I know I won’t be able to go on, either.”

      Viggo’s eyes focused on mine. “Violet,” he said, “I’m not giving up. No way in hell am I giving up.” I bit my lower lip, my heart aching for him, as he continued. “But I’m going to have to process this.”

      I felt him withdraw—not just physically, but also emotionally. I wanted to weep when his hands left me, but I didn’t. Instead, I bit back the fear and the uncertainty, and nodded.

      “We all do,” I replied. “But we can do it together.”

      He opened his mouth, intent on saying something.

      “Excuse me, Viggo?” came a polite voice behind us. I whirled, and met Jeff’s apologetic gaze.

      “It’s not a good time right now,” replied Viggo from just behind me. I felt his hand drop onto my shoulder, and my hope rose a notch.

      “What is it?” I asked, casting a curious gaze at the three people standing just behind Jeff, their gazes embarrassed and… something else.

      Jeff looked back at them, and then met our gazes again. “These people… they had something they wished to say.” He beckoned them forward.

      They appeared to be a family, all holding hands, and it was easy to see the relationship between the nervous mother and father and their young child buried among her skirts. The mother, with her long brown hair rolled up in a bun and her fashionable yet modest dress going down to her ankles, gave me an appraising look. I realized how out of place I must seem, with my slacks and button-up shirt. But I wasn’t going to stop being a Matrian—even in the current political climate—so they would have to forgive me these eccentricities.

      The man, who was older than Viggo by only a little and dressed in worn jeans and a soot-stained flannel shirt, snatched his hat off his head and clutched it between his hands as he drew closer. “Mr. Croft, Ms. Bates,” he greeted us, a slight tremble in his voice. “I… I just wanted to say thank you. To you… you and your friends, I mean.” His gaze flicked back and forth between us, and he added, “For saving us.”

      I kept my face impassive, but out of the corner of my eye I saw Viggo’s face harden, his eyes darkening to a deep forest green. He had heard the thanks, but I knew he didn’t feel like he had earned it.

      The man stared for a second, clearly picking up on Viggo’s not-so-subtle anger, and took a half-step back, looking back at his wife. She bit her lip, hesitant for a moment, and then strode forward. “You and your team saved eleven men, fourteen women, and eight children, Mr. Croft. We cannot begin to express how grateful we are. Which is why… we’ve come to enlist.”

      I jolted in surprise and gave the woman a closer look. She was pale, and nervous, but under the demure sweep of her bangs there was a fire burning in her eyes. Now that I had seen it, I could feel the determination radiating off of her. “After… after what the king did…” the man offered haltingly, but the woman took over, her spine becoming straighter under our gazes.

      “The king ordered us to stand in front of that door,” she spat. “We thought… We knew what he wanted, and we gave it freely. But… when he came out of hiding…” She looked away, her hand tightening on her son’s hand for a moment. “I won’t fight for him,” she declared, ratcheting her chin up a notch. “Not for that bastard—he doesn’t deserve it. But for you? We’d… we’d be honored if you let us join you.”

      It was hard to imagine just how surreal it must be for this woman to stand in front of her husband and ask us if she could join our cause. She was a Patrian woman—at least, I assumed she was—which meant she had been raised never to speak her mind. She had never been expected to fight, or to be more than a mother and a wife. Now she wanted to be a soldier.

      I looked at Viggo, and noted the way he grated his teeth, the vein in his jaw ticking away rapidly. “It’s we who would be honored,” I said, snapping my gaze back to her.

      The woman’s eyes widened in alarm—probably because I had spoken before Viggo had—but then a little flicker of a smile passed over her face, and she inclined her head gracefully. “Thank you,” she offered sincerely, taking a step back.

      I watched the family depart and turned to Jeff. “Thank you for that,” I said. “Can you please take their names for Ms. Dale and Hen—” I cut myself off, remembering that Henrik might not make it through the next hour, the thought curdling my excitement.

      Jeff, ever full of grace, inclined his head. “Of course, madam. As an aside… you asked about Mr. Solomon? We managed to return him to the truck while he was still unconscious, along with several days’ worth of food. The truck appears to be secure—no damage from the Matrians’ attack. As for Mr. Solomon himself… as the doctor couldn’t be spared from Mr. Henrik’s side, we removed the bullets and cleaned and dressed his wounds as best we could. We’ll try to have the doctor look at him as soon as he is able.”

      I thanked Jeff for taking care of a difficult job with efficiency and care. He left as silently as he had approached, and I turned back to Viggo, who by now was positively seething.

      “Why would you do that?” he asked, his eyes blazing with anger. “Why would you accept their offer to join our cause?”

      I blinked at him. “You and I both know we need people to help us fight. They came to us, remember?”

      Viggo hissed out a breath and ran a hand through his hair. “It doesn’t matter—she has a child, Violet! A child! What are we supposed to tell that child when he gets older?”

      I stared at him, knowing this was also part of his way of dealing with the death we had witnessed today, but that it didn’t help. “We’ll tell him that when their country was in danger, his parents stood up to help take it back.”

      When he didn’t respond, but clenched his teeth and looked away, I continued. “Look, I don’t have all the answers, Viggo, except this one: mothers are the ones who lose the worst in war. Especially when they aren’t allowed to fight!”

      Viggo stared at me, his eyes whirling. Then he took a step back and turned to the window, resting his hands against it and taking several deep breaths, in and out. I left him alone for a few moments before wrapping my arms around his waist and resting my chest against his back, just like I had last night.

      He didn’t pull away, which was a good sign. After a moment, he sighed and drew me around to face him, pulling me tight against him. “I’m sorry,” he breathed into my hair. “I-I’m losing it, huh?”

      “No,” I whispered softly, reaching up to push a lock of his hair out of his eyes. “You’re not losing it. This… We never could have anticipated this. It’s awful. Beyond awful. But we have to take those twenty deaths and use the victory they gave us, Viggo. Or else we’re never going to come out on the other side of this in one piece.”

      He nodded, pressing his cheek against the palm of my hand and staring at me. “I love you,” he said, and I smiled as a trill of unexpected pleasure coursed through me, making my breath catch in my throat.

      “I love you too,” I replied.

      His head dropped lower, and I tilted my chin up to him, my lips already parted in anticipation of his kiss. This one was different than the ones that had come before. It was so sweet and tender. Viggo kissed me as if he were afraid I would evaporate in his arms, with a gentle teasing that made me feel like he was savoring me—savoring us. I kissed him back, clinging tight against him, and savored him in return. We clung to each other, desperately needing an affirmation that we were still alive.

      When the kiss ended, I remained holding him as he pressed us into the window. I knew he was gazing out of it, so I turned my head, curious as to what he was looking at.

      “What?” I asked, snuggling in tighter to him.

      His hands stroked my hair as he sighed. “It’s messed up, but at least we got something out of this horrible disaster.”

      I looked up at him, my brows drawing together in confusion. Then I followed his gaze out onto the lawn, realization dawning as I took in the heloship that was still parked there. He was right—it was messed up—and I knew that both he and I would have returned the damn thing immediately if it meant we would get back the people who’d died. But that would never be an option.

      We were growing desperate, and the heloship might represent a major advantage for us.

      If we could find someone who knew how to pilot it.
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      Cans. They felt like my entire life now, and I had only been in the kitchen a little over three hours. Ashabee definitely had overly stocked pantries for one man living with a group of servants, but I was okay with it, seeing as we now had plenty of mouths to feed. My task for the day after the Matrian raid was half inventorying, half pre-packing, in preparation for our inevitable evacuation.

      It was the one thing we could all agree on: we needed to leave sooner rather than later. How much sooner was anyone’s guess. We had killed over twenty women when all was said and done, and Tabitha, or whoever was in command, was going to notice an entire group going missing. I figured we had twenty-four to forty-eight hours before they showed up again, and I felt that was being optimistic.

      But with the added concerns of our group of refugees/new rebels, the logistics of moving everyone were getting complicated—and we didn’t even know yet where we were going to move. I stowed several cans in one of the small wooden crates I had labeled ‘protein’ and slid it to the end of the counter. I had already piled several other such crates there, each marked clearly, and turned back to the pantry, eyeing the selection.

      “I suppose it’s time for canned fruit,” I said aloud, and started pulling stacked cans off the shelf and placing them on the wide counter behind me.

      “Seriously, why did you want this job?” came Owen’s voice from behind me. I jumped, slightly startled by his sudden appearance, and whirled, my hands balling up into fists. He winced and took a placating step back. “Sorry—didn’t mean to scare you.”

      I took a deep breath. “Not your fault,” I said wearily. “My nerves are shot.”

      “Mine, too,” Owen admitted, meeting my gaze. I could see in his eyes how much the collateral damage had affected him, too, and I wondered how he was coping with it.

      All of us, not just Viggo, Ms. Dale, and… Henrik… had been deeply affected by the horrible deaths in the past two days. I was holding on by letting the coldly practical side of my mind take over. I told myself that we had won, we had saved people, we were going to move on with the battle. It was how I had looked at our innumerable setbacks. No feeling. Just move on, move on, move on. When that didn’t work—and it wasn’t working well—I tried to drown my feelings in those of the people around me. If I had to be strong to help and support them, then I couldn’t give in to despair. I couldn’t think about the dead children, or Henrik’s worsening condition.

      I was beginning to suspect that if I didn’t have Viggo’s state of mind to worry about, I would have just collapsed into a puddle of angry nerves and then despair.

      But it looked like that was happening anyway. At least Owen and I could laugh about it.

      “How many did you manage to recruit?” I asked, pulling out more cans and stacking them up.

      “Twenty-seven,” he replied. “No pilots, unfortunately, but it’s still great news. Actually, Ashabee’s staff were among the first volunteers. Kind of surprising, but Jeff and the rest of them seem determined to become King Maxen’s new honor guard.”

      I made a face, and Owen nodded. “I couldn’t believe it either. I asked Jeff if he was serious, but he was adamant. Although he did tell me that he didn’t want to keep Maxen alive for patriotic reasons—just that he knows that Maxen is an important tool in this war.”

      I nodded, but my eyebrows still hitched up in surprise. “I knew there was a reason I liked Jeff,” I said wryly as I carefully counted the canned peaches spread out on the counter.

      “I also think that the group of them has had so much experience in dealing with pigheaded men that taking care of the king isn’t going to be a big transition for them,” he offered, and we both laughed bitterly, then moved on to the next question.

      “Has anybody heard anything from Amber and Quinn yet?”

      Owen’s face grew carefully neutral, which I had learned could be a sign of worry. “Not yet,” he admitted. “It’s only really been a day and a half, though… They’re probably still in transit. I’m not even sure if they’ll be able to contact us from The Green. It might not be wise, with Desmond so near. They could be across the border already.” The reassuring tone of his words didn’t reach his voice, which sounded distinctly worried.

      “They’re both smart. I’m sure they’ll be fine,” I said, trying to be reassuring but feeling the exact same way.

      We both fell silent, feeling the weight of the things we couldn’t know, and I scribbled some notes on the paper I was using as an inventory log. “Anything else exciting?” I finally asked, trying to sound relaxed, and wondering if there was something in particular he’d come to see me about.

      He seemed to consider, and then something sparked in his eyes. “Oh! Yes, actually, I thought there was something you might want to see.”

      “What is it?”

      “It’s easier if I just show it to you,” Owen replied mysteriously.

      Intrigued, and glad for a distraction from everyone’s grief, I set down my pen and clipboard and followed him through the house. The kitchen sat an inordinately long distance from both dining rooms, so he had to lead me across half the house before we reached the servants’ staircase Viggo had been defending. I slowed to a stop as he did.

      The blood had been mopped off the floor, and all the debris caused by gunshots and Solomon’s rampage had been disposed of. There were still spots of blood on the wall, and I could see the damage to the bannisters, and the places where the dry wall was cracked and broken, presumably because of Solomon. I looked around the scene, and then over to Owen, raising an eyebrow. “I don’t get it.”

      Owen smiled and went over to the wall under the stairs, in the corner, where the steps turned and formed a landing. “Look,” he exclaimed, pointing at one particular crack in the wall.

      I stared at it, and then realized it wasn’t like the others. It was almost perfectly straight, with small cracks branching off, but only to the left. “What is it?” I asked, meeting his gaze.

      Owen’s smile broadened, and he moved in front of the crack and pressed his hand against it. There was a soft click, and then the wall dropped down into the floor, revealing another set of stairs. These led down into a brightly lit, white room. Intrigued, I moved past him and made my way down the steps, my eyes widening in surprise as I took in the wide space, packed top-to-bottom with equipment.

      Military equipment, to be specific. Heavily armored vehicles sat in rows in the vast white room, and table upon table lined the other side, some piled with weapons, some covered in gadgets strewn apart, some holding boxes of ammunition. I whistled in appreciation as I moved to one of the tables and carefully picked up a rifle, mechanically clearing it before setting it back down. “Ashabee?”

      Owen came up next to me. “Yeah—apparently he didn’t deign to tell us about this.”

      “This… is amazing.” My eyes ran over a table of electrical gadgets, noting the ten subvocalizers on it, and I shook my head in awe and surprise. The sadness of yesterday still lay heavy upon my heart, but my brain had a new distraction, and it was already spinning with ideas.

      We walked back and forth for a while among the rows of weapons and vehicles in silent awe. At some point, Owen asked pensively, “Do you think he’s okay?”

      I blinked in surprise and turned to him. It took me a moment to realize he meant Ashabee; it took me even less time to process how I felt about the situation he was in. “Who cares?” I said.

      Owen looked sharply at me, questioning me with his gaze. I shrugged, taking a step back from the table. “He lied to us when he could get away with it, he killed a bunch of people, and the only good thing he did, he did for the wrong reasons.”

      “That’s fair,” Owen said after a while, then gave a rueful smile, as though my vehemence amused him. It didn’t amuse me. I honestly couldn’t bring myself to care about Ashabee’s plight. He had done his best covering for us, but that didn’t mean I was beholden to him. At this point, the fact that he hadn’t told us about the stronghold downstairs was just another reason to loathe the man.

      On the other hand, this stash was basically a rebel group’s dream come true. Now that we had found it, I was glad we were going to be able to use Ashabee’s personal weapons for our cause, rather than letting him squander them on his grandiose pride.

      I asked Owen to let Ms. Dale know about the stash so she could start inventorying it, then headed upstairs, needing a moment to myself. I moved about the house restlessly, pausing outside King Maxen’s quarters. Jay was standing outside, keeping an eye on him. I smiled at him, and he smiled back, then gave me a puzzled look as I stepped inside, as though he wondered what I was doing there. In fact, I kind of wondered that myself.

      Maxen was lounging on the bed, a book in his hand. He looked up at me as I entered, and then ignored me, turning back to his book. I watched him long enough to see him lick his thumb and index finger and turn the page.

      “How are you?” I asked. I wasn’t sure what had prompted me to come in and ask the question, but I was committed now.

      Maxen gave me an irritated expression, theatrically closing his book with a snap. “How am I?” he hissed. “How do you think? Confined to this prison, with nobody worth talking to. Nearly killed by a bunch of women, probably having their time of the month, I might add, and now you—upstart Matrian bitch that you are—have the audacity to come into my room and ask me how I am?”

      I could have shouted insults at him. I could have hit him. Instead, I just stared at him, letting his words roll over me. I found myself enjoying the primal rush of rage that came over me, and I almost smiled as I realized I was inches, centimeters, millimeters away from killing this man as painfully as possible. It took a titanic effort to push that compulsion aside, and a part of me, a very dark part of me, argued that I should just end him—before he had a chance to end us.

      “My people need me!” the king added in the face of my silence, his voice rising to a shout. “I should be out there, not trapped in here!”

      I cocked my head at him and smiled. It was more a baring of teeth than a smile, and I felt the corners of my mouth turn up more when he flinched visibly. “If you really cared about your people,” I said from between my clenched teeth, my voice dangerously low, “you would have at least tried to attend the burial of the twelve men, women, and children who died so that you could hide in a closet.”

      And without giving him a chance to respond, I left, gently closing the door behind me.
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      “See, data transfers between Matrus and Patrus happen at eight bits per second, which destroys our ability to download the terabytes of data—well, it’s kind of self-explanatory at this point, but I am more than happy to explain it…”

      It was the third time Thomas had used what seemed like the exact same sentence to explain, and I was having a hard time focusing. I knew a little about computers, but this was out of my realm of understanding.

      I was still exhausted from the day before—although my love Violet had brought me some coffee she had found in the kitchen—and my head was throbbing again. After the battle, I’d spent hours helping relocate the surviving refugees, getting some of them first aid, and digging yet more graves. It wouldn’t bring their loved ones back, but I knew that it helped to treat the dead with dignity. It was the least I could do.

      “Thomas,” I said softly. It was rude, but I was tired of waiting for the strange little man to take a breath in his lengthy explanation.

      He kept talking, his eyes fixed on the computer as he highlighted another bit of code as an example of what he was talking about.

      “Thomas,” I said again, a bit more loudly.

      The man blinked, but his mouth never stopped moving as he gesticulated with one hand and the mouse.

      “Thomas!” I shouted, and the man gave a frightened yelp, leaping out of his chair.

      “What?” he asked, clutching his hand to his chest, sweat beginning to form on his brow. He turned toward me slightly, panting, his eyes wide and his hands shaking, and I resisted the urge to shake him harder.

      “In the simplest language possible, please give me an update on your research into finding the Benuxupane that Desmond might have stored in Matrus.”

      “Oh,” the man said, seeming to shrink for a moment as he thought about my request. I waited, counting slowly to ten in my head. At about eight, the man straightened, tugging his shirtfront down over his belly. “I can’t get that information,” he said curtly.

      My jaw dropped as he proceeded to turn around and sit back in the chair, his focus entirely on the screen.

      I took a long, slow breath. “Thomas?” I asked.

      “Hm?” the man responded, his eyes never leaving the computer screen.

      “Why not?” He opened his mouth, and I cringed, hastily adding, “Simplest language!”

      The reply on his lips died and he cocked his head, seeming to think this over. “Data doesn’t move quickly enough—there are restrictions to it—I time out and have to start all over again. It’s impossible from here.”

      “If we crossed the border, could you do it from over there?”

      “Of course I could… o-over there, you said?” Thomas spun in the chair, his eyes wide and almost childlike with alarm. “In Matrus, you mean?”

      I nodded, and Thomas immediately began shaking his head. “Oh no! I’m not going over there! That’s where Desmond is. Do you have any idea what she’ll do if she finds me? I’m not going there, no thank you!”

      I scratched the back of my neck and grimaced. “You might not have a choice. We need to find any stockpiles she might have there first, because that’s the closest to where she’s keeping the boys.” In our exhaustive planning meeting several nights ago, the group of us had finally figured that this was our best bet.

      Thomas was unmoved. “You need to find those stockpiles. I need to stay here.”

      “But more and more people will die if we don’t do this!” I argued, appalled by his blasé attitude.

      Thomas gave me a cold look. “Better them than me,” he retorted. And with that, he turned back around and began going through things again. I opened my mouth to explain to him that there was a ‘we,’ and that yes, he was going to help us, like it or not, when a knock sounded on the door.

      I turned and saw Owen standing in the doorway. “Everything okay in here? I thought I heard… bickering?”

      I stood up, relieved beyond words that Owen was there. “Excellent timing,” I said, standing up from where I had been perched on a desk behind Thomas. “I need you to explain to Thomas that if we go into Matrus, he’s coming with us.”

      Owen just sighed resignedly, not surprised by the situation at all, and I clapped him on the shoulder and pushed past him, leaving him to deal with the Thomas situation. I wasn’t sure what Owen had done to earn that level of consideration from Thomas, but I was prepared to create and award him a medal for being able to endure what I could not.

      “Thomas,” I heard Owen say as I left the room, “do you have any intel about Amber? And what’s all this about not coming to Matrus with us?” I quickly tuned out the reply.

      I paused in the dining room, taking a moment to collect my wits from that very trying and irritating conversation. Then I noticed Ms. Dale sitting in the corner, perched on one of the serving tables. Her eyes and nose were red, and I could tell she had been crying.

      I stood up and moved over to her, her sniffle tearing me apart a little inside. It wasn’t that she was crying; I knew her well enough by now to know she had the capacity to show real emotion. No, it was from the fact that she was trying to hide it.

      “Hey, Melissa,” I said softly, as I settled in next to her. “How is he?”

      Ms. Dale looked down at the floor, her hands grasping hard at the edge of the table. “Don’t know,” she said after a moment. “Doctor chased me out.”

      I sighed and reached over, putting my arm over her shoulder. She gave me a confused look, and I rolled my eyes, but drew her closer in to my side. “It’s a thing people do to offer comfort, Melissa,” I chided her teasingly.

      She gave me a glare out the corner of her eye, but didn’t push my arm away. “I know,” she murmured, dabbing at her eye with the shredded remains of a tissue. “I used to be a pretty good spy, remember?”

      “Yeah… whatever happened with that?” I joked, and then winced when she playfully punched me in the shoulder. “Not the face,” I said, holding up my hand in defense when she pulled back for another blow. “It’s Violet’s favorite part!”

      I lowered my hand enough to see that Ms. Dale was again crying, and I squeezed her closer, wrapping my arm around her. I wasn’t sure what I had said that had set her off, but it was probably to do with mentioning Violet. Maybe it was that Violet and I still had each other, while she had just started to feel that way for somebody that she might be about to lose. Whatever it was, I couldn’t help but feel bad for her.

      “It’ll be okay,” I whispered, and she jerked away a little, a mulish stamp of incredulity on her face.

      “No, it won’t,” she retorted harshly. “There’s so much damage, Viggo. We thought it was one and done, but the damn bullet ricocheted. Inside him.” Her voice broke then, and I pulled her closer to me again, until she was sobbing onto my shoulder.

      “I’m so sorry, Melissa,” I whispered. “I really hope he pulls through. He’s a tough man.”

      She sniffled, her shoulders stilling under my hands, and I felt her pull away again. “I hope he does too,” she said. “I was just… I was just getting to know him. God, I never thought I’d feel this way about a P…” She trailed off, her eyes meeting mine in alarm, and I had to smile, remembering how far I had come with this hostile woman.

      “Patrian?” I teased, amused even more when she flushed bright red. “It’s all right—he’s still a Patrian, and so am I.”

      “I know,” she sniffed. “I just… I always thought your kind were so…”

      “Arrogant?” I supplied. It was her favorite nickname for me, after all.

      “Presumptuous,” she replied tartly. “But Henrik… he was just so… kind. I mean, don’t get me wrong, I was kind of leading him on when he was supposed to be guarding me in the cell. But… he was just so respectful, you know?”

      I chuckled, but the image of Ms. Dale leading anyone on was so foreign that I couldn’t imagine it. And in some ways, it was better that I didn’t. Then the weird image would have just popped up at any inopportune moment. “Just goes to show that we all can’t fall for that Matrian propaganda,” I teased.

      She blew out a sharp breath as her eyes narrowed at me. “Shall we compare the literature, Mr. Croft?” she asked, and I smiled, relieved that somewhere under all this vulnerability, the woman with hard edges was still there.

      “Not today,” I replied wryly. “But… are you feeling better, at least?”

      She sniffed, dabbing her eyes again with that tattered tissue, and nodded. “I’ll pull through,” she whispered, and I felt my heart break a little. On impulse, I wrapped my arm around her, and placed a kiss on her forehead.

      “Good,” I replied, letting her go. She was looking at me in confusion and wonder as her fingers touched the place my lips had just been. “I’d be lost without you, you old bird,” I added.

      Ms. Dale narrowed her eyes again, but I could see an amused gleam surfacing there. She blotted her eyes once more, and, no longer able to stand her using the same abused piece of tissue, I opened one of the nearby drawers and pulled out a napkin, handing it to her.

      “Thank you,” she said, dropping the wad of tissue on the table.

      I nodded and crossed my arms, taking her in and deciding that now it might be helpful to move on to less sensitive topics. “How are the preparations going?” I asked.

      Ms. Dale had volunteered to go on today’s recon mission—she was going to check out a location that Ashabee had recommended before he was taken. He had claimed it was an abandoned farm about two hours away. It was supposedly isolated and difficult to find, so we were hoping to use it for a base.

      Ms. Dale straightened her back and nodded, some of her old confidence flowing back into her. “They’re going okay—I’ve got a few people willing to go with me, and they’re loading up some extra fuel and food into the truck. I figure two hours out, two to three hours to make sure the area is viable, another two hours back.”

      I nodded again. “I was thinking of going out on a recon mission as well,” I admitted. “Did you get to see Ashabee’s secret stash of weapons yet?”

      “Oh, did I.” There—another gleam of Ms. Dale’s old self. “I think we could run several revolutions with all that equipment.”

      I sighed darkly. “Let’s hope we don’t have to. Anyway, Violet’s busy packing, but Owen and I are probably going to take one of those smaller, less conspicuous cars out for a test drive and see if we can spot any more groups of refugees before they head our way. And if we go the opposite direction from you, we can watch out for possible new locations in that area, too.”

      “Efficient,” Ms. Dale noted. “And an excellent way to get out of this house for a while.” I knew she was thinking of her own mission as well as mine.

      We sat there in comfortable silence for a little while longer. “I should be going,” she said finally, sighing a bit. “One can only cry in the corner for so long.”

      I looked her in the eye. “Be careful, okay?”

      Ms. Dale gave me a smile as she slowly eased herself up from the table. “Did you know I was never in this much danger until I met you? No? Must be a coincidence.” Her tone was light and airy.

      I chuckled then, unable to stop myself as I felt the familiar stinging presence of my old enemy-turned-friend finally returning. It was a nice moment of normality, one I desperately needed.

      And from the look of it, one that Ms. Dale needed as well. I just hoped I had cheered her up a little bit. If it was the only thing I wound up accomplishing today, then it would be worth it just to chase away her tears, if only for a moment.
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      A couple hours after my conversation with Owen, here I was again, back in the kitchen. Still organizing food, although, thrillingly, I’d moved on from cans to packaged starches. Viggo had pecked me on the cheek a little over an hour ago, announcing that with Tim, Jay, and Jeff overseeing the refugees, Ashabee’s staff supervising the king, and Thomas manning the security system—and, of course, me there to hold everybody together—he and Owen felt okay about taking one of Ashabee’s cars out on a short scouting mission of their own.

      I hadn’t argued. We couldn’t exactly spare Viggo and Owen from our defenses if there was an attack, but at the same time, the quicker we found a place to relocate, the quicker we could move. If Viggo and Owen found a suitable place before Ms. Dale did, the risk would be worth it. My mental timer of how long we had before the Matrians returned was quickly running out, and I was anxious. If worst came to worst, I figured, all of us could hole up in Ashabee’s secret room, where we might easily escape notice, and defend ourselves for days if we were found.

      And after all we had gone through in this house in the last forty-eight hours, it made me happy to see Viggo excited again, even if it was just about getting to drive one of Ashabee’s high-tech vehicles. It was good to see Viggo turning his mind forward—keeping busy was the best way to keep from dwelling on what was lost. His robotic mannerisms still lingered, but getting away from the house would help, I hoped. After giving his motorcycle to Amber, he could use another distraction.

      I was most of the way through the extensive ‘rice’ section of my inventory when Tim rushed in, his eyes wide. “Amber here,” he announced. I stalled, food package in hand, and turned toward him, wondering if I’d heard him correctly.

      “Amber? She’s… here?” I repeated. That didn’t make the slightest bit of sense. She and Quinn were supposed to be far over the border by now, heading toward The Green and the Liberator base.

      Tim nodded, his hands tensed at his sides. “Scared. Wants you. B…blood.”

      My hand fumbled with the package, letting it fall to the counter as his last word registered, my stomach clenching with dread. “Let’s go,” I said shortly, and followed him.

      Both of us broke into a run halfway across the house, and within a few minutes we were outside in the front yard, heading toward the massive truck Thomas had left parked in the driveway. As I rounded the corner, I became aware of panicked breathing.

      “Please,” Amber begged, her voice hollow, dry and cracked. “I need Violet.”

      “I’m here,” I said, pushing past Jay and grabbing Amber’s shoulders. She sagged in my hands, sinking down on the bumper of the truck, as if her legs wouldn’t hold her upright anymore. Dried blood splattered her plain t-shirt and smeared her jeans, and I felt it under my hands as I held her shoulders.

      “Violet, we were grabbed,” she said, staring straight ahead, her lovely violet eyes wide and reddened, tear tracks streaking her cheeks. “Interrogated. Quinn… they…” Her voice broke, and her shoulders jerked under my hands as she sobbed.

      I looked at Jay and Tim, wondering if they had any context for this at all.

      “We don’t know,” Jay whispered quietly. “She used her code to get in, and grabbed us to get you. She said she needed to talk to you specifically.”

      I turned back to Amber, trying to be gentle. “Amber, I need you to tell me what happened. As clearly as you can. Where’s Quinn? How did you get hurt?” The blood looked like it was at least a few hours old, but if she was hurt, we had to get her medical attention right away.

      “It isn’t mine,” Amber breathed. “It’s Quinn’s. Oh God, Violet… they cut him… cut into him.”

      “Cut him?” Agonizing images rushed into my mind, along with a blinding fear. “Who did? Is he… is he dead?”

      Amber gave me a pained look and took in a shuddering breath. “I don’t know,” she said. “He was unconscious when they let me go. I don’t know if he’s still alive now.”

      I pulled her up to her feet, forcing her to meet my gaze. “Why did they let you go?” I asked, one huge fear standing out in my mind. “Are they following you?”

      Amber’s face fell, and she shook her head, the blood draining from her face. “They don’t have to. I told them where we were. Once they… when they started to hurt him. I told them everything. They know where you are.”

      I breathed in sharply at her answer, my eyes jumping from her face to scan the wall, the gate, the sky, my ears straining for heloship motors.

      “They aren’t coming—not yet, anyway,” Amber said softly, and I turned, giving her my full attention once again.

      “Why… why not? Amber, who was it? Why did they let you go?”

      The next word out of her mouth sounded like it came straight from a nightmare. My right hand throbbed as if in memory, and I had to fight down a wave of panic.

      “T…Tabitha,” Amber sniffed, her voice going low with anguish. She met my gaze, her face reflecting her shame. “She wanted me to deliver a message,” she whispered.

      I stared at her as she reached into the pocket of her pants, withdrawing a folded piece of paper, the edges stained with blood. Wordlessly, I accepted it, my left hand trembling slightly. As I unfolded it, I realized it wasn’t just letter paper. It was a photograph. I stared at the picture, my heart seizing as I looked at the family portrait of my aunt, my uncle, Cad, and presumably his wife and two children—a boy and a girl. I met Amber’s gaze, my hand shaking.

      “What… what does she want?”

      “You,” Amber rasped, “the egg, and… King Maxen.”

      I shook my head, unable to comprehend what was happening. I had been prepared for a war, for wardens arriving at our doorstep, for tactical procedures and troop placement. I hadn’t been prepared for this kind of blow. I closed my eyes, trying to calm the churning of my stomach and the accelerated beating of my heart. This wasn’t supposed to have happened. Alejandro was supposed to have warned them. They should have run, dammit.

      “Was Alejandro there? Did you see them? How were they?” I asked, the questions pouring out of me in rapid succession.

      Amber’s lips parted at the intensity in my voice, and I realized I had taken a step toward her, my fury and panic washing over into her eyes. Tim and Jay both looked at me, alarm growing on their faces, and I took a step back, trying to maintain my calm.

      “Sorry,” I breathed. “But… please, Amber. Just tell me what you can.”

      Amber nodded and visibly pulled herself together, one ragged breath at a time. When she was ready, she straightened up and spoke, almost robotically.

      “The place where we were supposed to cross the border was going to add an extra six hours to our travel time, which meant six hours of riding in enemy territory. Quinn knew there was a closer spot, and we decided to try crossing there instead. We knew it was a gamble, but we figured… with the motorcycle…” She trailed off, her eyes drifting away, filled with shadows. “They caught us. Took the tires of the bike out—I was knocked out… Quinn must’ve broken his arm. When I came to, we were in the palace. Tabitha was there. We… we were facing each other, and she just started… cutting Quinn. In front of me. He kept crying out, begging her to stop… and she kept asking me where you were and where the egg was…” She looked at me, her eyes filling with tears again. “I had to give her this location, Violet,” she pleaded.

      “Amber,” I said, looking her into the eyes, “I get it. Completely. If it had been Viggo… or even Owen… I would’ve told Tabitha whatever she wanted. This isn’t your fault.”

      Amber sniffled and wiped her eyes with the backs of her hands. “Tabitha taunted us about Desmond,” she admitted, between clenched teeth. “She called us blind underlings… She was right.”

      I shook my head. “No, Amber. It’s not your fault. It’s nobody’s fault. Just… tell me? About Cad and… and the rest of my family.”

      “Right,” she rasped. “She showed them to me… after. They were… They were scared, but they hadn’t been hurt. Tabitha will hurt them, though. And… And there’s more.”

      I gaped—what more could there possibly be? I didn’t want to hear any more, but I had no choice. “What?”

      “I don’t think she wanted us to hear this part, but… there’s going to be an announcement on the news channels and via the tickers soon. I heard… I heard it being discussed in the hall when she was speaking to one of her soldiers. Two other people—I think one of them was from the press… Tabitha and Dobin… they’re going to be announcing their engagement.”

      I almost swallowed my tongue. Engagement?

      Amber continued. “They made… a deal together, to decide the future of Patrus. If Tabitha bears him a boy, she will divorce him and leave Patrus in the care of Dobin, but with a new trade agreement on… produce or something. However, if she bears a girl… Tabitha will be given the rights of regency over the heir, and rule in her name until her daughter comes of age… and becomes the first queen of Patrus.”

      I staggered back. “Of course,” I breathed. “That’s why Tabitha wants the egg. With it, she guarantees that her firstborn child will not only be a female, but an enhanced one, just like her.” And with Elena as queen of Matrus and Tabitha as regent of Patrus… They could do whatever they wanted with both countries.

      Amber frowned and shook her head. “But the Matrian fertility specialists have discovered how to guarantee any gender. I don’t understand—how can Dobin agree to this, knowing that?”

      “I’m sure they’ve figured something out,” I said, my mind running over horrible possibilities. “They will probably insist that Tabitha can only use Patrian doctors. Not that it’ll matter. I’m sure Desmond owns the doctors, and all they have to do is implant the embryo. The rest will just be monitoring the unborn fetus.”

      It was… smart. As horrified as I was, I could still see that. Right now, Matrus was earning major points with the locals. They had control over the media, so everything looked positive, even though I was sure that right now there were other Matrian squads just like the ones we had killed tasked with similar orders. Elena’s method was quick and efficient. She was taking out large groups of men—culling the Patrians like animals. But propaganda was a powerful tool. My guess was that once the deaths started getting to the ears of the public, they would be attributed to the ‘crazy female terrorists’ executing men who wouldn’t comply with their new world order.

      That wouldn’t surprise the people of Patrus—they had been dealing with extremist groups such as the Porteque gang for years. It would garner sympathy from those who had been desperate for the Matrian aid and support after the bombings, and, even if some didn’t believe it, frightened people who only wanted to feel safe again would probably give in. Especially with an identifiable scapegoat.

      “Amber, how long do I have to get there? Did Tabitha give you a deadline?” I asked with a renewed sense of urgency.

      Amber’s face turned grim and she looked away, seeming to calculate. “By now… a little over two hours,” she replied. “I made my way here as fast as I could.”

      I gasped—the palace was over a three-hour-drive away. “I’ll never get there in time!” I staggered back, trying to wrap my head around how I could magically make this work. I’d never driven anything other than Lee’s motorbike before, but I was reasonably certain that I could, after watching Owen in the truck.

      But even so, I still wouldn’t make it. Maybe I could find a Matrian unit and turn myself in to them? But there was no guarantee that Tabitha would give my family up after I was captured. If anything, she would torture them in front of me, just to hurt me. To punish me for the deaths of her sisters.

      My brain searched for options, but I was finding it hard to operate under the panic rising in my throat. I needed to calm down. No, I needed help making this work, making a plan, making something out of this decision I’d been thrown into.

      “Where’s Viggo?”

      I had already called out the words before I realized that I had said goodbye to him over an hour ago. Jay answered automatically: “He and Owen are out—”

      I swore, even though I already knew the answer. Why had I let him leave the compound? But how could I have known that something like this would be thrown my way?

      “They said they’d be back in an hour or two,” Jay said, his eyes wide, his face reflecting that he had no more idea how to help the situation than I did.

      “That’s not enough time,” I groaned, my stomach sinking as I realized that I wouldn’t even be able to say goodbye to the man I loved. “I have to get to that palace now. Faster than now.”

      I hadn’t even gotten a chance to respond to Viggo’s proposal.

      Once again, I raced through my options. But there was no other way that I could see. Trying to flag a Matrian patrol was my best bet, and even with that plan, there was a good chance I would be late. “Amber, can the vehicle you used to get here get me back there?”

      I turned back toward her, and she cocked her head at me, her despairing face changing to confusion. “Violet… you have a heloship. Why not just use that?”

      “I can’t,” I said, the frustration filling my heart with anger. “We don’t have a pilot.”

      Amber smiled bitterly. “I… I can fly it,” she said.

      I stared at her, a thread of pure excitement shooting through me. “Are you joking?” She shook her head, and I exhaled, my mind jumping to the new development and accelerating my plan. The heloship would make fast work of the distance, and even buy me a little more time to prepare—to get a plan going, something. Not much, but I could work with it. I might even get a chance to say goodbye.

      I gave Amber a questioning look, hardly daring to hope. “You’re willing to go with me? Even… after what you’ve just been through? You don’t want to rest, or…?”

      She gave me a determined look, straightening her spine, and nodded. Having the beginnings of a plan seemed to have cleared up most of her panic. “I owe it to Quinn,” she replied. “She just left him bleeding…” Anger hardened her tearstained face. “We need to find him and get him back. And if we can stick it to Tabitha while we’re at it, then I’m all in.”

      “All right,” I said, manic energy pumping through my veins. We can do this. “Jay, Tim, I need you to go find a handheld and try to get ahold of Viggo—”

      I stopped, realizing that both of them were staring at me intently. “Violet,” Tim began. “Us. With you.”

      “We’re coming with you,” Jay chimed in as he stepped closer. He and Tim were both grim and determined, with no trace of the excitement with which they’d usually approached such suggestions. They were dead serious.

      I stood for a moment, my mouth hanging open. An icy spear of fear had sunk into my heart at the very thought of Tim and Jay going anywhere near that palace… near Tabitha. I’d been keeping silent, letting them go on dangerous missions, knowing that if either of them got hurt or lost their lives, I wouldn’t be able to live with myself anymore. This was the moment I had to put my foot down.

      “Tim, Jay,” I said slowly, looking for words. “You can’t. Not this time.”

      Tim’s face became thunderous, and he took a step forward. “We go,” he said insistently, and I slowly shook my head.

      “I know you want to help,” I said, “but I can’t take you with me. I… The resistance… We need you both to stay here. What if Amber and I don’t make it? Can the group afford to lose both of you, too? And I can’t have you anywhere near the Matrians. If Tabitha catches you, she’ll start making you take the Benuxupane… and then you’ll be under their control. What if they tried to make you hurt one of us?”

      Tim’s gray eyes were fierce. “Never,” he said, and I understood exactly what he meant. But I still couldn’t take the chance.

      “I love you, little brother,” I begged. “But please. Please, listen to me. You can’t come. I can’t take the risk that you’ll end up imprisoned again. Or that you’ll end up like Henrik.” I looked at him, then at Jay, including him in my statement. “I can’t lose you guys, too.”

      The two young men fell silent for a moment. Then, finally, Jay gave me a look, letting out a sigh, and turned to my brother. “She’s right, Tim. This time… we should stay here.”

      I gave him a grateful look, and turned back to Tim. He wasn’t happy, but after taking a look at Jay, he nodded, then strode off, his face tight and his spine rigid. Jay followed, catching up with him and leaning up to say something to him.

      I watched my brother, wishing I didn’t have to see him leave like this, wishing I could make him smile again. But it was probably better this way. I steeled myself, telling myself that it was better he was angry and safe here, than happy to be going into danger with me. But the pain in my chest stayed.

      Finally, I turned back to Amber, who had watched the whole thing impassively, without comment. “All right,” I said. “I think… I have a plan. I’m going to go get the egg and some supplies. Could you go into your father’s secret basement room and grab a few things?”

      “What? Secret basement?” Amber wrinkled her nose in confusion.

      I realized then that, of course, she can’t have known about it, or she would have informed us of its existence before. After I explained to her what we’d found, she told me that it must have been installed during the time she was away from home. Then she nodded at my request to go there, and listened intently as I outlined the rudimentary parts of my plan. It had more than a few bugs, and I was going to need additional assistance, but I would cross that bridge when I came to it… and hopefully not have to set it on fire in the process.
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      “Are you sure you can’t get ahold of Viggo?”

      Jeff shook his head, his face reflecting genuine worry. “I’m certain he and Owen took a handheld, but since it was from Mr. Ashabee’s armory, I haven’t been able to find out which one it was to connect to them.”

      My heart sank further in my chest. “Keep trying, please?”

      “What shall I tell Viggo if I do get ahold of him?” Jeff asked, his eyes looking too keenly into my own.

      “Just… just find me and give me the handheld,” I said, and Jeff nodded. “Of course, Violet.”

      Now there was a man with some discretion. I felt vaguely guilty about not telling Jeff my whole plan, but I didn’t know what his, the staff’s, and the other refugees’ response would be. It was certain that other parts of our group would soon notice Amber’s return; the news spread fast in such a little group. But I didn’t want any of them to try to stop us—or try to join us, for that matter. This matter wasn’t up for popular vote. I hoped Jeff would forgive me.

      I ran up to the room Viggo and I shared, staring around, trying to make a quick and rational list of things I might need. I hoped that Jeff could get in touch with Viggo. I wanted his advice on my plan, and I couldn’t, wouldn’t leave without saying goodbye.

      Of course, with the heloship, which could get to the palace in under an hour, there was a chance that I could wait to see if Viggo and Owen returned. I could push my luck until the last possible moment, just to get a glance at his face, then drag him—the one other person Henrik had said the whole group followed—into danger with me. Could this rebellion survive without both of us? I wanted to say it could, but I had no certainty. I had time to see Viggo again, if I waited.

      But then I would have no time to set up my rapidly forming plan.

      Tabitha had thrown down a challenge, threatened my family, taken her fight directly to what was closest to me. I was terrified, but more than that, I was angry. I was furious. I was tired of waiting for the next shoe to drop, the next body to fall lifeless to the floor. Tabitha wanted me? Fine. But if I was going down, I was taking her down with me.

      I finished packing quickly. I threw the prototype egg—Mr. Jenks’ failed test—into my bag, along with a change of clothes, the bloodstained picture of Cad and his family, and a few spare clips for my pistol, which I had kept out of our shared stockpiles, just in case.

      Looking around the room, my chest tightened. More than anything, I wanted to crawl underneath the covers of our bed and not come out until Viggo came back. I wanted him to find me there and tell me that it was all right, that Tabitha wouldn’t kill my entire family, that we would be able to go and take her out together.

      But I couldn’t wait for him. I knew, deep down, that this rebellion couldn’t lose both of us. It would be better if he stayed here. Besides, then I would have something to come back to. I was definitely not thinking of this as a suicide mission, but I was preparing for the worst.

      I placed the real egg in Viggo’s bag, which I was glad he hadn’t taken with him on his scouting mission, and then stared at it, thinking. The designs of the egg cases were identical, with one small exception. On the prototype egg, a small crack ran from the keyhole on the front up through the top. It was barely discernable, and I was reasonably sure Tabitha wouldn’t spot it. Or maybe she would attribute it to the egg’s rough journey back into her greedy hands.

      I touched my neck, where the key to the real egg still hung, secured by a chain. Pulling it off my neck, I dropped the key into Viggo’s bag too, and then hesitated, running the chain through my fingers.

      The door behind me creaked, and I started, a dozen possibilities flitting through my mind at once, so I didn’t know whether to hope or worry. Tim, coming to argue more; Jeff, coming to tell me that he’d gotten ahold of Viggo; Tabitha, tired of waiting and here to collect me herself… I shook the paranoia off. It was just Amber in the doorway. She stepped in quickly, closing it partially behind her.

      “You ready?” she asked in a harsh whisper.

      “Almost,” I said, holding up the chain. “Amber… do you know where we could get a spare key?”

      Amber frowned. “Well, the servants would probably have some for the pantry and stuff… But most of our locks are digital…”

      I shook my head. Did I want to risk bringing the original key? Or not bringing it, if Tabitha noticed? “Those would be too big anyway. We need a tiny one, one that would look like it would fit into that keyhole—” I indicated the one on the egg, glinting at the top of Viggo’s bag.

      Amber stared for another moment, and then a low, wicked smile flashed across her face. “I think I’ve got it,” she said. “I’ll be right back.” I could hear her footsteps pelting away as she ran down the hallway.

      I shoved clothes into the top of Viggo’s bag to cover up the real egg and then paced, restlessly going over my strategies for the other two missing pieces of my plan until Amber returned. She hadn’t been gone long, and she pushed through the doorway holding up a tiny silver key on a loop of pink ribbon.

      My mouth dropped open. It was perfect. “What is…”

      “It’s the key to my old diary,” Amber said, with a smile that looked both sheepish and fierce. “It’s probably better if nobody ever opens it again.”

      I couldn’t help but smirk at the thought; Amber smirked back, and I was suddenly tremendously glad she was coming with me.

      “Thank you,” I said. “It’s perfect.” We took the tiny key off the pink ribbon, which Amber tossed resentfully to the floor, and I threaded the key onto the chain on my neck.

      “All right,” I said. “Next on the list.”

      We made our way downstairs and hooked a left, heading for the dining room. There were people moving in and out of the house, but I remained cool, nodding at the mostly new volunteers as they went past. In some ways, it was better that most of the group members I was closest to were out at the moment. I had no reason to think that any one of the refugee recruits or Ashabee’s staff would find it unusual for me to be walking fast with a packed bag over my shoulder—though Amber’s dirty appearance, even after she’d changed her clothes, brought us a few stares. Still, my stomach tied itself into knots whenever I felt eyes on me, even casually.

      I pushed open the security room door, and Amber followed me. Thomas glanced at us from where he was sitting behind the desk, and then turned back to the bank of computers. He was completely alone.

      “Your boyfriend is insane,” he said to me, conversationally. I grimaced, but didn’t respond as I turned around to lock the door behind me. Amber, taking her cue from me, crossed to the other door to lock it, as well. Thomas didn’t seem to notice, continuing with his speech. “He seems to think I’ll be going with you to Matrus for your little plan—as if. You barely have a three percent chance of success, and a zero percent chance of survival, and that’s without seeing the details of where they might be keeping their Benuxupane…”

      He paused as Amber slid the second lock into place, and I heard the chair creak as he turned toward us. “Why are you locking the doors?” he asked. “And why is Amber here? She should have been in The Green by now. That route I mapped was optimal.”

      At the question, I saw Amber’s face turn hollow, her gaze going inward, as though she had momentarily forgotten the horrors of her journey. Tears rose in her eyes, but she brushed them away.

      “Tom-Tom,” she said, her voice wavering. “It’s… it’s a long story.”

      I exhaled. We needed to cut to the chase. “Thomas, we need your help, and we don’t need an argument from you.”

      He eyed me suspiciously. “What do you need?”

      “The plans to King Maxen’s palace,” I replied. “With any and all defenses listed out.”

      He frowned. “Why?”

      I sighed in frustration. “Because the king misses his fuzzy bunny slippers.”

      “I don’t like sarcasm,” Thomas retorted, crossing his arms.

      “Okay, then.” I pressed my hands to my temples. “Because…”

      Amber interjected, “Because after that we’ll stop bothering you.”

      Thomas looked at her for a second and then nodded curtly. “That would be helpful, yes.”

      He began typing rapidly on the computer, and I pulled out the handheld I’d had Amber pick up from her father’s stash and set it on the desk. “Download it to that,” I said.

      Thomas continued to type with his left hand—an impressive feat, I had to admit—and picked up the handheld with his right, placing it in front of the tower that housed the processors for the wall of computer screens. He paused typing long enough to plug it in, and then resumed. I watched as blueprint plans flashed across the screen, too fast for me to note anything, and then a progress bar popped up, indicating they were being transferred to the handheld.

      “You know,” Thomas said, turning back to me. “Those defenses are no joke—they are automated, with several triggers, including thermal scans. It’s going to be impossible to break in there undetected.”

      I had considered this. “Could you hack them?” I asked, and he shook his head, pushing his glasses up his nose with a finger.

      “Not from here—it’s a closed system. I’d have to be there to…” He trailed off, his eyes growing wide. “No,” he said emphatically. “No.” He turned to Amber. “You said you would leave me alone!”

      Amber shrugged. “I thought we could. But it looks like we need you there.”

      “Yeah, well, I need to live. I don’t know what you’ve got planned, but I will not go along with it, you hear me?”

      I nodded for a second, trying to find the reserves inside my adrenaline-flooded mind to deal with this on his level. Finally, I moved forward, leaning over Thomas until he squeaked in fear and tried to back away, feebly scooting his computer chair back a few inches. “Tabitha has my family,” I said, breathing in through my nose. “She will make them suffer before they die. Thomas, she has Quinn. She tortured him in front of Amber’s face. You’re the only one who can possibly increase their odds of survival.”

      “Thomas,” Amber said, her voice low with anger, “we have to get Tabitha. We’re going to get Violet’s family back, and we have a plan to take Tabitha down.”

      Thomas’ small eyes glanced to her, then back at my face. The man was shaking under my gaze. His shoulders were scrunched up tight, and he pressed his hand over his heart, as if checking to make sure it was still beating. “I will not—” he began.

      “Look,” I said, trying to be as cold and rational as I could. “Thomas, we need you to get into that castle. Tabitha knows we’re here. If Tabitha knows, then Desmond will know. If I don’t get there in time, they will kill my family, and then they’ll come for us here. Desmond will know you’re here, Thomas. And she will have you killed. And there will be nobody left to stop her… Or,” I breathed, feeling inches from either crying or strangling the man, “you can go with us now. Help get us into the palace. Help us get Quinn and my family back and stop Tabitha. Maybe she hasn’t told Desmond about our base yet. Maybe we’ll be in time to stop her from coming here. But we need you there.”

      I leaned back, taking some of the pressure off Thomas, but not letting my eyes leave his. The small man regarded me from behind his glasses, and I waited, holding my breath.

      After a moment, he breathed out noisily and met my gaze. “All right,” he said. “I’ll go with you. But… you’ll owe me one.”

      I shook my head. “No,” I said softly, thinking about the picture in my bag. “I’ll owe you six.”

      Amber seemed to know what I was thinking. “Seven,” she said grimly. “Seven.”

      Thomas didn’t reply. Now that he’d decided, he just quickly detached the handheld from the cable and handed it to me, then clicked through his programs on the computer, finishing whatever it was he was doing.

      A knock on the door startled me, and I whirled, wondering if somebody had overheard the whole scene. I didn’t want any more complications. Not now.

      When I heard Jeff’s voice say, “Violet?” I breathed out in relief. Jeff was one of the most effective people I’d met, but he wouldn’t try to convince us to change our plan, even if he’d overheard it. I unlocked the safe room door and let him in.

      “Yes?” I asked. “Did you get ahold of Viggo?”

      “Unfortunately, no,” he said. “I’m currently trying to locate our inventory list for the handhelds that came from Mr. Ashabee’s armory so I can find out which one he took, but I’m not sure that list actually exists yet.”

      My heart, which had leapt with hope at the sound of his voice, felt leaden again. “Thanks for telling me. I don’t think I’ll be able to talk to him… ”

      “Before you leave for the palace,” Jeff finished, so smoothly that I barely even noticed what he was implying. When I did, I looked sharply up at him.

      “Jay talks very loudly,” Jeff said simply. “Can I be of assistance to you, Violet, or shall I take my leave? I’ve got plenty to do supervising those refugees.”

      I sighed. “Just keep trying to get ahold of Viggo. Tell him the situation. But…”

      My heart dropped as I realized there was something I desperately needed to say to Viggo. And this time, I really might not get another chance. “Could you give Viggo a message for me when he gets back?”

      “I can bring you a pen and paper,” he said.

      “Yes,” I said, then found myself stopping, looking over at Thomas. “Wait… no… I think this might work better. Thomas, can you record a message for me? And leave it in a form that he can listen to?”

      Thomas rolled his eyes at me, but replied, “Yes, I can perform that incredibly simple task.”

      Before we started, I turned to Amber. “I think we should split up for this one,” I said. “I’ll finish this and walk Thomas down to the heloship. Can you go get—”

      Amber was already nodding, her face fierce, aware of this part of the plan. “I’d be glad to,” she said sharply, patting the gun at her hip, which she’d probably taken from her father’s armory, almost happily. She headed back up the stairs as Thomas told me, “It’s ready now.”

      It didn’t take long to record my message, which Jeff promised to deliver. I wanted Viggo to hear this from my own voice. And I wanted him to have something to remember me by, if… if… I wasn’t going to think about that.

      Afterward, I thanked Jeff, and then Thomas and I headed through the house toward the front lawn, our gait casual. “We’re just going to walk down as though we’re inspecting it,” I told him. “The heloship is operated by computer—why not have a computer genius check it out?”

      Thomas was sweating so hard by this time that I doubted he noticed my attempt to flatter him. We made it out to the lawn without anyone delaying us, however. At the press of a button, the heloship’s back door, which at first looked like just a panel in its curved side, folded down and open with a swoosh, making a little gangplank for us to walk up.

      “Now what?” Thomas asked irritably.

      “Now we wait for Amber,” I said, probably sounding irritable myself. “I’ll fill you in on the rest of the plan while we’re in the air.” I didn’t want any of the other members of our group wandering into the heloship and overhearing our plans. I looked around at the convex walls, still slightly boat-shaped. In the front, a huge, one-hundred-and-eighty-degree bubbled window bulged out around the controls, nearly surrounding the command center. It wasn’t spacious, but looked quite well designed.

      The pilot and co-pilot’s seats were set low in front of the window. Around it in a semicircle were several other chairs mounted to the wall, with seats that could flip down with a gentle pull, and two narrow doors—one straight back, through which we had come in from the cargo bay and troop carrier area, and one at an angle, which led to the lavatory. In the center of it all, a metallic table rose from the floor, the horizontal surface made of the same flat black plastic a computer screen might be. I wasn’t sure what it did, but it looked modern and fancy.

      I’d never been in a heloship before. Before this whole adventure started, I wouldn’t have ever expected to see the inside of something as crazy as this, let alone ride in one. But by this point, almost everything was like that. Now that we were in here, it was starting to sink in that this was actually happening. I thought back to my message to Viggo, hoping it was enough. Hoping he could forgive me for leaving him behind, even though I had to.

      I wondered, too, about Tim and Jay. I hadn’t seen them while I made my preparations, and although I knew Tim had been angry with me, I couldn’t help but feel hurt that he hadn’t even said goodbye. Jeff hadn’t known where they were, and I knew I couldn’t spare the time to go searching for them. But it was breaking my heart. I had to get back alive, I resolved more firmly to myself. This couldn’t be the last time my little brother saw me.

      There was a tapping sound, and I looked back at the door to see King Maxen, his face contorted with the indignity of it all, stepping up the gangplank, followed by Amber. The king’s wrists were handcuffed again, and a gag of what looked like torn-up curtains covered his mouth. But his eyes were rich with hostility for us as Amber prodded him up the aisle with her pistol.

      “He started shouting for help when we got to the lower floor,” Amber said icily, indicating the gag, “but thankfully, nobody uses the servants’ stairs anymore, so we got out without being seen. Sit in one of those seats,” she commanded the king, who did as he was told, muttering something under his gag.

      “Nice to see Your Majesty too,” I growled at him as Amber dropped silently into the pilot’s seat, flipping switches and turning dials. I heard the engines outside start up with a fluttering sound, like a plastic bag caught in the wind, which quickly grew into a high-pitched whine.

      “Ready?” she asked, and I nodded. As ready as I ever could be.

      Within moments, we were airborne, flying away from the mansion faster than I would have thought possible. I couldn’t see it from the back—there were no windows there—but I could feel the distance in my heart, a slow ache that seemed to deepen the farther away we flew.

    

  




    
      
        
          32

        

        

    
    






          Viggo

        

      

    
    
      Miles of flat, bland farmland stretched around me as I clutched the wheel of the little car. Owen and I had taken it out up the long underground tunnel that led to the fields from Ashabee’s private armory. Neither of us spoke much. In truth, I hadn’t really intended to invite Owen, of all people, on my scouting mission, but when I’d mentioned that I’d wanted to test-drive one of those cars, he’d looked so eager that I’d reluctantly agreed to let him tag along. I’d developed a grudging respect for the young man since he’d helped us escape from the Matrian palace. But I hated small talk, and I wasn’t about to start any deep discussions with this one either.

      We’d chosen a small car from Ashabee’s collection, trying to be as inconspicuous as possible. Although, with how modern, sleek, and clean this vehicle was—and how many weapons we’d packed into the backseat, just in case—I doubted we would fool anybody. But out here, there was nobody to fool. Nobody who wanted to approach us, anyway. We’d gone out hoping to see evidence of more refugees, meet more people, and find news, or at least some place we could hide out in case Ms. Dale’s group turned up nothing.

      So far, about an hour and a half in, we hadn’t found anything. The small farms had mostly been occupied, vehicles in their driveways. Some of them had tents pitched in front of them and in fallow fields, and people who were clearly refugees wandered desolately about, cooking over fires. Some of the farm buildings looked like something more sinister had happened—windows were shot out, a car overturned on its side. We avoided the little trail of smoke that billowed far away down one back road. I wondered if the Matrians had gotten to these places, or if groups of refugees who were less honest, or more desperate, than the one we’d encountered had just tried to take those holdings by force. For all we knew, they could have succeeded.

      We’d been thinking about turning back soon, but I had wanted to press just a little bit farther. Honestly, it was just good to press my foot to the gas and eat the miles up, letting my mind fade into the handling of the car—which was superb—and getting out of the atmosphere of tragedy that still hung around the mansion. Although it wasn’t as good as a ride on my motorcycle would have been, it definitely helped ease the tension and sorrow that seemed etched into my very bones these days.

      We came to a long stretch of dirt road without a single curve, yellowing cornfields on either side of us for at least five miles. “Hey,” I said, and looked at Owen with a smirk. He looked back at me, narrowing his eyes as though trying to understand what I meant. He jerked his head toward the road in front of us, eyebrows raised, when he suddenly got it.

      “Straightaway,” he said eagerly.

      I nodded. “Let’s see how fast this baby can go.”

      I hit the accelerator hard, and the small car revved into gear, purring smoothly, then making a roaring sound that was surprising for its size. Dirt rose up around us as I shifted up once, then twice, then three, four, five times… The cornfields whipping by were a blur, and the bumps in the road beneath us had mostly evened out.

      “75…” Owen was shouting, his eye on the speedometer. “80… 90… 95…” I kept my foot on the gas, relishing the speed, my mouth turning up in the kind of grin I hadn’t felt in a long time. I wish Violet were here for this, I thought.

      And then loud beeping blared through the car, and all the paranoia and close calls of the last few days awoke in my mind again at once. I hit the brakes so fast that the vehicle skidded for yards, the wheels spinning out on the dirt, so it was all I could do to keep the vehicle from spinning off the road into the cornfields.

      “What—” Owen said as the car ground to a halt and the sound continued. “That’s not the car…”

      There were no warning lights on the dash, nor was there anything descending on us from the sky… I finally realized what the noise was and groaned. “Dammit, it’s that blasted handheld.” I looked at Owen, who shrugged as if to say, “It’s not mine!” Which was true—he’d given his to Ms. Dale’s crew, which had prompted me to find a new one from among Ashabee’s ample supply. Why they hadn’t just gotten new ones… Well, that came down to poor planning.

      I answered the handheld. “Viggo here.”

      Jeff’s face appeared on the screen. If I hadn’t been working closely with the man for days now, I would have thought him impassive and mild as always. But now, I knew instantly that he was nervous, on edge. And anything that put Jeff on edge was enough to be worried about.

      “Viggo! I’m so glad we found the correct unit number. We’ve been trying to get ahold of you for about forty minutes.”

      “What is it?” I asked.

      There was the slightest of pauses. Then Jeff bowed his head and said, “There’s no good way to tell you this, Viggo. Violet and Amber are headed to the king’s palace to meet Princess Tabitha. They’ve taken King Maxen and Thomas with them in the heloship.”

      I stared at the screen, stunned. Owen’s mouth had dropped open. “Violet took the heloship?” he said. “She can’t even fly it!”

      “Amber was piloting, I believe,” came Jeff’s worried voice from the handheld.

      I hadn’t managed to respond yet, because I was counting to ten, slowly, inhaling and exhaling evenly—just to quell the impulse to throw the handheld across the car. A dozen thoughts rushed through my mind at once. I needed to know why all this was happening. I needed to know what could possibly compel Violet to pull such a horrifying, foolhardy, suicidal stunt. She would never have done such a rash thing on her own, which meant that there was something… something terrible… that had forced her hand.

      “Tell me what’s going on,” I barked at Jeff. “I need to know everything.”

      Jeff coughed slightly. “Maybe that had better be left to Violet. We’d been trying to contact you earlier, but she had to leave before I could reach you. She left you a message, though. Now that I have your handheld’s unit number, I can transmit it.”

      “Do it,” I said, trying not to let my impatience with Jeff’s long-windedness leave me screaming at the screen.

      I looked at the screen as the message loaded, then put Jeff’s call on hold and pressed the button to play the message. Violet’s face appeared on the screen, and I felt relieved just to see her alive, even if it was about forty minutes ago. Her gray eyes were hard, scared, and determined as they looked out toward me. She looked deeply sad. She swallowed before speaking close to the microphone, and I held the screen close, turning away from Owen.

      “Viggo,” she began, “I’m sorry to leave like this… I’m sorry I didn’t get to say this in person. We tried getting ahold of you but it just didn’t work. I didn’t have time to wait any longer.

      “Amber and Quinn were captured before they ever got out. Quinn was tortured in front of Amber, and she gave them everything. Don’t blame her—I doubt I could’ve kept quiet either, if I were in her place. Viggo, Tabitha sent Amber back to us with a message: she wants me, the egg, and the king in exchange for Cad and his family. My family. I couldn’t leave them there to die… especially not when Tabitha already knows where we are hiding out. It’s only a matter of time before they come for us, so I figured, let’s take the fight to them first—when they least expect it.

      “I know I’m walking into a trap, but I’m not doing it empty-handed. Tabitha thinks she has the upper hand, but she’s in for a surprise. Please believe me when I say I haven’t given up hope. This isn’t a suicide message, Viggo.”

      Then Violet’s eyes turned softer and warmer. “God, I’m so terrified right now. To be honest, I’ve spent the last hour wishing you were by my side the whole time. But I think it’s probably better this way. Don’t come after me, Viggo. If… if it goes bad, the rebellion, everything we’ve worked for, they’ll need you alive. And I need you alive, to take care of Tim, to fix things and make things right… and so I can go on living. And if I get back… when I get back in one piece…” She swallowed, then looked directly into the camera.

      “I’m so sorry I haven’t said it to you sooner—I accept your proposal. Yes. My answer is yes. I want to spend the rest of my life with you, even if it turns out to be short. I want to be your wife and fix this country so we can have that little cabin in the woods somewhere…” Her eyes stared straight into the screen, as though she saw me watching, knew how much this filled me with joy even as my heart broke at the thought that I might lose her now.

      “I have to go,” Violet finally said, gulping. “But I promise, I will find you, as soon as it’s done. I love you, Viggo… Always. Don’t forget that.”

      And then the message was over. I breathed again, realizing I’d been holding my breath.

      “Like hell,” I found myself saying to her message, as though she were right in front of me spewing this nonsense. “Like hell I won’t come after you.”

      I’d almost forgotten about Owen in the passenger’s seat until he echoed my thoughts. “We can’t let her go in there alone,” he said. “That’s insane. They’ll all just get killed. We can’t let that—”

      I looked at him, his blue eyes concerned, his mouth tight with worry. “We won’t,” I said firmly, and toggled the call on my handheld.

      “Jeff, are you still there? When did they actually leave?”

      The former valet answered promptly, as though I hadn’t just put him on hold for five minutes. “About twenty minutes ago.” I made mental calculations. We’d driven on backcountry roads in our scouting mission, but at least we were still closer to the palace than we would have been at the mansion. But they were flying, and who knew how much time that left between when they would arrive at the castle and when we would? There were too many variables…

      “Do you know what they’re planning?” I asked Jeff.

      “Violet did not choose to share her plans with me,” Jeff said, and I internally cursed the man for his damned politeness. If she hadn’t wanted to share, he wouldn’t have asked. “However, when they and Thomas left the security station, Thomas left something up on the computer… It appears to be the schematics for King Maxen’s palace. I doubt he left them up by accident.”

      “Well, at least that confirms where they’re going. Can you transfer me those files as well?” I asked.

      Jeff’s face went off-screen for a moment, presumably as he typed, and then he reappeared, shaking his head. “That file is too large for me to transfer without a physical connection. I’m sorry.”

      I paused. I’d suspected as much. A part of me, the rational part, said that we should go back and collect those plans before we went anywhere. But it was only a small part. The rest of me needed to get to Violet as soon as possible, plan or no plan, and make sure she hadn’t dug herself in too deep this time. We didn’t have time for careful approaches. “That’s fine,” I told him. “Thank you, Jeff.”

      “Good luck, Viggo,” Jeff murmured, breaking out of his rigid role for a moment to stare beseechingly at me. “Please bring her back.”

      “I will,” I said, and then terminated the call.

      I turned to the man in the passenger’s seat, tossing him the handheld. “Owen, take a look at those maps of the farmlands we’ve been using. Find us the quickest route back to the city.”

      “What are you going to do?” Owen asked.

      I looked at the speedometer, which we’d just pushed past a hundred miles per hour on a backcountry lane.

      “Drive.”
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      I stared at the three-dimensional computer model Thomas had rendered on the high-tech table in the middle of the heloship, my eyes wide as I took in all the aspects of King Maxen’s palace. Thomas had been delighted to see what he called a ‘hologram projector’, and he’d worked his magic with the graphics coming out of the glowing tabletop, changing the color of certain rooms to reflect each individual’s role in our plan. The palace was set aside from the rest of Patrus city, on its own little island—Crescent River acting as a moat in front of it, the mountains looming behind it. It was designed as a group of turreted square buildings and walls interlocking around a series of outdoor courtyards, each one fitting inside the last. I was trying to memorize every last bit of it.

      I straightened up and ran my hand over my face. I felt a pang of longing for Viggo—I wanted him here, if only to reassure me that this plan was going to work. The pang quickly turned to one of regret and worry, and I was forced to push it aside, keeping my mind on the task ahead. I had chosen this. And it would work, I reminded myself.

      It had to work.

      I looked over to where King Maxen sat, still bound to one of the command area’s drop-down seats, still glaring at me. We’d tried removing his makeshift gag at the beginning of the flight, but he’d started screaming obscenities and useless commands at us as soon as we’d freed his mouth, so we’d had to tie the gag right back on again.

      Looking over to Thomas, I gave him a nod, and he shut off the holographic part of the table, causing the glowing lights on the tabletop to flicker and grow dark, reverting to a black onyx screen. Amber sat in the pilot’s seat of the heloship, although currently her back was to the wide vistas of land that drifted in front of us, far enough away that Patrus looked like a quaint quilt, not a nation being torn apart by bombs and treachery. Looking down for too long gave me vertigo, but on the whole, the flight felt too smooth for all the tension that had me wired—smooth enough that Amber had allowed the craft’s autopilot to guide us for the last ten minutes.

      “What are our chances, Tom-Tom?” she asked wearily, her forehead and eyes pressed into the palm of her hand.

      Thomas hesitated. “You don’t want to know, Amber,” he replied, disconnecting his heavily modified handheld from the console. “They’re better with me here to strategize, but worse because we’re so short-handed.”

      I ignored his accusatory gaze and looked at Amber, grateful again that she’d decided to accompany me. “We really can’t do this without you,” I said, and she pulled her hand off her face and shot me a sharp glare.

      “I wouldn’t let you do it without me,” she stated, her tone matter of fact. “I just like knowing the odds.”

      “Oh, well in that case it’s—”

      “Let’s not,” I said, interrupting Thomas. I checked my watch and sighed. It had been about half an hour since we left the compound. It had taken us too long to prepare at the mansion, but we were still ahead of schedule—a little less than thirty minutes from the palace. I remained restless, even though we were making use of our time by preparing our materials while we flew.

      The hologram projector having been turned back into a regular table, we emptied our black duffel bags onto it, spreading out the items Amber and I had swiped from Ashabee’s stash. We carefully sorted the items, setting them up in accordance with Thomas’ instructions. We worked quickly and efficiently, and the silence was loud, punctuated only by the small sounds of us working. It was too quiet, in fact, and I found my thoughts returning to Viggo—wondering whether he’d gotten my message yet. And all those stupid mushy things I’d said… Maybe they felt hollow to him now. How could he accept that I had left without him, that I wanted him to stay behind? And yet, how could I have done anything different?

      I set down the brick of explosives I’d been working with and leaned on the table, trying to even out my breathing. It was too late to turn back, I reminded myself. I exhaled slowly and straightened back up. Amber was staring at me, her gaze curious. “You miss him,” she said softly as she pulled a threaded needle through the button of one of my shirts.

      It wasn’t a question, so I didn’t bother answering. Instead, I turned the conversation to her. “How’d you learn to fly?”

      Amber grew still under my gaze. After a moment, she licked her lips and continued to work. “My father had a pilot—he operated heloships as well as helicopters. He’d been training to be a warden, one of the king’s guard, but he… he quit and ended up working for my dad. He rarely got to fly with all the restrictions, so he was always around, just waiting for an opportunity to get up there again. I used to ask him questions all the time about what it was like… He was brilliant. I could listen to him for hours.”

      She paused, letting out a soft sigh, then yanking the thread up and beginning another stitch. “Anyway, I became obsessed. I asked him to teach me, but he refused.” She smirked as she pushed the needle through the fabric again, her face reflecting some faraway triumph. “But I was persistent. You know me. Eventually he gave in and showed me around his heloship, talking me through everything, step by step. He never took me up—couldn’t without risking imprisonment, but he taught me all that he could. He even let me use his simulator.”

      She paused again, and I looked over at her, watching her use her teeth to cut the string. She held up the shirt, inspecting it closely, then turned and draped it over the back of the chair before sitting back down. I waited for her to continue, but her gaze was turned inward, the warm look of nostalgia warring with an old grief. This had mattered to her, I realized. Amber had cared a lot about this man, whoever he was.

      When it became evident that she wouldn’t continue, I couldn’t help myself. “What happened?”

      Amber gave me a maudlin look and shook her head, her face tightening. “My father found out. I was put under house arrest, and our pilot was fired, his flight privileges revoked for teaching a female something so ‘unseemly’. I… I never saw him again.” Her voice turned bitter. “If I’d known that would happen, I would have done some things differently. A… lot of things.”

      The look of regret in her eyes was stained with the anger that I’d come to associate with Amber’s dealings with her father. I wondered if I’d ever hear the full story about this person, and just how deeply it had changed Amber’s life.

      She shook herself. “Anyway, when Desmond brought me into the Liberators, she found out I had some training, and got ahold of a simulator for me to continue practicing on. Just in case.”

      I smiled at her, appreciating the irony, and then straightened up from my hunched-over position on the table, looking at the assortment of detonators I had wired to the explosives. It wasn’t pretty, but it would work.

      Reaching over, I placed my hand on Amber’s arm. “I’m sorry,” I said quietly. “I’m sorry that happened to you. But I’m glad you’re here now, helping me.”

      Amber gave me a surprised look, and then rested her hand over mine, squeezing it slightly. “I’m just sorry we didn’t stay before,” she replied. I watched the shadows fill her eyes, darkening them, and withdrew my hand after a final squeeze. I knew nothing I could say would help chase away those demons.

      “I’m going to use the bathroom,” I said. Amber nodded distractedly, and Thomas just grunted, buried in the computer, his eyes dancing over information and code.

      I pulled open the door to the bathroom and almost shrieked. Tim and Jay straightened—as much as either of them could in the tiny bathroom—and met my shocked expression with two mutinous ones of their own.

      It took me a moment to find my voice. Then I cried, “Are you insane?”

      “What’s going on?” came Amber’s voice from behind me.

      “We have stowaways,” I announced needlessly, as Tim and Jay slunk by and I closed the door behind them.

      Amber cocked her head at the boys, while Thomas blinked blankly at them. I couldn’t find the words, either—an explosion of emotions had rocked my chest the moment I saw their faces, and I didn’t know where to begin. I finally began simply, “What are you doing here?”

      Tim puffed up his chest and straightened to his full height—several inches over me. He didn’t look guilty; he looked serious. “Came to help,” he replied.

      I shook my head at him, warring between anger and terror at his actions. “But you said you would say behind!”

      Jay’s eyebrows furrowed and he took a step forward. “Quinn is my friend, and I wanted to help rescue him. Violet, we’re both sixteen. Tim’s almost seventeen. We’re not kids. We can make our own decisions.”

      I blinked at him. “Normally, I would agree. But sneaking onto a heloship that’s heading directly into danger?”

      “You, here too,” Tim growled, and I looked away, resisting the urge to snap at him—mostly because he was right.

      “That’s different, Tim. I’m here because I have to be. Tabitha ordered me to. Believe me, I wish I didn’t have to go to this meeting. But I can’t leave—”

      He interrupted. “Cad… trouble. Family… trouble.”

      “Which is why you shouldn’t even be here!” I argued. “I can’t risk you too, Tim! If Tabitha gets to them—”

      “My family too,” Tim said.

      I tightened my fists and looked at Jay.

      “No,” I said, my chest constricting in fear. “No. You guys have to stay on the heloship. You can’t come on this mission with us. There will be… There will be bombs. And soldiers.”

      “Violet,” Tim said.

      “Tabitha is there, and I can’t let—”

      “Violet!” This time he shouted, and I stopped babbling, staring up at my little brother’s grim face and realizing, again, that he wasn’t so little anymore.

      “I talk, Jay talk,” he said. “You listen.”

      I looked back and forth between the two of them, then back at Amber and Thomas, who were staring blankly at us. I suddenly wondered what this looked like to them. I saw no sign that they supported me in either of their faces.

      I looked back at the young men in front of me and took in a deep breath. “Okay. I’m listening.”

      Jay met my gaze head on, his blue eyes dark and his face grim. “We’re not kids, Violet,” he said, and Tim nodded emphatically next to him. “This is our war, too. My mom is responsible for all of these explosions and deaths. I hate it. I hate being related to her. I want to stop her. I… I have to try. I’ve been fighting this war all my life.”

      Tim chimed in. “No cages. No boys… like me. No more.”

      I stared at them, my heart heavy.

      “We’ve been pulling our weight this whole time,” Jay continued. “We do the same things as any adult. And…” His voice was shy, but his eyes burned. “We’re stronger. We can do things that nobody else can.”

      At that point another voice cut through, reedy but completely confident. Thomas. “They’re right, Violet. Their advancements give us a tactical advantage, increasing the odds of our survival by seventeen percent… In fact, my personal odds of survival are increased by thirty-three percent!”

      I gaped at him, unable to formulate a response to that cold, selfish statement. Thomas, having imparted his wisdom, simply turned back to the computer.

      “But…” I said. All my arguments were melting away, but I couldn’t shake the fear. “Tim, Jay… if you guys got hurt… I couldn’t live with myself.”

      Tim took a step closer to me, pointing to my chest, then to his. “You, me,” he said. “Same. Scared.”

      My heart gave a huge jolt as I realized what he meant. And then he continued bravely, “We fight together. Nobody… Nobody hurt. Nobody… die.”

      “We don’t want to lose you either, Violet,” Jay said abruptly, then looked away, his cheeks flushing.

      I raised my hand to my mouth and realized I had tears in my eyes. Tim and Jay were right. There wasn’t a single thing I felt for them that they didn’t feel for me, and for everybody in this group. It would be stupid to try to keep them from a fight they’d been raised in… a fight they had been fighting since long before I had even known it existed.

      Tim patted me on the back, and didn’t pull away as I grabbed him for a quick hug. Then I hugged Jay, too, trying to apologize through the gesture for initially cutting them out. At the control panel, Amber had turned away, her face stoic, and she started and flushed a little as Jay called out, “You guys too. We’re all on this team. We gotta do this together.”

      Thomas looked around at the group, frowning. “I don’t… I don’t have to hug anybody, do I?”

      

      Only a few minutes later (after I’d slipped back into the bathroom to relieve myself), the plan had been modified and adjusted to incorporate my brother and Jay. I had still made sure they were out of the thick of it—I’d tried to do that for everybody but me. I stood behind Amber, peering out the window as she kept us low to the ground, adjusting the digital controls with confident moves of her fingers.

      “That one?” I asked, pointing out a vehicle on the side of a small dirt road. Amber scanned it, then reoriented us with a twist of her hand that I barely felt from inside the craft.

      “It’s functional,” she confirmed, and I turned, nodding to the others. Tim and Jay quickly grabbed the repacked bags of equipment, and moved toward the cargo bay, Thomas following close behind—his eyes more on his handheld than on the path in front of him.

      I approached the king, grabbing his upper arm and hauling him up. He struggled, but since he was gagged and bound, it was easy enough to push him in front of me. I approached just as Thomas opened up the rear, the gangplank dangling out into the air.

      Instantly, the roar of the engines filled the bay, making me wince. I had forgotten that the inside of the heloship was soundproof. I watched the ground grow rapidly closer, until the descent slowed and we were hovering only a few feet over it. I pushed Maxen out the door in front of me, enjoying a grim satisfaction as he stumbled onto his knees. I followed him, keeping my knees soft to absorb the impact.

      Tim was close behind, and I resisted the urge to roll my eyes as Jay gave Thomas a little nudge before jumping too. Amber pulled away as soon as we were all on the ground, using the auto-controls to close the door to the cargo bay behind her. I watched her disappear, and then turned back to the others.

      “Let’s go,” I said.
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      I hit the brakes hard, causing the car to jerk violently to a stop, the seatbelt cutting into my chest as I leaned forward. My right hand gave a twinge of pain every time I twisted the wheel. “Sorry,” I said, looking in the rearview mirror, where the king, Thomas, and Jay had all been smashed forward. In all fairness, it was my first time driving a car, and even after watching Viggo and Owen, I still barely knew what I was doing. How did they make it look so easy?

      Tim reached over from the passenger seat and patted me gently on the arm, and I looked at him, still adjusting to the fact that he was sitting here next to me. It must have shown on my face, because he frowned. “Careful?” he asked.

      After puzzling through his question, I smiled at him. “Only if you promise to be too,” I responded.

      Tim’s only answer was to squeeze my arm and then pull open the door and get out. I waited as Thomas and Jay exited the back of the vehicle, Jay dragging Maxen out behind him. The king was then ushered into the front passenger seat next to me. I looked over at Thomas, who stood awkwardly at the side of the car. “Be safe,” I said, and his eyes flicked over to mine before he gave me a tight nod.

      Thomas had easily been able to dive into the vehicle’s wiring to start the car without its key, and we’d only driven together a short way since then—right up to an invisible line that Thomas had pointed out as the palace cameras’ blind spot. After this, I would be driving solo, unless you counted the unwilling king.

      Jay shut the door, and then they were moving, running with precision, staying out of sight. I watched them go for a moment, and then turned back and gazed at Maxen’s palace. It was massive, standing several stories high; large enough to make Ashabee’s mansion look like a regular house.

      Leading to the huge structure was a road that ran over the river. The road had a concrete archway and led to the first of the series of open courtyards. I felt a moment of apprehension and gripped the wheel tighter, drawing a deep breath to steel myself for what was to come.

      “I am really sorry about this, Maxen,” I said, looking over at him. “I promise, if I can, I will get you out of here alive.”

      Maxen’s response was both angry and muffled, and I ignored it as I stomped on the accelerator. The car jerked forward a few inches but remained still, and I backed off slightly, confused as to why it wasn’t working. The tires were squealing on the pavement, and I let out an irritated sigh as I realized that I was still pressing down on the brake with my other foot. Giving King Maxen an embarrassed look, I pulled my foot off of the brake and we flew forward, swerving back and forth until I got the wheel under control.

      Within moments we were blazing up the road at high speed, and I had to pump the brakes a few times to slow us down. Maxen made an alarmed noise as I pulled under the arch, slamming on the brakes in time to avoid hitting the platoon of male and female wardens standing in front of a Patrian warden truck, all of it blocking the way in. We skidded to a stop, and I rolled down the window, showing them my hands.

      “My name is Violet Bates,” I shouted, my voice echoing like thunder through the six-foot-long tunnel. “Tabitha is expecting me—I’m unarmed.”

      One of the men—a Patrian warden with flint-colored eyes and a well-groomed beard—stepped forward and waved at me, indicating I should get out of the vehicle. I put the car in park, and then stepped out, taking a moment to hoist the silver egg that had been riding on my lap into my arms. Closing the door, I stepped forward, cradling the egg to my chest.

      The man strode forward to meet me, a handheld in his grip. “Here,” he grunted, thrusting it out. Then his eyes widened as he took in the passenger of my car. “She’s got the king with her!” he shouted, and the group of men and women around him gave a collective murmur of interest, breaking into whispers.

      I accepted the handheld after freeing up my left hand by cradling the egg securely in my right elbow. Tabitha’s face loomed on the screen. Panic gripped me, primal fear flooding my veins, as her image dragged me back to that torture room—but I thrust the fear aside, allowing it to be swallowed by the manic rage that had been building in me since Amber had uttered her name. I focused on that feeling, letting it pour out of me and taint my speech. Usually anger was what I pushed back, but now, it was my greatest ally.

      “Give me my family,” I said to her image. “And I’ll give you the present I brought you.”

      Tabitha smiled maliciously, her voice low and venomous, even through the handheld’s tinny speakers. “How sweet of you—just what I’ve been looking for! Drive through the courtyard and park your vehicle at the guard’s station. I will have the wardens escort you and your… gift to their offices.”

      I shook my head. “No deal—we meet at the inner courtyard.”

      Tabitha raised an imperious eyebrow and smirked at me. “You’re hardly in a position to negotiate.”

      I looked at the man standing next to me and smiled in what I hoped was a friendly way. “Can you hold this for me?” I asked, holding out the handheld. His brows drew together in confusion, but he nodded and accepted it, stepping a few paces back. “Keep it pointed at me… she can see me, right?”

      “And hear you,” Tabitha replied, an irritated edge in her voice. “Really, what is this—”

      I cut her off, taking pleasure in doing so, and turned the egg around. “This is about the explosives I have attached to your precious egg. It’s also about how you have to decide what’s more important—seeing me, the king, and all of these really nice people die, or losing your precious egg.”

      The warden widened his eyes, and I saw him slowly reaching for his gun, impeded by the handheld in his other hand. That was when I whipped a detonator out of my shirt pocket and held it up for everyone to see. “Click boom, people,” I announced, giving a pointed look at the man’s pistol. “Let’s ease up a bit.”

      On the handheld, Tabitha made a tight growl, but I couldn’t afford to look back at her. I needed to keep my gaze on the wardens standing around me in case one of them tried their luck and opted to fire. I really hoped they didn’t—I had no desire to die this way—but they needed to believe I was serious. Tabitha needed to believe I was serious.

      “Five seconds, Tabby,” I crooned with a smile, still not looking at the screen, moving my hand over the button. “Five, four, three, two…”

      “All right!” she bellowed. “We will meet you at the inner courtyard. Guards, allow her to drive through to the guard station in the outer courtyard. No harm will come to her—we have no idea where her boyfriend is, but if he’s near, he might have a second detonator.”

      If only. I kept my face calm and friendly as I backed toward the vehicle. After a few footsteps, I turned and finished the walk as if I did not feel the persistent itch of so many people’s gun sights on the back of my neck. Tabitha’s orders carried weight, and no shots were fired as I climbed back into the car. I placed the egg on Maxen’s lap and put the detonator back into my shirt pocket.

      “That wasn’t so bad,” I said as I started the car again. Maxen squirmed, making muffled sounds through his gag, and once again, I ignored him.

      The crowd pulled away, one of the wardens driving the truck that blocked us out of the way, and I gunned the engine of my vehicle, remembering to take my foot off the brake this time. We jerked forward, speeding up much faster than we should’ve, and the tires squealed, the sound deafening under the arch. I cringed, but kept my eyes on the road. Having crossed the river, we rounded a corner, where I immediately spotted the guard station.

      I pulled up next to it, then reached over to collect the egg from Maxen’s lap and climbed out, closing the door behind me. I didn’t know how to stop the engine after Thomas had rigged it, so I simply left it running in park.

      Carefully, moving slowly, I went around and opened Maxen’s door, not really looking at him. Then I moved to the front of the vehicle and leaned against it, pressing the egg—explosive side out—against my abdomen and staring at the line of guards that was forming in front of us. I heard footsteps as the king clumsily got out, stumbling a little, and I tamped down a vindictive smile as Maxen came to stand before me.

      The guards immediately turned and started walking, their faces reflecting a wide range of emotions at the sight of the king, from rage to fear to surprising pleasure. A quick nod from one of the nervous guards told me we were to follow them. I straightened back up and began to walk. Maxen followed, and then moved faster, so that he was walking beside me.

      I ignored it all, taking the time to run my eyes over the inner walls of the outer courtyard. The drive beneath our feet was composed of smooth, rounded stones pressed together, and all around me there were little manicured alcoves of nature with various trees and bushes growing.

      We came up to the wall that divided the outer courtyard from the second, inner one. This one was not just a barrier, but a long, tall branch of the building, with the second story built atop the wall. The wall was breached by another tunnel-like archway, set off a ways from the one I had just driven through. This tunnel was longer, but not by much, and when I stepped through the other side, I gave a low whistle at the density of the landscaping here.

      Trees lined the drive on one side, a small swath leading off to my right giving the impression of a patch of forest by the castle walls—but a cultivated forest, with a little walking path through it. Although we had maybe an hour before the sun was fully gone, the garden area was already beginning to succumb to the darkness. The shadows under the branches and leaves were beginning to spread outward, cloaking the warm brown earth beneath like a protective shield. I was almost sad we didn’t get to walk through it, but continued down the wide drive to a more spacious area.

      The guards led us farther in, their presence dampening the majesty of the area somewhat. My left palm was sweating around the metal egg case, my right pulsing with my heartbeat underneath the bandage. Past the miniature forest, a concrete square lifted slightly off the ground. A small fountain flowed into four aquifers that jutted off to the side, feeding streams that I assumed sustained the garden. Beyond that, I could see a third wall of buildings, a full three stories high, with its own arch that probably led to the third inner courtyard.

      Next to the fountain, Tabitha was already waiting, my family lined up in a row beside her. My relief to see them unharmed battled with a rage that spread in my chest at the way their hands were tied behind their backs, the fear in the eyes of Cad’s young son and daughter… From the corner of my eye I saw Cad’s eyes widen in recognition, but I couldn’t spare a real glance his way—I had to keep my focus on Tabitha. She wore black slacks with a purple jacket that looked similar to the dress jackets the men of Patrus normally wore.

      I approached her, stopping just shy of the fountain, which was to my right. King Maxen stopped next to me, and I glanced up at him. His face was hard as stone, but I knew he was afraid. He must be afraid—he’d always been a coward. I, on the other hand, was a crazy woman.

      The group of guards that had escorted us in looked expectantly at Tabitha. “Four of you stay—the rest may go,” she commanded. I kept my gaze on her and my face impassive as they quickly followed her orders. I was grateful for the egg in my hand; it was helping me hide the worsening tremor in my right hand from where she had stabbed me, as though the wound was responding to her presence.

      “Let them go,” I said once most of the guards had left, and Tabitha made an ugly, childish face at me.

      “Not likely,” she said, and I narrowed my eyes at her.

      “The women and children, then, and you can take the king,” I offered.

      Tabitha gave me a considering look, and then nodded to the guards, as if the matter was settled and done. “All right. Take him—”

      “Not so fast,” I said, taking a step forward, willing my voice to stay steady. “You’re going to have your guards escort the women and children to a vehicle, and give them a handheld. Once they radio that they are clear, then you can take the king.”

      There was a flash of anger on Tabitha’s face, and I was suddenly incredibly glad I had come up with the idea of a hostage exchange. “Fine,” she spat. Nodding to the guards, she stepped aside and waited as the women and children were freed from their bonds.

      My aunt was the first up, her eyes spitting daggers at the guards as she helped her daughter-in-law and the children up. Cad’s wife was crying quietly, but she didn’t put up much fight as my aunt steered her and the children toward me, silently urging them forward.

      As much as I wanted to, I didn’t look at them—I couldn’t trust Tabitha not to do something to them. So I kept my eyes trained on her, steeling myself, pretending they didn’t exist.

      They left quickly, and the courtyard fell silent for what was probably several minutes. I didn’t know how long it was. But in that courtyard, staring at Tabitha’s cold face, it felt like we waited forever. Finally, there was a burst of static followed by my aunt’s voice.

      “Violet? We made it out the gates. There are no guards with us.”

      I had to hope that the guards hadn’t forced her to say that. I held out my hand to the guard standing next to me, and, after a tight nod from Tabitha, he handed over the handheld. “Good. Keep driving—don’t wait for Cad, your husband, or myself, all right?”

      “But how do I find them?” she asked.

      “We’ll find you,” I replied, before dropping the radio back into the warden’s outstretched hand.

      I risked a quick glance at Maxen, giving him a somber look. “Sorry,” I said. And at that moment, I meant it. The king, who’d been largely silent since we’d gotten to the palace, was making noises through his gag, the look on his face thunderous, his hands jerking in his bonds. On an impulse, as the guards began moving toward him, I reached up and yanked the gag from his mouth.

      He sputtered for a moment, shocked, then quickly regained his wind. “You’re not sorry, you manipulative bitch,” he snarled at me. “You’re not sorry enough.” He raised his voice to carry across to where Tabitha waited. “And you, you fat, inbred cow! You disgust me. Trying to steal my kingdom out from underneath me! I demand to see Dobin! Show me that would-be king! I’ll tell that traitor what I do to people who stab me in the back!”

      A thick smile curled across Tabitha’s face, perhaps a more terrifying sight than her usual anger. “You’re not in a position to be demanding anything, Your Majesty,” she said. “As far as the rest of the kingdom knows, you’re dead.”

      She nodded to them and the two remaining guards—no doubt Dobin’s accomplices—seized the king and hauled him off, while he continued to shout obscenities. “Traitors!” he cried at them. “You’ll pay for this, you bastards!”

      He was bustled off, leaving Tabitha and me staring at each other like two dogs about to quarrel over the same bone. Two rabid dogs.

      Tabitha smiled at me and took a step toward my cousin and uncle. “We’re all alone now,” she crooned.

      “Yes, well… your other two guards will be back soon enough,” I said, mirroring her movement closer. “Now, for the egg, you and I are going to leave with my family in the car I arrived in. Once we’re safe and sound far enough away, I will let you go with the egg.”

      Tabitha flashed me a droll look and took another idle step closer to my family. “No, I won’t. I think you’ll give me the egg now, Violet.”

      I shook my head. “Absolutely not. Need I remind you that this thing is rigged with explosives? I think I’ve got the better bargaining chip at this point.”

      Tabitha shot me a taunting look. “No, you don’t. You came here trying to save them. You wouldn’t just blow them up. I let the women and children go because I didn’t want to hurt them—they’re really our kind, after all. But these two? These disgusting Patrian males?” She reached out and casually caressed my uncle’s cheek, her smile stained with bloodlust. “I just can’t wait to hurt them.”

      I slipped my hand into my shirt pocket and pulled out a second detonator. “Don’t,” I said, my voice as hard as stone.

      Tabitha gave me a knowing look, filled with some macabre form of pity, and then pulled out her knife. She slipped her hand under my uncle’s chin and jerked it up, baring his throat. I couldn’t help but look at him then—he kept quiet, but sweat dripped from his temples, and his eyes were wide with fright. Tabitha’s eyes never left me, wild with abandon, that sadistic smile on her lips.

      “Just come with me,” I said.

      “Better idea—give me the detonator, and I won’t do this…” Tabitha’s hand flashed out, her knife a silver streak in the air, and my uncle let out a scream, blood springing from a slash that ran across the side of his jaw and down the back of his neck. I couldn’t tell how deep it was from here, or whether it would be fatal… He tried to pull away from her, but Tabitha held him by the chin, licking her lips predatorily, blood beginning to drip onto her fingers as she turned back to me. “To your uncle,” she finished brightly.

      I stared at my cousin and my uncle, feeling myself growing colder. My fear, my emotions, all of them were sinking deep within me, crystallizing behind a layer of cold flame. I met Tabitha’s gaze sadly and shook my head at her.

      Then I pressed the button on the second detonator.
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      I felt the air ripple moments before clouds of fire erupted from the tunnel and the windows of the building behind me. All the glass windows shattered as the guard station in the outer courtyard exploded. “Cad!” I shouted. “Uncle Kurtis! Run!” The earth shook, and as I ducked down, pressing myself close to the fountain, I saw Tabitha drop to the ground as well, sheltering herself with her arms.

      When Thomas and I had rigged the second set of explosives to the car I’d been driving, we had never expected such force from Ashabee’s private stash. By the sound, it had certainly taken out more than the guard station the vehicle was parked next to. Risking a glance, I stared as a top section of the building between the outer and inner courtyards shifted slightly. My eyes grew wider as cracks began to form in the concrete. There was a horrible sound of stone grating on stone, a whining creak of metal bending and then tearing, as the topmost level shuddered and began to crumble inward toward us.

      I looked across the space toward my family. In the moment of the explosion, Cad had bolted backwards, pulling my uncle with him as best he could, and now they were backing up farther, putting the fountain between them and Tabitha. I saw Tabitha come up from her crouch, saw her furious eyes flickering from them to me and back again… and then to the crumbling edifice behind me.

      “You want it this bad, come and get it!” I howled at her, and then I was up and running away from the falling building, in the opposite direction Cad and Uncle Kurtis had gone, my hands clinging to the egg. I had to hope that, as furious as she was, Tabitha would take the bait. Behind me, I heard the sound of the structure roaring as it tore apart, and then I was thrown off my feet, hurtling through the air from the massive force of the roof crashing into the courtyard. I curled my body up reflexively, the egg slipping from my fingers as a plume of dust and dirt exploded over me.

      I landed hard and rolled, my uncontrolled tumble ending inside a row of bushes whose thick, strong branches snapped as I lodged in them. Dazed and winded, as if all the oxygen had been sucked out of the courtyard, I took a deep breath and immediately began coughing as the dust and smoke hit my lungs. I covered my mouth with my hand and staggered to my feet, the branches clinging to my hair and clothes.

      The egg. I yanked away from the bushes and turned around, squinting against the gray dust cloud that had settled on us. I stumbled forward, pulling the collar of my shirt over my nose and mouth and holding it there with my hand, frantically searching for where I had dropped the silver case.

      It was almost impossible to see anything, but I kept moving, certain that Tabitha was out there. I moved quickly, scanning the ground for any glimpse of silver. The visibility was so meager that I practically tripped on the egg.

      I had just bent to pick it up when a section of the settling dust cloud shifted slightly, casting a dark shadow over me. Looking up, I barely had time to duck Tabitha’s knife as she came down on me like a hammer. I sidestepped, whirling and planting a foot in the back of her knee, and then scooped up the egg. With fallen debris still settling around the courtyard, I couldn’t take off at a dead run, so I turned and ducked again, narrowly avoiding a backhand slash from her other hand.

      Tabitha screamed, her face mottled with rage, and advanced toward me in earnest. I backpedaled quickly, keeping one eye on her and the other on my surroundings, knowing that one tumble, one slip, would mean my death. The little forest that was now to our left had been mostly crushed under the falling building, and huge splintered logs and tree branches littered the courtyard, along with piles of building debris.

      The air was clearing slowly. Tabitha grimaced, her fists slightly raised, as though we were boxing, a blade clenched in each one. I almost gasped as I recognized the knife on the left—it looked like the one she had driven through my hand. When she noticed my gaze drop back to it, her angry frown turned to a mad grin. “You remembered,” she practically sang, as if I were someone who had brought her a gift on her birthday.

      “Trying to forget,” I said blithely, taking careful steps backward.

      “Oh, Violet… you’re never going to forget me. Your life will be so short, you won’t have a chance to forget. All you’ll remember is pain. ”

      I didn’t respond—partially because I knew that if she took me alive, she’d do her best to live up to that promise, but mostly because a second explosion ripped through the courtyard, sending us both flying into the air as the ground heaved.

      I landed heavily a few feet away, the egg still in my hands. The earth next to me was depressed, still crumbling inward, and I rolled away a few feet more, scrambling to avoid getting trapped in the pit that had once been the palace’s generator room. Now it was buried under fifteen feet of dirt and debris, thanks to Thomas, Tim, and Jay. On the palace blueprints, Thomas had located a small back entry to the underground levels of the building through the waste disposal system, which could be accessed via a small tunnel that ran under the river. I had no doubt that, with Thomas there to cut through the security systems, the young men to protect him, and me to make the world’s biggest distraction up here, they’d gotten in and set the charges.

      I checked the silver watch that I’d dug out of my bag in Ashabee’s mansion just for this purpose. My group had been right on time.

      To my left, I thought I could vaguely make out Tabitha’s bulky form in the crumbling pit—if she fell to her death before I got a chance to destroy her with my own hands, I was no longer going to complain. I climbed to my feet again, my legs shaky, trying to put some distance between us. The second explosion had kicked more dust into the air, and my ears were ringing from the force of the blast. I scrambled toward what I hoped was the northern wall, the one farthest from where we’d entered the courtyard, though I wasn’t certain of my direction after all the tumbling.

      I found the wall by almost colliding with it and immediately put my back to it. Then I waited, rubbing the dust off my watch and checking the time again. I turned my glance upward, looking for any patch of clear air or recognizable landmark from the blueprints that would orient me. I was so focused on my search that when Tabitha loomed suddenly out of the dust cloud, only years of muscle memory combined with adrenaline kept me from being killed.

      I flung the egg out to block her as she drove a knife down. Her strike caught it directly, the egg shaking in my hands, and I cried out and jerked back as the knife slid and bit into the fingers of my left hand.

      Tabitha pressed forward, her eyes wild, slashing for me. I sidestepped, ducked, and dodged, keeping myself just out of her reach but feeling my panic grow. I could tell the cut wasn’t deep, but blood was dripping down my hand, making the egg slick under my trembling fingers.

      “Tabitha!” I shouted.

      She paused, cocking her head. “What?”

      I lowered the egg slightly, surprised that she had stopped, but not planning to waste an opportunity. “What are you going to do to the king?”

      Tabitha’s face screwed up in confusion, cutting through her anger, slowing her slightly. I took a measured step back, then froze when her focus seemed to return. “What do you care? You’re going to be dead soon anyway.”

      I took another step away as she started to advance. “Settle a bet? Just between us girls?”

      She paused again, her face reflecting her incredulity that I was still continuing this line of inquiry. “Look, Maxen’s a dead man—he’s a threat to the master plan. Why bother asking now?” She stepped forward and swung her fist at me, almost casually, and I ducked, weaving to the side. “You’re dead too. I’m two steps from killing you and taking back what’s mine!”

      “Don’t you mean what’s Elena’s?” I taunted, holding the egg up a little.

      Tabitha’s eyes narrowed as she took me in, and her knife flashed furiously out toward me. “As soon as our scientists crack the code, we’ll be on our way to creating a new race of humans, far superior to what your kind has churned out for the last few generations.” I blocked with the egg again, this time managing to keep my hands out of the blade’s way.

      My eyes flicked to my watch while she spoke, and then, stepping out of her range once more, I met her gaze with a wry, challenging one of my own. “Really? You think your sister is going to share power with you?”

      Tabitha’s eyes became slits of rage, and she sprang forward, her arms lifted to strike me down. But it would have been almost impossible not to see that one coming, and without really having to think about it, I dove right and rolled to my feet, whirling around to meet her.

      The dust still filled the air, making it harder to see, but we were close enough that I could make her out as she whirled and continued to press forward. I backed up again quickly, but realized that soon, there would be nowhere left for me to go—she was pressing me against the wall.

      Just then, the smoky dust clouds started to swirl into spirals, and I saw a dark shadow approaching from the sky, a familiar, high-pitched whirring sound getting louder. Tabitha froze and then looked over her shoulder toward the growing shadow that was choking off the remaining beams of light. I exhaled as the smoke was pressed out of the courtyard, revealing the heloship—God, I hoped it was our heloship—dropping straight down over the courtyard. The ship was too big to land here, but we had known that going in.

      Tabitha took a step back as a huge turret mounted on the belly of the heloship swiveled and the barrels dropped slightly, pointing right at her. There was a moment of silence in the courtyard, and then Tabitha sprinted away, spewing profanities, as Amber opened fire on her. I pressed myself back against the wall and searched the courtyard, trying to find where Cad and my uncle had run to. Among the haze, I saw two figures huddled near the piles of debris from the fallen building, and I raced toward them as Amber began firing on the second and third floor of the still-standing inner building, shooting out windows and presumably any wardens who were set up there.

      Bullet casings were raining from the sky, bouncing off the ground as I pelted across the center of the courtyard toward my cousin and uncle. “Over here!” I shouted when I got near, but I wasn’t sure they heard—Cad was definitely shouting something to me, but I couldn’t make it out over the massive gun firing and the whine of the engines.

      I made it to the pile of rubble and tree trunks they were sheltering behind and gestured lamely with my left hand, my right still clutching the egg, at the belly of the heloship, where two metal cables dangled down from the cargo bay. Amber had delivered on her part of the plan.

      I raced toward the lines, frantically waving at my relatives to hurry up, and then leapt up to catch the end of one of them. My uncle got to me first, and I immediately began threading it through his belt loops and back around again. The fingers of my left hand slipped and trembled on the loops until Cad, catching up to us, took the end and helped me, clipping the small but heavy clasp affixed to the end back onto the cable.

      Then we switched to Cad himself, me snatching the end of the cord and handing it to him, my cousin threading it through his belt loops and allowing me to clip it back onto the cable. He tried to say something again. I shook my head, pointing at my ears, and he gave me a breathless smile, mouthing the words ‘thank you’. I nodded at him with a smile of my own, and then scrambled back, checking my watch again as I did. We’d only allotted ninety seconds for this part.

      Cad and my uncle looked at each other in confusion for a second, then opened their mouths—presumably to scream at me—when the cords tightened and began lifting them off the ground. They clung on tightly as Amber, invisible at the head of the ship, hoisted them up with the automatic winch while the ship ascended higher into the sky.

      I watched them go from behind a half-broken tree trunk, and then turned back toward the northern wall, just in time to see Tabitha climb out of a pile of rubble, her face streaked with gray dust and red blood.

      She staggered up, her back to me, and I had only a moment to consider my next move before she whipped around and her eyes found me, swollen with hatred. She straightened, and I watched her crack her neck before stalking slowly toward me, quivering with anger, her eyes filled with dark promise.

      As the roar of the heloship engines faded, I became aware of panicked shouts coming from one of the palace’s gateways just to my left. I glanced through, saw that the entryway itself was clear, and began running toward it, keeping a wary eye on Tabitha.

      A man in a warden’s uniform charged up behind Tabitha, and I heard him beginning to ask her if she was okay when his eyes locked in on mine. He brought up his rifle and fired, and I dropped into a crouch, scuffling backwards and holding the egg in front of me like a shield.

      “NO!” Tabitha growled. “She’s mine!”

      The man ignored her, firing another burst at me. I cringed as concrete and plaster rained down on me, tiny chips and white dust joining the courtyard dirt that had settled on my skin. I dove back toward the column, hoping that it would give me some cover. Tabitha gave an indignant howl, and I risked another glance in time to see her grab the man’s arm. In the time it took him to throw her a horrified look, she had planted one foot on his hip and yanked.

      There was an awful, wet, squelching sound, followed by an ear-splitting scream, followed by a wet suction pop. I felt my jaw drop as Tabitha threw the man’s arm carelessly over her shoulder, blood flying from it, the gun clattering away with it. The man sank to his knees, his face contorted in horror as he pawed at the gaping, bloody wound where his limb had been.

      Tabitha turned back to me, rapt pleasure lighting up her face. I realized I hadn’t moved for precious seconds, transfixed by the violence before me. Her gaze settled on mine, and she cocked her head at me before baring her teeth in yet another twisted semblance of a smile.

      She took a halting step forward. And then another. And another. As though she had all the time in the world.

      I turned and ran deeper into the palace.
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      Smoke billowed from the heart of King Maxen’s palace in thick black plumes, blotting out the sky and casting the massive, fortified structure in an eerie orange shadow. I couldn’t help but gape at it, at the scorch marks marring the outer walls around the entry arch and the front-facing windows. It was a significant amount of damage.

      There’d been so many times, as I went about the business of being a non-voluntary, unpaid warden of Patrus, that I’d half-jokingly wished this place and all of its occupants had burned to the ground. But seeing the destruction now brought me no pleasure. Just a smoldering anger and a cold fear.

      I gunned the car’s engine as we came down the final hill between us and our destination, its efficient purr rumbling under my hands. Once we’d hit the highway, I’d been driving at top speed, zipping past the few other cars that we had passed. My concentration on the road was furious, and we’d made amazing time.

      “What’s the plan?” asked Owen from the passenger’s seat, his eyes widening just a little as we entered the road that ran over Crescent River. He was looking at the mouth of the arching tunnel that breached the first wall. “Viggo?” He shot a mildly alarmed look at me, his hand reaching up to grab the handle over his door. I knew we should have talked about this sooner, but what was there to say? We knew nothing about what was happening in the palace, or whether their defense systems were up, or even what they were. I had never had much to do with inner palace security systems when I was a warden of the city, but at least I knew the grounds. When Violet and Tabitha were in the same space, surely chaos would follow. And we would follow the chaos.

      “Simple,” I said, keeping my foot pressed against the accelerator, hurtling toward the tunnel at full speed. “We get in there, we see what’s happening, we find Violet and the crew, and we get them all out.”

      “That’s not a plan,” Owen wheezed, his hips coming off the seat as if he were preparing to leap out.

      I ignored him as the tunnel swallowed us up.

      “Truck!” Owen shouted, raising his arm to point out the vehicle sitting in front of the first courtyard’s entrance, partially blocking the tunnel through the arch. I cut the wheel sharply, aiming for the small gap of space on the right side.

      We clipped the truck hard, and the wheel jerked under my hand, the tires fighting to go in any direction but the one I wanted. They squealed and shuddered beneath us as I lost control and we spun out.

      I slammed on the brakes, my legs jerking, barely able to see the courtyard we’d entered flying by. For a dizzying second, I was convinced the little car was going to tip over—two of the wheels lifting off the ground and throwing us sideways as we spun. Then they slammed down, bouncing once, and the vehicle skidded to a complete stop. The engine backfired and then died with a shuddering cough.

      I sat frozen for a moment, my hands still clenched on the wheel. My breathing was ragged in my ears, and I realized I was sweating. It took me a heartbeat to realize we were still very much alive. Looking over, I saw Owen, his face completely bloodless, looking down at his body as if surprised it was still intact.

      We met each other’s eyes, staring, and then I felt a huffing laugh come from my throat. Owen stared at me blankly for a second, and then a smile broke across his lips. I gave a little shout of exhalation, clapping him on the shoulder. He nodded at me, still dazed, but with some of the color returning to his face.

      The thought filtered through my head that we should have been dodging bullets by now. My laughter came to an abrupt stop when I became aware of the scene outside the window. The first courtyard was thoroughly gutted. Black scorch marks cut across the walls and ground. Innumerable fires, from tiny flames the size of my hand to blazes the size of the car, burned everywhere. I could see the inside of what I remembered to be a guard post, because it looked like a giant hand had torn away half of the building. Remains of vehicles, men, and buildings lay strewn across the ground, and the top of the building across from us, which normally stood between the first courtyard and the inner one, had crumbled completely.

      It was worse than I’d imagined. So much worse. My only hope was that Violet had been the one to cause such damage… not the one on the receiving end. I was still staring at it, awestruck and horrified, when I saw a flash of movement amidst the destruction. My eyes narrowed, trying to peer through the smoke and debris, and I turned in time to see a man emerge from behind the smoking remains of a truck to the left of us, thirty feet away. He leveled his gun at us.

      “Get out of the vehicle,” he ordered, loudly enough that we could hear through the windows.

      I exchanged a look with Owen. His voice was sharp, his eyes trained on the warden, as he said, “Start the car.”

      My fingers were already twisting the key. The engine wheezed and sputtered, but did not turn over. I looked at Owen, then tried again, stomping on the gas.

      “Start the damn car, Viggo!” he repeated as the warden stepped closer, repeating his order loudly.

      “Stop yelling at me! I’m trying!” I snapped, twisting the key again, and Owen fell silent.

      I looked back up in time to see several more wardens coming toward us, picking their way across the debris-littered courtyard. I swallowed hard as the man in front of us waved them over. Beside me, I heard the mechanical click as Owen locked the car’s doors.

      I turned and gave him an incredulous look. “Really?”

      He gave a tight little shrug. “Can’t hurt, can it?”

      I had just opened my mouth to reply when the wardens opened fire. The automatic fire was loud even through the glass, and I ducked down under the window, hands over my head, as the noise of the bullets hitting the car blasted around us, just waiting for shattering glass to explode around us. Owen did the same, until we were pressed almost nose to nose, the sound of metal on metal pinging all around us.

      “What do we do?” Owen shouted over the deafening gunfire.

      “I don’t know,” I replied honestly. I paused as the gunfire died, the silence swallowing the sound as if it had never occurred. Owen gave me a confused look. I waited for the attack to start again, and when it didn’t, I slowly sat up.

      The windows were unbroken. I met the confused gaze of the wardens outside, and smiled. “Owen—looks like they’re bulletproof,” I said, twisting the key once again.

      He sat upright and looked around. “Nice,” he said, an identical smile on his face. His knuckles rapped gently on the glass of his window. “Remind me to send Ashabee a thank you note.”

      I chuckled and then turned the key more gently this time, hoping that a stray bullet hadn’t damaged anything important. Although, based on the white streaks I could see on the hood, just marring the vehicle’s paint job, there didn’t appear to be any denting at all. This little thing was tough as nails. The only problem with it was that it wouldn’t start.

      But that problem would be a big one pretty damn soon.

      The engine whined again, carrying over to a repetitive chuffing sound. It almost caught, but died again.

      I bit off a curse and hit the wheel. “C’mon, you piece of—”

      “Viggo—you gotta see this.” I turned to Owen, who had been digging in the back of the car for a gun but was now pointing out the windshield to our right. I followed his finger to where a warden was trying to approach stealthily, moving in and out of the broken bits of building, vehicles, and debris piles. I squinted, noting the long gray tube he was cradling in his hands.

      “That’s a grenade launcher,” I exclaimed softly.

      Owen met my gaze. “Do you think the car can withstand a—”

      “Best not to find out,” I cut in, turning back to the wheel. The hair on the back of my neck was not only standing, but practically vibrating with tension as I placed my hand on the wheel. “Please,” I begged under my breath. I exhaled and closed my eyes, feeling the tension radiating out of me, and turned the key again.

      The engine sputtered, coughed, and then roared to life. I threw it into gear and floored it, just as I saw the flash of the grenade launcher. Something about five feet back exploded, and the car jerked forward from the force of it, but continued traveling straight.

      I swerved around debris piles, heading for the tunnel I knew led into the second courtyard. There was every chance it was blocked—the tunnel was narrower than the first one. What if it hadn’t survived the explosions? Behind us, I dimly heard the sounds of wardens shouting and guns firing.

      Owen checked the clip on the gun he was holding. “What do we do if we find something we can’t get over?” he asked, and I could tell he was trying not to yell again.

      “We’ll just have to figure it out,” I told him, revving the engine as debris crackled and crunched under our wheels, making the steering slip. I saw the end of the second tunnel—it seemed clear of major obstructions at this end—and pushed the car into it, slowing down some in order to squeeze us in. This tunnel was normally one you would walk through. Inside, smoke and dust thickly clogged the air, making it difficult to see anything. I turned on the headlights and slowed to a crawl. The tires went over something large and solid, and both of us flinched, but I still didn’t stop—I couldn’t.

      The smoke choking the atmosphere thinned, and I saw light filtering through it, almost as if a breeze from outside was clearing our path. I pressed the car forward and winced as a harsh scraping noise grated from beneath us. “What the hell is that?” I shouted, and Owen, staring over the dash, shouted, “It’s… a part of a tree?” I groaned and ground on the accelerator—no turning back now—and then we were over it, emerging from the tunnel into billows of dust and chaos.

      I raked the area with my gaze, squinting through the smoke and becoming aware of three things almost simultaneously. One, this courtyard was even worse than the previous one, with the area to our right an impassable pile of rubble and crushed vegetation; two, the sound of gunfire blasted through the air; and three, a heloship with two men dangling from the bottom was in the process of lifting off the ground. Gritting my teeth, I pulled forward, navigating around two large chunks of rock, when Owen slapped me on the forearm. “It’s her!”

      I turned and followed his pointed finger toward a small, feminine figure racing through the door to the palace directly opposite us. My eyes caught a glint of silver against her chest as the light hit her for a moment—and a flash of red. Then she was gone. My heart jumped in my chest.

      Violet. And she is in trouble. Because coming into view, between that door and us, was another figure in the whirling dust. One whose name I’d recently seen far too often in the Patrian news … a hulking woman streaked with blood, whom I would have known out of a crowd instantly. Known and hated.

      Princess Tabitha tore after Violet, and rage and terror flooded through me, red overtaking my vision. I gunned the engine just as Owen turned to me, his eyes dark. “We have to—!”

      “I know.” The car jumped out into the courtyard, and bullets began to seek us out as their new target. They continued to ping harmlessly off us, but if there was another warden with a grenade launcher, then we were far too exposed.

      So I floored it again, driving right over the obstacles in our path and whipping the vehicle around pile after pile of debris too big to drive over—narrowly missing the cracked remains of a fountain now gushing water over the pavement. One of Owen’s hands was clenched in the handle over the door, the other fisted around the seat. It took too long to drive across the short space of that courtyard, and when I finally got a clear space, I angled the vehicle through the door Violet had just disappeared through, not slowing, noticing Owen visibly flinch when he noticed where we were going.

      “STAIRS!” he shouted as I barreled toward them, too late for me to stop, even if I’d wanted to.

      “I KNOW!”

      The tires hit the stairs, and both of us jounced in our seats, my foot never leaving the gas until we were rolling up them, over them, and through the doorway that had swallowed Violet and Tabitha. I knew from experience these corridors were wide, maybe even wide enough to drive in… Still, it was a shock when we burst into the well-lit, opulently decorated palace interior, the tires squealing on the slick tile floors, stray men diving into nearby rooms to avoid being hit. I came to a T-shaped intersection and came to a screeching halt, our traction giving out and slamming the back of the car into the wall as I hit the brakes hard.

      I killed the engine and reached into the backseat, aware that there could be wardens in the palace heading toward us right now. I pulled out my rifle and my pistol, while Owen snatched up other weapons we’d brought.

      I pushed open the door, grimacing when it was cut short by the wall, and wormed my way through the crack. I heard Owen’s door slam, and I stopped near the hood of the vehicle, rifle pressed to my chest, keeping the corridor to my back and the car between me and any attackers. As I scanned the corridor, the men who had narrowly avoided being hit by my crazed driving emerged from their rooms and raced back toward the inner courtyard, barely looking back—servants and officials, desk job and administrator types, clearly too panicked to worry about the man with the gun.

      Owen slid in next to me, and I shot him a look.

      “Which way?” he asked, and, once again, I shrugged.

      Owen pinned me with a frustrated glance, but before he could complain, gunfire came from the entryway, pinging over my head and into the walls around us. Owen and I ducked down, and I leaned my rifle on the hood of the car, taking an extra moment to sight the shot before pulling the trigger. The Matrian warden, a hundred feet away, dropped.

      I had just exhaled and looked back to Owen when a thicker round of gunfire sounded, echoing in the palace’s halls. I flinched, scanning the empty corridors around us, then realized it must be coming from somewhere else. The somewhere else I needed to be. Because if there was shooting happening in here, it must be either at or from Violet. That woman…

      Owen looked up, the rueful look in his eyes telling me he’d deduced the same thing. “Go get her,” he said, his eyes serious. “I’ll stay here to make sure you aren’t flanked.”

      I hesitated to leave him for a moment, my mind screaming at me to find a better way—but there wasn’t one, and I gave Owen a grateful nod. “Be safe, man,” I said.

      He nodded, his eyes already watching the hall, waiting for any hint of danger. I pressed on, heading for the sound of gunfire.
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      Dumb luck. Pure dumb luck. It was the only thing that saved me as I crested the stairs at a full run. I tripped, my foot turning over a frame that had fallen off the wall on the landing, and I fell, just as a warden standing down the hall fired at me. I could hear the bullet zinging through the air over my head as I hit the floor hard.

      The egg scraped across the smooth tile floor with me as I rolled—my right hand throbbing—the remaining two feet into the nearest room. Bullets bit into the doorframe just as I slipped inside, chunks of splintered wood raining down on me. I scrambled clumsily to my feet, covered my head, and kept moving forward until I was entrenched in the room.

      Looking frantically around, I was relieved to see that it was empty—it appeared to be an office of some kind, probably meant as a waiting room for visitors hoping to gain an audience with the king. It was filled with plush chairs, bookshelves, and a desk with a computer. The room was devoid of enemies, but also of weapons. I leaned against the desk for a moment and breathed; running was much harder carrying this damned egg, and my lungs were burning. I tucked the egg tighter to my chest with my right hand, leaving my left free, and steeled myself.

      Slowly, I approached the doorway, my back against the wall. Then I peeked my head out, trying to see whether it was just the one warden. He was waiting for me—I saw his eyes fixate on mine, and I barely had a chance to duck back as he fired, the bullet shooting through the doorway and making a crack as it struck something in the room behind me.

      But my quick check had revealed the stairs heading up to be clear. I just needed a moment—just enough time so I could make it up to the next landing. Taking a deep breath, I hugged the egg closer still and then stuck my head out again, a little higher up.

      The warden unloaded his gun at me, and I ducked back as the doorframe and a section of the wall exploded into a spray of wood, concrete, and dust that showered over my face. I only bothered to wipe my eyes, and then, as soon as the gunfire stopped, I shot out the door, hoping the man had run out of bullets to shoot me with.

      A glance at the warden as I ran toward the landing confirmed my guess: the man was in the middle of inserting his magazine into his rifle. He looked at me, his expression icy as I leapt for the stairs. I took them two at a time, a bubble of relief rising in my chest—until, around the corner, I saw Tabitha already on the next landing. Right in front of me.

      My heart plunged into my stomach, but something else drove me forward, a cold, angry pulse of desperation in my veins. I slowed to a walk for the last few stairs. The warden from the hall came around the corner and I froze, but before he could do anything, Tabitha waved him off with a dismissive hand chop. This was just her and me again, apparently. How… fitting.

      I kept moving up the stairs toward her, my face grim. “Let me ask you something—how old were you when your sister told you about her plans for all of this? Was it early on, or did she wait until mother dearest was dead?”

      Tabitha eyed me as I stepped onto the landing. “What does it matter? What’s done is done—Patrus had no idea what was happening, and now they’ll see us as their saviors.”

      I arched an eyebrow and glanced around the palace, my jaw clenching. “This one might be a bit hard to explain. Especially considering that the king is back.”

      “Well, you are already considered a terrorist,” she said, taking a step to the left. I did the same, keeping my eyes on her. “And the king can be dealt with… Perhaps he’ll go insane after being kidnapped by terrorists and will have to spend the rest of his life taking his own drugs… Perhaps he’ll get in a fight with the chancellor and fall down some stairs…” Her eyes had gone distant, off on some sadistic voyage imagining the king’s death; now they snapped back to me. “What I don’t understand is why you care so much about these people. You lived here. You spent some time with them. You’ve seen what backward scum they are. Why do you care what happens to them?”

      I felt surprised by her question. I took another side step, trying to angle myself toward the next set of stairs. “You’re killing them,” I said softly. I needed to keep her talking, but from my experience, Tabitha liked talking a lot less than she liked brutalizing people.

      “So what?” she replied archly, following my sidestep. “They treat women like dirt here.”

      “That’s no excuse to kill them,” I replied. Another step. Maybe two or three more and I could make it to the next set of stairs. “And what about the boys? How can you say you’re better than anyone after what you did to them? What are you going to do with all those human lives in your hands?”

      Tabitha laughed hysterically, and then shook her head at me, an almost pitying look contorting her features, her face flecked with dust and sweat and blood. “Human lives? Are you talking about Mr. Jenks’ pet project—the one he was using to try to improve our ‘defects’? Those failures are barely real people anymore. They’re just tools. And don’t worry, they’ll be put to good use.”

      Even though I’d been deliberately trying to get her to mouth off, fury rose in me all the same. “Nobody should be treated like a tool,” I spat.

      “Little girl,” she said, “you are so willfully naïve.”

      I ground my teeth but didn’t reply. I just took another step, not wanting to rise to my own bait again. Her eyes flicked behind me to the stairs leading to the next floor, and she grinned wolfishly, nodding her head at them. “You can run if you want,” she taunted.

      My grip tightened on the egg, and I met her gaze. A heartbeat passed, then a second, and a third, the two of us eyeing each other. There was a stabbing pain in my side where my lungs were still catching up with all this running, and both my hands were now twinging intermittently.

      I broke our tense stillness first, whirling without warning and breaking toward the steps. I heard Tabitha chuckle, and then her weight was slamming into my back, crushing me down atop the stairs. My chin connected hard with the corner of a step and my teeth felt like they were being wrenched from my skull. I grunted and flailed wildly, managing to plant an elbow into her face but losing my grip on the egg, which rolled a bit on the step.

      She shifted her weight slightly, but it was enough for me to break free and push her away from me. I flipped over, clutching the egg and preparing to get to my feet, but she was on me again like lightning, this time bringing her foot down on my right wrist.

      There was a horrible snap that I felt in every bone in my arm, up to my shoulder, followed by immeasurable pain. My spine arched upward, and I screamed—I couldn’t have stopped it if I’d wanted to.

      Tabitha kept her boot on my wrist, pinning me down, her malicious grin flashing in the hallway lights. It was an agony so intense that my vision went gray, shadows flitting before my eyes. I clung to consciousness, refusing my mind’s desire to retreat into the oblivion of darkness, reaching for the cold, detached fury that ran through my veins like a lifeline.

      I forced my eyes open just in time to see Tabitha’s descending fist. My head rang from the force of it, the back of my skull slamming into stairs. I blinked again, but nothing in the world came into focus. Still, I struggled.

      Adrenaline fueled me, and as her fist came down again I wrenched my head to the side, a spear of pain shooting through my right hand as it strained against her grip. Tabitha’s fist smashed into the floor instead, cracking the tile on the stairs. I curled my left hand into a fist and aimed for her nose. She roared in pain, releasing me.

      My left hand returned to the egg, and I rose to my feet, but immediately wobbled against the stairway railing. Tucking my broken wrist against my chest, I tried to finish climbing the steps. My stomach roiled with nausea as vertigo took me, and when I reached the top I bent over and vomited, dropping to one knee as I wretched all over the ground, my body trembling violently. I was wheezing when I finished expelling the contents of my stomach, and I looked around, dazed.

      My eyes locked onto a pair of shoes standing just on the other side of the puddle of vomit. Somehow, slowly, I managed to straighten my back, flinching as the bright lights from overhead seared my eyeballs. The huge woman attached to the shoes gave me a measuring look and then squatted down in front of me.

      “Impressive,” she said after a moment. “I can see why Desmond admires you and Elena fears you.”

      I stared at her, trying to focus on her eyes. My hand tightened on the egg, and her dark eyes flicked to it and then back to me, a little smile tugging the corners of her mouth. “You still want to keep fighting?” she taunted.

      My mind struggled to formulate a response, but the pain made it hard for me to focus on anything. I felt tired and sluggish, and a vast confusion filled me as I realized I couldn’t remember how I had gotten here. Or why.

      I looked at this woman, and I had a hard time forming her name in my mind. I knew I hated her—knew I wanted to see her dead, that all my body was trembling in rage as well as pain—but for the life of me I couldn’t remember why. She tsked and straightened, waving a hand at something.

      I squinted as several brown blurs started to move toward us, and I struggled to get my leg under me. Another wave of dizziness struck me, weighing me down and making my stomach twist violently. I groaned as the pain in my head intensified, as if someone were slowly inserting a long needle into it at the crown.

      The large woman reached down almost gently and helped pull me up, dusting my shoulders free from debris as I swayed in her huge hand. “Personally, I always thought you were overrated,” she said conversationally. “That my sister and Desmond were being too alarmist over you.” She grabbed my chin, and my eyes fluttered open wider as she looked deep into them. “Well, I’m sorry for underestimating you,” she said, slowly and clearly, and my mind honed in on it. “I never get to have this much fun in a fight.”

      Underestimating me. How could she have underestimated me? I shook my head, trying to sort through the cotton-like fog in my head, and stopped when the movement made the vertigo return tenfold. The woman—Tabitha—patted me on the shoulder and guided me to a wall. “Rest here,” she said kindly, and I couldn’t help but feel the wrongness that accompanied that statement.

      She went down to the next landing, picking up an egg-shaped silver case that rested on the floor as if it had rolled there, then looked up to where I sagged against the wall. I focused on the egg, trying to remember something—something important about it. Tabitha cleared her throat, and I glanced up at her through half-lowered lids. I was so very tired.

      “I’ve decided I’m going to give you a warrior’s death, Violet,” she announced. “It’s the least I can do. You earned it.”

      I watched blankly as she handed the egg off to a guard, exchanging it for a smaller black object. A pistol, my mind provided, as Tabitha leveled it at me. “Any last words?” she asked.

      My gaze drifted back to the warden holding the silver egg, moving away down the stairs. The niggling itch in my mind burned, and I focused, pouring every last bit of energy into remembering. Trying to remember.

      When it hit me, I felt an insane laughter bubbling up in me, bursting from my mouth so hard that I almost doubled over from the force of it. It was a terrible, dark thing, rolling out loudly onto the landing.

      I looked up to see Tabitha’s alarmed expression as she took a prudent step back—bringing back a sudden memory of when I had kicked this woman in the face in the queen’s library. It only made me laugh harder, my hand going to my chest and fumbling with the edge of my pocket.

      “Why are you laughing?” Tabitha asked, a nervous edge in her voice.

      I met her gaze, and her eyes went wide as she surely saw the madness swirling in mine. Very softly, into the silence, I said, “You forgot to take the explosives off.”

      A flood of unbelievable pleasure poured through me at the sight of Tabitha’s alarm morphing into panic as she turned, her mouth opening, presumably to order the guard to throw the egg away.

      Then I clicked the detonator—the correct one—that I had slipped out of my shirt pocket, and the world went black.
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      The stairs were a blur as I climbed them, following my instincts and the sound of voices on the top level. I was nearing the top, frantic to find Violet, when I was caught in a blast that threw me off my feet and knocked my head against the wall.

      When I came to I was lying on the stairs, on my side, with my head pointed down and my arm folded under me. Black smoke filled the air, and I could dimly hear the desperate, agonized screams of people in terrible pain.

      Dammit. I pulled myself up, ignoring the angry protest of my muscles. It took a phenomenal amount of effort, but somehow I managed to stagger to my feet. Just like any moment in the fighting ring, I reminded myself—but this time, if I failed, it was more than just one fight at stake.

      Then I moved forward, putting one foot in front of the other. Debris was strewn across the steps, and the broken bits of concrete and dust crunched under my shoes. As I climbed, bigger obstacles cluttered my path, and I clambered over broken pillars and slipped on slanted tile.

      Before me, my eyes took in a scene of carnage, smoking fires and rubble dispersed across the landing. The bannisters up here had been completely ripped away, and a few of the columns had been blown out of position. Some had fallen in massive, broken pieces to the floor, while others clung tenuously to the ceiling, bereft of their lower halves. The stairs seemed to have retained the integrity of a metal structure beneath the cracked tiles, but they wobbled alarmingly at times.

      I took in a sharp breath, then regretted it as I realized there were bits of human bodies everywhere, too charred to fully recognize whom they belonged to. I stepped over the blackened husk of a body, searching, my eyes seeing everything except the one person I was looking for—Violet.

      There was no sign of her here, and there were a thousand other places she could be. I looked back at the scorched body and then away again, not willing to acknowledge the possibility that it could be her. I redoubled my effort, moving bits of debris where I could and peering behind other massive ones when I couldn’t.

      I found her lying behind a toppled column, on her stomach, her left arm reached out, her right folded under her in an awkward manner. Heart in my throat, I gently turned her over, wincing when I saw her condition.

      Her face was covered in grime, and bright red blood trickled from her nose and her ears, as well as from a jagged gash running down her face. Chunks of her hair were gone, the charred ends indicating the heat of the blast was responsible. I could see blisters starting to form on her neck and leading down the left side of her chest, disappearing under the charred remains of her shirt. Her right wrist hung at an incredibly improbable angle, and the bandage around the same hand was filthy. Her left hand was coated in blood as well, though it looked like only from a slight cut.

      My fingers found their way to her throat, pressing against the blistered flesh there. I tried to calm my breathing enough to feel a pulse beyond the pounding in my own veins, but there was nothing under my fingertips. Not even a weak bump for me to interpret. I moved my fingers and tried again, but Violet remained eerily still, her body unmoving.

      No. I moved my hand over her chest, over her heart, and waited for something, anything, that would tell me she was still alive. Warm skin over empty stillness—nothing was beating in her chest. My eyes burned as I stared at her, unable to process the lack of a heartbeat. Despite the grime and blood on her face, she looked as though she could be sleeping, her face perfectly relaxed and still.

      When it hit me, I screamed, my fury bellowing out across the landing. “Violet!” I shouted, shaking her limp form, unwilling to accept the truth. Her head lolled back and forth with a sickening resemblance to a rag doll, and I felt tears burning behind my eyes as I held her still form.

      Not again, not again, not again, I thought as I clutched her to me, rocking her back and forth. The old, deep guilt got ahold of me, one that twisted in my gut as Miriam’s face flashed in my mind. I crushed Violet’s limp form to my chest, my head bowed, breathing in tight spasms, as if I could somehow pass my life force on to her. If I could, I would. I would do anything to stop this feeling, this aching hollowness growing larger again, swallowing Violet into the void that said my life had always been destined for this… that there was nothing, nothing I could do to save them. To save her.

      In my mind, I knew I had to accept this. Accept this, and move on. But my heart railed against this fact, violently.

      I listened to it. Years ago, I hadn’t, but this time… I had to. It wasn’t an impulse. It was an obsession. It didn’t matter what logic told me—I couldn’t give up on her.

      My eyes snapped open, and I gently laid Violet down again. I tipped her head back, squeezing two fingers against her throat to clear her airway. Pressing my hands together over her chest, I began pushing against it, the life-saving training I’d had as a warden filling my head. The rhythm was natural—a series of quick compressions, and then I reached down, pinching her nose and blowing air from my lungs into hers.

      “You have to live, baby,” I growled to her under my breath as I pumped and then blew again. “I can’t go on without you.” Blow. “I won’t.” Another breath. “I can’t.” Breathe.

      And so I went on, begging her to come back to me, hoping to find her still somehow clinging to life. I reasoned with her, reminding her that we still had so much to do together. When that didn’t work, I shouted, hoping my anger would spark something in her.

      I was frantic, desperate, on the verge of truly giving up—when Violet made a tiny cough, sucked in a deep breath of air, and then started coughing in earnest. Hope bolted through me like electricity. I helped her roll to her side, gently rubbing her back as she choked down lungful after lungful of air—as she continued to breathe, continued to live.

      She hacked a few more times and then turned over on her back, her eyelids fluttering. Her eyes focused on me for a moment, and I saw that one of her pupils was blown, while blood surrounded the gray cornea of the other. She looked at me blankly for a second, and I realized she must be having problems focusing.

      “Viggo?” she asked, her voice husky and barely audible, more of a croak.

      I resisted the urge to stroke her face, her neck, her body—I wasn’t sure how extensive her injuries were—but it was hard. I wanted so badly to feel her living body against mine. As gently as I could, I reached out and took her left hand, squeezing slightly on two fingers that weren’t injured. “Yes. It’s me.”

      She smiled then, her gaze dazed and unfocused, and I felt her grimy hands weakly trying to grip my fingers. “Knew you’d come,” she wheezed.

      “You invited me,” I replied.

      “I didn’t…” she whispered, her smile fading. “That… Tabitha… She—”

      “Don’t know, don’t care—we gotta get you out of here.” I carefully slipped my arms under her, taking care not to jostle her too much. But I winced when she took in a deep, painful breath, her pale skin growing whiter, almost ashen. “I’m sorry,” I whispered as I gathered her up as gently as I could.

      “S’okay,” she replied. Her eyes drifted closed for a moment, and I took the opportunity to stand up. I had started walking, picking my way cautiously down the stairs, when her eyes snapped back open and she shifted slightly in my arms. “Wait,” she breathed. “Can’t forget.”

      “Forget what, Violet? We have to get out of here.” I kept my voice gentle, but I didn’t want to wait—I only wanted her safe.

      “Button,” she whispered, her eyelids fluttering again. She licked her lips and swallowed. Her hand shifted feebly on her stomach, and I looked at where it was working toward one of the buttons. My frown intensified as I examined it, not understanding. Her gaze focused, and her look was fierce. “Camera. Plan.” Her enunciation was clear and concise, and I could see the intense amount of energy she must be expending to get it out.

      I didn’t have time to think about what she was saying now. I just nodded at her, and she went slack again, some of the tension leaving her. We kept on down the stairs. Everything could be all right for now, but who knew who else was coming to investigate the damage…

      “Viggo?” Violet’s voice came softly again. I looked at her to see that she was looking at me expectantly.

      “You should rest,” I chided her gently, and she smiled at me.

      “Marry me?”

      I froze and gazed down at her. Staring directly at me, her eyes had become focused and sharp again. I couldn’t speak for a moment; amidst all the chaos around us, that had been what she was thinking about?

      “Baby,” I choked, looking into her eyes and hoping she could see all the warmth her question had brought me, “I’m not going anywhere. You already said yes. You’ve got to rest now. We’ll talk about it more later, I promise.”

      “Now,” Violet murmured, staring straight back up at me. “It’s important. Didn’t… want to wait…”

      “Okay,” I said soothingly, unable to stop myself from smiling. Violet blinked slowly and gave a satisfied smile; then she exhaled a slow breath, her eyes rolling back into her head before she went completely limp in my arms.

      My heart skipped a beat, and I quickly lowered myself down onto one knee and checked her pulse again, relieved to feel her heart still beating faintly under my fingers. She had just succumbed to unconsciousness, but if I didn’t get her to a doctor soon, she could very well die. She had a concussion, and who knew what else. I got back to my feet and managed to propel myself forward, trying to shake my dazed state and stay strong for Violet.

      I had almost reached the second-story landing when Owen appeared, making his way from the stairs below, rifle in his hands. He took a look at Violet, then at me, and his eyes bulged with concern.

      He took a step forward and I pulled her tighter to me, an irrational surge of protective instinct guiding me. Biting his lip, he lowered the gun and gave me a confused, imploring look. “Is she… Is she okay?”

      I shook my head, shifting her slightly in my arms. “We need a doctor,” I said, hating how hoarsely my voice came out.

      He nodded, his head bobbing jerkily up and down. “Right. Car’s downstairs, and the coast is still clear. Let’s go.”

      I followed him down the stairs and through the halls to where we had left Ashabee’s battered little car. Owen pulled open the passenger door for me and I carefully folded myself in, cradling Violet the entire time, arranging her limbs gently until she was situated on my lap with her head on my shoulder. Owen carefully closed the door and then came around to the driver’s side, opening it up.

      “Let’s hope the doctor we got for Henrik is still there when we get back,” he said tensely, as he adjusted the rearview mirror and checked the area around us.

      I shook my head. “No—need one closer. Too far.”

      Owen nodded tightly and turned the engine over. It sputtered a few times, but caught, and within moments he was reversing from the hall down the stairs, taking it as slowly as possible so as not to jostle Violet’s unconscious form too much.

      I didn’t notice our surroundings—my attention was completely and utterly on Violet as we made our way out of the smoking and gutted remains of King Maxen’s palace, leaving it behind in the dwindling sunlight. There might have been chaos in the courtyard, but I let Owen’s driving handle it, looking down at the lovely, soot-stained face beneath me as if it were the last time I would get to.

      “Please don’t die,” I whispered against her hair.

      Violet gave no response, except the one thing that gave me hope: she kept breathing.
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