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CHAPTER

ONE


Steam hissed, billowing from the brushed steel teapot my mother always used. Within seconds the vapors wrapped around me like wispy tendrils and tickled my arms. The mist left a dewy spider web that sunk into my tattered suede gloves, creating a miniature constellation of droplets. Students stopped what they were doing at their own stations and watched as I waved the evidence of my ability away.

Do your best, they’d said.

It’ll help us survive, they’d said.

But what good did it do to survive, if you were stuck being exhausted and your classmates thought you were a freak because of your “gift”?

Professor Evans, my Elemental Concepts professor, clapped her hands together and then shook my shoulders excitedly. Her silver bangles clinked and clanked, and her soprano voice trilled through the air. "Excellent, Avery, excellent! I've never had a student embrace their abilities so quickly! You’ll help our society rebuild what the war took from us. Be proud, be proud! Dome Four needs more students like you, ready to keep our steam rations up."

I glanced at the rest of the class. Their haughty glares and eye rolling made me think they weren’t as impressed. One of the many perks of being in an advanced class. "Showoff,” my desk partner muttered as she wiped the condensation off her goggles. She flicked the water in my direction, and I flinched as it hit me in the eye.

I frowned. I didn’t want to let the age difference get to me, but it seemed to bother everyone else. Being fifteen in a classroom full of nineteen-year-old, fourth-year Elementalists was like being thrown into a pit of vipers…who hadn’t been fed in forever.

“I could help you, you know,” I whispered to the girl as Professor Evans turned back to the chalkboard, where theories of element manipulation were scrawled in her flowing script. “You can do this. I can tutor you if you’d like—”

The girl snorted. “You? Help me? Sorry, I don’t need any contributions from the resident golden child.”

“You’re going to have to test to see if you can manipulate water soon. Do you want to fail with flying colors? I can help you. Help you give your family a better life,” I said under my breath. “You fail, and you’ll be in government housing living ration to ration. You pass…they give you a home. Food. Opportunities. Let me help you.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Are you saying you have that?”

I’d said too much. If the rest of the students knew I was taken care of by the government, it would make this daily suck-fest even worse. “Do you want me to help you or not? It’s a simple question.”

Chase, the brown-haired boy in the row ahead, leaned back. He winked at me as he whispered to the girl. “Hey, she tutored me for a couple afternoons and it really helped.”

He actually listened when I tutored him! Heat warmed my cheeks as I looked down and bit back a smile. Chase was too gorgeous for his own good, and I’d spent most of our time stumbling through explanations and avoiding eye contact. It was a miracle he’d understood anything I’d said.

The girl said nothing, but closed her eyes. I shook my head and turned back to my teapot, giving up on helping her.

And that’s when I felt it.

Waves of heat hit my face and my eyes watered from the acrid scent of melting metal. My heart sank as I watched what was left of my teapot bubble and hiss. Drops of steel hit the table and solidified like permanent teardrops. Everyone had gone silent and the weight of their stares made me feel like I was three feet tall. Out of the corner of my eye I saw her smirk as I tried to absorb what was in front of me.

The only physical reminder of my mother since her disappearance hardened into a contorted steel lump before my eyes. A part of my heart hardened along with the bubbling, molten mess.

I held back the tears and focused on what people called snow, in hopes to cool the mass. I'd never experienced it, but from pictures, it looked gorgeous. I focused on that idea, that scene from the photo I’d seen, and watched the red dissipate from the center of the once molten steel. I quickly broke it off the burner before they adhered together, and stuffed it in my bag.

But the girl was relentless. “That's for getting my goggles wet. I'm going to have to soak them in tonic for the next three classes so they don't rust. And as you can see, I don’t need your help.”

I looked at her and shook my head tiredly. “Brass doesn’t rust. It can corrode, but even then you have crappy brass. But you wouldn’t know that, since you spend more time harassing people than listening.”

The girl shook with anger, sending waves through her black, ruffled skirt. Her face turned a shade of puce. I figured she was trying to think of a comeback, but she looked like a toddler holding his breath after being told no.

Chase chimed in before I could say anything. “That was a really bitchy thing to do, Erin.”

The girl looked down her too-long nose and gave him a death stare. “I don’t remember anyone asking your opinion, Traditional. You’re here because your parents have sway, not because you’ll be of any use when you graduate.”

Anger licked through me like a wildfire. My fist stung as it connected with the cold metal desk between us, the echoing thunk bringing all eyes to me. “If you put any effort into learning your trade, you’d be providing steam already! Why not quit wasting your time making other people miserable and do something productive? Have you not looked outside? Our world is barely hanging on! Do you want to live in this Dome for the rest of your life?”

Professor Evans’s heels clicked to a halt in front of our desk. “Girls! We’re on the same team!”

“No, we’re not.” My voice shook as I tried to keep from shouting. 

The horn blasted overhead, signaling that the class was over. No one moved for a moment, but then like dominos falling, chairs began to scrape across the cement floor and students headed for the door. Erin stood with the dignity of a disgraced queen and squared her shoulders, making sure to knock into me as she passed. From the look she gave me, I was sure she’d just as soon step over my burning body in an alleyway than help me.

So much for trying to help someone.

I reached inside my bag to feel the warm metal against my fingertips. The scratch of a worn, wooden frame brushed the back of my hand as I grasped what was left of the teapot. I pulled out the picture and stared at the faces as they swam before me, the back of my throat burning as I swallowed back unspent tears.

Mom and Dad and me. Happy.

I closed my eyes and wished that I wasn’t alone. No, not alone. I had my best friend, Alice.

I just wished I knew why my parents had disappeared.

No one explained a thing that day. I was thrown into an orphanage, left to beg.

That was when I was seven.

The government found out about my ability when I was ten, and since then I’d been under their “care,” which meant I didn’t go anywhere without someone knowing.

Well, that’s what they thought, anyway. 

Today was Alice’s birthday, and I’d be damned if I didn’t sneak out to LaFayette Market and get her a gift before returning home to Wutherford Tower.

I swept the traitorous tears from my cheeks with the back of my hand and glanced around the empty room. I weaved through the mess of metal chairs and desks as I ran into them on my way to the door. Next class was across the Dome in twenty minutes.

I didn’t want to go. I needed to get to Alice’s. Needed to see a friendly face.

The narrow grey hallways in this building reminded me of a prison. The energy saving lights flickered off and on, far past their replacement date. A water leak somewhere dripped and echoed off the walls, joining with my footsteps. It felt like a death march.

Another class with more vipers.

Another day to donate steam.

Rinse and repeat.

I longed to escape from this place.

I rounded the corner and the bay came into view, overflowing with people waiting to board the airbus. Old lights overhead cast everyone in an eerie glow as they moved and swayed like the ocean tide. Overhead speakers blared warnings and orders. Due to a steam shortage, the Dome’s oxygen filtration system has been shut off for the day. Please utilize your government-provided oxygen masks while traveling outside, the ancient speaker system repeated in a low, garbled tone. Half the words were indecipherable, but we’d all heard the instructions enough times to know what we needed to do.

Cogs and gears to the right of the transport bay door hummed as they waited to be activated and people milled about, trying not to step on one another. I squeezed myself into a corner and searched my bag for my oxygen mask.

The woman beside me was staring my direction, her little boy holding onto her leg. I pulled my jacket tighter and looked at the floor, but she cocked her head to the side to watch me. I knew what question was coming, and counted the three beats before she posed it. “Are your eyes real?”

I got that question all the time. After a while, I started making up unlikely stories to keep it interesting. “No, I was simply bored one afternoon and decided to color one green. It seems that permanent marker really is permanent.”

Both the woman and the little boy’s mouths dropped open. The little boy whipped around to face his mother. “Mommy, can I try that when we get home?”

Before I had the chance to reply, the crowd went silent and began to part like the Red Sea, revealing a woman dressed in the Polatzi garb. Her black cape rippled behind her as she strode forward, and the hooked beak of her mask glinted in the yellow light. Without a word, she pressed a button on the wall and a holographic sign flickered above us.

Please don your masks.

Our group moved in unison as we followed orders. My lightweight, white mask drew the attention of the others as I positioned it on. Stupid Elite Government issue — they had the best of everything. The scent of latex and cleaning solution filled my nostrils as the mask kicked on with a hiss, and the polarized lenses tinted everything in a darker hue. The temperature, date, and my current heart rate scrolled across the right lens, ending with a Thank you for your service to our Dome.

Thank you, my foot. Service? More like indentured servant.

The gears groaned like an overworked mule as they opened the door. A short hallway emerged from behind the rising steel. A rusted, round hatch stood at the end with a massive seal lock that was emblazoned with warnings in red, the paint crusting away from the corroding door. We filed in and waited for the task force woman to push her way to the front.

She punched a crimson button and turned to us, pulling her beaked mask up just enough to reveal her rosy lips. “We’ve got a schedule to keep. Let’s go!”

She pulled her mask back into place and unlocked the seal, then pushed the door open. I squinted, trying to adjust to the glare of the red sun reflected off the Dome’s glass. Heat forced itself upon us in waves, and sweat began to trickle down my back.

Light filtered through the thick glass overhead. Millions of water droplets trickled down the sides, with gutters along the steel casing in an effort to contain the rust damage.

Ironic that the very steam that kept us alive slowly ate away the metal that protected us.

Ironic that the place that kept us safe from the outside world was also the place my parents had gone missing.

They called this place Dome Four, but it was actually a series of monolithic windows held together by steel beams. The large panes reminded me of a stained glass window I’d once seen in a church. Only these weren’t made of pretty colored glass; the toxic atmosphere outside had colored them a permanent grey, subduing the world in a dull, overcast aura.

The way I’d felt since my parents disappeared.

My chest constricted at the thought. No, no time to think about them today. I’ve got to stay focused.

Stagnant air made the space feel claustrophobic. Rays from the harsh glare of the sun bounced off the dome’s rippled glass, and tall, thin shadows slanted across the dome as afternoon gave way to twilight. The smell of rust was thicker than usual; construction crews must have been reinforcing the beams that held the dome aloft. 

Droplets of water hit my head, and I looked up. Oxygen purifiers hummed high above. Those machines were the only things keeping the air clean enough to breathe since World War III decimated our atmosphere.

I stopped short of the hovering airbus and looked out over the Dome. To the west, Wutherford Tower’s lights were bright and steady, a reminder that only the rich and well connected had the means to keep their homes powered around the clock. That left the rest of the population literally in the dark once the sun set. I hated it. The war had polarized everything and everyone; there were a Traditionals: someone who was normal by all accounts and expendable, and Elites; the government, the rich, or an Elementalist.

Elites were pampered…rich. Traditionals were lucky to survive. I hated being considered Elite.

Caved in rooftops and rebar extending from the tops of buildings stretched out as far as the eye could see…all the way to the edge of the Dome, where the condemned housing sat. Beyond that laid a wasteland even worse than the one in this modified fish bowl.

The thought of what might lay beyond the boundaries—what desecrated, ruined mess our world might be in—caused me to shiver, even in this overbearing humidity. Sweat dripped off my brow and stung my eyes. The mass of people pushed into me, spurring me onward. There was no time to daydream of what might be outside our Dome.

There was no time to dream of anything.

Dreaming was reserved for those who weren’t struggling to survive, and we lost that luxury long ago.







CHAPTER

TWO


Ten minutes later, the airbus jerked to a stop on the tarmac of our destination, and the doors whirred open. We were in the capital, at the only building that Traditionals were permitted to visit and my “home”: Wutherford Tower.

Thick plumes of dark smoke billowed out of the dual stacks at the top of the tower, slowly dissipating into the already toxic air. The steel millers must have been hard at work today. I tugged at the straps of my oxygen mask, thankful for it.

Wutherford Tower was an oxymoron at it’s finest: the highs and lows of society constantly intermingling and colliding with one another. Steel millers and Elites tried their hardest to avoid running into one another, as if the other carried a contagious disease.

Trash dipped and floated in the wind from the hovering airbus, whipping them into a frenzy before falling to the ground like crude snow. The smoke stacks loomed over us and blocked out the sun. Its rays split on either side of the monstrous building and made the entire structure look like a giant shadow. The temperature dropped noticeably in the shade and I welcomed the break in the relentless heat.

I ducked between people and entered the massive foyer as the warning tone for the next class reverberated off the steel beams inside the tower. The crowd dissipated into one of three hallways available from the loading dock as the bay door shut off the natural light from outside. I put my mask back in my bag and headed for the hallway to the right.

Students bustled between rooms, yelling out directions to one another as they carried cogs and beakers. The smell of formaldehyde stung my nose as I passed a room full of hissing Bunsen burners. A mangy stray cat darted between people, nearly tripping an older man who had his nose buried in a wrinkled, water-stained papers. Life in Wutherford Tower was loud and busy.

As I neared my classroom at the end of the hallway, I saw Erin standing outside the room, arms crossed and still wearing a look like there was a pile of dung under her nose. I sighed, and in that instant decided Histories of America was not on my to-do list today.

The tide of people pushed against my back, surging toward their destinations without pause. I pressed myself against the cold concrete wall and went against the traffic until I reached the stairwell.

Ten flights of stairs stood between extreme stupidity and me.

The Polatzi swarmed down on the main roads, like hawks circling weaker prey. They rarely bothered Elites, but Traditionals were fair game. I dug in my satchel for the crocheted beanie Alice made me a couple weeks prior. It would be perfect to hide my flaming red hair — a dead giveaway for me, since I hadn’t met anyone with a head of locks like mine.

Well, except for my mom.

And she was gone.

Each step I took reverberated off the steel steps, no matter how lightly I treaded. I waited for someone to ask me where I was going, why I was using the stairway when airbuses ran around the clock, but no one stopped me. I took it as an indication that fate was on my side for this little endeavor.

With my mask back in place, I put my beanie on and hoped there weren’t any Polatzi close to recognize me. If I could get into a crowd, I could disappear into the masses.

Probably.

Hopefully.

The seal on the door hissed when I pushed against it, and then the harsh light bombarded me.

Rebellion. Sweet, adrenaline-inducing rebellion.

Freedom surged through me as I stepped outside. The pathway out of Wutherford Tower and into the Traditional area of the Dome was worn to mud from the humidity and sweat of everyday life. It was real. It was gritty.

It was life for everyone but a select few.

Twenty minutes later I passed under the Welcome to Detroit, the Motor City sign. It creaked as it swayed back and forth, barely hanging onto the thick wire holding it aloft. I scanned the surging crowd for the sweeping capes of the Polatzi, who would be more than happy to cart me back to “approved” grounds, but saw none.

I was safe…

For now.

I pulled my beanie a bit further down and kept my head down. It wouldn’t take the Polatzi long to figure out it was me if they saw a stray lock, or saw my Elite mask.

To the right of the market was government housing. Wooden boards covered broken windows and hid the inhabitants from the outside world. Candlelight flickered through the boards of one house, as the family turned in for the evening. Even the bravest souls made sure to be off the streets when darkness fell.

There was little mercy for those out past curfew.

I’d take the risk today.

With one last glance around, I headed into the crowded marketplace building and stuffed my mask back in my bag. One less identifying trait to worry about.

People milled about, murmuring, their faces tinged with resolve. There was no joy in this place. Only a dogged determination to survive.

Most of the lights overhead were broken and hung by their thin wiring. A few flickered as they clung to life, casting everything in a sickly yellow glow. Steam hung in the air like a corporeal being and made me feel like the market wouldn’t be out of place in the underworld.

I gazed around the hazy market as people brushed past me, not bothering to apologize or excuse themselves. Signs for booths and “Today Only!” sales bombarded me from either side. The constant stream of people made it almost impossible to see down the long row of wooden ramshackled booths.

 “Hey, shorty,” called the familiar, slow drawl of a southern woman who used to know me all too well.

The wooden cart to my left was laden with overripe fruit. The woman behind the table leaned toward me, her ample bosom spilling out of her ragged dress. She placed a hand on her chest and smiled broadly. “My lands, if it ain’t baby girl comin’ down from her throne! I haven’t seen you since your mamma and daddy got snatched. Now look at you, all grown up.”

Heat rushed to my face. Memories of my mother and I coming to visit the market flooded back. The warmth of her hand and the assurance of her stride as she navigated the throngs of people. The Red Vines she bought me each time we came.

I hadn’t eaten Red Vines since Mom and Dad disappeared.

I forced a smile. She meant nothing by it. “Hey, Dana.”

“Heard good things about you, little miss. I’m proud of you! Always knew you were special, what with the way trouble followed you around like it was gum stuck to the bottom of your shoe. Glad to see you’re makin’ something of yourself.” She glanced around, then returned her gaze to me. “You ain’t come out here in ages, and I know you ain’t supposed to be here now. What’s got you out of your shiny home at the top of Wutherford Tower?”

I shook my head and tried to look nonchalant. After the mention of my parents, inside it felt like I was barely keeping my head above water. My throat tightened as I remembered the day Alice and I returned to find my front door hanging off the hinges, Polatzi swarming the place. I fought back the tears and smiled. “What, I can’t come visit you?”

She leaned back and put her arms behind her head. “Child, you ain’t never come here before now, so don’t you go trying to tell me you’re here to see me. Land’s sakes. I know you ain’t gonna risk coming down to LaFayette for me, and I ain’t expecting you to. Your parents would be madder than hornets if they knew you was bein’ reckless. You got it good up there. Don’t be messing it up by fooling around in these parts. I know the Guv keeps a hawk’s eye on you Elementalists,” she narrowed her eyes, but the crow’s feet at the corners gave away her happiness. “Tell me what ol’ Dana can get you, then get yourself outta here before you find trouble.”

“I’m looking for a birthday gift for Alice.”

Dana leaned under her booth and pulled out a box of trinkets. “I’ve got a few knick-knacks she might like if she’s still workin’ at the old seamstress shop down on East Jefferson.” She brandished a box of brand new sewing needles. “She’ll be needin’ some new needles, won’t she? Last I saw, the ones she was usin’ were rusted.”

I smiled at the suggestion. Alice had wanted new needles forever. “What do you want for these?”

Dana winked. “Take ‘em. You know I ain’t gonna ask you for nuthin’.”

“Do you need steam for your generator at home? I know you’re still nannying for kids around here. You want to keep that oxygen purifier going for them.”

Dana nodded thoughtfully. “I ain’t asking you for nuthin’, sweet girl. We make it out here just fine.”

I placed my hand on hers as I took the needles. “I’ll be back next week. We can fill your generator with steam to last you a week or so. Sound good?”

Her white teeth shone in a wide smile. “Your parents would be proud, I know that much, Miss Pike. You’ve grown into a fine young woman. You took a bad situation—what with losing your parents and everything else—and turned it into something good for yourself and the rest of us. You’ve made what a lot of people would think was a curse into a blessing. Who needs fossil fuel when we’ve got Elementalists like you?” She smiled and waved me away. “Now get before the Polatzi start sniffing around. They give me the willies as it is, and I don’t need to be worrying about you! And stay away from those steam cisterns — I know there are extra Polatzi roaming down that way, what with steam shortage.”

“Thanks, Dana. Stay safe.”

I waved one last time before losing sight of her in the crowd on my way out. The roar of steam hissed below me as it erupted through the metal grates in a fresh bloom of humidity, one of two daily releases required to keep our soil producing food. I picked up the pace.

The lower east side was nothing more than run-down brick homes and a handful of places still clinging to their former shape. Dilapidated houses lined the road, laid out in grids like some perverse game of battleship. Right behind them and outside the dome was the now-radiated Detroit River. In the distance, the once magnificent skyscrapers loomed. The tops of them were now rebar and caving in on themselves.

The sun hung low in the sky, but I still had time. Outside the market, it felt ten degrees cooler as I entered the alleyway. Rats scurried under my feet as though they were escaping a sinking ship.

I wished I could escape.

Each night the Polatzi ensured that everyone was in their government-sanctioned housing at curfew. Some nights, they’d do surprise raids in this end of town—the condemned housing where no one was permitted to live. They claimed they were trying to protect the ones who might be exposed to radiation by being on the outskirts of the dome. Maybe at one point they had noble intentions, but not anymore. Now they were little more than modern day pirates, plundering anything they found under the pretense of the law.

“Pike!” someone yelled.

I jumped as a tall, lanky frame bolted upright from behind the dumpster ahead. Even with the red handkerchief covering his nose and mouth, I could see the mischievous smile hidden beneath by the glint in the boy’s eyes. “Really, Legs?”

He smiled and shrugged, his spiked hair waving as he shook his head. “I was just stopping by to say hi to Alice. I figured you were at home, you know, after last week’s little adventure.”

I shuddered as I remembered being huddled behind the dumpster to avoid being caught out by the Polatzi. The little black legs of cockroaches had scuttled across my legs and covered me in writhing black bodies. It took everything in me not to scream. Legs had drawn the Polatzi the other direction at the last moment by causing a commotion. I was lucky he’d been there. “I’d rather not get comfortable with the cockroaches again anytime soon, and you don’t need to have any more run-ins with the Polatzi. You better have something good to trade. I’m in a hurry. There’s not much time before curfew, and I need to see Alice.”

His nickname was true to his form. Legs was my age—fifteen—and supporting his little sister while his father drank his way into oblivion. Legs’s pants were too short and his clothes were tattered. Everything he owned was in need of repair; the patches on his shirt needed re-patching. I’d never seen his entire face. He always wore something over his nose and mouth, even on days when the oxygen levels were good and we didn’t need to wear oxygen masks.

His shoulders slumped. “I hate to admit this, but I’m hungry.”

“Everyone’s hungry,” I said, digging into my satchel. “Is business down?”

He nodded. “No one’s looking for specialty items any more. Only bare necessities, and LaFayette Market is thick with traders for that stuff.”

I dug deep in my bag, pushing personal items out of the way. At the bottom were a couple cogs. The cold brass slid across my fingertips as I pulled them from the satchel. “Here,” I dropped three cogs into his palm. “That’s all I’ve got. Can you trade these to get what you need? I don’t have any cash.”

Legs nodded and glanced back toward the market. “Yeah. Thanks, Pike. Sorry I had to ask.”

The humidity bore down on us like a thick blanket, and sweat wound down his forehead when he leaned into me. “I heard the Polatzi are running another sweep tonight. Be careful, you hear? Check on Alice to make sure she’s set, but then go home.”

“Sure thing,” I said, knowing that was impossible. Wutherford Tower Estates wasn’t my home. I hadn’t been home in years. “What about you? Do you need a place to hide? You know the military doesn’t take lightly to people straying out.”

Legs waved away my offer and shrugged. “I’m laying low in the foyer of the house next door to Alice. A couple other sellers are squatting there, and they said it’s safe. The past couple sweeps, the Polatzi breezed right past.” He tugged on a stray hair that had escaped from under my beanie. “You’re the one that should be worried. If your hair was any redder, it could be a neon sign.”

“I wear hats,” I joked, slapping his hand away. “Take care of yourself, Legs.”

He laughed and turned to leave. “Thanks for caring, but you definitely still owe me.”

“Yeah, yeah, I know I’ll never get out from under the oppression of your debt.”

He waved before he crossed the street and disappeared into the bustling sea of vendors. I knew he would end up trading the cogs for food for his sister, and go hungry himself. His determination to take care of his family made me proud.

I pushed around the dumpster. The gritty smell of overripe fruit and mold hung heavy in the air, and not even my shirt over my nose blocked out the scent. I ran my hand along the ground-level window ledge, slipped through, and into the dark, damp basement.

My fingers fumbled with the gas lamp. Sallow light cast long shadows across the small room, throwing hodge-podge of boxes and broken furniture into sharp relief. Alice and I constantly tossed old junk down here. Anyone who looked would assume this place was a dumpsite. So far it had worked. No one suspected anyone lived on the main floor.

I avoided the sixth wooden stair, which creaked with age. Excitement had me taking the remaining steps two at a time until I reached the landing. I didn’t even bother to knock before unlocking the door. It grated against the tile floor, and I tried to shut it as fast as I could. The rubber hosing wiggled in protest as I fought with it, sealing the door back. All of the windows were fashioned the same way; it was necessary to keep out the bad air on days that the Dome turned off the oxygen purifiers and made us wear masks.

I tossed my things on the countertop and smiled when I caught sight of Alice in the living room, peeking over the far end of the couch. Her face was leaner; her bright eyes now duller than when we’d first met as children playing in each other’s yards. But all the same, she was still my vivacious Alice. Still the one person I could count on through thick and thin.

She was as close to family as I had.

“Avery!” she said with a nervous laugh as she stood up. “You scared me to death.”

I grinned. “Sorry. Did you really think I’d miss your birthday?” I handed her the box of needles. “Happy birthday. I know it’s not much but—“

She squealed with delight and wrapped me in a bear hug. “But nothing! They’re amazing!”

She took a new needle out, threaded it, and returned to her latest sewing project with a satisfied sigh. The needle wove in and out of the fabric, leaving no trace of human error. Her craftsmanship was better than any sewing machine I’d ever seen. “What are you making now?”

“Well,” she said, her eyes never leaving the pins that marked her way like a roadmap, “I was trying to make Legs a pair of pants that actually fit him. Last week he brought me bread when I ran out of money.” She glanced over the fabric. “I could make you a nice dress if you’d let me, you know.”

I shook my head and laughed. “If you had your way, you’d dress me in a tu-tu.”

In one fluid motion, Alice grabbed the nearest cushion and launched it my direction. It flew past my head and connected with the side of the refrigerator. Some of the colorful United States of America magnets rained down and clattered on the floor.

I chuckled. “Good thing we don’t need your aim to keep us alive.”

“Bite me.”

She smiled, her eyes crinkling at the edges. Sheets of inky black hair fell around her naturally tan face as she focused on the pants again. “I guess you’ll want to get back to your house soon, right? So no one sees you leaving?”

I plopped down on the arm of the couch. A plume of dust clouded the air, making me sneeze. Yet another perk of furniture shopping in condemned housing. I picked at a hole in the fabric, pulling out a thin strand of filler. 

Hot tingles prickled my insides, setting my nerves on edge. “Legs told me that the Polatzi are doing another sweep tonight. Keep away from the windows, okay?”

Alice paled, fear etched into her otherwise perfect features. “Already? They did one last week. Do you think they’ll find me?”

“Of course not.” I said, placing a hand on Alice’s shoulder. “Have they found you yet? You’re careful. They aren’t going to find you.”

As if the Polatzi had heard me making a promise I couldn’t keep, the worn carpet rumbled under our feet. Alice’s face paled as the vibration turned into a low drone that quickly became a roar. Bits of plaster fell from the ceiling.

The hovercrafts were outside.

“It’s not curfew yet!” she cried as she ran to get the lights, “Why are they here? The sun hasn’t gone down!”

My stomach sank as the steady pounding of footsteps echoed along the road. Then it happened.

Heavy thuds of boots hit the wet cement of the basement, and then someone hit the sixth step on the stairs. Moments later the wood snapped, giving way under the abuse.

I tried to think of a way to escape, but we were trapped. It was dusk, I was on the wrong end of town, and the Polatzi would break the door down any minute.

So much for fate being on my side today.









CHAPTER

THREE


“Oh God, Avery, we’re screwed!”

Alice scrambled to open the hidden nook we’d created behind the dilapidated bookshelf for a situation like this. Books tumbled from the crooked shelves and pages flew from the tattered old spines, littering the wood floor. She threw her tiny frame against the side of the shelf again, each time with a grunt. If the Polatzi wondered if someone lived here, their suspicions were confirmed by the racket. “Avery, come on. Help me!”

Panic welled in my chest. The thought of the Polatzi bursting through the door was almost paralyzing, but I couldn’t let them get Alice. I ran to her aid, and together we pushed the shelf to the side.

A tiny crevice barely big enough for one of us came into view. An old blanket and pillow lay at the back of the nook, holes in the cloth chewed away by moths. The musty scent of wet wood and disuse filled my nostrils, but that didn’t make me pause.

The turning of the locked basement door handle did.

“Alice, go,” I said as I shoved her into the tiny space and began to push the shelf back in place.

Alice’s eyes grew wide. “What are you doing? You can fit. We’ll squeeze—”

“No, we won’t,” I argued, the bookshelf grinding against the wooden floor, “I’m not the one that’ll get arrested and end up God knows where. Stay quiet and don’t come out until it’s been silent for at least an hour. You know the Polatzi linger.”

Before she could argue, a yell sounded from below, followed by gunshots.

“What the hell…” Alice whispered through the remaining crack, her shadowy figure leaning toward me.

The muscles in my legs burned as I crawled toward the kitchen. “I don’t know. Let me go listen.” 

“No! It might be a trick.”

“Do you think they’d waste stunning bullets to trick us?”

Alice said nothing, and the scuffling downstairs became louder. The sound of boxes and junk getting tossed around echoed up the stairs, and I pressed my ear against the cool metal lining of the door to try to get a better listen.

“What were you doing down here, squatter?” An unfamiliar voice questioned.

A squatter? Downstairs? Alice and I were the only ones here. Who had the misfortune to hide down there tonight?

Then his voice floated up the stairs. It was Legs.

“I was running late getting home,” he said in a muffled tone. “I saw you good soldiers coming down the road and panicked. Slipped in here. Didn’t think you’d take well to me being on the street.” 

“And you thought we wouldn’t find you? It looks like you’ve been here quite a while, what with all the shit you’ve got down here. Do you have buddies upstairs?”

“No, Sir, just me. No friends.”

A cold laugh echoed. “Of course not. Who’d want to be friends with a scab like you?”

What sounded like a punch and then Legs groaning floated up the stairs. I cringed. A warm hand rested on my shoulder, and I jumped. “Shhh!” Alice whispered as she covered my mouth. She nodded toward the door and mouthed, “Who’s down there?”

“Legs.”

Alice’s mouth formed an O, and it was my turn to cover her mouth. We both pressed our ears to the door, glued to the spot in horror.

My stomach lurched as Legs cried out in pain from another blow. “I’ve seen you in the market before, selling junk that nobody wants,” a Polatzi said, “so where’s your stash? Are you going to give us anything of use?”

Another punch. Legs coughed and gasped for breath. Alice covered her ears. I squeezed my eyes shut in hopes to block out the world.

It only took me back to the day Alice and I came home from the market to find my home in disarray. My desperate attempts to get in the house. The Polatzi stopping me; Legs watching it all from across the street as his parents pulled him into the house and shut the door. We had been the first wave of people from outside of Detroit to make it to the Dome, and our homes were all situated together. Who could have imagined we would be forced to live on our own, to grow up so quickly, in such a grotesque way. Our lives had forever been changed by the war. Alice and Legs, forced to survive without family for their own reasons and me, forced to give of myself until the government felt I’d given enough.

Damn radiation.

If only my parents and I hadn’t gone on that vacation to Indianapolis. If only the bomb hadn’t hit a mile away. If only we could have gotten away quicker.

If only we hadn’t been exposed.

Alice gripped my shoulders and shook me. “Avery, don’t you dare cry; they’ll hear you.”

I opened my eyes and saw Alice had gone into self-preservation mode. Steps sounded up the stairs once more, and the voice of the Polatzi came closer. “Legs, is it? You’ll sit there if you know what’s good for you while I go check and see what you’ve got upstairs. Jennings, watch him. We haven’t hit this house before; there might be something good. Effing Governor doesn’t pay us well enough to deal with Traditionals.”

“Yes, Sir.”

We scuttled away from the door as fast as we could, but there was nowhere to go. Nowhere to hide. The door shuddered under the weight of the Polatzi on the other side trying to break it down.

We should have squeezed into that nook when Legs gave us extra time. But why had he come? He was safe over in the other house. What was he playing at?

 “Hey, stop that! Stop, I tell you! No! Officer Patton, Sir! We’ve got a runner!” The voice from the man named Jennings hollered.

The tumble of junk and then a loud oomph! filled the air. Expletives—from whom, I wasn’t sure—followed. 

“This little twat bit me!” yelled Jennings.

I sucked in the manic laughter that filled me. That’d show them, dirty Polatzi. Legs wouldn’t go down without a fight.

Alice shook me. “Avery, run! This is your chance to get out. Legs is gonna keep them busy. I’ll hide. It’ll be fine.”

Her urgency brought back my guilt. Pain and remorse filled my chest, and I felt tears welling in my eyes. “I didn’t mean for this happen. I came right here after the market. It was still light; I thought there was time. I wanted to see you on your birthday—”

Alice cut me off. “I know. Just go. Get out of the housing district and—”

The droning roar of a hovercraft shook the house and cut off Alice. She and I crept to the kitchen window and peeked through the wooden boards. Lights from the hovercraft flooded the alley with merciless blaze. A dozen black jackets gleamed in the limited light. Each one was tailored, marking the rank of the person by a specially designed cog with engravings. Their molded masks were made of leather and steel, honed in the center like the beak of some perverse bird of prey. A visceral shudder ripped through me at the sight of them.

“No! No! You can’t do this!” Legs’s voice ricocheted off the old houses.

His feet dug into the mud as he searched for traction and he twisted his body away from the Polatzi soldier who dragged him toward the hovercraft. 

Legs yelled over the din of the hovercraft that floated barely above the ground. “All my goods are government approved! I live in government-provided housing! I’ve done nothing wrong!” 

But the Polatzi didn’t negotiate. The leader of the bunch turned on Legs and punched him squarely in the stomach, causing Legs to fall to the ground. The man jeered at him as he gasped for air like a fish out of water.

“That’s for biting me, punk. That’s assault of a Polatzi. Easy one year of military service. Welcome to the ranks, soldier.”

My hate for this life—the way the Polatzi took what they wanted and provided no reasons—stirred within me, begging for me to act. I couldn’t let this happen. Not to Legs. He couldn’t become one of them.

Before I could think, I was out of the kitchen and running to the front door. Alice was fast on my heels. “Avery, stop. You can’t help him.”

“I’ve got to try!”

“Do you want us all arrested?”

I didn’t listen to her. My fingers scrabbled at the locks when I felt Alice’s fingernails bite into my shoulders. “Seriously, Avery. What are you going to do?”

“I’m going to save him!”

“You and what army? Come on, you’re no good to him right now.”

Alice was stronger than I gave her credit for. She wrenched me away from the door and wrapped her arms around me. We tumbled to the ground and my face connected with the cold floor, sending a shiver of pain down my left jawline. “I know you want to help him,” she said in a whisper, “But running out there like a wild woman won’t do anyone any good. Think of the Dome. If you get thrown in jail, where will our power come from?”

“There are other Elementalists.” My voice sounded wooden, defeated.

“None as good as you, and you know it. Stop it right now. Legs is gone.”

I relaxed, and Alice released her grip. We snuck to the window and watched in horror as the Polatzi cuffed Legs, bound his ankles, and threw a black hood over his head. They shoved him into the hovercraft and followed behind. Without so much as a second glance, they disappeared into the night, leaving behind a sinister silence.

“They’re going to start looking for me, you know,” I said tonelessly.

Alice sucked in a shocked breath. “Why do you say that?”

My mouth felt like it was filled with cotton, and it hurt when I tried to swallow back my fear. “I’m the best element manipulator, and I haven’t checked in tonight. They’re probably already searching Wutherford for me. I skipped Histories of America to come over.”

Alice sighed in the darkness. “It’s not the first time you weren’t home on time. We can come up with an excuse. We always do. Maybe you shouldn’t stand out quite so much,” she squeezed my hand. “I know that goes against your personality, to fly below the radar, but…”

She trailed off, leaving me to finish the sentence. “But we’re the closest thing to family we have. I can’t draw more attention to us.”

“Exactly. I can’t imagine losing you, Avery. You’re like a sister to me,” Alice said quietly. Now that the hovercrafts were gone, the world was as silent as the inside of a tomb. “Get out of here. Stay to the edge of the dome. The Polatzi have their toy for the night,” she added bitterly. “Stupid Legs. What’s going to happen to his sister?”

I shook my head as I thought of his little sister. Now she was as alone as we were, and it was our fault.

Alice grabbed my bag from beside the couch and tossed it to me without a word. We didn’t need to say anything.

There wasn’t anything to say.

We’d just cost Legs a year of military service, if he was lucky. If he wasn’t…well, I shuddered to think of what they would do to him.

I opened the door to the basement cautiously. The stairs were a mess. I sighed. “I’ll get those fixed this weekend when classes are out.”

“Don’t worry about it. Just go.”

“I’ll see you tomorrow?”

Alice’s sigh was one of defeat. She tried to stay upbeat, more for my cause than her own I sometimes suspected, but I could tell this place was sucking the joy out of her. It took everyone’s joy. I looked back in time to catch her pull a smile together, but I knew it was a façade. No one wanted to live like this. “Yeah, I’ll see you tomorrow. Do you want me to meet you at Wutherford? I could come up with an excuse.”

“No, don’t risk it after tonight. I’ll come here.”

Alice smiled. “Because that’s so much safer.”

“They need me for steam, remember?”

“God bless radiation exposure making you go all night-light and what not.”

I pushed her shoulder, then hopped over the missing stair. “Yeah, well, this night light needs to get back to Wutherford. Lay low tomorrow, promise?”

“Promise.”

She shut the door and left me in near darkness. I fished my oxygen mask back out and stood there for a moment to allow my eyes to adjust to the automatic night vision of the contraption. The muffled click of Alice locking the door reached me, and I headed out.

Keeping to the edge of the Dome, I looked through the rippled glass to the abandoned world beyond. Buildings and cars were swathed in an eerie green glow by the goggles. Suitcases littered the ground, like their owners would be right back for them. A tattered teddy bear missing one eye laid face up, staring into the nothingness.

And yet it felt as though the bear was staring at me. Accusing me. Expecting me to fix the mess that humanity was in, one steam donation at a time.

I wondered if there were people out there trying to get in when the Polatzi sealed the gateway. I wondered if people begged to get in here; begged for their lives.

And here I was, practically begging to get out.

Funny how the grass was always greener on the other side, even when I knew the other side was dead and desolate.








CHAPTER

FOUR


Sleep hadn’t come easily last night, and even now I knew I should sleep, but my mind wouldn’t shut off.

The image of Legs kicking and screaming as the Polatzi pulled him away still played over and over in loops in my mind. A fresh wave of guilt washed over me, and I vowed I would somehow repay him.

To my left, cogs whirred to life and pulled back the curtain of my ceiling-to-floor window. Out the oversized window I could look down on the rest of Dome Four, literally.

It made me sick. I hated heights, and watching everyone else struggle below was something a sadist might enjoy, in my opinion.

My room wasn’t anything spectacular. An old cedar chest of drawers sat against the wall across from my bed. On top was a steam-powered clock that I kept running on my own. I wouldn’t use any of the Dome’s steam. There were others that needed it for more pressing matters.

I peeled myself out of the cotton sheets of my bed and went to shower. The intercom spluttered and informed me of the date, time, and temperature. I had twenty minutes before the airbus left for the other side of the Dome, where my Elemental Concepts course was held.

There was no time to dry my hair, so I grabbed the first beanie on the pile of Alice’s creations and put it on. It was green and matched the old military jacket I’d found in an old surplus shop.

With my bag and mask in hand, I headed to the door.

Except when I opened it, there was someone standing there, waiting on me.

A Polatzi woman stood in front of me, her broad body blocking the view of my intended hallway. Her hands were on her hips, and her piercing gaze felt like it might actually impale me. I wondered if they taught that death stare to every Polatzi, or if this woman was particularly nasty. “Avery Pike?”

I jutted my chin in the air. “Who’s asking?”

“You were off the grid last night.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

The woman smiled. “No? I don’t see your name on the sign-in sheet from last night. Plus your friend, what’s his name?” she stroked her chin in mock thought. “Legs, is it? Yes. That’s his name. He seemed to think you and a Traditional were running around near where we found him. Interesting, since you have a curfew you’re to uphold here, and squatters in condemned houses are being prosecuted.”

I arched my eyebrows and hoped I looked innocent. Polatzi had never come to my room before. “I must have forgotten to check in last night. It won’t happen again.”

She leaned toward me, her expression that of a wolf who smelled fear on its prey. Up close, her nose resembled the hooked beak of her military-issued oxygen mask that hung on her utility belt. “We wouldn’t want anyone else going missing, would we? You of all people should understand the need to keep everyone accounted for.”

I tried to formulate a response after the allusion to my parents. I flushed, unable to come up with a retort.

The woman smiled hatefully. “That’s what I thought. Don’t let your friend be right about you and another person being in that house. We’re watching. Maybe we can look into your parents’ disappearance again if you cooperate with us.”

Her comment spurred me on. “If you know anything about my parents, I’m sure the rest of your Polatzi friends would be interested. It’s the only cold case you’ve had in the Dome.”

It was her turn to be speechless. “That’s what I thought,” I spat, “Now if you’ll excuse me, I need to go to class. Learning to keep your oxygen levels tolerable, keeping your house lit. You know, those kinds of things.”

I pushed past the woman before she could say more and felt the smooth fabric of her cape slap my legs as I passed. Fiery anger consumed me, but I kept my expression neutral. Damn Polatzi. They gave me nothing but unanswered questions and a lice-ridden bed at an over-capacity orphanage, yet expected me to revere them. Providing steam—being an asset they couldn’t get rid of—gave me immunity to the Polatzi as long as I didn’t do anything stupid.

Like skipping class and going to see Alice during a night of sweeps.

Yeah, that would fall under the category of life-threateningly stupid, which was a couple notches above incredibly stupid.

“You skipped Histories of America yesterday,” called the woman.

I kept walking. “I missed the airbus.”

“No, you didn’t, and if you keep walking away from me, I will hunt down your little friend and make sure you never see her again. Do you understand me?”

Her words paralyzed me, but I didn’t turn around. “What do you want?”

“Steam shortage. Your Dome needs you,” she said, and I heard her boots clicking against the floor as she neared me. “You wouldn’t want to lose your home at the top of Wutherford, now would you?”

I turned to face her. “It’s not my day to provide steam.”

“Not officially, no,” she said, and cruel smile formed on her lips. “But I need a little extra steam, you know, for personal use.”

She shoved a hand into her black cape and pulled out a small cistern. I could hear the bottom slosh with water, and I knew what would happen.

“Fill this,” she ordered.

I opened my mouth to protest, but then another Polatzi—this one male—came out of the stairwell and stood by the woman. “Is there a problem?”

“No, not at all,” I said tersely as I took the cistern from the woman. I opened the top and focused on the water.

I felt the canister warm under my touch, and felt the electricity surge through my veins. My ability to manipulate water—to create steam—manifested after I was exposed to the radiation. Too bad I hadn’t gotten something amazing like super strength or x-ray vision. Instead, I hit the jackpot and could heat things up. Go me.

Steam rose and filled the cistern, then billowed out and over the top. The woman quickly screwed the top back on and took the cistern from my hands as I swayed on the spot. The man laughed as though he was amused. “So she’s the little superstar the Governor was telling us about, eh?” He pulled a larger cistern of his own out of his cape and handed it to me. “Since you don’t have anywhere to be, how about you fill mine as well?”

My vision was already swimming before me from my previous donation. Using my ability wore me out for short periods of time, but the more steam I created, the worse the dizziness was afterward. “Please, no…”

“I heard she has a friend living illegally,” the woman said to the man.

His eyebrows rose. “Oh really?”

I took the canister from his hands, and he smiled. “I guess she doesn’t.”

“Guess not.”

Once again I focused on the miniscule amount of water in the bottom of the aluminum canister, and felt the surge of energy leave my body. Steam appeared almost instantly.

I felt my knees begin to buckle, and the hallway felt like it was closing in on me.

The woman’s voice echoed in my ears as though I was under water. “Watch out, she’s going down!”

“Well damn, grab my cistern before she drops it!”

I felt the cylinder tugged out of my hands before I collapsed to the ground. The hallway swam before me in hues of grey and black. The Polatzis’ voices grew dim.

“Mark her as being here.”

The man argued as I saw their boots leaving. “But she was missing last night.”

“I know. But we have her friend. It’s only a matter of time before he buckles and gives us the information we need.”

“And if he doesn’t?”

The woman laughed. “Then we send him on a duty he won’t come back from.”

The cold cement floor stung my cheek, but I didn’t have the energy to get back up. My eyes rolled back in my head.

Darkness enveloped me, and I welcomed it.


***


I awoke with a wet spot around my mouth from drool, my face aching from being against the concrete for so long. What time was it? I looked at my old watch.

It was two o’clock. I’d missed Elemental Concepts and Histories of America was in fifteen minutes. I pushed myself off the floor, my limbs shaking from the earlier overexertion.

Down two flights of stairs to the education wing of Wutherford. At least I didn’t have to try to get across the Dome. This floor was wild and busy and loud as students pushed against one another in attempts to get to their classes. I didn’t have it in me to fight against the tide, so I just let the tide of people push me to the end of the hallway where my class was located.

“Hey, Avery! Wait up!”

Alice’s voice carried over the busy hum of everyone else, and I forced myself to hold my ground as I waited for her to catch up to me. Little turd; she’d promised to lay low today.

I smiled as she bounded to my side. “So much for you keeping your promises, brat. What are you doing here?”

Her eyes were bright with excitement and she practically levitated off the ground. “I got permission to attend a class with you!”

“Really? How’d you manage that?”

“I appealed to my boss at the seamstress shop, and they agreed to allow me ‘some education,’” she said, quoting the words as she mimicked the woman’s voice from her work. “I got to choose one, and I wanted to do Histories of America, so here I am!”

“Of all the courses I take, you wanted to take Histories of America? It’s the dullest class I have.”

Alice’s eyes darkened, but she kept her smile from faltering. “I wanted to know about the war. Haven’t you ever wondered if something might pop up about your parents? Maybe they were part of the Alliance. You never know. It’s been eight years since they disappeared. I bet they were part of the Alliance and had to go fight against the Resistance. Maybe that’s why the Polatzi can’t find them.”

The hallway crowd was beginning to dwindle. I pulled her with me into our classroom. “Don’t talk about that stuff here,” I murmured. “You don’t know who’s listening.”

Alice’s eyes widened, confused. “I didn’t think you cared what the government said we could and couldn’t talk about…”

Before anyone could hear her dig us further into the grave, I cut her off. I didn’t need the Polatzi on my case today. “I don’t want to give them any reason to take you. I’m an Elementalist,” I smiled sardonically, “They have to tolerate me.”

“And that doesn’t apply to me,” she said, sadness seeping into her voice. “I’m a seamstress. A Traditional.”

Without another word she passed by me, handed her paperwork to our professor and took the seat he pointed out. The desk was the one farthest from me. Figured. Alice gave me an apologetic glance as she opened her tattered satchel.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” Mr. Wallace, the professor, called out, “today we’re going to be watching a film on the war. ‘What war?’ you may ask?”

Like we really needed to ask. There was only one war anyone talked about, and it was only spoke of in approved situations. Otherwise we swept it under the rug, like it was normal to live in a glass dome.

He looked around the room, hopeful that he was pulling us all into some mesmerized excitement. We weren’t. When he came to this conclusion, he smiled anyway. He looped his pudgy fingers through his black suspenders and rocked on his heels. “We’re looking at the only war that matters: the one that put us in this predicament. World War III. Can anyone tell me anything about it?”

Of course we couldn’t. Or it was more that we didn’t want to appear to know too much. We weren’t allowed to talk about World War III outside of government-sanctioned education classes. The people who did went missing and if they came back, they had a healthy respect for letting sleeping dogs lie.

He motioned to a tattered sheet was taped to the ceiling and hung down, its ripped portions swaying in the gentle breeze of the oxygen purifier that hummed in the corner of the room. An old film projector sat between desks in the center of the room, modified to run on steam.

My stomach clenched. Not again. Not today.

Mr. Wallace gestured to the film projector and he eyes rested on me. “Well, Miss Pike, if you could be so kind as to rev up our projector, we’ll see what devastation the war imposed on us.”

 “It’s not my responsibility to provide steam for your class, Mr. Wallace,” I said, hoping my voice came across stronger than I felt. I didn’t want to use my abilities, but I didn’t need Mr. Wallace angry with me. I’d already pissed off my quota of people today.

Mr. Wallace’s smile slightly fell before he hitched it back into place. Menace laced his words. “You are the only one in the class capable of making this machine run, Miss Pike, and I plan on teaching this course today.”

It wasn’t the first time he’d made me his own steam provider, and I was tired of being used like some on-demand tool. “Maybe you should have planned how you were going to provide the course a little better. I’m not your personal generator.”

His face turned red as he puffed out his chest and fought to keep his smile from turning into something hateful.

It didn’t work.

He stalked to the back of the class; each student’s head turning to follow his movements. His plump hands came down on my desk quietly and he pushed down on the front, lifting the back legs of my chair off the ground. I slid forward, forced to inhale the stench of coffee and cigarettes that impregnated his clothes and breath. His voice was dangerous and quiet. “You’ll do as you’re told, Miss Pike.”

My fingers gripped the sides of the desk. I longed to strangle him with his stupid bow tie. I forced a smile. “Of course, Sir.”

The legs of my desk shattered the silence as they hit the floor.

“Now,” he whispered. 

I pushed out of the chair and stood by the projector, my fingertips tracing the lip of the rusty tin can. It sat on top of a burner beside the film projector. I looked down into the can filled with dirty, debris-ridden water. A dead fly floated belly up, its legs curled inward. The water stank of refuse. I crinkled my nose in disgust.

Mr. Wallace lit the burner below and sat an elaborate glass seal on the top of the can. Clear tubing ran from the top of the convex seal and into the mechanisms on the side of projector, waiting for the fuel to move the pistons.

In a few moments, a fine mist began to swirl inside the glass and dew formed in the tubing. That was my queue. He looked at me expectantly. “Well?”

I closed my eyes and put my hand on the top of the glass, focusing on the miniscule amount of water within. Professor Evans had taught me that thoughts were powerful; that mine could manipulate elements when I willed them to. It was something that the exposure to radiation had caused, but we didn’t understand completely. The past few years, under the direction of Professor Evans, I’d become an asset to our Dome.

I’d also attracted a lot of unwanted attention, Mr. Wallace being a primary culprit.

His hot breath tickled the back of my neck and made my hairs stand up. With all my might, I focused on the task at hand. The sooner it was over with, the sooner he’d leave me alone. I willed the steam to multiply, and felt what little energy I had drain from my body.

It was as if providing steam took some of my own life force each time I called on my ability. I could feel my knees going weak. My hands trembled, and I steadied them by leaning on a nearby desk.

I hated the after-effects of using my ability. Every fiber in my body felt stretched beyond their natural limit, and I was exhausted. I’d never had a hangover, but it was the first thing that came to mind when I tried to explain the feeling to Alice.

When the pistons began to crank on the side of the projector, I broke the connection. Haphazardly I slid back into my seat, my fingers gripping the edge of the desks for support. Sounds crackled from the side of the projector. Words ran together, and the images on the screen slid in and out of focus. I’d seen Legs’s dad after his alcohol binges. This was definitely hangover-like.

“World War III was caused by the greed of men. When oil prices rose in 2016 and fuel became scarce, the Resistance originated in Europe under the belief that a singular government would solve the problems of the world. Not everyone agreed.”

I looked over at Alice, who sat enthralled, her hands propping up her chin as she leaned forward in her seat. The words droned on and the images showed men in their military garb, marching in unison while flying the red and white Resistance flag. A black fist was ensconced in the white circle at the center of the red fabric. “When the Resistance attacked the Alliance, the side that believed in the good of man, it was by surprise in the dead of night. They set off nuclear bombs that took out thousands of civilians and soldiers alike, and also ruined the soil. The survivors of the attack in 2019 banded together and created what were called Domes, an enclosed area that we as a population attempted to make inhabitable. To a degree this worked, but many died. Only one Dome remains. That is Dome Four, where you live. Now in 2030, we simply aspire to live with a reasonable oxygen level. We must survive. We must be resilient. We must rebuild our world.”

Those last three sentences were the slogan that every inhabitant of Dome Four could recite. Over and over the government drilled it into our heads until it became our mantra. The screen began to flicker again.

“While not much is known about the leaders of the Resistance, we do know…head of…and was an excellent doctor before…” the words faded out along with the film.

Mr. Wallace flicked on the gas lamps and looked pointedly at me with his arms crossed. “Class is dismissed. Please take this worksheet to fill out over the film, and note that what you do not know will be counted against you.” The class groaned in protest.

He moved quickly for a large man as he weaved his way between the desks back to mine. I looked away from him, refusing to give him my attention. His breath was hot in my ear, and he was hardly an inch from my face as he growled his hateful venom. “You’re an orphan, Pike. That’s all you are. You’re an orphan and a government tool. Don’t ever think you could amount to more.”

He might have been right, but I would never let him know how deeply his words cut me.

I would make sure I amounted to more. I wouldn’t be anyone’s tool.








CHAPTER

FIVE


When we were out of the classroom and far enough away from everyone, Alice pushed me against the concrete wall. “What do you think you’re doing? No wonder the power in the dome has been hit or miss if people are making you do them favors.”

The coolness of the concrete seeped through my clothes and made me shiver. My head still hurt, and the flickering lights didn’t help. I rubbed my eyes and avoided Alice’s gaze. “There’s not a lot I can do to stop it.”

“I didn’t know you were being used like some illegal generator,” Alice said, anger etched in each syllable. She kicked a spare bolt that lay on the ground. It skipped down the hall, echoing as it went.

She wrapped her arms around me protectively, the way she did when she tried to cheer me up. “Anyway. You’re not an orphan.”

“Last time I checked, I don’t have a mom or dad.”

“They could still be alive. And you know what I mean. You’re not alone, and you’re more than an Elementalist. You have friends. You’ve got me.”

In my heart I knew she was right, but I missed having a family. It hurt to watch the kids in the market with their parents. I wondered how things would be different had mine not disappeared. My thoughts wandered to Alice’s predicament. “It’s lucky your parents sent you and your brother here and we crossed paths. Do you ever wonder why they didn’t come?”

Alice huffed and poked me in the shoulder. She didn’t like talking about her past. “You’re doing it again.”

“Doing what?”

“Avoiding talking about yourself by putting it back on me. You always do that when you don’t want to talk.”

“Alice,” I said, feeling bad. She knew me better than I gave her credit for.

She lifted her hand. “Don’t worry about it. I have to get home. Don’t give anyone else steam, please.”

“Sure, sure,” I said as the bell tolled at the top of Wutherford Tower, signaling that it was three-thirty. People filled the hallways once more as they set out for their next destination. The din of footsteps, conversations, and excitement reverberated off what were moments before cold, concrete walls. I looked for my opportunity to disappear into the crowd. “New World Remedies starts in fifteen minutes. I’ll see you afterward.”

I left Alice standing in the middle of the hallway with her arms crossed, visibly irritated. She’d get over it; she always did.

As I navigated the throng, a black-gloved hand curled around my shoulder and I turned to slap it away. The man who stood before me was seven shades of strange.

He was easily six-seven or six-eight before considering his tattered black top hat. His pants and jacket were a matching tweed stripe in dark gray and inky black, and his jacket tails were still long enough to drag the ground. The train of dust that accumulated behind them was astonishing.

But the strangest thing of all wasn’t his attire; it was his right arm.

It was enveloped with brass and copper cogs and wheels of all sizes. He leaned casually on his cane that was covered in odd carvings, and the gold monocle in his right eye made it look three times larger than the other.

His arm sprang to life as he smiled at me and extended his hand; the whizzing and whirring made me wary of touching him. The cogs turned on a dime as though they knew his every desire. I idly wondered if he were made of cogs and bolts inside, too.

“Avery Pike?” he inquired congenially.

I narrowed my eyes. If this was a Polatzi trick, I wasn’t going to fall for it. “Who wants to know?”

“Not me, I assure you,” he said, his smile not faltering, “But I have been sent here to fetch her, and whether or not you’re her, I’d suggest we both duck…now!”

Before I could argue, his mechanical arm shoved me to the floor. A clockwork piece larger than my head spun overhead, my hair fluttering as it went past. I looked around for the source of the attack, ready to dodge another cog. The assailant quickly identified herself by unleashing an ear-splitting screech of indignation.

“You rude old man! You have no business here, and certainly have no business telling me whether or not my clothes are too tight! I made these myself!” screamed the same fourth year that had complained to me about her goggles. Erin. It was always Erin causing a scene. The girl lived for drama.

Good, someone else thought she looked like she had to drop into her dress from three stories above. The man seemed thoroughly amused by the entire situation, and I couldn’t help but laugh. “You seriously told her that her dress was too tight?”

He waved his hand dismissively. “Pish posh, really. I merely commented she could find more flattering attire. It was out of genuine concern.”

His normal hand reached into the inner breast pocket of his jacket and pulled out what looked like a marble, except the interior swirled like storm clouds. He winked at me. “Let’s stage our exit, shall we?”

I watched as he flicked the ball into the air, and it burst on contact with the floor. Immediately the hallway was doused in thick smoke. Pandemonium broke loose.

With his monocle off, he donned a pair of goggles, one eyepiece green and one brown. It reminded me of my own eyes. The man tugged at my hand before he disappeared in the smoke, gesturing to the exit one final time. “You don’t really want to be sitting at the end of this hall when the smoke clears, do you? If you come along, I can offer a better situation for people of your talent. That is, if you’re Miss Avery Pike.”

I didn’t believe him, but he was right about one thing: the last place I wanted to be when this infernal smoke cleared was here. I took his hand without hesitation.

Once we were out of the smoke-filled hallway, he released my hand. He dusted his jacket, as though a couple gentle pats would knock away the years it must have taken to accumulate the dust and grime that penetrated his clothes. He took off the goggles and hid them away in his pocket, then dug into his overcoat to reveal an oxygen mask. With as many contraptions as he had, it was possible there was a kitchen sink hidden in a pocket somewhere.

He shook the mask at me, still smiling like there wasn’t anything that could possibly be as fun as this little adventure. “You might want to don yours. I assume you’d like to collect a few belongings before we embark on our journey? I’ve already cleared you from your next class, so no worries of being accused of skipping.”

I eyed him with trepidation. Who was this man? I’d never seen him around the Dome. The longer I looked at him, the more eccentricities I found. I tried to formulate the questions rattling around in my mind. “Who are you?”

“I am Mister Atticus Riggs, director of Chromelius Academy, a school dedicated to young Elementalists such as yourself.”

“Never heard of it,” I retorted blandly.

He pointed a long finger at me, his smile full of secrets he seemed to be begging to share. “Ah, but that’s because you’ve never left the dome.”

My stomach turned over. “Never left the dome? Of course not!”

“Haven’t you ever wondered if there were any other people in the world?”

“They told us we were the only survivors.”

“My dear, you must broaden your horizons. That was a blatant lie. There are many other domes such as this — quite similar, in fact — that interact and trade goods to survive. This dome is structured to run on steam; it’s based on what Detroit was known for—industrialism. I know of a dome based in Cerritos, California that runs on solar power. So you see, each dome has its talents, and we must work together. There are approximately thirty-five domes throughout the world.”

Thirty-five places like this. It made me ill to know more people had to live like this. I looked at Mr. Riggs curiously, afraid to display too much emotion. “And you say at this place of yours, there are students like myself?”

“Just like you. Although, if the stories I’ve heard are true, you may be the best and brightest of them all.”

Mr. Riggs leaned down to get a better look at me and tapped me on the nose as a father would their favorite child. “My dear, don’t you want to be somewhere that you can learn your full potential without being a test subject? Without being an outsider?”

His words oozed concern and sincerity, although my instinct warned me they were probably false. No one ever had pure intentions, which I’d learned. I stepped back. “These people I train with are Elementalists like me and I’m still the outsider.”

“Oh, ho ho, my love!” he said, waving both arms excitedly up and down, creating an unholy racket as the mechanisms on his arm protested his sudden movements. “You’re much better than a simple Elementalist. They can manipulate the elements as you can, sure, but I believe with practice, you’ll be able to do much more. If people such as yourself and my other pupils properly educate themselves, we may very well be able to fix what the war destroyed.”

We looked at each other for a long moment. His smile never faltered. I wondered if his face ever hurt from smiling so much.

“And you want me to take you to my flat, where I live, because you claim that you have a special place for me?”

“That sounds about right, yes.”

“And you expect me to believe this entire story, out of the blue?”

“Do you have other options?”

“Yeah,” I said and turned to go, “I can leave you right here and forget you ever showed up.”

“You could do that,” the man called to my retreating back, “but then you would never know what happened to your parents, would you?”

I stopped, but didn’t turn around. “What do you know about my parents?”

“Oh, I know that Mr. and Mrs. Pike loved you dearly. Lived in a ranch style home on a cul-de-sac in a nice little neighborhood before the war tore everything apart. Before it tore them from you.”

I turned to find him picking his fingernail, his eyes on what he was doing, but obviously not focused there. He’d played his first pawn and was waiting for my move. I knew better than to give him much. “I don’t know why they disappeared, so you could say anything about them and I’d be forced to believe you.”

“You’re a bright young lady,” he said, looking up from his fingernails. He put a hand in his overcoat and this time pulled out a photograph. “I appreciate your hesitation. It means you don’t follow blithely along, a trait I welcome in these days of total submission. However, if you’ll come here, I can offer you photographic proof that I knew your parents.”

The man was clever. It felt like I was a magnet, drawn to him by the photo that rested innocently in his hand.

I took the delicate photo paper from him. It was well worn, rubbed dull at the edges. Where it had been folded many times, the ink faded and left tiny cracks. It made me feel like it might crumble to dust right there in my hands. When I focused on the image, I trembled with both joy and fright.

It was Mr. Riggs standing beside my parents, all three of them smiling.

He knew my parents.

“Miss Pike, this photo is from my personal collection. If you come with me, I can tell you more of your history, and what happened to you parents.”

This man was a gentleman, yet at the same time infuriating. I huffed and gave the photo back. “Fine, but you’re not coming home with me.”

“If you insist. When and where would you care to reacquaint ourselves?”

“I’ll meet you here in three hours.”

He bowed, forever smiling. “Most women your age aren’t as cautious as you.”

“I’m not most women.”

“And I will do well to remember that, I’m sure.”









CHAPTER

SIX


Mr. Riggs agreed to wait for me at the tower, but I still went out of my way to take side streets and unnecessary turns to Alice’s. I wasn’t sure why it felt imperative, but all the same, I followed my instinct.

I needed to talk to Alice about this. She’d know what to do. She always knew what to do when things were crazy.

Riggs’s proposal weighed heavily on my mind. Maybe Alice would have an idea on how to deal with the situation. I glanced around the kitchen as I sealed the basement door back and found Alice sitting at the table, sorting mail. “Anything fun in the notices today?”

She winked at me and tossed a stack to my edge of the table. “You know, the usual. Alliance propaganda, news about the steam levels, and your weekly letter from Governor Lindroth that I snatched from the mail center.”

“Good kindling,” I muttered.

“You haven’t even met him.” She gestured to the stack of letters on the granite countertop, some of which were yellowed with age while others were still bright white and unopened. The governor’s seal was bright against the paper; red wax with two iron rods that twisted into delicate spirals with rubies at the head. Behind the iron, a lion reared on its hind legs, mouth wide in mid-roar. The Alliance symbol.

Alice picked up a photo she’d cut from a newspaper and showed it to me. The Governor stood with his arm wrapped around a young man’s shoulders, the two of them lifting a trophy. She placed it in my hand and pointed to the boy in the black and white photo. “Have you seen his son? He’s stunning. Maybe he wants to introduce you two. You wouldn’t know, though, since you won’t read the letters.”

“He’s only writing because he wants me to support the Alliance, and I’m not picking sides for a war that ended eleven years ago.”

“You don’t know that. Have you opened one letter? Maybe they’re from his son!”

“And why on earth would his son be writing?”

Alice shrugged. “I don’t know, but maybe he is!”

I snorted. “It’s more likely he wants me to provide steam four days a week instead of three. You’d think there were only two of us able to create steam.”

Alice looked at me, her eyebrows raised, and pointed to the refrigerator where a calendar was held in place by the magnet of Hawaii. “Well, there’s only three on the rotation, so you’re not far off. Plus, I can always tell which days you provide steam. The lights in the dome are brighter. You’re stronger than the other two. You do know you’re the governor’s golden child, prodigy, phenomenon thing, right? He’s going to keep writing until you cave.”

I stood, nonplussed. “I don’t understand a word you just said. You mean he wants to make a spectacle of me? Because that I understand completely. Did you forget about what happened to Legs not twenty-four hours ago? Why would I help anyone who would do that to their people?” 

Alice opened her mouth to argue, but I wasn’t in the mood for it. “Look, forget it. You haven’t heard of an Atticus Riggs by any chance, have you?”

“Of course I’ve heard of Atticus Riggs. Who hasn’t?”

Alice was a gossip. Her job at the clothing factory afforded her hours to converse with other ladies about the goings-on of the dome. She stared at me as she leaned across the table. Her eyes twinkled with the excitement of new information. “Where’d you hear about him? I heard he comes and goes…like he’s a ghost or something. One day he’s out with the rest of us, and then he goes underground for weeks on end. No one really knows what he does or where he goes.”

“He came for me today at Wutherford Tower. He says there’s another dome.”

Alice’s head jerked back in surprise, eyes wide. It made her already big brown eyes even more prominent. “Another dome? That’s ridiculous. Where would another dome be? There aren’t any other survivors. They’ve told us that.”

“He says it’s for people…people like me.”

“And what’d you say to him?”

“That I was going home and acting like I’d never met him.”

“And that’s what you’re doing?”

I could never pass anything off on Alice. I felt my face flush and bit the corner of my bottom lip. “Not exactly, no.”

Her eyes narrowed. She lowered her voice as her eyes scanned the area behind me, as though Riggs might miraculously appear there. “He’s not here, is he?”

“Of course not.”

“Oh, okay, good,” she said as she sat back and exhaled loudly. “I was going to say, I haven’t even showered today!”

“Or just that you’re living in a condemned home against government rules, I’m breaking the rules by coming out here and the less people that know, the better,” I said equably. “That’s not a problem at all.”

“Always so practical, but you’re probably right.” She said, her eyes bright with mischief. “Do you believe him?”

I shrugged and tried to look uninterested. “Not like I really have anything to lose, do I?”

She looked hurt at my words. I turned them over in my head, and quickly understood why. She’d lost her brother and parents. She wouldn’t want me to leave her behind. “Alice, I didn’t mean it like that. It’s just that here—well, you’re the only one that doesn’t think I’m a bag of dung.”

“I highly doubt anyone thinks you’re a bag of dung,” Alice argued. “Are you a bit ostentatious with your abilities? Sure. A bit bullheaded and opinionated? Definitely. You may be all of that, but you’re not a bag of dung.”

“Wow, thanks for the encouragement.”

She smiled. “Any time.”

“Where’d you learn ostentatious, by the way?”

Alice winked. “An old crossword. Not too bad, huh?”

I nodded. “Not bad at all. I’ll have to find a good one now.”

We sat in silence at the kitchen table, the flickering light of the candle casting shadows on Alice’s slender face. I opened letter after letter from Governor Lindroth, all of them begging me to partner with him.

I’d had enough of his smooth talk, enough of the domineering Polatzi, and enough of wondering about my parents. Legs was gone, and Alice was all I had. In that moment, my decision was clear.

I stood and headed to Alice’s room to begin packing my stuff I had here before I lost my resolve. Wherever Mr. Riggs took me couldn’t be any worse than here, plus I could avoid giving steam tomorrow if I left tonight.

Alice followed me. “If you leave, we’ll be down to two, and you know they’re nowhere near as good as you. You’re keeping us afloat.”

I jerked my thumb in the direction of the kitchen. “Did you not see the generator running the refrigerator? That keeps us afloat, not me. And quite frankly, I prefer that to being wiped out for the days following my ‘donation’ to the dome.”

Alice nodded her head from side to side and bit her lip. “You might be right, except the generator is blatantly illegal and I’d be jailed until my hair turned grey for owning one if word got out. You know energy is at an all-time low, even with you giving more than anyone else.” She watched me as I pulled an empty duffel bag out from under her bed. “So you’re going to go with Mr. Riggs? You’re leaving the dome, just like that? Leaving me?”

Alice’s words hung in the air and left me uncomfortable. I pulled a handful of socks and under garments from the dilapidated drawer Alice gave me for my clothes and tossed them in the bag. There were a couple shirts and a pair of pants wadded up in the drawer as well. Everything of mine, no matter the state of wear, went into the duffel.

I couldn’t look up from the bag. If I did, my expression would betray my inner conflict on whether to stay or go. “It can’t be any worse than here, can it?”

Once again I’d stepped on Alice’s feelings, I could feel it. I pulled myself away the bag and watched her carefully. Her face was full of sadness, and I scrambled to try to pick up the pieces.

I pulled her from the doorframe of the room and hugged her tightly. Her petite frame was practically swallowed up by my embrace, which was saying something, considering I wasn’t that big. After a moment we pulled away and I gave her my best smile. “Look, why don’t you come and we can talk to Mr. Riggs. We can talk him into letting you come with us. You can leave the sewing factory. Who knows, maybe the dome he talked about will have clean air.”

She smiled and opened her mouth to reply, but a magnified voice bellowed outside.

“Misses Pike and Dobson,” the voice called, “we know you’re in there. You are under arrest for evading government officials, illegal use of personal generators, and fraternizing with known criminals. Come out with your hands up and you will not be harmed.”

Panic swept through my body. Alice was rooted to the floor, her eyes wide with horror. “How…” was all she managed.

My mind immediately went back to the Polatzi woman from this morning. She knew where we were all along.

That, or Legs gave them the information they’d wanted.

I grabbed Alice’s hand and slung the duffel bag over my shoulder, not bothering to close it. “Time to go!”

A hovercraft was outside; the whirring sound of the blades roared through the windows. Alice stumbled through the house behind me as I tripped over her sewing kit and my messenger bag.

“Avery, your bag!” Alice cried and wiggled her tiny hand from my grasp.

“Leave it. It doesn’t matter.”

She ignored me and snatched it against my wishes. “You need your bag!”

With her behind me, I tore the seal off the basement door and bolted downstairs.

The air immediately got thick.

Alice coughed and clutched her chest. “The air filters are off,” she wheezed, “We don’t have our masks!”

Thank God she grabbed my bag. I pulled it from her shoulder and dug into it, all the while holding my breath. After pushing aside a sketchbook, mom’s molten blob, and a pair of goggles, I found the mask. Without even thinking, I thrust it in Alice’s hands.

“Breathe,” I ordered.

The minute she placed the mask on her face, suction took hold and I heard her take a deep breath. Only seconds had passed, but we lost precious time standing on the stairs.

Stars floated before my eyes as I refused my body the air it so desperately screamed for. I took off across the dank basement for the broken window and pushed the desk against the wall to create a step. I used the last stores of my oxygen to spur on my stunned roommate. “Alice, come on!”

Her shoulders and chest heaved as she took another deep breath and ran to me, pulling off the mask as she neared. She pushed the mask onto my face. “Your turn.”

I felt the pull of the seal tightening around my skin. The hiss of clean air filling the mask was music to my ears, and I sucked in a deep breath. The O2 concentration sped past my eyes on the right lens, then the notification that I didn’t want to see.

Filtration system offline. Lung collapse within fifty-three seconds without mask.

When the message disappeared, Alice was already through the basement window and in the alleyway.

Above us, the front door exploded with a deafening crash, and the voice sounded again. “Misses Pike and Dobson, you’ve left us no choice. We’re coming in. Do not resist.”

Alice knelt down and yanked my upper body through the window. “Come on!” Alice hissed through clenched teeth.

Once free, I ripped the mask from my face and handed it to her. “Breathe, then let’s go.”

She sucked in a lungful of air and pushed me away from the lights and chaos unfolding in our front yard. Instinct took over. I clutched Alice’s hand and we ran.

I felt light headed as I pushed myself not to inhale the toxic air. We turned the corner and pressed ourselves against the dank brick wall. Soot and grime intermingled on the surface. Humidity made everything wet and miserable, and even the buildings seemed to weep with how horrible this place was.

My legs burned and I began to slide down the wall. Alice pulled off the mask and handed it to me. I greedily attached it to my face, my body clinging to consciousness.

“We have less than a minute before our lungs collapse if we can’t get into a building,” I spluttered, my voice muffled and hollow through mouthpiece of the mask. Oxygen had never tasted so sweet. It filled my lungs and I felt them expand like balloons. Relief. I took another deep breath and handed the mask back to her.

Footsteps rang down the hallway, accompanying a chorus of angry voices that were muffled by thick masks. “They can’t be far, we were advised they’d be home. Come on.”

Alice draped one of my arms over her shoulder and pulled me along. “Avery, we need to find somewhere to hide.”

We began our sprint again, every thirty seconds or so passing the mask between the two of us. Twice Alice held it too long and I nearly fell to the ground from lack of oxygen. Twice Alice came through in the nick of time.

We zigzagged through alleyways and dead bushes, accumulating cuts and bruises as we went. There was no time to stop, no time to examine the extent of our wounds. It was time to run.

The mask blocked my vision except for what was directly in front of me. I allowed Alice to guide me when I wore it, and vice-versa. We were so panicked, trying to avoid the voices and the hovercraft that I didn’t even look to the side to see a young man step in front of us.

It was like running into a brick wall.

My face crashed into his hard chest, and he barely moved. Alice bore so much momentum that she flew forward, skidding along the debris littered cement on her stomach. She cried out, and I skittered backward from the man I’d run headlong into.

Alice had the mask; she’d had it for forty seconds. Thirteen seconds before I was nothing more than a body bag. The man took a step forward and looked down at me. His hat masked his face, his voice velvet. “Running around on a day when the filtration system is off with one mask? That makes me think you have a death wish.”

Eight seconds. I didn’t want to die, but I’d be damned if this guy would have the last word before I passed out. “Being willing to watch someone die leads me to think you’re an ass.”

Three seconds. My lungs screamed. It felt like my chest would explode.

Just breathe in, Avery, and end it.

No. No. I wouldn’t do it. Alice would come. The man’s body swam before my eyes. His voice melted in my ears. “Not the first time I’ve been called that, but not for letting someone die.”

My eyes rolled into the back of my head. I wondered if I’d see my parents when I died. Alice’s scream pierced through my scattered thoughts.

Suddenly oxygen rushed into my nostrils. My eyes flew open, and I tried to figure out what happened. I looked up.

The man stood there. His hat obscured his eyes, but I could see his curious smile.

His mask was on my face.

I gripped the sides of the mask like a life vest and swallowed gulps of air. My chest heaved and red dots danced before my eyes. I tried to gather words to tell the man I owed him my life.

He extended his hand, and I took it willingly. “Let’s go. The Polatzi are coming.”

He turned, and his knee-length overcoat swirled around him. He picked Alice up by her waist and carried her under his arm. She seemed too shocked to argue. He looked over his shoulder back to me, his smile growing. “Care to join us, or would you rather get to know the Polatzi on a personal, first-name basis?”

I followed him, questions burning through my mind like my lungs had only minutes before.

Minutes before.

Why didn’t this guy need a mask? His graceful stride reminded me of pictures I’d seen of deer. The way they loped and jumped and acted like no wall was too high, no speed unattainable. They were beautiful, and this man reminded me of that.

He sprinted down an alley that was completely obscured by trash and shadows. I never would have seen it. He clambered over the heaps of trash with no trouble, even with Alice in his arms. I struggled, slipped, and lost my footing more than once.

I saw the top of his hat disappear over the peak of the trash heap, and fell into despair. He’d taken Alice and left me here.

At least he hadn’t let me die. He’d let the Polatzi take care of that.

So kind of him.

All of a sudden a beam of light blinded me from above. “THERE! THE PERPETRATOR IS THERE!”

Three more steady beams of light pinned me to my spot. I was terrified. Polatzi swarmed from all directions, flooding through every alleyway. There were at least thirty of them. I pressed myself against the sediment and willed myself to be invisible.

A hand gripped my right shoulder tightly. The hand pulled me backward, and dragged me over the top of the trash heap and hastily down the other side.

It was the man in the hat.

The man without a mask.

“Come on, you lump,” he huffed. He ran down the alleyway and picked up Alice. Again, she let him whisk her away. If we survived this, we were having a talk about that.

I looked behind me to find Polatzi cascading down the mound. Boots, old masks, newspapers and debris flew in all directions as their feet struggled to gain ground. Empty glass bottles clattered down the heap and broke into a million pieces, and the thundering sound of the hovercraft above roared closer.

My instincts and muscles worked together, driving me in the opposite direction of the inevitable arrest.

At the end of the alleyway I found the man putting Alice in a contraption I’d never seen before. Its spindly metal legs gleamed in the darkness, the bolts protruding slightly from the joints. The legs were bent and the body of the machine was situated on the ground, awaiting passengers. It hummed in anticipation, as though it were a living thing. He placed Alice gingerly in the back seat, then waved me forward with urgency. “Let’s go!”

I scrutinized the contraption before a misguided taser gun missed me by a hair. I sprinted and jumped into the machine beside Alice while the man pulled himself into the driver’s seat. His hands swept over the innumerable cogs, switches, and pulleys. Lights flashed and the contraption came to life, the legs extending and lifting us off the ground.

We were at least twenty feet in the air. The six legs moved elegantly for being constructed of steel, and the man had his hands in gloves that connected to the chaises of the body. Each time he moved his hands, the legs moved.

I heard shouts of terror from below and watched as the Polatzi scattered and dove out of the way of this…this thing. All of the hovercraft’s lights were directed at us, and we were nearly eye-to-eye with it. My eyes burned and watered from the light.

The man laughed as the machine lurched forward. There was a loud bang like a shotgun going off, and a net covered the Polatzi’s hovercraft. There were massive weights at the bottom of the net, and the hovercraft struggled in vain to stay in the air. It crashed to the ground with a sickening crunch.

We covered more ground than should have been possible. The faster the thing went, the jerkier its motions became. I struggled to keep myself seated, and Alice clung to me for dear life. Neither of us said a word, but simply stared below us as old homes and vendor carts passed by in a blur.

When we were out of range for the Polatzi hovercrafts, the man slowed his contraption down and I forced my legs to move. I held onto the sides of the steel body for support and fell into the front passenger seat with relief when I reached the front. “What in the hell is this thing?”

The boy didn’t look at me. He kept his eyes forward and his hands continued to make our getaway. “It’s my buggy. Do you like it? It’s a play on words, you see,” he said, not waiting on my opinion of the machine, “back before the war, before cars and planes, people had things called buggies, but they were silly carriage-like inventions pulled by animals. I fashioned this after the common spider, which is technically an arachnid, but most people call them bugs. Hence, this is my buggy.”

I had no idea what to say, so I turned and stumbled to the back of the bug gadget to sit by Alice. She leaned in and whispered in my ear. “What did you ask him?”

“I asked what this thing was,” I said dully, still trying to swallow everything that just happened.

“And what’d he say?”

“He said it was a spider bug thing.”

Alice shook her head. “I’ve seen spiders, and this is not a spider. Or a bug, for that matter.”

“It’s a buggy, actually,” called the man from the front.

Alice looked at me, and suspicion leaked into the tone of her voice. “Who is this guy?”

He never faced us, but yelled over the din of the metal legs working in unison. “My name is Jaxon Pierce, but you can call me Jax. Pleased to make your acquaintance, ladies. Now why don’t you two shush and let me drive this thing.”

“You know, technically spiders are arachnids,” Alice whispered. “I don’t think this guy knows the difference between a bug and an arachnid.”

I was pretty sure that the classification of a spider was the least of our worries.








CHAPTER

SEVEN


My body ached from exhaustion, but I willed myself to stay awake. Alice, however, couldn’t stave off sleep. Her head bounced gently against my shoulder with each step the buggy took, and I put a hand on her head to steady her.

My muscles burned. Every time I moved, a surge of pain shot through my legs where lactic acid had built up. It felt good but painful at the same time. My toes tingled as though they were asleep.

A million thoughts sped through my mind, battling for my attention. These seats were uncomfortable. Who was this Jaxon figure? Were we going to end up dead in a ditch somewhere? Maybe that’s what happened to my parents.

The familiar twang of loss cracked like a whip across my heart at the thought of my parents. I begged my brain to shut down for a while. Just long enough to make me forget the day. I squeezed my eyes shut and saw red from the pressure.

I’d give steam every day of my life to go back to before my parents disappeared.

Please, God, if you’re there, let it all be a dream.

When I woke up, I noticed the buggy was stationary. I was slumped to the side of the carriage and Alice was curled up on the seat, her head in my lap. My neck ached from being at a strange angle for so long, and pulled myself into a more comfortable position.

“You slept hard,” said a drawling voice, “though I’ve heard near death experiences can do that to a person. Personally, I avoid those like the plague.”

I turned toward the voice, and the muscles in my neck protested. I massaged them with one hand as I drank in the figure before me.

Jaxon was much closer to my age than I imagined. Artfully destroyed jeans revealed cuts and callouses on his knees, and the hem of red plaid boxers he wore underneath peeked through the holes. The sleeves of his cream thermal Henley were rolled up and revealed muscular arms. The shirt was unbuttoned enough for me to see the top of his chiseled chest.

Where the sun beamed down on him, his caramel skin was almost luminous. He looked tense, and I could see his Adam’s apple bob up and down as he swallowed.

I’d never seen someone like him in Dome Three. His jawbone was strong, his cheekbones set high. His nose was regal and straight and when my gaze reached his eyes, my breath caught.

Stormy blue-grey eyes that reminded me of shale returned my gaze with genuine curiosity, if not a bit of humor. Strips of colored fabric were woven into his dreadlocked hair, giving it a wildly unique look that suited him. The smug look on his face made me realize he was enjoying this. “Are you finished checking me out? If you’re not, that’s okay; I allow every new woman I meet a free five-minute gawking period. After that, it’ll cost you.”

Blood rushed to my face. I tore my eyes from his magnetic gaze and watched as he took a worn leather strap off his wrist. He pulled back his dreadlocks, deep brown streaked with blonde, into the strap. His devilish grin pulled his eyes tight at the corners. He was trouble incarnate.

Trouble that I may very well want to get into, given the right circumstances.

“You’re at five minutes and thirty seconds now,” he said in a purr as he moved toward me. He leaned in, and I felt his breath against my cheek. My heart raced. “I’m going to start taking payment, and I choose how that payment is issued.”

Before I could respond, Alice stirred groggily beside me. She rubbed her eyes as she sat up. “Where are we?”

“Good question,” piped Jaxon. “One that your friend here failed to ask, but it could have been because I rendered her speechless with my good looks.”

Alice moved to get a better look at him, but Jaxon emphatically put his hands in front of his face, as though he were a vampire trying to block the sun. “Don’t look at me!” he cried, then grinned as he winked at me. “I don’t want to make two ladies swoon in such a short period of time. How would I entertain myself tonight?”

“You’re not that handsome,” I argued mulishly.

“There’s drool on your chin. Either you’re physically unable to keep your mouth shut, or I caused you to forget how. Since when I found you, you were drool free, I’m going with the assumption that it was me.” He fished in his pocket and offered me a white silk piece of cloth. “Here, a handkerchief for your trouble. You can keep it if you’d like. We have more at the academy.”

“You do?” squeaked Alice.

I looked up from the lustrous cloth in time to see Jaxon’s eyes widen. “Good Lord, you two. Riggs said you were different, but he didn’t say you were different.”

I put the silk against my face. It was soft, and I breathed in the clean scent.

That’s when it hit me.

I wasn’t wearing a mask.

Shock surged through my body like an electric current. “I’m breathing! Without a mask!”

If Jaxon didn’t think we were crazy before, he did now. “That’s what humans do, you know. Breathe.” He said with a laugh as he placed a hand on his chest and illustrated by taking deep breaths. His chest expanded and contracted in an exaggerated manner and all the while, his smile grew. “In and out. Like this. Without masks. You’ve done it before; it’s nothing new.”

“But we’re outside!”

“Yep. Another perfectly acceptable place to breathe, since the alternative would be you suffocating to death. I’d really prefer that not happen. That’s not fun for anyone involved, and it’s extra paperwork for me.”

Both Alice and I stared at Jaxon with our mouths agape. As handsome as he was, the boy was odd beyond all reasonable doubt.

And he thought we were different.

Alice’s head swiveled as she took in our surroundings. She looked up to the skies. Clouds—real clouds—reflected in her eyes and beckoned me to look up as well.

We were not in the same place we’d been when I fell asleep. This dome ensconced us just as the one I knew, but the glass was clear and polished and went on for ages. The date, time, and temperature moved across the top of the glass in a hologram, keeping the inhabitants informed. Clouds drifted along, revealing the outside world.

I’d never seen clouds of any kind, let alone fluffy white ones.

“Are…are those real?” I asked, pointing weakly to the heavens before me.

“Of course not,” Jaxon said, “It’s a hologram to depict what we hope to have some day.”

Alice sucked in a breath, scandalized. “But holograms are banned devices! They take too much energy!”

Jaxon waved a hand dismissively. “Don’t believe everything you hear from your lovely governor. We’re fine running electricity here. You two were living in the stone ages. Force-fed false information. Contrary to your previous way of life, this is 2030, not 1830.”

His voice made it clear he thought this place superior. He flourished our oxygen masks in front of us, then tossed them over the side of the carriage.

“Hey!” I protested.

“Avery, we even have clean air. No masks needed.”

He’d said my name, and I didn’t recall giving it to him. It was all beginning to crash into me. The night before. The Polatzi. Our home, gone. Running for our lives. This boy who just happened to be there, who happened to know Mr. Riggs. There were too many coincidences.

My eyes narrowed. “Who are you?”

He looked around as though searching for someone he might have missed in the carriage. After a moment, he pointed to himself. “Are you talking to me? Because I’m sure I made it clear. I’m Jaxon Pierce.”

“Yes, I know that but who are you? How did you know where we were? How do you know us?”

Jaxon ignored my question, turned to the front of the carriage, and punched a blue button to the right of the dashboard. Suddenly a metal trap door dropped out of the middle of the buggy, revealing a rope ladder.

Jaxon turned back to us, expectance all over his face. He waved his arms in the direction of the ladder. “Well?”

“Well what?” I asked.

“Aren’t you going to get out?”

“Get out somewhere when we have no clue where we are? That’s insane.”

He rolled his head back and looked to the sky. “If Riggs sends me for one more useless person, I’m going to die.”

Alice snorted. “Are you sure you’re not being melodramatic?”

He arched an eyebrow at her, his lips curved in an audacious smile. “Are you sure you two aren’t being stupid just to test me?”

“Well, give us answers so we’re not stupid!” Alice shouted.

I’d never heard Alice shout at someone before. I was impressed.

Jaxon shook his head and then leapt down the hatch without warning. Both Alice and I leaned over the buggy’s edge to watch him. He held onto either side of the ladder and slid down, opting to not use the footholds like a normal person.

As if there were any question on him being normal.

I sighed and tugged Alice out of her seat. “We may as well go,” I said while placing one foot on the first rung of the swaying ladder. “Otherwise we’ll sit up here looking at each other forever.”

It took less time to get down than I thought it would. My feet hit firm ground, and my knees buckled.

Jaxon laughed. “You need your sea legs, sailor.”

“Oh shut up.”

He stifled a chuckle while Alice struggled down the ladder. Her dress tangled in the rungs and under her shoes. More than once I heard an unladylike expletive, which was most un-Alice-like. It made me smile.

I caught Jaxon looking at me, and I turned to him. “Are you really going to make me ask you again? Who are you?”

“As I’ve told you, I’m Jaxon. That’s all you need to know.”

He made a sweeping bow. A few stray dreads spilled over his shoulders and threatened to touch the grassy ground.

The grassy ground.

I marveled at this miracle as Alice reached my side. I glanced her way and giggled. Her hair was a rat’s nest of pins and bobs that weren’t supposed to be there. What was left of her chignon was smashed to the right side of her head. She looked like she’d been put through the ringer.

Jaxon took off in a long stride toward a massive skyline in the distance. It was gold and black in the sunlight, its rays bouncing off the hundreds, if not thousands, of windowed skyscrapers and plunging other areas into deep darkness.

I quickened my pace to stay close to Jaxon. When he saw Alice and I had caught up, he began what was undoubtedly a practiced script. “Welcome to Dome Seven. Don’t ask what the numbers mean, because I don’t know and don’t care. My name is, as we’ve been over multiple times, Jaxon Pierce. You can call me Jax. I’m the resident alchemist in the dome. There are —”

“What’s an alchemist?” I interjected.

He smiled at me and glanced at a tree as we walked toward the gleaming city, as though he thought someone might be sitting in a branch, watching us. His eyes darkened for a moment, and then he continued on as though I’d never spoken a word.

“There are twenty-six residents at Chromelius Academy, all here for their unique talents and abilities. Atticus Riggs protects our kind. He finds us in the other domes and brings us back here. He gives us chance to be ourselves.”

“Are you his delivery boy, then?” Alice asked with a sour look on her face.

Jaxon looked at her coolly. “I’m nobody’s delivery boy, Miss Dobson. Riggs said Avery was hesitant to trust him and needed persuasion. I was the persuasion.”

“You decided to persuade her by sticking the entire Polatzi on us?” Alice said, now incredulous. She seemed to grow taller in her irritation. Right now she looked like she might take a bite out of Jaxon.

He smiled, but I could tell Alice put him on edge. “I didn’t do anything, Miss Dobson,” he said defensively as he stepped away from her. “Riggs can be quite persuasive when he wants something. He told me there would be an, ah, altercation, and for me to watch for two lovely girls to be pushed from their hidey-hole like rats chased by terriers. And just as Riggs said, there you were, running wildly in the streets. No one told me the Polatzi would be involved, that there’d be so many, or that they would be as stupid as they are. One would think the governor’s special forces would possess some sort of mental fortitude. I might send him a letter pointing this out.”

“I’m sure he’ll be pleased to get a letter from the gentleman who sprung two of his people out from under him.”

Jaxon nodded thoughtfully, then smiled. “I’ll make sure to let him down easy. I’ll put some cologne on it. Seems to make my words sound better to the ladies.”

I remained silent. To be honest, Jaxon intrigued me. I would never admit it to Alice, who already made it clear she found his company as enjoyable as a hugging a leper. Personally, I found him to be an enigma — a puzzle to be pieced together. An intricate puzzle that probably was missing a few pieces, but I was still curious.

“By the way,” he added as he strode on through the wild grass, his palms down against the tips of it, “an alchemist works to transmute common metals into gold or silver. Amongst other things.”

“And why would we want to do that?” asked Alice, undeterred by the boredom in Jaxon’s voice. “Iron and steel are what we need. Steam powers everything.”

Jaxon winked at me before he turned in a circle, arms extended in a simple yet grand gesture. “Ah, but how do you think this place runs? How it looks as nice as it does? Gold and silver are still the currency of the modern world, and we have it here at Dome Seven.”









CHAPTER

EIGHT


Alice and I followed Jaxon in silence after his introduction to the dome. The onslaught of new sights, sounds, and smells was overwhelming.

We were out of Dome Four. I was away from having to donate steam. I was free.

I laughed at the impossibility of it all.

The skyline grew in size. The sun hung low in the sky, and the shadows of the tall buildings swallowed much of the roadway ahead. But the darkness didn’t hold fear like it did in Dome Four. It held promise. Dreams. Come morning light, anything was possible.

Information whizzed along the top of the dome in the holograms. It was hard to look away from the blatant use of technology. I’d never been allowed anything other than my high-end oxygen mask. I wondered what else they had here. Would they have computers? Phones? Tablets? The possibilities were endless if they didn’t run on steam.

Thousands of questions fought for the tip of my tongue, but I had to start somewhere. “Where are we?”

Jaxon’s eyes scanned the area, seeming to search for something that lay unseen. It reminded me of my adventures into the market back home, and nervousness prickled the hairs on the back of my neck. His voice was low, and I leaned closer to him to hear him. “Like I said, Dome Seven. If you want to get technical, we’re situated on what’s left of the Twin Cities.” 

“The Twin Cities?”

“Minneapolis and Saint Paul. They were in Minnesota, United States of America. You do know we’re in the United States, right?”

I rolled my eyes, grateful we were behind him. “Of course.”

“Just checking,” he said without turning around. “But don’t roll your eyes again if you want any more answers.”

“How did you —”

“There are no secrets in your voice, Avery Pike. You’d do well to learn to control that, lest your whole life be laid out to be read like a book.”

I looked at Alice, who shrugged. “I thought I could read you because we’ve known each other so long.”

“I’ve known her for less than twenty-four hours and could tell you her life story,” Jaxon said.

His comment caused a surge of indignation within me. “You don’t know anything about me.” I called out, careful to keep my voice from wavering.

Jaxon whipped around, his eyes bright as though he was accepting a challenge. “Avery Jean Pike, your middle name probably comes from a deceased loved one. You have lived on your own cleverness for so long you don’t think you need anyone. You walk with a chip on your shoulder. You desperately want to be normal, which means you have a very powerful ability, you lost you parents at a young age, or maybe even both.”

My mouth opened and closed as I tried to formulate a response, but he hit nearly every part of my life on the head. How did he know those things? Mr. Riggs must have given him information before he sent Jaxon out.

Alice leaned into me, her voice low. “He’s a guy after your own heart. Overconfident, good looking, and witty. It’s like you in male form.”

“I am not like him.”

Alice giggled. “Uh huh. Don’t look now, but I think I can already see your dreads growing in. Which, by the way, would be disgusting. I bet his are moldy inside.”

“I resent that,” Jaxon called back to Alice. “There’s no mold in my dreads. They’re probably cleaner than the grease ball you call a hairdo.”

Alice opened her mouth, but I waved her off. “Just let it go,” I said in a whisper. I closed my eyes and stopped for a moment to try to clear my head.

When I reopened them, the image wasn’t the same.

The field we stood in flickered like an old TV, and underneath it I saw the true Twin Cities. Jaxon wove in and out of abandoned cars, sometimes even jumping on top of them. A windshield cracked under the pressure of his heel. In the distance were huge craters in the road. Chunks of cement stuck out of the sides of the lower levels of buildings. Empty gun shell casings were everywhere, making it feel like the very ground we walked upon rolled and swayed under our feet when we stepped on them.

“What happened to the grass?” I called.

Jaxon turned around, his eyebrows furrowed and concern in his eyes. “What do you mean, what happened to the grass? It’s still here.”

Alice looked at me like I’d lost my mind. “Avery, we’re standing on it.”

I looked around and the grass flickered once more, as though fighting for existence. In front of me sat an old tank. Jaxon leaned against it, and the image changed to a tree. He stood there with his arms crossed, eyeing me carefully. “What do you see, Pike?”

Instinct told me to lie. “A tree.”

Jaxon nodded his head as though he were relieved. He looked at Alice and tapped the side of his head. “Has your friend ever been checked? You know, to see if the hamster is still on the wheel?”

Alice looked at me, then Jaxon. “She doesn’t need to be checked. I saw a tree, but now I see a tank.”

Jaxon blanched. “Pike, did you lie to me?”

I ground my teeth. “Well, I thought I saw a tank, but it changed to a tree and…”

I trailed off and ran my hands along the cold metal of the tank that sat aged and decrepit. The military insignia was still emblazoned brightly on the side, as if it could spring to life at any time. I rapped the side with my knuckles and heard a hollow twang. It felt like it reverberated in me, too.

“Done playing?” Jaxon asked, his eyes peering over the treads on the opposite side of the tank.

The holograms of beauty faded in and out, revealing the destruction underneath. Just when I thought I’d catch a glimpse of something, the hologram would snap back in place. It made me question my sanity.

Question this place.

At least Dome Four didn’t lie about its appearance.

“What happened here?” I asked as I looked around once more.

Jaxon’s eyes darkened. “Same thing that happened everywhere. The war. This was one of the areas that the Resistance tried to take over, since it was at the heart of the United States.”

“You can’t be much older than me,” I said, trying to figure out why when he talked of the war it aged him beyond his years. “How do you know so much?”

“There are libraries and such.”

“We didn’t have free reign to go dig up information on the war in our Dome.” Alice interjected.

Jaxon shrugged. “I don’t remember much of the war, to be honest. Riggs brought me here when I was five, and the domes were already built. This was the last one constructed. I’ve only seen what was recorded on television or documented in papers.”

He seemed to answer enough of the question, yet not really answer at all. It was plain to see I’d never receive a straight answer from him.

“You didn’t tell us how old you are,” I reminded him.

“I’m sixteen.”

He hopped an overpass lane barrier that for a moment looked like an old wooden fence, and dropped down a muddy embankment. When he slid down, mud slapped his face and hands and sprayed a wake behind him. Moments later, he disappeared completely below another highway that rose off the ground. I would have never seen the hole had he not slipped through it.

Alice screeched in horror. “He can’t expect us to act like cavemen and slide around in mud!”

I laughed. “I don’t think he left us a choice.”

Hoisting myself over the barrier as Jaxon had, I followed suit and slid down the mucky hill.

Mud caked itself in the folds of my jacket and in and behind my ears as I wound down the slope. When my feet hit the ground below, it was stable and dry. 

“You look good as a brunette, Pike,” Jaxon said as he tried to clean his hands.

“I prefer my natural red, thanks.”

He laughed. “I didn’t say I disliked your flaming locks,” he said as he eyed me with a devious smile. “I simply said that you looked good covered in dirt, too.”

Heat rushed to my face. Jaxon smiled and looked away, seemingly pleased with himself.

Moments later the wailing above us indicated that Alice was coming.

Limbs flying in all directions, her back hit square against the ground and air whooshed from her lungs. She coughed and batted at her dress as though it were alive and trying to attack her.

“Good Lord,” she said between assaults on the layers of ruffles, “this…is…ridiculous. Can’t believe I let you talk me into this.” She looked at me through narrowed eyes, but the softness within them gave away that she wasn’t really mad. “Do you know how long it took me to make this?”

“I hope not long,” said Jaxon. “Why would someone roll in the mud if their clothes were important to them?”

Alice looked at me and muttered something about a conspiracy before glaring at Jaxon. “Well?” she said contemptuously, “Are you going to take us to this Academy?”

Jaxon grinned like the Cheshire cat. He was getting exactly what he wanted, which was a rise. “Sure, sure, we can go now. I just wanted to see if you’d roll down a hill of mud to follow me, and you did. Haven’t met a woman yet who hasn’t if I’m the prize at the bottom.”

If Jaxon heard the growl that bubbled from Alice’s diminutive throat, he didn’t acknowledge it. Instead he hopped over another ledge, leading us deeper into what looked to be an old parking garage below the highway. I glanced out over the waist-high cement walls of the garage, and saw a massive building with a white cross and a snake coiled around it.

“That’s a hospital, isn’t it?” I asked.

“It used to be a hospital, yes. We ransack it for antibiotics when someone falls ill, but it’s nearly cleaned out. There are two other hospitals in the dome, though. Another reason to use electricity. It keeps the refrigerators running in the hospitals, which keeps the medicines cool. They’ll eventually expire, but until then, we’ll keep them at the ready.”

The smell of wet and dank disrepair became more prominent the deeper we went into the parking garage. Sunlight began to wane, casting long, spindly shadows along the walls. It felt like someone was watching us, and the hairs on my neck stood on end at the thought.

“Hurry,” Jaxon urged us as he slid a card through a machine on the left side of two metal grey doors. The machine flashed red, then green twice, and a beep sounded. Jaxon opened the door, but then barred us off with his long wingspan. I stopped quickly, and Alice ran into me. She sniffed in aggravation.

“Once we go in there,” he whispered, “don’t talk about you saw out here.” He glanced around, “No one has ever questioned the holograms before you two. Don’t talk about what you saw.”

Alice huffed. “But why? Why use energy to cover up the ruins? Don’t you have more important things to use the power for? And why hasn’t anyone else noticed?”

Jaxon’s face grew pale. “Haven’t you ever wanted to believe the world isn’t as ugly as what you see every day?”

“Of course,” I said, “but we don’t try to hide what the world is. What good does that do?”

“Have you ever heard of morale?”

“Where we’re from, we don’t have time for morale. Surviving is priority number one, and if you don’t see life for what it is, how do you expect to survive the ugly when it’s thrown at you?”

Jaxon looked at me, stunned. “You’re just a ray of sunshine, aren’t you?”

“Sure am,” I said with a smile. “But you know what? If I piss in your Wheaties, you’ll know it. I won’t try to hide it with a hologram.”

Jaxon looked ruffled. “We don’t like to talk about the war any more than your dome did. People avoid looking too deeply into anything. It’s better if you keep your nose out of places it didn’t belong, and the holograms are one of those places. Trust me.”

The skeletons that Dome Four hid may have been different than those of this dome, but it seemed that secrets lurked in the shadows all around us.

We walked through the door and into a hallway so plain it felt surgical. I wondered if this place was that different from home. The smell of stale medicine and sickeningly clean sheets tore at my nose. A camera was mounted in the middle of the hallway ceiling, and a red light blinked beside the lens. “Where are we?”

“Lower level of the hospital, but only for a moment,” Jaxon said as he swiped his card at the door on the other end of the hallway. Another beep sounded, and we marched on.

He led us down a flight of stairs and through another set of double doors. The hallway was as white and bare as the previous one, with no windows or doors. There was nothing to indicate where we were, whether we were above or below ground. I kept my eyes on the nondescript tiles and listened to our footsteps echo off the walls. After what felt like forever, he turned to us and smiled. Behind him was a pair of metal grated doors.

“Elevator going up,” he said. He pulled down a grate that locked us into the contraption. Its bare cogs and pulleys out for everyone to see, and reminded me of Dome Four. My stomach twisted with homesickness that I never knew was there.

Jaxon looked at me, his mouth half open from formulating a question. “Say, why are your eyes two different colors?”

“Got into a fight,” I replied. “Guy punched me, and they said he permanently altered the color.”

“That’s not possible,” he said argumentatively.

“What isn’t possible is that I won’t punch you and do the same thing,” I said without a hint of jest in my voice.

Alice kept a straight face to make it convincing. This was one of the games we played together: seeing how many unlikely scenarios we could come up for my heterochromia. She nodded and stepped forward into the conversation. “You should see the other guy if you think her damage is bad.”

Jaxon didn’t say anything after that, but kept glancing my direction as though I might attack. It was all I could do to not burst out in laughter.

Alice leaned in for the second time today, her voice smug. “What did I tell you? You’re a match made in heaven—full of crap and just waiting to call one another’s bluffs.”

I elbowed Alice in the ribs. She giggled, and Jaxon looked between the two of us with trepidation. That’s right, Mr. Pierce, I thought to myself, you should be the one out of their element for a change.

The elevator groaned and lurched into movement. We were thrown forward with the sudden jolt, and it did nothing to ease my tension. From the way Alice had one hand on the solid side of the elevator and the other covering her eyes, I wondered if she wouldn’t throw up on Jaxon’s dirt-spattered shoes. The thought made me smile.

Without warning, the elevator halted. Jaxon shielded his face as light poured through the bars, but gave us no warning to do the same. Through watering eyes I saw him step out of the elevator, and his tall frame blocked the light for a moment. He bowed, his body thrown into shadows from the glow behind him. The rays that filtered between his arms and his body almost made him look like he had angel wings. When he spoke, his voice was proud and proper. It was different from the voice he’d used on the journey here.

“Welcome, my ladies, to Chromelius Academy. I’m quite sure you’ll find your new home to be a bit more opulent than your last one.”






CHAPTER

NINE


Alice and I stepped out of the elevator in awe. Jaxon took a step to the side and smiled as we took in our new surroundings.

We were at the top of a magnificent, dual winding staircase made entirely of black granite. The edges of the stairs and the rails were lined in what looked like—but couldn’t possibly be—gold. Silver was inlaid within the stairs themselves in extravagant designs; swirls and planets and all matter of the knowledge of mankind created a breathtaking montage. The flecks of color within the granite made it feel as though I were looking out into a vast galaxy with millions of stars.

It probably cost more than the food rations for the entire population of my old dome.

The wall to the right was covered in gold and silver cogs; intricate designs made with precious stones glinted in the light as they turned, casting mini rainbows on the floor. Brass pipes rose from behind the cogs and were bolted into place along the curvature of the cathedral ceilings. They angled back down to the ground in the center of the atrium to a fountain that was large enough to be a swimming pool. The marble carving depicted a family sitting in the grass with a picnic basket in front of them. They all leaned back on a blanket and looked skyward to the enormous skylight that covered most of the ceiling. Below them on the platform the words ‘Restore our future’ were carved. Water—clean water—flowed out of the sides of the monument and into the pool below.

What a waste to use clean water like that.

Banners hung from the ceiling rafters. They were every color imaginable and had cliché phrases like ‘Take pride in your gifts’ and ‘The future is now’ scrawled in calligraphy. It all matched the decor; nothing felt out of place.

Except me.

“Like what you see?” Jaxon asked.

Alice nodded, awestruck. “The banners are made of silk, aren’t they?”

Jaxon leaned against the golden railings and nodded, dropping his regal façade and falling back into general conversation. “Very good. The best we could find, considering the circumstances.”

“The circumstances…” muttered Alice. She’d probably wrap herself up in one of the banners and never return if she could. Silk was something that was impossible to find at home, and she loved new materials.

I gazed out over the ledge of the stairs and took in the atrium below us. The floors were laced with silver and directed a path to the back of the main room, where a traditional clock larger than any I had ever seen took up almost the whole wall. The iron pendulum swung rhythmically, and brass cogs were visible behind the main face that indicated the time in onyx Roman numerals.

“The floor and railings are my designs,” Jaxon said. His words overflowed with pride. “I thought the place needed some life.”

I looked once more to the cogs that hummed quietly on the right and the condensation that dripped from the pipes. “I thought you didn’t use steam here.”

“Yes and no,” Jaxon said, “like I said, we use electricity, but we’re not trying to reinvent the wheel. We use the same mechanics as your dome, but we do it more efficiently with electricity.”

“That’s illegal,” Alice quipped.

Jaxon’s grin lit up his face. “It’s not illegal if you’re the one making the rules.” He pushed off the railing and extended an elbow for Alice and I. “You’re probably wondering where your room is. Riggs instructed me to meet him in the library when we arrived, and afterward I’ll show you around. Ready to go?”

It didn’t seem like there was an option, though Jaxon worded it that way. We silently intertwined our arms with Jaxon’s and set off down the staircase.

The water from the fountain playfully trickled and plopped as we passed. It was so clean, so clear. Part of me wanted to jump in and splash around to see if it was real. There was no time to stop, because Jaxon kept leading us on and into one of the multitude of hallways that led away from the central room. Shadows filtered into the hallways where the sunlight couldn’t quite reach.

“This hallway leads to the individual studies wing. The library and a few training rooms designed for specific abilities are back there, along with a quiet room for meditation,” Jaxon said in a blasé tone, as if every place he’d lived was equipped with a library, training rooms, and a place to meditate.

I nodded. This corridor was adorned in deep blues and lush reds. The carpet was so thick that I could see the impressions our feet made as we walked. Candelabras sat in arched niches that were lined with steel and brass every few feet, and candles threw flickering rays of light to illuminate our path. Upon closer inspection, the candles weren’t real. They were tiny light bulbs, flickering intermittently. Above our heads were crystal chandeliers. More than once I caught the red blink of another camera like the one I saw in the hospital hallway. Riggs must really value his security here.

“What’s with all the candles?” I asked.

Jaxon shrugged. “Riggs likes the mood they set. Lord knows we have enough electricity to use regular bulbs, but for some reason he prefers the ambiance of the candlelight, even if it’s fake. Here we are,” Jaxon indicated as we reached the end of the foyer. A sliver of soft light flickered through the frosted windows of the cherry French doors.

I looked at Jaxon for guidance, and he nodded his head toward the doors. He let our arms go and we headed into the library.

“Miss Avery Pike, so glad you could make it,” Mr. Riggs said jovially from across the room. He stood facing us, his back to a large fireplace. The fire crackled merrily as the logs burned, and the strong scent of cedar filled my nostrils.

To the right of Mr. Riggs was a cozy looking alcove. Brown leather chairs and a couch sat in the corner. An old keg had been cut in half, and a circular piece of grey steel lay on top to create a coffee table. The Victorian feel of the library was comforting. It felt like home, but so much more than Dome Four had ever been. Perhaps this place wasn’t as awful as I’d imagined on the way here. I couldn’t wait to curl up in that corner with a book and enjoy the serenity that this room exuded.

Mr. Riggs strode toward us with his arms extended in welcome. On either side of him mountainous rows of books loomed overhead and onto a second floor. The ceiling was adorned with cogs, metal windmills, and coils that wrapped around open wooden rafters. It was mesmerizing.

Mr. Riggs’s pleasant baritone brought my attention back from overhead. “I see Mr. Pierce successfully retrieved you, as well as Miss Dobson. I’m sure we’ll find her suitable living quarters.”

We looked at each other, dumbfounded. The thought of us not living together sent a cold sweat over my entire body. Alice found my hand and squeezed. I knew how she felt without having to speak.

I swallowed hard. “We would prefer to live together, if possible.”

Mr. Riggs’s smile grew, and he bowed his head. He seemed shorter than when I’d last encountered him, but then I realized he wasn’t wearing a top hat. He still towered over us, but his stature wasn’t imposing. “Very well, Miss Pike. I already had a roommate selected for you, but the rooms are capable of having three inhabitants. Would you prefer that?”

“Very much so,” piped Alice, but then she bowed her head. “I apologize, Mr. Riggs. It’s not my place to speak.” Traditionals weren’t allowed to speak to Elites unless spoken to first in Dome Four. It made me want to gag.

“You will find the social protocol here is quite different than your old dome’s. You’re welcome to speak at any time, my dear,” Mr. Riggs said with the air of a concerned father. His smile faded as he looked past us and to where I assumed Jaxon stood. “You were late arriving.”

“I apologize, Sir. I’ll get to work immediately.”

“But you can’t,” Mr. Riggs breathed lightly, his eyes roving over Jaxon as though he were examining a piece of property. “You must show these ladies to the dormitories, then meet me back here.”

I heard Jaxon swallow. “Yes, Sir. I’ll see to our new tenants and return promptly.” His brazen demeanor had disappeared. He was all business.

Mr. Riggs nodded at him with cold, calculating eyes before returning to Alice and I. His mood change was like a light switch. His face relit with kindness and compassion, and his broad shoulders and long arms engulfed us in an embrace. We were crushed to his chest as he chuckled, and I felt the reverberations from within him echo into my body. “You’ll find yourself here, Miss Pike. We’ll push your talent and maximize it. You’ll find freedom.” He turned his head and spoke to Alice. “My dear, I think you’ll enjoy this place as well. You’re the first true Traditional to step foot in the Academy, and I’m anxious to see how you fit in.”

I felt Alice stiffen as though the words were physical blows.

“Not to say you aren’t gifted, my lady,” he said in a reassuring tone. “I’ve been informed you’re quite skilled with sewing, and I’ll be sure you’re accommodated thusly. I’ll also put you in a few of Avery’s courses to see how you do, if you’d like.”

Alice’s smile returned, albeit a cautious one. “I’d like that, yes.”

“Then it’s decided!” Mr. Riggs said with more enthusiasm than the situation warranted. He relinquished his grip and patted our backs as he turned us. “Very well then, if you two don’t mind, I’d like a word with Mr. Pierce before you three depart.”

I looked at Jaxon, whose face was a mask of indifference. He was perusing a book, his left leg over one of the velvet-covered arms of the cherry wood chair he occupied. While his eyes were fixed on the pages, they were unmoving and his lips were taut. He swung his leg off the arm and snapped the book shut with one hand, tossing it onto the table beside the chair. The book tumbled and clattered to the floor, where pages fell away from the battered spine.

A page fluttered away, the bold text at the top reading IS THE WAR REALLY OVER? Riggs followed the page to its resting point, then turned his gaze back to Jaxon.

A smile that looked more like a grimace covered Jaxon’s otherwise inscrutable features. “Of course, Mr. Riggs.”

Alice and I walked out of the library and Mr. Riggs shut the doors behind us. The shadows of the two men danced against the firelight. Their voices were muffled.

“What do you suppose they’re talking about?” Alice wondered aloud as she picked dried dirt from her dress. A small mound of dirt began to settle on the carpet when she twisted her hips to free the caked mire from her clothing.

Just then, the men’s voices rose. Riggs’s thundering baritone made me jump. “I don’t care what your excuse is; don’t let it happen again, or there will be severe consequences! Nothing is free in this life, and you of all people should know that.”

“I didn’t recall asking for anything from you, or anyone else!” Jaxon retorted.

The sound of books thudding to the floor sounded through the door, and Mr. Rigg’s voice was clear. “Mr. Pierce, you simply breathing has taxed me more than you’ll ever know. Now get out.”

Jaxon’s figure began to grow as he stalked toward us.

“That wasn’t a good meeting,” Alice whimpered, no longer distracted by her disheveled dress.

Suddenly I felt a sliver of concern for the boy who wore his arrogance like a badge of honor. I also had more than a healthy dose of fear for the man who only moments before had given me the closest thing to a fatherly hug I’d ever received.








CHAPTER

TEN


Jaxon emerged from the library, his expression stony. He extended his elbows to accommodate our arms and stalked forward mechanically.

Halfway down the lengthy corridor, Alice couldn’t handle the silence. “Ugly can be wrapped deceitfully in the throws of beauty,” she said, as though she couldn’t get it out fast enough. She inhaled and whispered the rest. “And it’s hard to tell the difference when one isn’t used to seeing it.”

That was my Alice. Sage-like and wise beyond her years.

“I don’t want to talk about it,” Jaxon said firmly, “and if you try to make me feel better again, I will leave you in the atrium to fend for yourself.”

Alice fell silent. Her eyes dropped to the floor, then turned to find me in the corner of her vision. I shook my head. There was no way I could make heads or tales of this place, and Alice wasn’t much of a navigational mastermind herself. We didn’t need to make Jaxon mad and wind up sleeping beside the fountain until morning.

We crossed the main floor to the other side. The magnificence hadn’t diminished, but after hearing Jaxon and Mr. Riggs, the shimmer and shine of the atrium wasn’t as enticing. Instead, it made me feel like the beauty was a façade.

Jaxon led us to the center hallway, where the entryway was made of bronze. Over the top of the doorway, silver script was embedded in granite stone with numerous flourishes.

“Exegi monumentum aere perennius,” I said aloud, probably butchering the entire thing.

“I have erected a monument more lasting than bronze,” Jaxon said tonelessly. “A quote in Latin from Horace.”

I nodded, taking in the implications of the claim. “Mr. Riggs must think very highly of this place and his students.”

“He thinks very highly of himself, that’s for sure.” Jaxon muttered under his breath, then gestured above him to the right. Another camera. He stared it down as he spoke. “Multi famam, conscientiam, pauci verentur.”

“What’d you say?” Alice asked. She was braver than me; I would have let him ramble on until we got to our room. She had to learn and know everything.

“Just something for Riggs,” he said.

“What’s it mean?”

He snorted derisively as we walked into the hallway. “That I can be just as much like Confucius as you can, with your so-called nuggets of wisdom.”

“At least I have the nuggets to say them in plain English so everyone can understand them,” Alice shot back angrily.

He was as quick as she was with a comeback. “A little sincerity is a dangerous thing, and a great deal of it is absolutely fatal.”

Alice’s face widened with shock. “You know Oscar Wilde? How do you know Oscar Wilde?”

“Had lunch with him yesterday before I came to pick you two up. We’re old pals,” he nudged her in the side with his elbow. “He loves the french toast the kitchen whips up.”

Alice opened and closed her mouth, seemingly shocked that someone else had read her beloved poet’s works. “Apparently he knows how to read, Alice.”

“Of course I know how to read,” Jaxon scoffed. He stopped in front of an oval wooden door that was closed. The numbers 3-1-7 were nailed to the front. The handle to the door was a wheel like those I’d seen on vaults. He shoved a plastic card into each of our hands. “This is your room. Goodnight.”

“Wait a second,” I called, turning the card over in my hands. “What’s this?”

“Your key, of course,” he said, exasperated. “I swear you two are like cavemen.”

He stalked back over and snatched the key from my hand, then swiped it below the contraption mounted beside the door. It beeped twice, and the light flashed from red to green like the ones we’d seen on the way to the academy. He pushed the card back into my palm, but his touch was gentle. His turned the wheel in the center of the door, and I heard a click from the other side. The decorative cog on top of the door spun wildly and hummed, moving the much smaller gear below it. A moment later the door swung open a hair, and Jaxon stepped back.

“There. Seven A.M. is breakfast. No excuses. Your classes start tomorrow. Your closet is full, and Sari will show you to the common area in the morning.”

“Who’s Sari?” I asked, nonplussed by his information drop.

“Your other roommate. Don’t try to wake her up at this hour. She’ll maul you like a rabid bear.”

Without another word, he turned on his heel and left us standing at our door. Alice focused her attention on the door and her key, but I watched him walk away. Not thirty feet down the hall he stopped.

“And for the record, I said ‘Many fear their reputation, but few their conscience’ back there,” he said, not looking at us. In the low light of the candelabras I saw him brandish his own key card and jab it through the reader by the door. Before he disappeared into his room, he cast one long glance back to us. The shadows danced across his face, creating the illusion that he bore one massive bruise on his left side. I wondered if he felt that way inside, too.

Alice tugged at my hand. “Avery, come on,” she urged quietly. “I want to see our room.”

‘Room’ wasn’t exactly what I’d call the arrangement behind the door.

We stepped in and were at the top of a small staircase. It was on a much lesser scale than the entrance to the Academy, but designed the same. Swirling patterns were inlaid in the granite. A massive, full-length window sat at the other end of a spacious sitting room, and the moon cast a cool glow over the whole area. The flecks in the granite twinkled against the moonlight and made me feel as though I really were looking into a night sky. It gave me a sense of vertigo.

Alice took the steps two at a time and turned left into the open-area kitchen. Her hands ran along the grey marble island in the center of the kitchen, where a bowl of fresh fruit sat.

She grabbed an apple and waved it at me, her face alight with excitement. “They have food here, Avery!”

“We had food at home.” I gestured to my body. “We’re not skin and bones, by any means.”

There was nothing that could curb Alice’s excitement when she got going, so I left her in the kitchen to search for a bathroom. I walked through the living room that contained three large overstuffed couches. A butterfly-shaped coffee table was littered with books. I ran my fingers across the edges of the coffee table and examined the massive bolts that pinned the two panes of glass together with mahogany wood outside. Inside the wings were gears and ratchets, and they turned systematically with a tick, tick, tick. The body was solid wood and monogrammed with C.A., which I assumed stood for Chromelius Academy. No detail was spared.

A curved, carbon fiber archway housed a grand fireplace nearby, where coals clung to their final glowing embers. Red holographic letters flickered and scrolled across the mantle, Don’t forget to snuff out the coals, then went on to say, Welcome to Chromelius Academy, Avery Pike. They obviously hadn’t been planning on Alice.

My eyes roamed to the window that covered the expanse of the far wall. I walked over and pressed my palm against the cool glass — the Twin Cities were colder than my dome. The lights of the academy twinkled and glinted off the broken windows of buildings nearby, and the silence of the night was like a soft blanket over the area. The false moon hung high overhead in the sky and illuminated the lightly swaying grass. Was that a hologram, or truly grass? Probably the former; there was no place on earth that survived the damage of our own greed and vindictiveness.

My mind reeled from the day’s events. In the absence of noise, my thoughts seemed to scream out even louder. There were no people, no bustle of the seedy nightlife like Dome Four. No cries of hunger, of homeless people looking for a dry spot to avoid the damp humidity under an overhang.

The silence was deafening.

I turned, and two bookcases as big as the ones in the library lined the wall. There was a doorway in the middle and led to a hallway. I peeked through and saw additional doors on either side. I assumed those were our rooms.

There was a bathroom situated between the bedrooms, complete with a claw-footed bathtub and a huge shower with two showerheads. A mirror ran the length of the left side of the room with multiple sinks. In the far back corner were three wide stairs that led to a whirlpool, with a fireplace situated into the wall beside it. Huge brass vases filled with metal flowers sat on either side of the fireplace, and ivy wound around the sides of the whirlpool. A wrought-iron shelf sat beside the ostentatious display and held fluffy white towels. Seriously, who in the world needed this? The governor probably didn’t even have this kind of a setup, I thought to myself.

I left bathroom to find the room on the left now had light streaming out of the closet. Alice was already in there, poking and nosing around, murmuring to herself about good fortune. Personally, I kept thinking of our old home and how it was better, even though it technically wasn’t.

She jumped when I walked behind her in our massive walk-in closet. Brass pipes lined the ceiling and hummed with electricity.

“Ah! Avery, I didn’t hear you come in.” Alice waved her arms to the garments that lined the walls. A center island ran the length of the closet and held more shoes of different varieties than I’d ever seen. “Can you believe all of these clothes are yours? And look, it seems like Mr. Riggs took care to give you some things you’d actually like. See?” she pulled the arm of a green military jacket similar to mine away from the throngs of clothes, then turned to the shoes. “There must be five different colors of everything. I can’t wait to see what he gives me.”

She pulled out a pair of black pinstriped heels, complete with gold designs along the heel and toe. She gave me a guilty smile. “I know you won’t wear these. Would you mind if I took them?”

I nodded. Lack of sleep coupled with the overload of everything that had happened was finally catching up. I yawned and made a bigger deal out of it than needed. “Take whatever you want, Alice. You know what I’ll wear, and that’s next to nothing in here. Go wild.” I said while stretching. “I’m going to go find a bed and sleep.”

“I think there’s only one bed in here for now,” Alice said, not meeting my eye. She fingered the lace that lined the high-heeled shoes she’d become attached to. “Would you mind if we slept in the same bed tonight? It’ll be like home.”

The constant hum of hovercrafts patrolling the streets unnerved her back home. We had spent many evenings curled up in the same bed, reading and hoping to not be found before I snuck back to Wutherford.

How odd it would be to not have to worry about that tonight.

“Sure, sure, that’d be great,” I said, genuinely meaning it. “I need some company to get used to this place.”

“It’s something else, isn’t it?” she said in wonder as she took in the closet that was bigger than our living room at home.

I wasn’t sure if I liked the ‘else’ that this was, but I would try for Alice’s sake. “It’s something, that’s for sure.”


***


“Come on then, get up!” urged a voice in my ear.

I swatted at it like a fly. The voice squealed in annoyance. “Really, is that necessary? We gotta go. Breakfast is in twenty minutes!”

I reluctantly opened my eyes. The bed was softer than anything I could remember sleeping on. The cream coverlet was filled with down and more than warm enough for both Alice and me. It was a welcome change from the frayed and moth-eaten blankets Alice struggled to keep out of complete disrepair.

I reached beside me to push Alice, and realized she was gone.

My eyes flew open. Before me stood a girl I’d never seen before.

Her eyes were hazel and squinted as she blocked the sun from her eyes. Her strawberry blonde hair was cropped above the shoulders in chunky layers, save for a long, shocking pink braid that was tucked behind her right ear. A pair of light pink leather goggles held back wisps of stray hair.

“Welcome to the land of the living,” she said amiably. “I’m Sari. And no, not like the garment Hindu women wore when we still had multiple religions in the world.”

I pulled the covers up around my neck. “I don’t remember a time there were multiple religions in the world, let alone what people wore according to their customs.”

She shook her head, but the smile never left her heart-shaped face. I gave her a once-over and felt my mouth drop.

“What?” she asked, looking very amused. “Did I grow a second head?”

“No, it’s just you’re dressed…”

“Like you!” squealed Alice from behind her, making both Sari and I jump.

It was the truth; Sari wore a white t-shirt that showed her skinny midriff and bellybutton piercing. Suspenders held up her bulky black pants that had pockets all over them. Her hands were covered with fingerless leather gloves. Underneath the gloves a swirling tattoo wound its way up her arm and onto her bicep. I instantly liked her.

She extended a gloved hand and helped pull me out of bed. “Let’s get you showered and dressed, and we’ll head out. Sound good?”

I sighed as I headed to the shower. My feet prepared for the cold tiles that lined the shower floor, but instead I was greeted with warmth. Heated tile floors, I thought to myself. How much more extravagant could Mr. Riggs possibly be?

I enjoyed the dual head shower against my will. Heat filled the room, fogging the floor-to-ceiling glass as I hummed tunelessly. A dozen bottles of soaps and shampoos sat at the ready in the little cubbies that were along the wall of the shower. I picked a bottle based on the propaganda on the label. It smelled of powder and lilac.

In our dome, there were two smells: clean and stinky. There was no time to spend on such vain conveniences like perfumes. Everything here was overwhelming.

Alice banged on the door before I could towel off completely. “Did you leave me any water?”

I strode past her with one towel wrapped around my body and another wrapped around my head. “Yep. And it’s hot water.”

Her voice went up three octaves and she bounced on the balls of her feet. “Oh, my God, seriously? This place is heaven on earth.”

That’s all it took for her to disappear into the fog-laden bathroom. I wondered if we’d have to send a search party in there for her later. It was possible that she’d prune herself to no return before she’d get out of something so novel as a hot shower, and that was before she found the perfumed soap.

The thought brought a smile to my face as I headed back to our room.

Sari managed to find me clothes that looked like what I’d wear…almost. These felt too new, too tight, too clean to really be mine. By the time I was dressed, Alice was out of the shower and giving me a pep talk on why these clothes were wonderful, and Sari seemed nice, so I went with it. I wiggled around to loosen them up as we walked down the dormitory hallway toward the atrium.

“So right now we’ll have breakfast with all the students,” Sari informed us as we walked, “Then we’ll have a bit of free time to spend reading, meditating, or whatever strikes your fancy.”

“What if I want to parachute off the Academy? Is there a place to sign up for that?” I said, trying to crack a joke.

Sari looked at me like I’d lost my mind. “Why in the world would you want to do that?”

“Because she’s a nutter,” called a voice I’d recognize anywhere, much to my chagrin.

“Jaxon,” I said stiffly.

Sari laughed. “You call him Jaxon? Weird. We all call him Jax.”

“Like I said,” he replied with a wave of his hand, as though I’d proved a point, “she’s a nutter.”

I shook my head and kept following Sari. Jaxon fell in step with us. “Looking forward to some real food?”

Alice squeaked with excitement, but cut it off after I shot her a withering look. The last thing Jaxon needed was encouragement.

Jaxon laughed. “Oh, come on Pike, admit it, you like having me around.”

“I like having you around about as much as sitting in a tub full of rusty scissors.”

He winked. “Sticks and stones, love. Don’t you remember how it was in the schoolyard when you were young? The girl that claims that boys have cooties always ends up being the one that gives it up first.”

“If you mean gives up on diplomacy and hauls off and clocks the boy in question, then yes, you’d be correct.”

He rolled his eyes and opened his mouth with what promised to be another retort when an ear-splitting alarm began to sound. A booming voice echoed off the atrium walls. It was Mr. Riggs. “A noncitizen of Dome Three has been sighted outside. I repeat, a noncitizen was sighted outside. Please return to your rooms until the threat has been eliminated.”

“Oh, for Christ’s sake,” Jaxon lamented, “today was french toast day.”

I glanced between Jaxon and Sari, who both looked suspiciously excited. “I take it we’re not going to breakfast?”

Jaxon shook his head. “Nope, we’re doing something more fun.”

“Which is?”

He acted like I’d asked the dumbest question ever. “Sneaking out the academy and finding the noncitizen, of course.”

Oh, of course. That made perfect sense. Go get ourselves killed after avoiding imprisonment in our own dome. Sounded like a great plan.






CHAPTER

ELEVEN


Jaxon grabbed my hand and held tight. An unfamiliar zing of electricity surged through me at his touch. I liked it. I glanced at Jaxon for a split second to find him looking at me with a curious expression. Did he like it, too?

As quickly as the thought surfaced, he squashed it by releasing his hold. I felt an inexplicable pang of loss. That moment we touched…it was unlike any touch I’d experienced before. I locked the feeling far in the back of my mind. It was Jaxon. Nothing about him was nice. Well, besides his looks, and the lilt of voice…I shook myself mentally. Get a grip, Avery. The Academy is on lockdown and you’re panting after a guy you don’t even know.

He pointed at Sari. “Take Alice with you. I’ll take Avery. We’ll flank either side of the building.”

Sari nodded and pulled her gloves higher on her hands. She put a hand on the small of Alice’s back and whispered something in her ear. Alice looked like she was going to throw up.

“What are we flanking?” I asked, never looking away from Alice, whose knees were now shaking.

“The intruder, of course,” Jaxon said.

My mind immediately raced back to two nights ago when the Polatzi rained down on us. Panic settled in my stomach. “That’s not what Mr. Riggs said to do.”

“Heavens, no,” Sari chirped. “We’re supposed to go sit in our rooms until he gives us the all clear, but…”

“But where’s the fun in that?” Jaxon finished. His angelic smile was almost believable. Almost.

And then I remembered that even Lucifer was a beautiful angel once. That explained a lot, if you thought about it.

I swallowed. My throat felt like it was made of sandpaper. “Have you done this before?”

“Oh yeah, loads of times,” Jaxon said lightly.

“And it turns out okay?”

“Usually. Sari broke her arm once and I needed seventeen stitches another, but our medical wing is top-notch. No worries.”

Alice threw up on Sari’s shoes.

Sari shook her left foot rigorously. It didn’t look like she was the least bit grossed out, just annoyed. She took one of Alice’s arms and placed it around her neck to help Alice walk.

“Well, we know who the newbie is. I’ll take her back to the room and meet you outside.”

Jaxon nodded and pulled me toward the grand staircase. “Can’t I go with her?”

“Nope.”

“And why not?”

“Because I believe you’re made of a higher caliber than your Traditional friend.”

He led us past the fountain and straight toward the wall of stairs. As we walked, he rummaged through the bag he’d been wearing on his back.

“What are you looking for?” I asked.

“These.”

He pulled an oxygen mask out far enough so I could see what it was, then slipped it back into the bag.

“I didn’t think we needed those here.”

“Better safe than sorry when you’re doing things you’ll probably end up sorry for doing…follow me?” His voice was playful and he didn’t seem the least bit worried about our half-cocked plan.

It did nothing for my confidence in my decision to follow him.

When we reached the stairs, he began to press the silver stars embedded in the granite. His fingers danced deftly across the monolith. When he stepped back, the stars glowed a cyanotic blue. The outline of a door emerged, and the stone slid away.

Jaxon pulled me through the opening. “Hurry up.”

“What did you just do?”

“A magic trick. Follow me.”

We ran up the slippery cement steps. The derelict walls were blanketed in green and yellow mold; its fuzzy growth even overtook the railing. Old rusted cogs that were made of basic metals and not coated in splendor revealed the underbelly of the Academy. They struggled to move under the weight of the kudzu that grew between the teeth in the gears, and turquoise oxidation overtook most of the copper cogs. I ran my hand along a lever, and Jaxon hissed under his breath. “For the love of God, don’t touch anything down here. It’s the only safe place in the Academy. If you start poking, prodding, and leaving a trail, cameras will go up here, too.”

I pulled my hand away and heard the squelch of watery muck under my palm. There was enough light from the intermittent gas lamps to see that my hand was now a breeding ground for God knew what. I went to wipe off my hand, only to be barked at again in the low light.

“Don’t wipe that on your pants,” Jaxon called. “It’ll never stop growing. Wipe it on the wall.” He took two steps at a time, apparently not deterred by the perilous grime on the stairs. I did as he said and grimaced when the mold attached itself to the wall.

I wheezed and struggled to keep up. What sounded like a cannon fired overhead and shook the passageway. Dust and small debris fell from the ceiling as the floor rumbled. An over-patched pipe that ran the length of the ground began to groan, and a bolt sprang loose. Steam hissed and exploded from the hole. Every neuron in my body was on fire with a mixture of adrenaline and fright, but it was a reaction I could understand. This was more like home. I cocked my ear toward the top of the stairs after another blast thundered. “What in the world was that?”

“The warning shot,” Jaxon said. “Next one will be to kill. We’ve got to find the insurgent before Riggs does.”

The blood in my veins ran cold. Insurgent? What kind of place was this? I thought we were here of our own free will.

Then it hit me.

Jaxon had taken Alice and me. Taken us. We didn’t have a choice. It had been the Polatzi or Jaxon. Part of me wondered if other students came from similar situations.

Another boom sounded overhead, freezing me in my tracks. Try as I might, panic seeped in. Why were we doing this? Who was this person we were trying to save?

Whowhatwherewhy? Questions rampaged through me. What had I gotten myself into? I longed for the time I simply snuck out and stayed out of the wandering eye of the Polatzi.

Jaxon was there instantly, hands on both of my upper arms.

“Pull it together,” he urged, his eyes full of concern that I’d never seen there before. “We’re this guy’s only hope.”

He turned and moved faster up the stairs. I heard the echo of a doorknob turning and then sunlight streamed down the passageway. Almost to the top.

My muscles ached from speeding up the stairs, but I was desperate to find whomever Mr. Riggs was shooting at before they were killed.

Jaxon grabbed my hand and pushed me through the door into the light. He was right behind me, not wasting a second.

“The shot came from this direction,” he said, taking on the air of a dog in the middle of a hunt. “Riggs’s defenses can’t shoot more than forty yards out. The guy will be close. Come on.”

The holograms were barely visible. Only vestiges of tall, willowy grass remained, and the destruction from the war prevailed. We ran between abandoned cars and remained in shadows. Jaxon’s eyes constantly darted upward, always watching. Twice he held his arm out to his side, stopping me in my tracks. We were never alone.

We rounded the corner of a massive white stone citadel. Jaxon whirled to face me. “Stay here,” he said before disappearing around the corner.

I pressed myself against the stone wall. It was warmed by the sun and would have been comforting, had I not been breaking more rules than I could count and trying to find someone that was shot with a guy I barely knew. I sucked in a deep breath to steady myself and drown my fears. How I had managed to have a crappy situation in Dome Four turn into an even crappier one here in Dome Seven, I’d never know. There couldn’t be a person left alive with worse mojo than me.

“Hey, you okay?” whispered a voice to my right.

I bit my tongue and immediately tasted blood. Sari jumped back. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you. Have you found them yet?”

Jaxon called from around the corner before I could reply. “Avery, get over here. Help me.”

After another steadying breath, I peered around the corner. Jaxon had a teenage boy over his shoulder. Blood stained Jaxon’s thermal Henley, and his hoodie covered most of the boy’s torso.

Jaxon beckoned me again. “Sari, Avery, come on! I can’t carry him all the way by myself.”

I willed my legs to move. Muscles contracted, but stiffened in refusal. Sari pushed me gently from behind. Step by dizzying step, I made my way to Jaxon.

The boy looked to be about Alice’s age. Dark scarlet stains blossomed on the shoulder of Jaxon’s hoodie, and the sleeve covered most of the boy’s face. The overwhelming scent of rust and metal filled my nostrils.

Blood.

There was no way we could save him. There was too much blood.

My face must have told Jaxon as much, because his features hardened. “I don’t care what you think. We can fix this.”

I glanced down at the still body slung over Jaxon’s shoulder once more, but then Jaxon jerked the boy away from my gaze.

“Time to make an exit,” he said quickly, and turned the opposite direction of which we’d came.

Where was he going? I called out to Jaxon, confused. “Jaxon, the passageway is—”

“I know where the passageway is; I made it,” he said over his shoulder. The poor boy bounced limply on his shoulder with each stride Jaxon took. “But we’ve got more company than I’d planned on!”

I looked over my shoulder.

I knew those uniforms.

Forty or fifty Polatzi were materializing from between cars and out of alleyways.

No time to think.

Time to run.

Sari and Jaxon were ahead of me. I sprinted to keep up with Jaxon’s long, loping strides and Sari’s quick head start. An eardrum-bursting boom exploded not ten feet from us. A massive iron ball crumpled the side of a long-abandoned tank like it was a soda can. 

Polatzi bodies flew backward, and screams of agony shattered the air around us. I fell to the ground in fright.

Sari grabbed my hand and pulled me to my feet, my sweaty palm slipping against her leather glove. She reached into her pants pocket and produced a contraption I recognized.

My oxygen mask.

“Put it on now,” she ordered as she looked skyward. “You’re going to need it.”

Sari placed an oxygen mask over the injured boy’s face as well. His chest heaved as he struggled to breathe.

Jaxon led us into an abandoned store. The desks still stood with computers and gadgets, as though consumers might return one day. I ran my hands over the banned electronics. I’d never seen a computer before. Jaxon pushed my hand off the device gently. “Don’t touch anything.”

“Why not?”

“Because they’ll know.”

He didn’t tell me who they were, but it gave me enough fear to drop my hand by my side.

Jaxon ducked down below the front windows of the store and gingerly sat the boy against the wall. His arm was a stump at the elbow, and blood poured from it. Sari was checking for a pulse. By the thin line of her lips, I worried we were too late.

“There’s a heartbeat, Jax, but barely,” she whispered.

Jaxon pulled off his shirt to reveal his chiseled chest and stomach. He ripped the arms from the stitching at the shoulders of the shirt. Without a word he tied the strip of fabric above the wound, then placed the remainder over the stump. He used the other strip to knot the makeshift tourniquet in place. He worked quickly, as though he’d done it before. “We need to get him back before the carbon dioxide eats at the wound.”

He gave Sari a look and nodded once to the fallen plaster on the ground, then to the back of the store. Sari seemed to know what he meant, because immediately she grabbed a large chunk of plaster, aimed, and threw the mass at the back right corner of the room. Sparks flew and metal fell from its mounting. A camera. Wires dangled and sparked as last surges of electricity pulsed through the now ruined contraption. I wouldn’t have known it was there, had Jaxon not pointed it out.

I took another deep breath as Jaxon’s comment came back to me. “I thought this dome had clean air.”

“It does,” he answered, disgust tinged in his words. “When Riggs wants it to.”

A hissing noise—like a balloon losing its helium—sounded from beyond our hiding place. Sari took a running leap from the back of the store and slid to us on her knees, her arms covering her head as chunks of plaster rained down. I looked outside to see a Polatzi running toward us, clutching his throat as blood made his already red lips even brighter. I skittered backward and screamed.

“It’s fine,” Jaxon said, “he won’t make it here.”

As if on cue, the Polatzi coughed and spewed blood all over the front of his tan shirt. Blood ran from his nose and ears, and the man crumpled to the ground.

Dead. Dead as could be.

Dead like my parents might be.

Like I could be soon.

“That one was quick,” Jaxon muttered. “He probably didn’t feel much.”

I crawled on my hands and knees to Jaxon and the boy. I held my mask tighter against my face. “What happened to him?”

It was Sari who answered. The gas mask covering her mouth made her sound hollow and robotic. Maybe it was a tone of despair. “The oxygen purifiers were cut off.”

I closed my eyes as I tried to imagine dying by suffocation. It wasn’t a pretty image. 

“Pike. Long time no see,” a new voice sounded. A voice I knew. 

No one called me Pike. No one but…

I squeaked in shock. “Legs?”

“The one and only,” he coughed behind his mask, then lifted momentarily it to spit out blood. “Did you miss me?”

Excitement and shock coursed through me. It was Legs! Alice and I weren’t alone! “What the hell, Legs? How’d you end up here? Where’s your sister?”

Another shot resonated in my bones before Legs could respond. It was from farther away, but it still shook merchandise off the walls.

Jaxon cursed under his breath. He hiked Legs back on his shoulder and took off toward the back of the store. “No time for reunions. Come on, before any cannon fire finds us by accident, or worse, on purpose.”

He led us through dirty alleyways and between cramped, towering buildings. Cannon fire sounded in the distance from where we’d came. Cries of pain reverberated off the buildings. I’d never been part of the war, but this must have been what it felt like.

We continued our steady run, our feet pounding against the broken concrete. It felt as though we’d run miles and miles. Shock and fear coursed through my body. This was not like home. As downtrodden as our dome might be, no one was murdered or feared attack. My ears rang from the shots and cries of people I’d never met. What had they done to deserve this? I didn’t even realize it when we reached the white stone tower.

Sari ran her hands along the stone in search of the passageway I assumed. “I can’t find the stupid latch, Jaxon. We need to get inside before anyone notices we’re gone.”

“Avery, listen to me,” Jaxon whispered, “take him for a second. I need to open the door.”

Legs coughed as he leaned against me and I tried to manage his weight. “You were always there to keep me out of trouble,” he said through the mask, his voice garbled. “I shoulda known you’d save me, and it wouldn’t be the other way around.”

“Yeah well, you saved my ass enough to make up for it.”

Legs laughed weakly. “I always liked your ass.”

Jaxon stepped in and slung Legs over his shoulder before heading into the tunnel. “Come on, he’s becoming delusional.”

“There’s nothing delusional about liking Avery’s ass,” Legs argued, sounding more out of it by the minute. “Come on, man, don’t tell me you haven’t checked it out.”

Sari snorted. “If he wasn’t half dead, I’d say he was a pig.”

“He’s not a pig,” I argued in his honor as Sari shut the door. “He’s bleeding out.”

“Yeah, well, he won’t be winning any gentleman quarterly awards today either,” Jaxon said in the distance.

“Ain’t got to, buddy,” Legs said weakly. “Just gotta get Avery home.”

His comment made me go cold. How did he get here? Why was he here? There were so many questions and I had no clue where to begin. “How did you…where did you…what is this place? This tunnel?”

“I wanted a way out of the Academy if there was an emergency and Sari helped,” whispered Jaxon. “That’s all you need to know.”

“I think I’ll stay in the Academy if the outside is as dangerous as it was today, thanks.”

“It’s not the outside that have to be worried about,” Jaxon said darkly, “It’s what’s inside the Academy that you should be afraid of. Exegi monumentum aere perennius, remember?”

“You mean…”

“Welcome to Chromelius Academy, Avery. You may have come here with what you thought was free will, but you won’t be leaving unless you’re in a body bag.”








CHAPTER

TWELVE


“Be careful with him,” I called as Sari and Jaxon carried Legs. The stairs were so narrow that they took them sideways, adding to the already dangerous trek down the slippery, mossy mess.

“Oh yeah, because we planned on chucking him to see if he’d bounce down the last six steps before you said that,” Jaxon said.

Legs groaned. “Might be better if you did.”

His voice was so defeated that it scared me. I couldn’t lose him again. Everything that had happened to him was my fault. “Don’t say that! Jaxon told me they have a great medical wing here.”

Legs laughed weakly. “Yeah, because I’ll be welcomed with open arms. Oops, arm. Get it?”

He was delusional from blood loss. In the dim light, I saw Jaxon’s outline readjust him, then keep going. Sari said nothing, but kept pace with Jaxon.

Guilt settled in the pit of my stomach. Legs was going to die in this hellhole, and it was because of me. Urgency washed over me. We needed to get him medical attention now. As we reached the foot of the stairs a thought struck me.

“We can’t go parading into the atrium with a bloody guy, can we? That’s not conspicuous at all.”

Jaxon grunted out a laugh. “No kidding, Sherlock. There’s another door down here.”

Crowded at the bottom of the stairwell, Sari’s free hand found a doorknob to the left. The entryway blew cold air into our faces, and Sari took off her mask. I took it as an indication that I could do the same.

This hallway was dank, and lights snaked along the upper corners of the walls from naked wires. They buzzed and the lights blinked as electricity surged. A few feet ahead, a shower of sparks flew from the cord where copper wiring showed through. I wondered how anyone hadn’t been electrocuted.

There were niches along the walls like in the dormitory hallway, but nothing was inside them except spider webs that sagged under the weight of the damp air. Rusted bolts, screws, and old piping ran along the corners of the floor. Our footsteps echoed off the cement walls and a chill that had nothing to do with the cold ran up my spine. “Are there cameras around?”

“No,” said Sari. “This is one of the only places they aren’t.”

“And that’s only because Riggs doesn’t know anyone uses it,” added Jaxon bitterly. “He leaves this disgusting underbelly alone because no one comes down here. He doesn’t think anyone sees the ugly in this place, just like Alice said to me last night. She’s a wise one, even if she does have a weak stomach for rule-breaking.”

We ran in silence for a few minutes. The tick, tick, tick, of the gears grinding and the hum of the power surging through the pipes put me on edge. Every step we took, I grew more worried about Legs’s chance of surviving. “How is he going to heal from this?”

“We’re taking him to Xander. He’s the best medic we have,” Sari explained.

“And thankfully he’s on our side.” Jaxon finished.

Jaxon stopped abruptly and held a finger to his lips. Sari and I took a collective breath as Jaxon pressed his ear to the door. Satisfied with whatever he did or didn’t hear, he nodded and twisted the bronze handle.

The room on the other side was impeccably clean; brilliant fluorescent lights bounced off the tile floor. A man no older than twenty strode across the room to where Jaxon and Sari gently laid Legs on a stretcher. His voice was hushed as he examined Legs, who had gone sickly pale. “How long has he been bleeding?”

“Twenty minutes or so? I’m not one hundred percent positive, Xander,” Jaxon said. “We found him as quick as we could. We thought he was the only one, but —”

Xander’s sharp eyes looked up. “There was a whole team, wasn’t there?”

“How’d you know?”

“Too many shots were fired,” he said, untying the tourniquet. “You’re getting better at these, you know.”

“Thanks. Look, can you fix him?”

Xander lifted the mangled stump. “He needs a transfusion. I don’t know what type of blood he has.”

I stepped forward. “I have O-Negative. He can have mine.”

Xander’s eyes narrowed curiously. “Is this the girl Riggs sent you to get?”

Jaxon nodded and leaned against a metal tray filled with various surgical utensils. So much for sterilization. “Yep.”

Xander’s eyes returned to me. “Have you had any tattoos in the past year?”

“No, what does that have to do with—”

“Have you been sick at all?”

“No, look—”

“Did the dome you came from have any viral illnesses?”

“No, can I—”

“Is there any chance you’re pregnant?”

“NO!” I shouted as I stomped across the room. Pain shot up the side of my hand as it connected with the metal tray beside Xander. Everyone went silent as I fumed. “I have a blood type that could save his life. Are you going to let me do it or not? I’m not sick, don’t have some wonky virus, and I’m not pregnant.”

“Well, that means you need some spice in your life,” teased Jaxon as he did a little two-step and winked at me.

“Shut up, Jax,” Sari and I said at the same time. Sari punched him in the shoulder, which made me feel a little better.

Xander nodded. “Very well. Nothing you could have would make his situation more dire anyway, I suppose.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence,” I said as I shrugged out my jacket.

“Well this has been a fun morning,” Jaxon piped. “I’m going to take my leave, clean up, and make sure Riggs doesn’t suspect any shenanigans.”

“I’ll go clear our images off the cameras if we were caught anywhere, then check on Alice,” Sari agreed. They both took off through the clear glass door on the other side of the room, leaving me speechless with this man I had barely met.

Xander answered my unvoiced question as he dug in a nearby drawer, his back to me. “Jax is squeamish with blood. Sari tries to make sure he doesn’t feel emasculated because of it.”

“I see.”

“He has a good heart, even though he seems to have a penchant for alienating anyone around him until they believe he’s rock, stone and sarcasm. Ah, here we go.”

“What’s all that?”

Xander lifted his armful of medical supplies; their sterile packaging crinkled with the movement. “Eighteen gauge needle, blood tubing, and a line of normal saline. Usually we’d get blood from our stores, but as you’ve pointed out, you’re the universal donor and this is a rushed job.” He laid the packages on the bed and returned to the cabinets. “I’m going to give him antihistamines to control a possible spike in his temperature. You may want to pull up a chair. This could take a while.”

I nodded and pulled a chair to Legs’s bedside, where he was passed out. His remaining hand looked so lifeless and limp. I took it in my own so he wouldn’t feel alone. If he could feel anything at all.

“We’re going to fix you up,” I whispered to him and wiped dirt from his cheek, “Everything is going to be all right.”

“Search his pockets for identification,” advised Xander. “Maybe we’ll get lucky.”

“I already know who he is.”

“You do? Who is he?”

I flushed. “Well, I don’t know his real name, but I call him Legs. He’s a vendor at the market in Dome Four. We…we helped each other out. Looked out for each other.”

“And I’m assuming, by the looks of it, that he looked out for you more than you looked out for him?”

Another pang of guilt. I felt the heat in my face. “That’s not true,” I said defensively, “I made sure he was taken care of. I don’t know how he ended up here.”

Xander pointed to the remains of his clothing. “I wouldn’t have imagined you a fan of the Polatzi.”

“I’m not.”

“Then why is he wearing their uniform?”

I examined Legs’s attire closer. Xander was right; his pants were military issue, and what remained of his bloody top looked very similar to the tan undershirt of the Polatzi’s uniform. I swallowed hard.

“He wasn’t a Polatzi the last time I saw him. They…they took him against his will.”

Xander looked at me pointedly. “That you know of.”

His comment left me with a whole new wave of questions. What if Legs was a Polatzi soldier before he was taken away? Could he have been an informant all along? No. He couldn’t be. Right?

Xander walked over and stuck Legs with a clear fluid, which caused Legs to stir. He sucked in a choked breath.

“It’s okay, it’s okay,” Xander said, a hand on Legs’s chest. “You’ll be fine.”

Xander tossed the needle on a metal tray next to him. He worked quickly but explained as he went. “Morphine. But like I said, you may have made friends with an undercover Polatzi and never even known it. You can never trust anyone but yourself.”

“Then why would he have encouraged me to break into a government building to steal rations when he gave his away to those who needed them more?”

Xander’s left eyebrow rose. “You’re a bit of a rebel, aren’t you?”

“No.”

“No?”

“Well maybe,” I said, flustered. “I just don’t want people to be hungry, and I don’t have a problem taking rations from people who have more food than they know what to do with.”

He smiled as he swabbed the crook of my arm with alcohol. The smell of it burned my nose. “You might have a little bit of a modern day Robin Hood in you,” he said, then wrapped my arm with a blue rubber tourniquet. “Look away if you want.”

I turned my head away as there was a pinch and a sting. I breathed out of my nose and reminded myself it was better not to look. “I don’t make a habit of being delinquent; it was a one-time occurrence for a friend who’d helped me. It seems unfair that some live extremely wealthy while others live day to day if they’re lucky.”

“And how did your Governor respond to the break in?”

“I think he suspected me, but he didn’t do anything. He needed me for my ability too much. Wanted me to openly support his cause to get others to fall in line.”

“And you didn’t because…?” Xander trailed off. The rubber tourniquet loosened and I felt the blood pulsing from the vein in the crook of my arm.

I looked down and my vision blurred for a second before I pulled myself together. “Because I thought it was a bunch of political bull crap. I was one of the few Elementalists keeping our Dome afloat, and Elementalists are highly regarded in our Dome. The governor wanted us on his side. I don’t like being used as a government tool, so I ignored his letters.”

Xander laughed. “I like your spirit.”

I watched the once frosty clear tubing turn red as my blood raced through. “Yeah, well, that’s a first.”

“How do you mean?”

I shrugged, then remembered the needle in my arm and stilled. “I didn’t win any favors for my so-called spirit at home.”

“You were by far the youngest in your class. Makes for a difficult situation in even the best cases.”

I narrowed my eyes. “How’d you know that?”

“Riggs does his homework before he commits to a new student. He and I are close.” Xander replied. “Although I do have one question that bothers me.”

“What’s that?”

“If you were one of a few Elementalists keeping your dome afloat, why would you leave? Are you so selfish that you’d condemn your entire dome to death to avoid helping them, or did you not think that through?”

The accusation sent chills down my body and my heart pounded in my chest. My mouth went dry and it hurt to swallow. How could I respond to that? I honestly hadn’t even thought of it when it all happened—things flew at me so fast—but he was right. Had I condemned my entire dome? What would Mom and Dad think of that? I ached inside, worried now that I had caused more harm than I could ever fix.

Xander was crouched over the bloody stump, his hand rubbing the side of his face like an artist examining a blank canvas. Xander’s expression made me think he wasn’t overly confident in the condition of his patient. The heart rate monitor continued to show a steady heartbeat and while not a doctor, I knew that was a good thing. “I can cauterize and stitch the limb as best possible. Beyond that, there’s nothing more I can do except wait and hope your generous donation pulls him through.”

He’d moved on without an answer to his question, and I was grateful, even though his accusation seeped through my veins like a poison. I was a deserter. “And while we wait, will Legs be ok?”

“Most of the time we run more of a catch and release program. Jax brings them in banged up and I fix whatever I can. Sari gives them food she sneaks out of the kitchen, and we send them back wherever they came from. Mr. Legs here is a bit more of a demanding case. I’m not sure how we’re going to conceal him.”

I puckered my lips as I thought through the situation. There were so many things I didn’t know about this place. How could I help? I started throwing ideas out, hoping something would stick. “Sari mentioned cameras. She even broke one when we were trying to get back here. Are they everywhere?”

Xander frowned. “More places than we probably know. Men work hard to attain power, but work even harder to retain it. It’s an exhausting process that only ends in paranoia. I believe Riggs is getting there.”

“Is there anywhere Legs could stay that he wouldn’t be under surveillance?”

A choked cough stole our attention. “Pike, don’t you go anywhere that doesn’t end up with someone in trouble?”

Xander was beside him instantly. “To be fair, you were the one trespassing, Sir.”

Despite just coming to, Legs was undeterred. His voice was weak but firm, and his grey eyes were as hard as stone. His words slurred slightly, but I figured it was from the medication coursing in his veins. “I came for Pike and Alice. We had reason to believe they were here, and we were right.”

Xander put a hand on Legs’s chest as he tried to push off the stretcher. “Legs, you’ve been through major trauma. You need blood, stitches, and rehabilitation. I can help you with that, then we can discuss Miss Pike and Miss Dobson.”

Legs scoffed. “A major trauma? What kind of —” He had tried to push himself upward, and realized that he only had one arm. “My… my arm… ”

His voice cracked. He jerked back and tried to rip off the buckles that strapped his waist to bed. “What the hell happened to my arm? Oh, my God!”

He kicked and lashed out. His foot connected with the metal tray containing the needles, scissors, and small knife Xander used to fix his mutilated arm. Surgical tools flew in all directions. Legs ripped the tubing from around his nose and jerked away from the monitors.

“Get away! Don’t touch me!”

“You knew you lost your arm on the way here!” I yelled back. “What’s your problem, Legs? Xander’s trying to help you!”

“He doesn’t remember what’s happened to him,” Xander called as he ducked a stethoscope that Legs threw at him, “It’s normal in trauma patients! We need to subdue him!”

Panic pervaded the room and filled my pores. I thought of Riggs and how he’d lashed out at Jaxon the night before. What would he do if he saw this scene unfolding?

Just then Jaxon flew through the door and latched it quickly behind him. “What in the devil is going on?”

His eyes locked onto the flailing Legs. Jaxon moved across the room with cat-like finesse and tackled Legs to the ground. Legs continued to wrestle and fight, but Jaxon was bigger and stronger.

A dull throbbing in the crook of my arm made me realize that the needle had been ripped out of my arm in the sudden attack. A small, pulsing stream of blood snaked its way down my forearm from the open wound. I held my bloody arm with my good hand while Xander attempted to bind Legs’s ankles together. Legs thrashed wildly, but Jaxon had him pinned. 

The only problem was that Legs found the scalpel nearby.

He swung the metal blade viciously. The hum of the steel as it ripped through the air was bad, but not nearly as bad as it burying deep into Jaxon’s right forearm.

“Dammit!” Jaxon roared. “You nut job, we’re trying to help you!”

Jaxon wrapped his good arm up under Legs’s neck. He squeezed tightly and a moment later, Legs went limp.

“Well, that was completely worth missing french toast this morning,” Jaxon complained as he pulled the scalpel from his flesh. He pulled his head away when blood oozed from the wound. “Good God, Xander, help me.”

Xander finished restraining Vince and started reattaching the necessary tubes. I looked dismally at one of the bags of my blood. It lay on the ground, slashed. Blood pooled around it, and tears pricked my eyes. All that work to fix Legs now spilled like a red blanket across the once-pristine floor.

Jaxon spoke, this time more urgent. “Xander, I need help. I may lose the arm.”

“Poor taste in jokes, considering the situation,” Xander chastised him.

“Nothing is more disappointing than wasting perfectly good sarcasm on an unappreciative audience. Now fix me before this blood makes me pass out.”

Xander sighed and waded through the mess of his office. “Nothing’s sterile now.”

“Put a needle over a lighter,” Jaxon suggested. “I don’t care, just stitch this up. I have to take Avery to Riggs.”

My stomach clenched. “Why?”

“He wants to make sure you’re not traumatized from today,” Jaxon said, his lips curling into a smile. “Which, by the way, you’re not. You spent the morning in your room reading and enjoying the luxuries that Riggs has so graciously provided you.”

“I see. And what am I supposed to say if he asks questions I don’t know the answers to?”

“Say you’re excited to start your courses and help fix our broken planet any way you can. That should placate him for now, but if not, just start sobbing and saying how you are overwhelmed by this place,” he said as he winced. Xander was stitching him up. “By the way, he’ll probably bring up your parents.”

“I don’t know anything about my parents.”

“Precisely why he wants to discuss them. He does.”

It felt like I’d been doused in ice water. I’d always wanted to know about my parents. Now that the possibility of gaining answers lay before me, I questioned if I really wanted to know. It was a double-edged sword; if I didn’t know, I could fashion myself a set of parents who loved me dearly and did everything they could for me. If it turned out that wasn’t the case, there was no way to keep that image alive in my mind. “What if they were bad people? What if it’s better off to not know?”

“Don’t sweat it,” Jaxon said, now making a fist and flexing the muscles in his forearm. They rippled under his caramel skin and pulled at the fresh stitches. Xander pursed his lips in distaste. “There’s nothing that could beat my dad in the suck-factor.”

I rolled my eyes. “Oh yeah? Why’s that?”

“Because Riggs is my dad.”







CHAPTER

THIRTEEN


Jaxon picked at the gauze that Xander had wrapped around the stitches. The edges were already frayed from his mindless tugging, and we’d only left Xander’s office five minutes before. I put a hand over his to stop him from ruining it completely. “If you don’t stop playing with it, you won’t have anything left.”

“Funny,” he said. A wicked grin worked at the edges of his lips. “I’ve always heard that if you don’t stop playing with it, you’ll go blind.”

“Pervert.”

“Sixteen. Male. That shouldn’t come as a surprise.”

His long, sinuous frame rested between two of the crenelations in the outer wall of the fountain in the atrium. Misty water danced in the sunlight and fell on his shoulders. The simple white shirt he wore was quickly becoming see-through. It rested tight against his chest and I watched it rise and fall with every breath he took.

He gripped the stone pillars until the tips of his fingers were white. His smile was easy, as though he was enjoying a joke that only he was privy to, and his eyes gleamed from the rays of the setting sun. “Oh Pike, I’ve known you for less that forty-eight hours and I already know how to get under your skin.”

“No you don’t,” I lied.

So many things about him irritated me. The haughty way he held himself, his constant sarcasm and dry humor, the way he held his lips to the side when he was winding up a new insult. Most of all, I was irritated with the fact that he was giving me a smug look while twirling a blonde dreadlock around his long finger…and I liked it. I liked him. I shook my head to clear my thoughts. “Why do you call me Pike? Only Legs calls me that.”

“Why do you call me Jaxon? No one calls me that.”

His question caught me off-guard. “I — well, your friends call you Jax.”

“And you’re saying you’re not my friend?”

Jaxon’s eyes were clear and inquisitive. He raised an eyebrow, obviously waiting for my response.

I cleared my throat. “Well, like you pointed out, I’ve only known you forty-eight hours. That’s hardly enough time to make friends.”

He pushed off the fountain and shook his head as he passed me, making an audible tsk noise behind his teeth. “I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised. You were at your old dome how long and didn’t have any friends?”

“That’s out of line,” I whispered, rooted to my spot, as I stared at Jaxon’s back. Was there any part of him that didn’t have muscles? It seemed ridiculous that someone would have that much definition in their back.

I shook my head. Avery, get a freaking grip. He’s a tool bag, whether you could wash your clothes on his abs or not.

Still, his words cut through me. Truth was, those very words drifted through my mind on a daily basis when I lived in Dome Four. Why I couldn’t let down my walls long enough to make a friend besides Alice?

Somehow I formed a coherent sentence. “You don’t know me.”

“Let me be your friend, and I’ll get to know you.”

“Make me think that’s a good idea.”

Jaxon dipped his head in acknowledgement and walked toward the library corridor. “Fair enough,” he waved a hand to beckon me. “Smile at Riggs when he talks. Make him feel important. He wants you to be happy here. If you play your part, he’ll give you anything you want.”

Jaxon’s stride was long, and I was doing double time to keep up. He seemed so sure of himself, so in control of his destiny even in this place, where he claimed we were imprisoned. I didn’t have a shred of doubt that what Jaxon wanted, Jaxon got. He owned his life.

I so desperately wanted to own mine as well.

Could he help me take control of it, or would he cause it to crash around my feet?

For some reason, it felt like either option would be exhilarating if Jaxon were involved.

Exhilarating and dangerous.

The back of Jaxon’s shirt was soaked. The small “v” of muscles at the base of his spine flexed as he craned his neck to make sure I was still behind him. Why did that give me butterflies?

Jaxon turned and smiled. “Are you even listening to me? You’re way past your ogling allotment.”

“I’m not ogling you.”

“Trust me, I’ve experienced enough ogling to know it when I see it. If you’d prefer to ogle in peace, I’ll turn around again. There have been contests where my ass took first place in squeezability.”

“You must have been the only person in the running.”

He grinned mischievously. “And the only one to vote, but a win is still a win, right?” His smile faded as the cherry doors came into view. He swallowed and clenched his jaw, his face losing the joviality that moments before sent thrills through my body. “Do what I told you, okay?”

“What if you’re feeding me to the wolves? You are Riggs’s son.”

A split second passed before Jaxon towered over me with an intense gaze. He slowly lifted his hand and almost touched my face, but then acted like he thought better of it and lowered it to his side. His voice was barely above a whisper when he leaned into me.

“If I wanted to feed you to the wolves, I would have left you in Dome Four to suffocate to death.”

“So you’d rather bring me somewhere that I’m forced to stay against my will?”

“Pike…” he said, trailing off, his steel blue eyes boring into mine.

People said you could see a person’s soul through their eyes. While I didn’t believe it, Jaxon’s expression made me feel something. There was an intensity I’d never seen before. Those blue eyes that didn’t match his caramel skin, yet seemed so perfectly in place. I closed my eyes before I started to cry. I felt so alone. I needed a friend. I needed Alice, not Jaxon.

But for some reason, I felt at home there beside Jaxon.

“Pike,” he said again as he lifted my head to his. “Look, I’m not saying what I did was right, but I had to. And…and I wanted to see you after hearing Riggs talk about you for so long. I’m selfish to a fault. You’re better off to not get attached to me, or anyone else here, for that matter.”

All the same, he leaned in cautiously, as though daring me to argue with him. I stood stock-still, afraid that moving would shatter the moment into a thousand pieces. My heart thrummed in my ears, and I prayed that Jaxon couldn’t hear it. He was too close, too personal, too intense.

He was too much.

I took a step back. “And yet you leave me completely in the dark about everything. I have no clue how you know what you do, or why you’re supposedly against your father. You say this place is bad, that your father is bad, but he’s been kind to me.”

“Wolf in sheep’s clothing.”

I stared at him intently. “Are you a wolf as well?”

He said nothing as he closed the gap and his lips grazed my ear. I closed my eyes. Precious seconds ticked by and neither of us moved. I waited, breathless, warring with myself against kissing him. No, I couldn’t.

Well…I could…and it would probably be magnificent.

Just once. Just to see what it was like.

Before I could make a decision, his warm exhalation tickled the side of my face as he pulled away. I opened my eyes to see him looking at me curiously, mouth slightly agape on the left as it curled into a smile.

“When you’re done here, go back to your room. I’ll come over after lights out and explain what I know, then you can decide who the wolves are.”

Before I could respond, he sauntered into the library as though he held the world on a string.

“Mr. Riggs,” he said with a small bow, “Miss Pike, as you requested.”

Riggs sat at the oak desk situated in front of the massive fireplace, reading old papers that looked water-stained and burnt at the edges. The flames danced and crackled merrily in the fireplace. I gazed at the desk, impressed by its ornate fleur-de-lis carvings around the edges and swirls on the legs. It looked as though it was one piece of wood; the tree it came from must have been gigantic.

Books and manila folders with papers spilling out were piled high on the edge of the desk. A rectangular light with a flexible neck craned over the center of the workspace and muted the natural light of the fire. Calligraphy pens and inkwells were scattered amongst the mess. Riggs sat behind his personal fortress, fingers interlaced and a curious smile splayed across his face.

A boy stood beside him, silent. Riggs patted the boy’s back.

“Thank you, Jaxon,” Riggs said, his eyes never leaving the boy beside him. I saw Jaxon flinch. Maybe that’s why he didn’t like me calling him by his full name. It reminded him of Riggs. “Asher, that will be all from you this evening. Perhaps you should go work in your study?”

Asher nodded excitedly. “Yes, sir. That’s an excellent idea. Goodnight, sir.”

“Goodnight, Asher.” Riggs’s eyes returned to the papers that lay in front of him. He looked bored. “And Jaxon. Goodnight as well.”

Jaxon turned and left. I wanted to make sure he was okay, but my eyes remained on Mr. Riggs. The door snapped shut and I heard the glass rattle in the frame. I hoped he wouldn’t get in trouble for that later.

Riggs sighed. “Jaxon is trouble, Miss Pike. You would do well to remember that.” He sorted the waterlogged pages in front of him into two separate groups, all the while chewing on his lip. He tossed a hand in the air, sending the pages flying. “Ungrateful for what he’s been provided, irreverent of the opportunities placed in front of him. No way to make him understand what I’ve sacrificed.”

It didn’t sound like I was invited to partake in the conversation, so I remained quiet. For some reason, it was okay when I mentally berated Jaxon. Listening to Riggs do it felt wrong, like someone insulting a book they’d never read or disregarding a painting they didn’t understand.

He looked up, a smile plastered on his face as usual. “I apologize, Miss Pike. This is none of your concern. I simply hope you find yourself in the company of some of our finer students soon.”

I nodded.

He stood and stretched. I couldn’t help myself. “Sir, if I may be so bold, where is your…your mechanical arm? I assumed you wore it all the time.”

“Oh, that thing?” He gestured to the side of the desk, where the brass and copper creation I’d seen on his arm now leaned. A small piece of cardboard sat beneath it, catching oil as it dripped from one of the fingers. “That’s a prop, my dear.”

“A prop?”

“As the saying goes, ‘When in Rome, do as the Romans do,’” he said lightly. “You lived in the steam-producing mecca of our world. It was hardly appropriate for me to come and parade our dome’s electronics around. You wouldn’t trust me, wouldn’t understand. But,” he said, raising a finger as though a stroke of brilliance had struck him, “if I came and looked like one of you, you were more likely to hear me out.”

Jaxon’s words rang in my ears. If you play your part, he’ll give you anything you want. I smiled and took a step toward the desk. “And you certainly managed to do that, Mr. Riggs.”

I hoped my voice sounded sincere.

Riggs smiled indulgently. He inclined his head and I saw his receding hairline. “Why thank you, Miss Pike.” He gestured to the plush armchair on my side of the desk. “Won’t you please sit? Now that you’re here, I’d love to discuss possibilities with you.”

Riggs had an invisible pull on those around him, and I found myself following his directions without even thinking. Charisma oozed from him. It was easy to see where Jaxon got it. I reminded myself what Riggs was capable of by calling to mind images of Legs in Xander’s office. Jaxon having to wrestle Legs to the floor, Legs passed out and limbs splayed all over the blood-ridden tile. I suppressed a shudder. Was there some way I could help him? I vowed to go visit him later to see if he’d come to.

I bowed my head as I took my seat. My mind worked in overtime to stay proper and polite. Legs crossed. A smile. Hands folded in my lap. “What do you mean, possibilities?”

Riggs sat back down and rearranged the papers in front of him. He pushed a single blueprint to my side of the desk.

A dome more massive than anything I could have imagined was laid out in white on the blue sheet of graph paper. Measurements and materials were listed on the left. He jabbed a finger proudly at the dome. “I want you to look at this little beauty.”

“It’s similar to what we have here, isn’t it?”

Riggs’s eyes brightened and he lifted his pointer fingers like a professor honing in on the peak of his lecture. “Ah, but that’s where you’re wrong. This dome would be the one and only. We would unite all domes and live together in one place. It would be the restart of our world as we know it.”

 “That sounds like a great idea. The question is, why do you need me? Why do you need any of us that you have here?”

He laughed gently. “Oh, dear Avery,”—it was the first time he’d used my given name, and it sounded like sweet honey layered over shards of broken glass—“You will soon learn that I’m a simple man with a vision. I need workers, people with abilities such as yours, to bring this vision to fruition.”

“I doubt my ability to manipulate steam is worth much to you.”

“But that’s where you’re wrong. You’re capable of more than manipulating steam. Like I said before, I believe you can create the elements, and that, love, is exactly what I want you to do. Create elements. Give my steel millers and alchemists the items they need. You’re very integral to my success.”

“Say this is true,” I said quietly, hoping my voice didn’t quiver. “Say I can produce elements, why would I do that for you? I hardly decided to come here. Jaxon happened to show up on the night my home was ransacked by Polatzi and ‘saved’ me. A convenient turn of events, if I may be so bold.”

Riggs’s congenial mask slipped for a fraction of a second, and I saw the man Jaxon spoke of that lurked beneath the surface. His lips curled and his hands balled into fists before he composed himself. He took a deep breath and swallowed his anger.

I wished it were poison.

“Miss Pike,” he said, smooth and sickly sweet, “It was the only way I was able to attain you in a safe manner.”

“I don’t think Alice and I running through the streets, nearly having our lungs collapse, is a safe manner.”

His fist hit the desk and rattled the stack of books, causing them to tumble off to the side. He puffed his chest out and swayed in his chair like a cobra waiting to strike. “Miss Pike, you’re trying my patience. I understand this has been quite a tumultuous day, but it gives you no right to speak to me in that tone. I need you to understand the delicacy of my situation. There was no ill-intent in my bringing you here.”

I bowed my head, fear settling into the pit of my stomach. The conversation needed to be navigated to safer waters. “I apologize. It’s been a trying day. In my dome we question everything. You said that when we first spoke, remember?”

“Indeed I do,” he said, rubbing his scrubby chin. “Perhaps I’ve been a bit hard on you. Please forgive my insolence.”

Your insolence is probably terminal, I thought to myself, but managed to keep that internal.

I smiled and pulled the blueprint to my lap to examine it. I tried to burn every line, every note, into my brain so I could tell Jaxon and Sari. “When can we start my lessons so I can do my part to make this dome a reality?”

Riggs clapped his hands together, genuinely excited. “That’s the spirit I was looking for!” He came around the desk and gripped me in a side-arm hug. “Would you like to begin now? We could try for an hour, then you could return to your dormitory for the evening to rest?”

“That sounds great,” I said, when inside I was scared to death of what he might be planning.

With one hand on the small of my back, he gestured to the couch in the corner of the library. “Make yourself comfortable. I’ll be back in a moment.”

He disappeared up the black spiral staircase that was hidden in the corner of the alcove. His footsteps echoed overhead and I waited, wondering how long he’d be gone.

“Psst! Avery!”

I jumped, and saw Sari and Alice peeking out of the nearest row of books. Sari’s hair was spiky and pointed in all directions, making her look like she licked a light socket, especially with her wide eyes. Alice looked like she was thrilled to be sneaking around. “What are you two doing here?”

Sari waved her hands emphatically and pointed over her shoulder to the bookcase. On the topmost level, the last book had a tiny camera lens in the spine.

Xander was right. There were cameras in more places than we could imagine.

Alice lifted an encyclopedia and tossed it down the aisle. I heard the deep thud of the book, and watched the camera lens swivel in search of the sound. Sari took the opportunity to run to my side.

“I’ve only got seventy seconds before the camera comes back, so listen. I’ve been doing some digging, and I think I uncovered some stuff about Riggs.”

My eyes widened. “What do you mean?”

She pressed a finger to my lips. “Riggs is coming back. Meet me back at the room, and I’ll show you. Alice is going to hunt down a paper trail if she can. Xander—”

The sound of Riggs’s boots on the metal steps echoed, causing us to jump. “I need to go make sure I’m not on the cameras. Come straight back to the dorm when you’re done here. We’ve got a lot to talk about.”

Before I could make a sound, she slipped back into the rows of books and left me alone with my jumbled thoughts.

Maybe Riggs wasn’t the wolf that Jaxon thought he was.

Maybe Jaxon wasn’t a wolf, either.

Or maybe I was deluding myself.

Riggs came down the stairs with a smile. “All right, I thought we’d start out with a bang,” Riggs said. He was holding an empty glass bowl. “In the long run, I want to see if we can get you to change elements, but today I’d like to see if you can create one: water.”

I laughed at the incredulity of it. “You want me to create water?”

“Well, not create, no. Have you ever heard of the idea that molecules never go away, but instead they simply alter their construction? For instance, water can freeze into ice, or become steam. You already know how to create steam.”

“I don’t create steam, Sir,” I corrected, “I just multiply what’s there.”

Riggs held his hand up. “But that’s where you’re wrong. No other steam Elementalist could produce as much power as you could in Dome Four, correct?”

“Yes, but — ”

“But that’s where your ability differs. You create your elements. Sure, it’s easier to do it when you already have some of the element in front of you, but I believe you can make the elements bend to your will. I want you to try to fill this bowl with water.”

The thought of having the abilities that Riggs described both excited and scared me. What would happen if he were right? What if Riggs was trying to help me? I looked at him hopefully. “You really think I can do it?”

His smile was encouraging. He sat down beside me and put his hand on my shoulder. The leather shifted under his weight, and even while sitting down, he towered over me. “I don’t think you can do it, Miss Pike. I know you can. Give it a go.”

I turned my attention onto the bowl and thought about water. Not the dirty, insect-ridden water of Dome Four, but the pure water that danced in the fountain here. I thought about rain falling from the heavens. Of beautiful waterfalls depicted in photographs, of rivers and streams and oceans that were once unpolluted and drinkable.

Nothing happened.

Riggs’s smile fell ever so slightly. “Are you trying, Miss Pike?”

Embarrassment crept in. “I…I think so.”

“Try harder. Focus your entire being on your end goal,” he coached.

Still, nothing happened.

Riggs sighed, and stood once more. “Let’s try another element.”

He walked to his desk, where an unlit candle sat on the edge, its wick still white. His eyes scanned over to me and he appeared to be in deep thought. I glanced at the bookcase, and saw that camera lens was focused on me. I quickly averted my eyes.

“What are you looking at, my dear?” Riggs asked.

“I was searching for inspiration,” I said, hoping he hadn’t followed where my eyes strayed. I didn’t know whom to trust, and I didn’t want to put my hope in someone that would ultimately let me down. Riggs seemed too good to be true on all accounts.

“Very well,” Riggs said, seemingly mollified by my response. “I would like you to try to light this candle.”

“I’ve never done anything with fire before.”

Riggs’s voice was kind as he pulled the bowl away from me and replaced it with the candle. “Then I guess it’s time you tried, isn’t it?”

I swallowed, and hoped fire would consume the wick. That a blue-hot flame would emerge from nothing, simply because I wanted it to.

Because Riggs said I could.

It didn’t happen.

Instead, I swayed in my seat from the exertion, the familiar exhaustion from creating steam creeping through my body. It felt like I’d given three weeks worth of steam in the two feeble attempts.

Riggs steadied me as I put a hand over my eyes. Obviously something was happening, even if the results weren’t visible. The room was suddenly too bright, and a headache thrummed at the base of my neck. When Riggs spoke, his voice was paternal. “It’s okay, I was foolish to expect you to produce any real results on the first day. We’ll try again tomorrow. Meet with me here in the library. Please get a good night’s sleep, we have much to do.”

I pushed the bile threatening to rise in my throat back down. “Excellent.” I stood to go, but Riggs addressed me again.

“And Avery, I would like to talk with you about the location of your parents.”

Heat spread like wildfire to my limbs. They weren’t dead. I hoped for it so long, but he’d all but confirmed it. I was afraid to hope, afraid to ask the question I’d prayed to know the answer to for so endless nights. “My parents; they’re not dead?”

“No, no, they’re very much alive. If we work together, we can manage a reunion.”

His words were saccharine sweet, but the meaning behind them was clear: work with me and I’ll give you your parents. Don’t work with me, and they remain a mystery.

I forced a smile that made me feel as fake as Riggs. I glanced back at the arm that sat by the desk. It had been fully functional when he wore it in my dome. My eyes returned to Riggs, who held me captive in his gaze.

“May I have proof? You know, to give me something to work toward?”

He smiled. “Are you saying that you don’t trust me, Miss Pike?”

I spluttered, trying to think of a response to get us out of dangerous waters. “I—no, it’s just that—I meant…”

Riggs held up his hand to silence me, his smile never faltering. “No need to explain yourself. I understand.”

He went to his desk and rummaged in a drawer for a moment before pulling out a tablet. His movements were swift and sure, as though he’d done this numerous times. The tablet began to ring, and a voice came on that I would know from anywhere.

“Mr. Riggs, what do we owe this honor?”

It was my mother.

“Mrs. Pike, I was wanting to make sure you were doing all right in your new quarters?”

“Oh,” my mom’s voice said, audibly strained. I wondered what her new quarters were like. “They’re wonderful. Thank you for checking on us.”

“No problem, ma’am. I have a surprise for you as well. I’ll bring it in a few days.”

“That’s very gracious of you, Sir.”

Mr. Riggs looked directly at me as he spoke, his face full of—what was that? Sincerity? “I am nothing if not concerned for the people in my charge.”

“That you are, Mr. Riggs.”

Without another word he hung up, his eyes never leaving mine. “Is that enough incentive for you?”

I wanted to say yes. I wanted to say no. He’d called my mother, and not even offered for me to speak to her. Her voice—so gentle, just like I remembered it, yet so foreign—echoed in the recesses of my mind like an old song that I remembered every lyric to once the music began. I wanted to hear her again, wanted to speak to her and tell her everything that had happened these past years. Tell her about Legs and Jaxon and Alice and everything.

Riggs broke into my moment by clearing his throat.

I hadn’t realized my head was in my hands; that I was crying, until I had to look up to him.

His eyes were eerily familiar.

Then I realized they were Jaxon’s.

“Do you believe me now?”

“I do.”

He broke his magnetic gaze and returned to the papers on his desk. “Good.”

I took that as my cue to go and backed out of the library.

With a smile as dangerously kind as his, it would be suicide to turn away.

My heel touched the door and I turned to leave, but Riggs’s voice called from across the room. “And Avery, next time you look for cameras, be more inconspicuous. It’s a rookie mistake.”

So he’d known there was a camera. Of course he did.

I straightened my shoulders and stood tall as I opened the door. “I’ll be sure not be a rookie for long.”

Riggs chuckled. “With the friends you’re making, I wouldn’t expect anything else.”







CHAPTER

FOURTEEN


My thoughts raced as I walked through the empty atrium. Riggs talked about other students, but I never saw anyone else today. What did he do with them? Lock them away in cages? If he really was crazy, it didn’t bode well for the others’ well being.

Down the dormitory hall I heard laughter, as if attempting to prove me wrong. To prove that I was the crazy one, that I was the one not appreciating everything Dome Three provided. Riggs wasn’t abusing my parents, wherever they were…right?

The thought made my stomach hurt. What if it was all a ruse? Was that really my mother? Maybe I wanted them so bad that I was willing to trick myself into believing something that wasn’t real.

Maybe they were a hologram, just like outside the walls of the Academy.

My hand rustled through my pocket and found the thin plastic key card. With a swipe, the scanner beeped and beckoned me into the room.

Alice, Sari, and two boys I hadn’t seen before sat in the living room. Alice waved me over to them. “Took you long enough to get here! We’ve got company.”

The first boy had buzzed black hair and eyes so dark they were almost black, too. He wore a sleeveless blue shirt that showed off his sunburned, muscular arms. He rested his hands behind his head and the muscles in his arms rippled in effect. Alice couldn’t take her eyes off him.

“This is Will,” she said, then pointed to the other boy, “and that’s Chase.”

Chase was Will’s opposite. His platinum blonde hair was long and almost white. It was pulled back into a low ponytail at the base of his head, and I was jealous of how smooth it was. My frizzy hair would never lay flat. His eyes were green and his slender face was cheery.

“Hi there,” he said, with a hint of an accent. “We came to see the newcomers. Some day, huh?”

“Yeah, some day,” I waved half-heartedly. “Look, Alice, I need to turn in.”

Alice nodded. “No problem, we’ll keep these guys entertained, won’t we Sari?”

Sari smiled and stood. “We can do that,” She walked my way and turned to Alice. “We need you for a second, though. Do you mind, guys? Call of nature and what not.”

Will laughed. “Why do girls always go to the bathroom in packs? It’s not like anything is going to attack you in there.”

“But you never know when you might have toilet paper stuck to your shoe,” Alice said reasonably, “or worse, tucked in the back of your pants. Or what if it’s that time of the month and—”

Will waved his hand. “Stop. Stop right there. No more information needed.”

Sari and I laughed, and Alice seemed proud of herself. Alice shut the door behind her as we filed into the cavernous bathroom. “I hope you two have a really good reason for me to ruin my chances with Will. Female talk always makes guys stop the conversation, and it’ll be a miracle if I can get it back on track.”

“Will’s forgiving; he’ll put the conversation back on track for you,” Sari said. “And it’ll be a fast track, if you get where I’m going.”

Alice blushed.

Sari walked quickly over to the shower. She turned both showerheads on full blast and immediately the room began to fog. “You can never be too careful,” she said, “Cameras are everywhere, so we make it as hard as possible for Riggs to know what we’re talking about. Now tell me what happened.”

Riggs’s words echoed in my mind. “Riggs told me I’d made a rookie mistake by looking at the cameras.”

Sari’s eyes widened. “Did he see us?”

“No, I looked at them later. I didn’t think he noticed, but he called me on it as I left.”

Alice sat down on the floor, cross-legged, and put her hands on her chin. It reminded me of all the times she’d asked me for gossip in Dome Four. “Tell us everything.”

As I filled them in, their eyes widened and narrowed, brightened and darkened according to where I was in the story. They were a loyal, captive audience. When I finished, Sari let out a low growl. “Riggs has your parents here? Where was I on that one? I’m losing my touch.”

I looked at her, stupefied. She smiled and hugged me tightly. “I got recruited to be part of this merry band of miscreants because I got myself into trouble in my dome for knowing too much.”

“What’d you do?”

“I got information. Lots of it. On people who would rather not have their information out there.” She smiled mischievously. “I’m good with computers. Too good. When I started blackmailing people in Dome Nine, my parents had had enough. They called a juvenile detention center. I got kicked out of there when someone let me get a hold of a computer, and I pulled every skeleton out of the closet that I could find on that place. Suddenly they didn’t want me around.” Her laugh was light, as though she was remembering a fond memory.

“So you’re a spy? And where’s Dome Nine?”

“Sort of, but not the kind that sneaks around. I’m a hacker. I can find anyone, anywhere, at any time. I’m the eyes and ears of this place. I dig around in people’s lives to find out what they’re hiding, and Riggs uses it against other domes. That’s how he keeps them from bombing this place with everything they’ve got. And Dome Nine, by the way, is in what’s left of Florida. Have you heard of it? I can show you a map.” She put her hand on my knee, concern etched in the words she spoke. “What happened with your family, anyway? Why are you here? You don’t seem to be the type to be overly delinquent.”

“I wasn’t. I stood out and Riggs noticed.”

“So what’s your gift? Mind reading? Shooting lasers out of your fingers?”

“She was the most powerful steam Elementalist in Dome Four.” Alice chirped, excited to put her two cents into the conversation.

I sighed. “Riggs thinks I can do more than that. He thinks I can create elements.”

Sari eyed me carefully. “Can you?”

“I’d never tried before today.”

“And it didn’t go well?”

The hard pounding behind my ears reminded me of how it went. “Not at all. I ended up giving myself a migraine.”

Sari scrunched her face. “Seems odd he’d assume you could do that.” She pointed to three fat candles sitting on the stairs by the whirlpool. “Can you make those light up?”

“Maybe. I couldn’t earlier today.”

“Have you ever done anything elemental like that? Ever?”

My thoughts trailed back to two days ago in class when I’d made my blob of a teapot cool. “Actually, yeah, the day Riggs came to the dome.”

Sari’s eyes widened. “What’d you do?”

“Cooled a blob of steel. I didn’t know that’s what I was doing. Creating, I mean.”

Sari laughed. “Well, do whatever it was you did then, I guess. It can’t hurt to try.”

I focused on the candles and thought of the warm fire in the library. The way the flames danced. The way the fire consumed everything in its path.

All of a sudden it felt like my body was on fire.

I crumpled to the floor in pain. It was like a fire was lit in my stomach, then coursed through my limbs. My head felt like it was about to explode. I bit down on my bottom lip to stop from screaming.

Sari and Alice were at my side in an instant. Alice grabbed my hand. “Avery! Oh my God, Avery! Stop!”

“I — I don’t know how! It feels like I’m on fire!”

“Then think of water!”

As if on cue, the flames that licked my insides were gone the moment I thought of water. I uncurled my limbs and laid flat on my back. A small sheen of sweat covered my brow, and I felt clammy.

Sari was as pale as a ghost. “Oh my God, Avery. I’m so sorry. What happened?”

I willed myself to bring the world around me back into focus. “I don’t know.”

“Never do that again,” Alice said fervently. “Promise me you’ll never try that again.”

“I have to,” I said as I pulled myself into a sitting position. “That’s how I’ll see my parents.”

Sari’s brow furrowed in concern. “It’s a bad idea to trust anyone here, Avery. Especially anything that Riggs has promised you. What I found out today…”

I grasped the opportunity to turn the conversation in a different direction. “What’d you find out?”

She sat down by the candles I tried to light and twisted the wicks between her fingers. “You were gone and Alice was flirting with the guys, so I poked around with some encrypted files I haven’t been able to crack. I managed to get into one.”

I laughed. Sari seemed to have an affinity for finding trouble. She smiled at me as though she knew what I was thinking. “Yeah, I know, you think I’d learn. I enjoy a challenge. Anyway, Riggs was on the Alliance’s side at first. His oldest son was a soldier for the Alliance, even. Then all of a sudden he flipped sides and went Resistance. I can’t figure out why, but I’m sure there’s information in the files that I can’t get into…yet. Alice is going to do some digging in the library while we’re in our courses tomorrow.”

“So what are you saying? That this Academy is like a military boarding school for the Resistance? The war is over, Sari.”

Her face was somber. “Do you really think the war is over after today? Don’t be that naïve, Avery. The war’s never been over. This place…I bet it’s ground zero for the Resistance. They want us to be their army. They still want to have one government.”

“You can’t know that for sure.”

“All the information makes me think it’s true,” she argued. “You tell me why Riggs would be combing the domes for people with abilities and bringing them back here. Building up defenses to keep people out. Having cameras all over the place to keep tabs on us.”

“I don’t get it,” Alice said, shaking her head. “Mr. Riggs seems nice to me.”

Sari sighed. “There are times that Riggs is nice, but he comes off like a Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde to me. Some days he treats us like family, and others he acts like we’re dogs. I can’t figure out what changes his moods. I need to find the cause.”

“And since I’m Traditional,” Alice piped, “it means I have plenty of time to poke around in places I shouldn’t be.” She smiled brightly. “It’ll be like being home again!”

I shook my head at the thought of Alice’s gossip hounding. “He seemed perfectly fine this evening, except for the whole perform-for-parental-information bit he pulled. I wonder if he’s crazy?”

“No one could be that crazy and run an Academy like this. The weapons he has in place to keep people out…” Sari shuddered.

“Are they his weapons? Do you know he made them?”

“He had me program them.”

I nodded. No matter what Riggs had been in the past, his allegiances laid firmly on the side of the Resistance now.

“Avery, you need your rest. Go get some sleep. Alice, go fix your transgressions with Will.” Sari said with a smile as she stood and turned off the showers. In the time we’d been in here, fog had covered the mirrors and filled the room. The boys probably wondered if we had disappeared.

Alice groaned. “I don’t know if I want the track to be fixed if Will’s that kind of guy.”

“You were all for flirting with him,” Sari said dubiously. “What, all talk and no action?”

I laughed. “Alice enjoys the chase. You’ve ruined her plans.”

“Witchy woman,” Sari teased.

Alice turned and raised clawed fingers with a smile. “And don’t you forget it!”

Sari went into maternal mode and led me to my room. She fixed the duvet on my bed, turned down the sheets, and went to fluff the pillow as she winked at me. “It’s been forever since someone showed up I actually liked talking to. Thanks for not being weird.”

I laughed. “That’s my goal every morning. Make it through the day without being too weird.”

She returned to her work and let out a little gasp of surprise. When she pulled her hand out from under the pillow, a necklace was in her hand, accompanied by a folded note. “Did you put this here?”

“No, I haven’t been in here since this morning.”

“Huh,” was all she said. She passed me the note but examined the necklace. “This is gorgeous, Avery.”

I turned the parchment over in my hands. It ancient feeling, almost like papyrus. I unfolded the note to find an elegant script and a simple, one-sentence message.

I thought this would remind you of home.

Sari held out her hand expectantly and swapped items with me. She was right; the necklace was gorgeous.

The thin black corded leather and silver clasps were simple. It was the pendant that made the necklace extraordinary. Nestled between golden glass beads sat the insides of an old watch. Its gears and cogs ticking perfectly to time, I watched them move. Tick, tick, tick. The top layer of larger cogs were silver, but underneath lay smaller brass and copper counterparts. It was held together by metal wire that had been smelted into place.

I trembled as I looked at the piece of jewelry. My father had worn a timepiece that I kept on my dresser back home. The comforting tick always made it easier to go to bed. My eyes filled with tears.

I turned the pendant over and my stomach lurched. The carved initials of my father, J.P., were etched into the back of the golden watch. This was my father’s watch.

It was beautiful.

It terrified me.

I hadn’t brought this with me. Someone had been in my home. Someone here. I could think of only two people. Riggs and Jaxon. Neither struck me as the type of people to give a gift simply for the sake of being nice.

“Who do you think it’s from?” I asked Sari as she folded the piece of paper back to its original state.

“I’m not sure,” she said. “But whoever it was must be very interested in getting on your good side, and I don’t know if that’s a good or a bad thing.”

Feeling the weight of the timepiece in my hand gave me hope. Having a tangible reminder of home made me feel better about being in Dome Three, even if the person giving the gift might be Riggs. The cogs also reminded me of something that occurred to me when I saw Riggs’s mechanical arm sitting stationary in the library.

I stood up quickly and swayed from the rush of blood to my head.

Sari was standing beside me the next instant. “What do you think you’re doing?”

“You said you controlled the cameras,” I said as I thought through my idea.

“Yeah, so?”

“So would you be able to keep me off the radar if I went to check on Legs?”

“I could manage that. Stick to the shadows to make it easier on me.”

“Easy enough.”

Sari shook her head. “You’d think so, but Riggs never makes anything easy. Get there and get back before anything bad happens.”

She made it sound like it was a matter of when something bad happened, not if.

Always reassuring.







CHAPTER

FIFTEEN


Sari talked to me as I dug in my closet for dark-colored clothing. I felt like we were planning a burglary, not a visit to Legs. “I wouldn’t tell Alice. Not about this.”

I glanced back at her, surprised. “Why? I tell her everything.”

“Because some people are better off not being liable. The less she knows, the less she can get in trouble for if things go south.”

I digested her words. “A lot of your information is guesswork. Sure, you think Riggs has Resistance beliefs, but you also said he was part of the Alliance at one point. And Alice won’t let a guy change her, no matter what,” I added defensively. Alice would never betray me; that I was sure of. “Maybe Riggs is misunderstood, you know?”

“Would you consider blowing your friend’s arm off misunderstood?”

I flinched at the reminder of Legs. He had gotten himself in so much trouble because of me. I turned to leave to check on him, but Sari put a hand on my shoulder. “Look, Riggs isn’t necessarily all bad. What I know is that the guy is a zealot for what he believes in.”

“And what is it that he believes in?”

“I haven’t gotten into all the files yet, but from what I’ve found, I think he believes that the Resistance—the ones that caused the war, that caused us to live like this—” she gestured out the dark skylight to the fake twinkling stars in the sky, “should rise again.”

A visceral shudder ran through my body. I rubbed my upper arms to keep the goose bumps at bay. “I don’t know much about the war,” I admitted, “Our history class started discussing it the day Jaxon came for me. Do you know what happened?”

Sari looked as though she was warring with herself.

I waved my hand. “You don’t have to tell me anything if you’re uncomfortable.”

“You deserve to know,” she said with a fierceness that I hadn’t seen before. She took a breath and started again. “You deserve to know. Most of the histories are in the library in the restricted area. Riggs allows us to read them for courses, but he never sides with either agenda in public. In private, though…” she trailed off.

“In private he’s an asshat,” finished Jaxon, who stood in the doorway, his hands balled into fists. The vein on the side of his head was visible and his jaw was clenched. If he bit down any harder, I was afraid he’d break his teeth. “And that would be why allowing him to corral the best and brightest together in this little ant farm could make things very, very bad. He’s a man with power, means, and an agenda. Now come on, I’ll take you to go see your homicidal friend.”


***


The glow of the gaslights threw shadows in front of us as we slunk down the hall, careful to stay in the dark.

Inside, I was seething. Jaxon had no right to eavesdrop on my personal conversations. “How long were you listening to Sari and me?”

“Long enough to hear you wanted to go see Legs, so we’re going to see him. Now be quiet.” Jaxon said in a bored tone as he reached inside a niche and found the cord for the electric candles. He yanked it and threw the hallway into darkness. A moment later he intertwined his fingers with mine in the darkened corridor.

Electricity sizzled in my fingertips where I touched his smooth skin. Why was he holding my hand? Why was I allowing him to? I followed him in the darkness and hoped we wouldn’t run into a wall, all the while wishing the darkness would go on a little longer. He kept running his thumb along the back of mine, and it gave me butterflies.

Damn it, if he wasn’t such an ass, I might have been willing to admit I liked him.

When we reached the atrium and moonlight illuminated Jaxon’s face, I found him looking at me in amusement. “What I don’t get is why you’re all about this guy. What’s he got that I don’t have?”

“He isn’t arrogant, sarcastic or rude for starters,” I said, making sure my eyes caught his when they widened in surprise. My insides bloomed with warmth. So he did have feelings.

Jaxon puckered his lips in mock deep thought before replying. “Yeah, I can see that. Not many have such great qualities like him. He seemed drug-addled to me in our first encounter. And an attempted murderer, to boot.”

“He didn’t try to murder you.”

“Oh really?” Jaxon thrust his arm out into the low light, the shadows from the twisting around it like vines. “This looks like attempted murder to me.”

I laughed. “Oh yes, Legs barely missed a crucial artery.”

Jaxon stopped dead in his tracks. He tipped his head like little bird to the side. It was the first time I’d actually seen him look hurt. The mask of indifference returned quickly though, and he fastened on a sardonic smile. “How long have you known him? Do you even know his real name?”

“I’ve known him since I was little, and he only goes by Legs.”

Jaxon leapt on my avoidance like a wolf on weak prey. “So you don’t know his real name.”

“No one knows his real name! It’s something that’s private to him, I guess.”

“As though we have any privacy to begin with,” Jaxon said somberly. 

“Indeed,” I agreed darkly.

“Which means I’ll be finding out his real name.”

“Why does it matter to you?”

“Because you like him, and I need all the information on my competition that I can get.”

I blanched. “I never said I liked him.”

“But your actions tell me otherwise. You call him by his preferred name, not his given name, not to mention the fact that we’re out after curfew going to check on him.”

“Are you really that butt hurt that I’m going to see the guy that has saved me time and time again?”

Jaxon shrugged his shoulders. “I saved you last.”

“I’ll be sure to keep the tally from now on.”

“You won’t call me Jax.”

“Oh, for the love of God, you’re not back on that kick, are you?”

“I’m trying to figure you out.”

I sighed and darted into the central area of the Academy, keeping close to the walls to avoid detection. “That’s going to take longer than you have, Mr. Pierce.”

Out of nowhere his breath ran like warm water over the back of my neck. I closed my eyes for a moment, then forced them back open. No. Not Jaxon. Nothing for Jaxon.

“Now it’s Mr. Pierce, eh?” he breathed as he put one of his large hands at the small of my back to lead me toward Xander’s office. “I think I’m going backwards.”

“You are backwards, Jaxon.”

He laughed and muscled around me, putting far too much of his toned body against me as he slid past. His chiseled chest pressed against mine as he leaned in, inches from my mouth. I sucked in a breath through my mouth to avoid his scent.

No dice. It still overpowered me. His smile was evident even in the low light, and I bit my lip to keep from sighing. His hand brushed my cheek, and he ran a finger down the side of my neck that sent shivers through me. “If I were backwards, I’d be Noxaj,” he whispered huskily, “What kind of name is that? It’s not sexy at all.”

“I never said you were sexy,” I whispered as his hands roved through my hair at the base of my neck.

“No, no you didn’t…”

His lips were on my neck. His hands worked down my back.

I stood there like a wet noodle, incapable of responding.

Do something! Touch him back! My brain screamed, but my body felt detached. Do something, or he’s going to think you’re on the relationship short bus.

He pulled away to look at me. His eyes were searching, but for what, I didn’t know. I willed myself to give him something. Anything.

An awkward grin, accompanied by a cough was all I could muster.

Really, Avery? Seriously? I knew later replays of this moment in my mind, no matter how awful, wouldn’t compare to the actual event.

Jaxon took a step back and cleared his throat. “I guess that was out of line. I just thought…never mind. Wow, yeah. Legs is lucky to have someone like you.”

Even if my brain had been working properly, I wouldn’t have had a chance to respond. Without another word, he disappeared down the narrow hallway that led to Xander’s office.

No, Jaxon, no. It’s not like that. Legs and I aren’t anything. You and I…

A small voice laughed as I thought through the magnificent opportunity that I’d shattered into a million pieces. You and Jaxon aren’t anything, either, Avery, said the voice inside.

I shook myself out of the moment and refocused on what my initial plan had been. The corridor that led to Xander’s office felt like it was an afterthought; as though someone busted out a portion of an already-existing wall to accommodate him. He certainly didn’t have much of a medical wing.

Jaxon’s body was swathed in bright light as he wrenched the door open. His eyes caught mine, and I saw the embarrassment of me denying him. Part of me was horrified, the other proud. It looked like it might have been the first time he was turned down.

But I didn’t want to turn you down, I thought to myself. In that moment, I knew I wanted to kiss him. I would kiss him. My body agreed, and I took a step toward him, resolve spurring each step.

He was there only a second before the door closed behind him and left me in darkness once more.

Little git. Chivalry was most certainly dead when it came to Jaxon Pierce.

And at some point he will be too, if he keeps being so stubbornly rebellious about everything, I thought to myself.

It caught me by surprise.

Not the thought, no—that was as true as the rising sun—but that my insides squirmed with concern for him. Why should I care about him? He was obnoxious. Still, part of me thought that deep inside that mess of derision and disdain was a person capable of actually feeling something.

The only way someone could hate so deeply was to have loved twice as much and been hurt because of it.








CHAPTER

SIXTEEN


My eyes watered from stepping into harsh light of Xander’s office. Jaxon leaned against a white bookcase that matched the rest of the sterile décor in the room. He eyed Legs, who sat on the examining stool in the opposite corner, with trepidation.

Legs looked like he was asleep. He was shirtless; the cuts and bruises on his torso made me hurt just to look at them. His chest heaved with each labored breath he drew. An IV and blood bag snaked along his forearm and rested in the crook of his elbow.

“He’s calmed down enough that I thought I’d try to give him a little boost with your generous donation,” said a voice to my left.

Xander was sitting in a miniscule recess on the other side of the bookshelf. I would never have noticed the niche had I not heard him. The room looked like it’d been carved out of the earth; the walls were still dirt and the floor, simple boards. It was an afterthought, perhaps, or maybe Xander created this niche on his own, not bothering to hire anyone to fix it up. Either way, I wondered how it didn’t collapse.

Xander, however, didn’t seem concerned in the least. He sat in a brown leather chair, tattered book in hand. The spine was broken, the binding threatening to pull away. He looked up from the pages and gave a tired smile, dark circles evident under his eyes. “I figured you’d come back to check on him.”

His scrubby chin showed signs of a five o’clock shadow and steam rose from the cup on the wobbly table beside him. It smelled like dark, rich coffee and made my mouth water.

“What made you think that?”

“You have a good heart, Robin Hood.”

His eyes returned to the book and he turned over a page with utmost care.

The silence wasn’t awkward, but I didn’t know what to do, either.

Riggs’s thought that I could manipulate elements came back to me. I focused on the steaming mug and the image of snow danced in my mind.

The pounding in my head returned, but then it happened.

The mist continued to rise but instead of disappearing, it thickened, roiling and coming to rest like clouds overhead. Xander gasped.

The room grew cold. Crystalline formations crept over the small escape window, and the clouds billowed overhead. Tiny white particles dropped from them and landed in my hands. They were perfect little stars of different shapes and sizes and as soon as they landed on my hand, they melted away.

Xander’s eyes widened when a flake landed on his book. “How in the—” he started, looking delighted as he reached a hand upward. “You’re making snow!”

Jaxon peered around the corner, trying not to look too interested. “How could anyone make snow…” he trailed off as he took in the sight. “My God, there’s snow in here!”

I’d never seen smiles that big. Xander took off his night robe and wrapped his book gently in the cashmere fabric of his night robe to protect it from the flakes. He and Jaxon raised their hands to the ceiling to touch the cloud. Their hands ghosted through the cool wisps and both men looked thrilled.

Jaxon scooped a handful of snow off the tile floor and molded it into a ball. He tossed it to Xander, who laughed and held it up to examine it like a particularly interesting specimen.

Jaxon looked at me, wonder filling his grey-blue eyes that always commanded my attention. “You never told me what you were capable of.”

Excitement filled my stomach. “I don’t know what I’m capable of. Riggs tried to get me to create elements today to see how far he could push me. Xander had coffee sitting beside him and I decided I’d try to manipulate the steam differently than I had before. You know, to see if I could use the element that was already there.”

“This is amazing,” Xander mused to himself. “It’s no mystery why you’re here. You could manipulate the power of all the domes running on steam, which is over half of them.” Xander looked at me with a mix of curiosity and excitement. “Can you do more? What else have you tried?”

My head was pounding because of the snowflake stunt. “Well, I’ve only tried what Riggs had me do today, and those didn’t work out so well,” and I nearly passed out, I thought, but didn’t add. “Riggs wants me to create elements, but so far I’ve only manipulated what was in front of me.”

I glanced between Xander and Jaxon, excited and proud of my accomplishment. When Jaxon met my eyes a second time, he looked away.

“He’s going to use her as leverage,” he whispered. His fists clenched and unclenched as he watched the snow fall to the ground. “I’ve brought him the most formidable asset he could ever have.”

Xander took the small step toward him and put a hand on Jaxon’s shoulder. “Jax, it’s okay — ”

Jaxon slapped Xander’s hand away with more force than necessary and turned on his heel. His voice filled the small room and resonated in my bones, even as he retreated. “No it isn’t! I want to end his reign of tyranny, not contribute to it!”

I heard the door of the office slam. The moment my focus shifted, the cloud melted away to steam. Slush covered the wooden floor, darkening the boards. I wrapped my arms around my body, suddenly cold.

Xander sighed and brushed his arms free of the now melted snowflakes. “Don’t mind him. No one knew what you were capable of. He was doing his job when he brought you here.”

I huffed in indignation. Jaxon’s sudden disappearance left an almost tangible emptiness in the room. It was like the life had been sucked out of the room with his vacancy. I thought about Xander’s comment. “If he’s so against his dad, then why’d he bring me here? Why would he do his job, as you call it?”

“Because Riggs is still his father and no matter what, part of him wants to have his father in his life.”

“So you’re saying he can hate his father and still want to please him?”

Xander nodded as he shrugged past me. “Exactly.”

“That doesn’t make any sense at all.”

I followed him out of his little man-cave. He laughed as he crossed his room to check on Legs. “For it not making sense, you caught onto it awful quick. Either way, it doesn’t have to make sense. It’s a family thing. Most people will do anything for their loved ones. It’s manipulation at its finest when someone is forced to choose between doing something they’d rather not, or abandon family.”

Something stirred in the pit of my stomach. I’d been on my own for so long, I didn’t really remember what having a family was like. Sure, I still had memories—early ones—but there was no part of me that would want to make my dad happy if he was a power-hungry, ego-tripping nutcase.

I watched as Xander checked on Legs’s vitals, running his fingers lightly over the nearly translucent skin on Legs’s remaining wrist.

No one deserved to go through what Legs had today. His head lolled to the side and his eyes struggled to open as he fought to wake up. His lips turned upward into a weak smile as he watched Xander work.

“I take it you haven’t sewed my arm back on, doc?”

“I’m afraid I practice medicine, not miracles,” Xander said with a gentle smile. He squeezed the bag that once held my blood between his fingers. “Almost full up, I’d guess. You still look quite peaked.”

“That’s the best compliment I’ve gotten today.”

I laughed, and Legs’s eyes crossed the room to me. They widened in surprise, then a smile of recognition lit his features. “Who’s the hot nurse?”

“She’s not a nurse,” Xander said while he rummaged in one of his many drawers that lined the small room, “She’s one of the three people who made sure you survived your adventure today. Avery donated her blood to your cause.”

Legs laughed. “I know who she is, doc. That’s Pike. She’s always making me rescue her. Today was business as usual.”

I shook my head. “I think it was me saving you today, by the looks of it.”

“We could call it even for today, but you’d still owe me.”

Legs. If he could be this upbeat after losing an arm, I needed to make sure he was around if there was ever another apocalypse. He could find the upside for sure. “You’re right. I’m always one behind you.”

“Always.”

Silence filled the room as Xander continued to rummage through drawers. I glanced at the stump of the arm that was left for Legs and felt a pang of guilt.

There had to be some way I could help him. Some way to give him something in return for what he’d lost.

Then it hit me.

Rigg’s mechanical arm.

I gathered the courage to ask Xander the question that was burning in my mind.

“Do you know that arm contraption that Mr. Riggs has? The one he wore when he came to meet me?”

“Yes,” Xander said as he redressed Legs’s wounds. A tight bandage wound around the crook of Legs’s arm where the IV had once been filling him with my blood. “Why do you ask?”

“Well, how does it operate? When he wore it, it seemed as though it worked independently of any levers or pulleys. Like it could—”

“Read his mind?” Xander finished for me.

“Well, yeah.”

“That’s because it can. Will created the mechanical portion of the arm, but Sari set up the electronics and I put the wires where they needed to be.”

“You put wires…in him?”

“Exactly,” Xander said, as though it was common. “He slips the mechanical arm over his real one and plugs the wires into the top of his shoulder that I inserted there—” he motioned to the top of his shoulder, where the rotator cuff ended and the arm began, “and those go directly into the portion of the brain that controls motion. He thinks, and the arm responds as it normally would. It’s a very powerful device. He has twenty times the crushing power in that hand than a crocodile’s jaws.”

The comparison was lost on me because I’d never seen a crocodile or it’s power, but I assumed it was a lot since Xander’s voice sounded impressed. I nodded and tried to look like I knew what he was talking about. He smiled and ushered me back to his cubbyhole. His fingertips slid across spines of books in all stages of life; some looked as though they’d never been touched, while others looked like they may fall apart if moved. His hand stopped and he pulled what looked like a textbook off the shelf.

He rifled through the pages and tapped the page he came to twice as he handed over the book. “Here. This is the creature I’m talking about.”

So he had seen through my noncommittal nod. I’d have to work on getting better at hiding my facial expressions. I looked at the beast on the page. It looked like the dinosaurs my Early Sciences professor had shown the class. “Wow. He’s a nasty one.”

“Indeed. And Riggs’s mechanical arm is capable of doing more damage than this magnificent animal’s jaws.”

I looked up at Xander and blurted out my nonsensical idea. “Do you think we could have another one crafted? Or steal Riggs’s?”

His eyes took on a knowing look. “I see where you’re going with this, and it’s an admirable idea, but believe me when I tell you that it’s nothing short of signing your own death certificate. That thing is Riggs’s pride and joy. There’s no way he’ll let anyone make a copy of it. How would you even come up with an excuse to create another one?” He mimicked my voice. “Excuse me, Mr. Riggs, but could I borrow your mechanical arm, so I could make another to give to an insurgent that’s currently residing right under your nose?”

I chewed the inside of my lip while I tried to come up with a better excuse. “Well what if someone said they needed to repair it, then we gave it to Legs?”

“And what do you propose we do if we managed to get the arm?” Xander hissed under his breath, his eyes scanning into the other room. He was probably looking for cameras. “What do you want me to do? Attach it to him and hope Riggs doesn’t notice that it’s missing? He’ll turn this place upside down to find it.”

“Then I guess Legs will have to leave after you install it.”

“Where will he go, pray tell? Are you even listening to yourself?”

I was listening to myself. The words sounded even more moronic and half-concocted out in the open than they had inside my brain. “I try not to.”

Xander tried not to laugh. “You and Jax are a match made in heaven.”

“Please don’t say that. It doesn’t give me much hope for a future or for heaven, in fact.”

Xander’s throaty chuckle made me smile. He took the book and placed it back in the space it held on the shelf. Without looking at me, he spoke quietly. “Come to me with an intelligent plan, and we’ll talk. Honestly, I think I can find him a good prosthetic in one of the hospital wings if he wants one. For now, let me get him walking on his own two feet without falling over from anemia.”

He hadn’t denied me my idea. I suppose that was a start. I glanced around Xander to Legs, who was watching us intently. “Do you think I could talk to him for a minute?”

Xander looked back at Legs. “How do you feel?”

Legs smiled. “I’m good enough to talk Pike.”

Xander patted my shoulder as he passed and headed to the door. “I’ll come back in a half an hour or so. Will that be enough time?”

“For sure, thank you.” I whispered.

He went on his way, leaving Legs and I looking at one another on opposite ends of the small space.

“Well,” I said awkwardly, “how are you feeling?”

Legs had an impish grin. “Like a million bucks, if a million bucks had one arm, of course.”

“Of course.”

It was the first time I’d really looked at Legs. His face was slender and symmetrical. His brown eyes weren’t mesmerizing like Jaxon’s slate colored ones, but they felt like home. His smile was crooked, and I noticed that he had a little scar under his right eye that I’d never seen when he’d his face covered in our old Dome. I wondered idly if his father had caused it. Part of me wanted to touch his face, just to see if it were real. Jaxon had made me realize how little I really knew about one of the few people I considered a friend. I finally walked over to him. “Why’d you come here?”

“I ordered food for pick-up and took a wrong turn evidently.”

“You know what I mean. Why you?”

Legs laughed, but it wasn’t cheery. “Why does it matter why I came?”

“It matters because you have a little sister at home you need to think about.”

“Don’t tell me what I need to think about,” Legs said angrily as he leaned toward me. The IV jerked in his arm, and he winced. “Pike, you don’t know nearly as much about me as you’d like to think.”

“That’s becoming evident,” I said, deflated. “Jaxon just told me that. I don’t even know your real name.”

This time when he laughed, it seemed genuine. “That’s because I have the lamest name in the world.”

“What is it?”

Legs shook his head. “Nope, not telling you. Sorry.”

“I’ll just get Sari to find it out. She’s a hacker.”

“Who’s Sari? And what’s a hacker?”

I waved him off. “We don’t have time to talk about that stuff right now. What I need to know is why you’re here.”

Legs shrugged. “Because I’m in the military. That’s what the military does; they send people on missions. Mine happened to be to retrieve you.”

“Kind of convenient, since you knew me beforehand.”

Legs blushed. “Well, that was kind of the point. Send me on a death mission to screw me for fraternizing with you.”

“Are you serious?”

“Did you really think they expected me to come back with you? They wanted to punish me. They knew how to do it.”

“And your…your sister?”

“They took her from Dad. She’s in the orphanage now. He finally proved himself to be completely useless,” he said, anger seeping out of every word. “Took him long enough.”

There was nothing to say to that, so I nodded. Legs took my hand in his and pulled me close. “Thanks for the blood. Xander said I would have died without it.”

“Um, no problem,” I said as I pulled away. He smelled of soap and fresh sheets and something else—maybe cologne? He didn’t smell bad, by any means.

“You’ll come back to visit, won’t you?”

I deliberated before responding. “Will you tell me about the Polatzi if I come back?”

“If you can find a way to speak in private, where we can be safe, I’ll give you answers.”

“Then you mean you won’t give me anything, because we’ll never be safe here.”

“Probably not here, you’re right,” he agreed. “But if you come home with me, I could explain things.”

We stood there for a moment in silence before he took my hand in his and lifted it to his lips. He kissed the back of my hand gently, his eyes never releasing mine from his gaze. “You’ve been worth every ounce of trouble you’ve caused me, Pike.”

I laughed. “I’m glad you think so, considering you’re down an arm because of it.”

He lifted his remaining arm as though he hadn’t noticed he was missing one. “Eh, that’s why we’ve got two, right? Good thing you didn’t take my punching arm. How would I knock out Jaxon next time he makes a smart comment?”

“You’re good to have around, you know that?”

Legs nodded. “You’re all right company yourself. Just don’t go thinking you don’t owe me.”

“Goodnight, Legs.”

I headed to the hallway on my own, and jumped when I found Xander leaning against the wall right outside the door. His eyes were closed and in this light, his pale skin took on a ghostly glow. I clutched my chest as I tried to slow my breathing. “Good Lord, Xander. You could have warned me you were out here.”

“I wanted to keep a watch out for you. I hope you don’t mind?” he laughed. “Although, I wasn’t doing a good job, since I was standing here dozing off.”

“It’s okay, it’s late,” I said with a yawn. “I’ve got to get back to the dorm before someone finds me out here. Thanks for letting me talk to Legs.”

“Anytime,” he said. When I turned to leave, his kind voice followed me; it was hollow, but hopeful. “I was thinking about what you said about helping Legs. If you want this idea of yours to work—the one where you somehow copy Riggs’s arm or take the one that’s already available—you’re going to have to leave with him. All of you. Jax, Sari, you, and Legs.”

I stopped. “Why?”

“Because Riggs will kill you when he finds out you stole from him, and I have no doubt you’ll include those three in any hair-brained idea you drum up. You’ll all have to leave to survive.”






CHAPTER

SEVENTEEN


The trek back to my room was lonely and dark and I hated it. I struggled to adjust to the velvety darkness of the night sky in the atrium. My hand slid soundlessly along the top of the marble crenellations around the fountain as I tried to collect my racing thoughts.

How could Riggs possibly think that I could control domes? I wasn’t that powerful, and probably never would be. Even if I were, there was no way I’d go along with his madness.

And Legs, sent here because of me. It was my fault he lost his arm; my fault that his sister was in the orphanage. How could I ever repay him for all he’d lost? I knew—get Riggs’s mechanical arm for him. But at what cost? How many people would get hurt in my effort to help him? I couldn’t imagine hurting Alice or Sari or—God forgive me for even including him—Jaxon.

And Jaxon. Oh, Jaxon. That…guy. Not a boy, but not a man, but oh so sexy and I couldn’t bring myself to truly admit it. He was going to be my undoing, one way or another.

Water droplets splashed onto the back of my hand. So what if I could control steam? Riggs made it clear that using old technology—more powerful technology, in fact—wasn’t as detrimental to our world as people let on. This place ran on electricity, and nothing bad had happened. For the first time since arriving here, I truly wondered which side was right and which was wrong.

I sighed and started toward the dormitory hallway. The candles were on, exuding a faux glow. Wax overflowed from pools and dripped onto the alcoves and down the walls, creating cream-colored rivulets that wove their way to the floor. The measures that had been put in place to make the candles seem real were astonishing. I wondered if it wouldn’t be easier to simply light a candle, but maybe Riggs hadn’t yet acquired anyone who could control fire.

While I managed the storm of thoughts that swirled in my mind, I reached the door to my room. Light bled through the crack in the bottom. What time was it? Were Sari and Alice still awake? I tried to open the door as quietly as possible.

Alice rounded on me the minute the door was shut. “Care to explain where you’ve been for so long?”

“I went to see Legs. You seemed preoccupied with Will, so that’s why I didn’t ask if you wanted to come.”

She rolled her eyes. “Sari was right about that guy. I won’t be seeing him again, but I did take him up on his suggestion on a midnight stroll through the restricted section of the library,” her smile was bright, “and I found something.”

I let out a low whistle. “You sneaky thing!”

“I do what I can,” she said as she pulled a folded paper from the waistband of her skirt. “It’s mangled, but it makes me wonder if Mr. Riggs is in deeper than we’d thought.”

The paper was crumpled and old, and most of the print was worn away. A picture remained of a young Riggs in Alliance military garb. Medals hung from his breast pockets. Below the picture the words were dull, but read, “SPE AL OP ATIONS”

Alice read it aloud. “Speal Opations.”

“I think it read Special Operations at one time. Impressive.”

“The best of the best from what I read in the library,” Alice confirmed. “Something drastic must have happened to make him switch sides. It doesn’t seem like those kinds of people would sway in their loyalties.” She shook her head. “Anyway, this whole thing makes my head hurt. I’m giving the article to Sari in the morning, and I’m sure she’ll have me dig deeper. I don’t know where to look, but you can count on me to find out whatever Riggs was up to before he brought us here.”

“You’re going to get caught if you’re not careful,” I warned her. “You’ve seen the cameras in this place. Promise me you’ll have a solid alibi.”

Alice’s eyes grew bright. “Speaking of alibis, your goose is cooked!” she crowed. “Going off with that hunk, Jaxon? Don’t tell me you didn’t do anything all day long.”

“We didn’t,” I answered. It was kind of the truth. It was her truth; she was implying spit being swapped or some other unspeakable thing.

Her face made it clear that she didn’t believe me. She clucked her tongue against the back of her teeth.

“Well, then I guess the fact that Jaxon is in our room waiting on you won’t be too terribly enticing for you, will it?”

I blanched. “He’s in our room? Why’d you leave him in there?”

She smiled devilishly. “I made sure your scandalous panties were well hid.”

“Alice, are you kidding me? It’s…well, that’s our room!”

“Yes…and this is our kitchen. Your point?”

“God, Alice, you’re exasperating.”

“I’m here all week!”

I stalked off to our room without another word. Behind me Alice called out, “Be respectful of your roommate. If there’s going to be funny business, do it out on the couch. I don’t want to hear it when I go to bed!”

I made a gagging sound, and Alice laughed. My hand found the smooth surface of the doorknob and for a moment I faltered. My stomach was in knots, curling and uncurling. Get a hold of yourself, I reprimanded myself, It’s a guy. Yes, he’s cute, but he’s an obnoxious, overflowing fountain of sarcasm, too. No reason to get all worked up.

With that thought firmly lodged in my brain, I turned the handle.

Jaxon sat with his back against the wall and legs sprawled out across my bed. My pillows were to the side of him, with one on his lap. On it sat my sketchbook. Open.

I died a little.

“What are you doing?”

He lifted my sketchbook like it was an interesting article in the newspaper. “Learning more about you.”

He stuck his hand into my messenger bag. It lay unbuckled, the contents spilling onto the bed beside him. He rifled through the bag for a moment, then pulled out the metal blob of my mother’s teapot.

“What is this exactly, and why would you keep it with you? Seems a bit strange, unless you’re planning to make it into a weapon with your extraordinary abilities. If that’s your plan, please refrain from killing me with it. I’ve always hoped I’d die in a blaze of glory. Death by crazy girl wasn’t really on my top ten.”

“You. Are. Such. An. Ass!” I stomped across the room, all the while feeling the burn of unwanted tears welling in my eyes. “Are you even aware that the people around you might feel something? Might have emotions or secrets that aren’t yours to pull apart and pry into? Or is that something that your dear old dad didn’t teach you?”

I snatched the steel orb and turned my back on him as I tried to rein in my emotions. I couldn’t—wouldn’t—let him see me upset. Wouldn’t let him know how much his invasion of my privacy cut me to the core.

Jaxon was silent. That was a first. I counted my breaths to slow them down. My heart pounded in my ears. The burn in my throat made it feel impossible to swallow. I held back the tears and hurt and turned to look at him.

His eyes were downcast. He picked at his nails and actually looked abashed. I bit my bottom lip, not sure what to do.

He took a deep breath, and I watched his shoulders rise. His eyes met mine, and I saw uncharacteristic emotion displayed there. Remorse. I didn’t even know he was capable of it. “I really am an ass, but I’m trying. Hard. You…you do things.”

I laughed spastically. “I do things?”

“Yes. And I don’t like it.”

“Well I’m sorry I can make snow and whatever else it is that I’m capable of. I didn’t mean to offend you by being a freak show.”

He huffed out what sounded like a low laugh. “You’re thick, you know that?” He looked the steel in my hand and gestured to it. “You didn’t answer my question about that.”

A lump formed in my throat and try as I might, it wouldn’t go away. I swallowed hard, battling back the tears that were on the verge of spilling over. “It was my mom’s.”

“Your mom carried a lump of steel around, too?”

“No, it was a teapot.”

“‘Was’ being the defining word,” Jaxon said inquisitively as he took the lump from my hand. His thumb slid over the bumps where air was trapped from cooling so quickly. His eyes met mine and for once, they seemed gentle. Soft. Willing to listen.

It surprised me.

“What happened, Avery?” Jaxon whispered.

 “It happened the day you came for me in my dome. A girl in my course wasn’t exactly appreciative of my abilities and I sort of smarted off and made it worse. I turned my back for a second and when I looked back, the teapot was…this.” I flung an upset hand at the handful of metal.

He was coaxing the story out of me with his suddenly benign demeanor. It was the first time I’d spoken about the event and tears finally betrayed me. Jaxon broke the wall I’d so carefully constructed around my heart when it came to my parents in one fell swoop.

I probably scared the crap out of him.

 “You’re right; you’re about as smooth as sandpaper,” murmured Jaxon as he pushed himself off the bed and came to stand in front of me.

Close.

Too close.

Not close enough.

He put a hand under my chin and lifted it so I had no choice but to look at him. His blue eyes were deep and full of life. I noticed the white flecks that speckled his irises. They looked like the ocean right before a storm.

He spoke again, this time gentler than before. “No one deserves to have their belongings vandalized.”

A tear escaped. Jaxon’s thumb wiped it away. “It was the only thing of my mother’s I had,” I said, my voice cracking.

“Why don’t you have anything that belonged to your parents?”

The question brought an onslaught of tears. Jaxon pulled me to his chest. His scent filled my nostrils. Warmth and cedar and clean soap all mingled together to make a perfect symphony of fragrance.

I inhaled deeply and recollected myself, forgetting who held me. Who had his arms around me. Arms that before now I wouldn’t have been caught dead in.

I hiccupped. “They…they were taken.”

“What do you mean, taken?”

His question brought an onslaught of images in my mind. As words tumbled from my mouth, the day my parents went missing came flooding back. “I went to the market with Alice after begging my parents to let us go by ourselves. We were so proud we were on our own. After a couple hours we came back, and my front door was knocked off its hinges. My parents were gone. The Polatzi took me and put me in the orphanage. They pillaged everything from the house.”

Jaxon stiffened as he listened to my story. “Oh my God. Do you know why they were taken? Or who took them?”

“I don’t know why they were taken, but your father has them here. He proved it by calling my mother.”

Silence. My face was buried in Jaxon’s warm chest, and I couldn’t tell if the heartbeat I heard was my own or his, or if they’d become timed to one another. He tightened his grip. There was an edge to his embrace, and his voice carried some raw, new emotion to it that I couldn’t quite pinpoint. “I am so, so sorry that my father is the man he is. We’ll get your parents back. Sari can find out where they are. Did your parents have abilities?”

“Not that I know of,” I continued, voicing all the frustration that had built up. “It doesn’t matter, though. I learned to make it on my own. Legs was there. Alice has been there, too. We’re like sisters.”

Jaxon was quiet, contemplative in the silence between us. He picked me up in one smooth movement and carried me like a child to the chair by the door. His skin was soft and his muscles flexed under my weight. With the utmost care he sat me down and kneeled in front of me, his hands on my knees. He pointed over his shoulder and mouthed camera, but it didn’t seem like he cared about anyone hearing him. “You’re special,” he said, his eyes fervent, “and I highly doubt that was lost on your parents. Even my idiot father feels that way about you. We’ll find them. Reunite you with them.”

“I don’t know if I want to. What if they’re not the way I remember them?”

“At least part of you wants to be with them. Otherwise you wouldn’t carry a lump of steel around in your bag.”

The reminder of his intrusion rekindled my anger. How had I dropped my guard and allowed Jaxon to get so much information? I barely knew him. “You shouldn’t have dug around in my bag. That’s private.”

“I know, and I’m sorry,” he said. It sounded like he meant it. “I needed to get to know you, and I knew you wouldn’t give me a shred of information without physical coercion,” his disconcerting smile blossomed across his face. “I don’t like to torture without a viable reason.”

I wasn’t sure if he was being serious or not. Nothing was clear with him. “Well I’m glad you didn’t have a viable reason to torture me.”

He smiled, and our eyes locked for a beat longer than they should have. I quickly looked away, but not before he became curious. “Say, do you mind me asking you about your eyes again? I’ve never seen anyone with two different colored ones, and I highly doubt someone beat you into having two different eye colors,” he flashed an impish smile.

It was hard to turn down his request.

Hard, but not impossible.

“I wasn’t born like this,” I said simply, pain laced in the words.

His curiosity was piqued. “Really? What happened?”

“This one is a glass eye,” I pointed to my left eye, “Can’t see out of it.”

“No way, it looks so real.”

“Yeah, get closer and you can see the difference.”

He leaned in, unable to help himself.

I smacked him playfully between his eyes. “Gotcha!”

He laughed as he lost his balance and fell backwards, his hands bracing his fall. “You think you’re clever!”

“Clever enough to fool you.”

“Touché.” He sighed, then seemed to size me up. “You know, you’re kind of like a lily. A steel lily.”

“Is that a compliment?”

He laughed. “Yeah. At least, that’s how I meant it. I mean, you’re a girl; you’re this beautiful person inside and out, but you hide it. You’re hard, or that’s what you want people to think, anyway. That’s why I think you’re a steel lily. Hard and beautiful, intricate and unmoving. It’s the most puzzling thing I’ve ever seen or experienced. You’re…different.”

He sat there for a moment, an odd expression on his face. After a couple minutes of avoiding his gaze, I stood and made a spectacle of stretching. “What time is it? I’m really tired.”

Jaxon glanced at the watch on his wrist. “It’s one-thirty in the morning. You should probably get some rest. Big day tomorrow, eh?”

“Big day,” I repeated.

He stood and glanced to the floor and back to me. “I put one of my dad’s journals in your bag. Turnabout is fair play. Since you shared with me, I’ll share with you.”

“Why your dad’s journal? I want to know about you.”

Jaxon smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. It almost seemed like a grimace. “Do you know what I wanted more than anything growing up? A dad. I’m jealous of you, Avery. You have a reason to not know your dad. He’s gone. Mine…” he trailed off and cleared his throat. “Mine is here, but he’s really not. I’d rather be in your situation.”

“But what does that have to do with—”

“I asked Xander about my dad. He found one of my dad’s old journals and asked if I really wanted to know Riggs. I thought I did, but I was wrong. Every day I hoped that Riggs would be different. Xander is the closest thing to a father I have. The journal will explain why.”

He walked past me without another word, our shoulders brushing for the briefest of moments. I followed him out into the living room and up the stairs to the door, not quite understanding why I felt the need to be his shadow.

His hand gripped the door handle as he stood with his back to me. “Goodnight, Alice,” he called over his shoulder.

I heard a squeak and a shuffle in the kitchen. Little eavesdropping bugger. I giggled at the thought of her pressed up against the side of the stairs, her only goal to be as small as possible. Good thing Jaxon had thought to check for her.

The door clicked as he opened it and slipped out. I grabbed the door before he closed it, bewildered by the turn of events. “What, no goodnight for me?”

His eyes peeked through the crack in the door. They were calculating. “It’s better if I don’t,” he said. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Pike.”

It seemed almost remorseful, but the minute I thought it, I chastised myself for thinking he’d feel bad for anything. I stalked back to the bedroom and slammed the door behind me.

Alice was there waiting. “What’d he do to you? I thought a little bit of snogging would do you good.”

“We didn’t snog. Jaxon is that last guy on earth I’d do that with.”

“Shame,” Alice said ruefully, “I wouldn’t mind his hands on me.”

I thought back to when he held me not an hour ago. The warmth, the excitement that exploded within me, the smell that still lingered on my clothes. Damn it, I was going to have to change to get away from Jaxon.

Alice continued on. “So, what did he want?”

“To break me down,” I said as I rummaged through the massive closet in search of anything cotton, comfortable and non-Jaxon scented.

“Seems a bit melodramatic to me,” she called.

“It’s not, I promise.”

“Still, I think you should get to know him. Seems like he knows this place better than anyone else, save Riggs.”

She had a point, but I wasn’t going to spend any more time than necessary with Jaxon. I finally found a pair of plaid pajama pants, then grabbed a plain grey t-shirt from a stack nearby. “He’s such a—”

“Hottie? Yes ma’am, he is,” Alice said, cutting me off. “Although, Will isn’t an eye-sore, either.” Her head popped around the corner and she smiled as she bobbed her head toward my pants. “Cute.”

“Thanks.”

She padded back out to the main bedroom and I followed. My bed was a rumpled mess and littered with my personal belongings. I pulled my bag toward me and stuffed it full of things that shouldn’t have been out in the first place.

My hand gripped the unfamiliar leather-bound book. I immediately knew it was Jaxon’s journal. I pulled it out and flipped it open. A paper fluttered out.

Turnabout is fair play.

He was right; it was fair play, and it was on.

I stared at the pages without reading them. “Alice, all we’ve heard since we arrived was that we needed to escape. I think we need to find out who Riggs really is before we go on a suicide mission.”

“I was thinking the same thing,” Alice agreed. “But how do we find out?”

“Sari’s looking into things, but I don’t think she’ll find anything in files on the computer. Riggs wouldn’t be dumb enough to put something where Sari could find it.”

Alice nodded to the book. “You think it’s in there?”

“If it were, Jaxon wouldn’t have given it to me.”

“Are you going to read it?”

I hesitated. “Not tonight.”

I set the book down on the bedside table and crawled into bed. The sheets were silky, like water rubbing against my bare arms.

Alice turned out the lights. In the darkness, I heard her voice float to over to me. “I’m so glad we have each other. I wouldn’t know what to do without you.”

“You’re my sister,” I agreed.

I heard her sheets move and a deep sigh come from her side of the bedroom. It made me smile. If nothing else was the same, at least the consistency of having her beside me was comforting.

That’s when it hit me.

Xander had said Sari, Jaxon, Legs, and I would have to leave at some point.

He never mentioned Alice.







CHAPTER

EIGHTEEN


The morning came with crushing weight. Between my incessant worry of leaving Alice behind and the overwhelming scent of Jaxon in my bed, I hadn’t slept much. What did it mean? Did Xander expect me to leave Alice behind? In the dim sliver of sunlight that peeked through the blinds, I saw Alice’s figure sleeping peacefully in her bed. The only movement was her breath that lifted her side up and down in quiet tranquility.

I had to bite my knuckles to keep from crying.

Maybe Xander didn’t bring her up because he hadn’t met her. Why would you mention someone you didn’t know? I was overreacting to something so inconsequential that it was borderline absurd. This place made me twitchy.

I quietly extricated myself from the too-soft sheets. They still held Jaxon’s unmistakable scent. His aroma infused my comforter and was a constant reminder of the tension that built in my stomach every time I saw him. He wouldn’t be sitting on my bed again.

The mirror in the bathroom revealed dark circles under my eyes. My hair was a frizzy mess like I’d been electrocuted. I leaned against the cool porcelain counter to steal a moment to myself.

“Are you actually asleep against the sink?”

I jolted and saw Alice in the reflection of the mirror behind me. “Yeah, I guess I was.”

She came and shook my shoulders playfully. Her smile was too bright for just waking up. It’d always been that way; she was a morning person and I was the night owl.

She was full of excitement that I would probably never be able to muster, even if I hadn’t had a horrible night. “Well, wake up, sleepyhead. Today we start our classes!” 

“Joy,” I muttered as she bounced away. Part of me was glad she was excited. The other, well, I hated she was so naïve about this place. Then again, she hadn’t seen what I’d seen yesterday.

Blood.

So much blood.

And bodies.

Bodies of men who’d come to retrieve us.

The images were burned into my mind. Before yesterday, I’d never seen a dead body. I wondered if I should tell her, but as soon as the thought manifested, I squashed it. No. When the time came to go, we’d escape and I could explain everything. No need to involve her in things that were impossible to fix. She couldn’t undo death. No one could.

“If you’re going to take a shower, get on it. I need to take one too,” called Alice from our bedroom. “And by the way, Mr. Riggs dropped off uniforms for us yesterday while you were out. They’re pretty wild.”

That set my teeth on edge. Hard to tell what Riggs would have us in — his little army of Elementalists.

I rushed through the shower and wrapped myself in a soft cotton robe that hung beside the sliding glass door. When I let Alice in to get ready, she gave me her award-winning smile and nodded toward our room. “Have fun in there. Don’t die from shock.”

“Thanks for making me even more excited to see what I have to wear today.”

Sari’s voice rang out from our room. “Oy, any day now, slowpoke. We’ve got places to go.” 

When I went in, Sari was sitting on the edge of my bed with a look of amusement. She wore the most absurd outfit I’d ever seen.

I laughed. “Please don’t tell me you dressed yourself.”

She gestured to the white and grey tight fitting, long sleeve shirt and matching pants. It looked like a space suit. “What, this old thing? Just plucked it out of my closet of my own free will.”

“That is certifiably God-awful.”

“Don’t look now, but you’ve got your own little slice of God-awful.” She tossed a pile of clothes at me and winked.

“You ever been told you’re a pessimist, Sari?”

“All the time. It comes with knowing too much about everyone.” She smiled and pointed to the clothes. “So, what’s the damage?”

I lifted the shirt. It really wasn’t all that different from my own clothes of preference. The sand-colored undershirt was form-fitting, but a dark green jacket not unlike the military one I’d snagged from my dome’s dumpster was looser and provided pockets. I smiled. The black pants weren’t bad, either. A little tighter than my taste, but not nearly as obnoxious as the ones Sari currently wore. Hers looked like they might have been painted on.

Sari whooped in objection. “Wait a second, those aren’t bad! Why do I have to look like I stepped off a starship? That hardly seems fair!”

“Maybe Riggs is breaking me in easy?”

“If that’s the case, you better have something super skimpy next week. Otherwise I’m lodging a complaint with someone.”

“Is there a place to do that?”

“There has to be; Jax complains all the time, why would he spend that much time doing something so pointless if no one listened to him?”

I snorted. “Because he thinks everyone listens to him.”

We both fell into fits of laughter for a few minutes, but when we thought it’d passed, we looked at each other once more and the giggles came right back. It had been a long time since I’d really laughed.

It felt good.

Sari held a hand to her side. “I’ve got a stitch from laughing so hard.”

She looked at her watch. It was simple and nondescript, with a plain black band and silver face. When she pressed a finger to a button on the side, though, the time illuminated above the watch for everyone to see. Its red digital numbers flashed brightly for a few seconds and then disappeared as if sucked down a drain. “It’s six forty-five. If we want breakfast, we’d better head out pretty quick.”

“I think Alice is still in the shower.”

Sari waved a hand. “It’s okay, I checked her file on the computer and it shows that she isn’t on the same timetable that we are. She can pretty much come and go as she pleases.”

“Lucky duck,” I muttered.

“Tell me about it. Say, what’s with you having Jax’s journal?” Sari motioned to the well-worn book on my nightstand.

“Oh, it’s not his; it’s one of Riggs’s I guess,” I said, not really interested in recanting last night’s little adventure with her. “He said I should read it.”

“No, that’s definitely Jax’s,” she said slowly, “I’ve seen him writing in one just like it on more than one occasion.”

It seemed stupid to point out that it was possible there was more than one journal with the same exterior, so I let it go and changed the subject. “I dunno. Let’s head out. What’s for breakfast today?”

Sari didn’t need more prodding than that. Without any further encouragement, she led me out of the room and toward the commons, telling me the entire menu along the way.


***


When Sari said it was a commons, I had imagined a mess hall scenario, complete with hundreds of other people eating. I was wrong.

Nothing but the best here in our little slice of heaven. Or was it hell? I hadn’t yet decided.

I should have been tipped off when I saw the massive rounded entryway and crystal chandelier that glittered in the sunlight. The white marble floors were so polished that I could see my tired reflection in them, and I made a mental note to try out some of the makeup in the bathroom before I left our dorm next time.

There were so many splendors that it was overwhelming. A man who wanted the best of everything had erected this place; of course the dining hall would fill that requirement.

We walked into what felt like a Victorian dining room. There were maybe twenty of us, tops. The room had high ceilings with a striking combination of stenciled, bronze, and gilt roundels. The long redwood table stretched almost the length of the room with a magnificent red and gold cloth draped over the top to compliment the other decorations. Real crimson candles lined the center of the table in golden holsters, and faux gold ivy wrapped itself around the candlestick holders.

Behind the head of the table was a massive brick fireplace with a dark wooden mantle. Along the mantle were awards and plaques. My only guess was that they were Riggs’s bragging rights from another lifetime.

The food had been lain out before we arrived, and students passed plate after plate of scrambled eggs, hash browns, and fruit to one another. I scanned the room while Asher, the boy I’d seen with Riggs, spoke non-stop, oblivious to my lack of interest.

“What do you think about the invasion, Avery?”

Sari kicked my leg under the table to bring me back to earth.

I searched for words. “Oh, it was pretty scary. Why would they want to bother us?”

“I’ll tell you why,” Asher said. He leaned in conspiratorially and looked to where Riggs sat at the head of the table, chatting animatedly with Xander. “We can change the course of the world. Us,” he wiggled a finger around our group, his eyes solemn and convicting. “Riggs knows that, and it’s why he’s protecting us.”

Sari rolled her eyes, but said nothing. Asher’s twin brother joined Sari in the eye rolling. “Asher, get a grip on reality,” he said, then looked at me. “I’m Evan, by the way. Reluctantly related to Asher, if you hadn’t noticed. Asher’s our village conspiracy theorist. He thinks that Riggs is saving us from certain doom.”

“He is!” Asher exclaimed, raising his arms and slopping a spoonful of oatmeal down the front of his white uniform.

His outfit was similar to Sari’s, except it wasn’t skin tight, thankfully. In fact, my uniform was the only one that deviated from what seemed to be the norm: skin-tight white pants and long-sleeve shirts for the girls and looser fitting, more casual white pants and cashmere half-zip up sweaters for the guys. I wondered why I didn’t fit in. It felt like it was meant to make me different, make me stand out. I didn’t like it.

“Nice hands, feet,” chastised Evan. “You better get going if you want to be able to change and get back in time for first class.”

Asher sighed and ran a hand through his thick, wavy black hair. “Save me a seat,” he said to Evan as he stood and pushed his chair back underneath the table. Instead of leaving, though, he stood at attention in Riggs’s direction and waited to be acknowledged.

Riggs smiled as the rest of us watched Asher’s silent signal. “Mr. Tertia, may I help you?”

Asher’s body was stiff and straight, his hands along his sides and in tight fists. “I request permission to be excused, sir.”

“And what for?” Riggs looked at Asher’s half-eaten bowl of oatmeal. “You haven’t eaten much. You may regret that later.”

“I’m sorry, sir. I spilled some on my uniform and need to change.”

Riggs nodded once and waved a hand. “Do what you need to do. I expect you clean and on time to your first class.”

“Of course, sir.”

Asher about faced and exited the dining hall. No one spoke, but smirks passed between students.

“What was that about?” I directed my question at Sari, but she wasn’t the one who answered.

“Oh, Asher has a man-crush on Riggs. He thinks Riggs is God’s gift to the world,” said a brown-haired girl who sat beside Evan. The entire breakfast they’d shared touches and looks that made me think they were more than friends. Even now Evan nudged her and she returned the favor, but probably a bit harder than he expected. Her eyes widened and her lips puckered to the side. “Oh stop it, Evan. Avery’s new, not blind. Anyone can see your brother is a nutbag.”

“I have no idea how I shared a confined space with him for nine months,” he admitted between bites of his own oatmeal.

“I have no idea how two people who look exactly the same can be so different,” added the girl. “Glad I got the normal one.”

Sari snorted. “Hell will freeze over before someone dates Asher.”

“It’s a likely scenario,” agreed Evan. His dark eyes were kind and I already knew he was a nice guy. I returned the smile he extended like a handshake.

I scanned the room for what felt like the hundredth time for the same person I didn’t want to see. Even still, my stomach seemed to be cart-wheeling from wondering where he was. “Why’s Jaxon not eating with us?”

“Oh, he has better things to do,” said Evan darkly. I wondered if there was an underlying issue between the two of them. “He’s too good to eat with us. He gets his food delivered to his lab.”

“His lab?” I said incredulously.

“Yeah, he’s Riggs’s little protégé.”

I glanced ever so slightly to Sari, who looked uncomfortable. She twisted in her seat like she wanted to pull an Asher and ask to leave. She pushed her eggs and hash browns into a pile in the middle of her plate and lined them with her sausage links. Had she eaten any of her food? Suddenly I wondered if my appetite wasn’t the only one disturbed by things going on under the cheery surface of this family-like façade.

I pretended to be interested in Evan’s comment. “What do you mean?”

“Ah, Jax is a chip right off the old man’s block. Riggs is a ‘scientist,’” Evan said, using air quotations around the word scientist like he didn’t really believe it. “Riggs trained Jax to be an alchemist and God knows what else. He doesn’t have any natural talent, he’s been taught his abilities by textbooks.”

Evan’s voice made it clear he didn’t think Jaxon was as good as he was. For some reason, I felt like I needed to defend Jaxon. “Well, obviously he has talent to learn something as complex as alchemy.”

Evan snorted. “Anyone can cook from a recipe on a piece of paper; anyone could be an alchemist by reading the texts. You and I, we’re different. Born with talent. It’s in our genes.”

Sari stiffened beside me. I knew it was because Evan probably didn’t see her as a legitimate talent, either.

I put my arm around her. “Everyone here contributes in their own way.”

“Some of us are just contributing on a larger scale,” he said firmly.

Sari shook her head. “If by larger scale you mean your ego being out of control, you’re right. Just because you can manipulate fire does not mean the sun rises and falls with your farts.”

We all burst out laughing and Evan turned a brilliant shade of crimson. He opened and closed his mouth like a fish out of water, then pushed away from the table. The legs of the chair scraped audibly against the wooden floor as he stomped off, and everyone’s eyes followed his departure.

He got as far as the grand archway that led to the foyer before it looked like he ran into an invisible electric fence. His face went slack as his body convulsed. I cringed as he fell to the ground and his ankle bent unnaturally with a sickening crunch. His body twitched and spasmed as he lay on the ground, like a grotesque marionette being jerked around by its strings. He went still, leaving the rest of the room silent in his wake.

All of us looked at him lying on the floor unconscious. One by one, everyone went back to eating and the rise of conversation resumed.

I was horrified.

“Xander, please take the second Mr. Tertia to your medical wing,” I heard Riggs say, “He may need a cast for that ankle. It sounded gruesome.”

I watched Xander nod and get up from the table. Riggs never looked away from his food.

Sari leaned in a spoke in a hushed tone. “That’s why you ask to be excused. You don’t have to do it as pompously as Asher, but you’ve got to give respect where respect is due. Otherwise, Riggs will take it from you.”

I had a feeling that Riggs would take a lot more than respect from us if he could manage it. The injustice of it all made me furious. I clamped my hands into fists and I slammed them onto the table. The delicate china and silverware rattled around me, and a lit candle fell from its holster onto the expensive tablecloth.

Everything went up in flame.

Guys yelled and pushed away from the table while girls screamed and waved their arms. Riggs, however, sat serenely and watched in amusement. He waved his hand lazily in the direction of the fire. “Care to clean up your mess, Miss Pike?”

The flames were beginning to spread down the length of the table, consuming the over-lacquered ivy. Flames popped and cracked each time the fire reached a new piece of ivy. The odor of burnt plastic and paint hung heavy in the air.

Sari grabbed the cup of orange juice that still sat at her place and tossed it over the flames. As she did, Evan’s girlfriend lifted her hands and her green eyes narrowed in concentration. The orange juice slowed to hover like an orange cloud. She thrust her hands apart from one another and to her sides with her palms open wide. She looked like she was conducting a silent symphony with the movements of her hands.

The orange juice double, tripled, quadrupled in mass to expand over the entire burning surface under her control. With a final gesture, she struck the table’s edge with her palms and let out a whoop. The orange juice plummeted onto the table like a torrential downpour and snuffed out the fire. Smoke hissed and sizzled as the liquid quelled the flames.

Patches of gold and crimson still lingered in the fabric, but it was mainly blackened ash. Portions had melted right onto the wood, which was also charred and probably ruined beyond repair. My nostrils burned from the scents of burnt plastic, fabric and food, and made my eyes water.

Riggs’s voice shredded the silence. “Well done, Kloey.”

Kloey didn’t look at Riggs. Instead, she kept her gaze to the ground and put her hands behind her back as though she were at parade rest. “Thank you, sir.”

Riggs’s tone was bored, but I wondered if he might be saving his wrath for someone else.

Me.






CHAPTER

NINETEEN


While the flames consumed Riggs’s expensive display of power, he sat placidly at the head of the table. Only now did he slowly push away from his place setting. Xander sat silently in his seat and watched the debacle unfold. Riggs cracked his knuckles as he walked toward Kloey. “You’ve obviously been paying attention to your mentors.”

“I’m trying, sir.”

“Well, I’m impressed,” he said, and it sounded genuine. “You may go to your first class. Thank you for salvaging what you could of my belongings with your abilities. The gesture will be noted.”

Riggs put a hand on her shoulder, and she shivered under his touch. I wondered if he was as cold to the touch as his words were, or if he incited that much fear in his students.

Kloey left the dining room as fast as she could without breaking into a run. Riggs glanced at the remaining students. Suddenly his kind mask broke into a thousand pieces as he snarled. “Why are you all still here? Go! You have classes to attend!”

I made for the door, but Riggs’s voice rang out above the exodus of students. “Miss Pike,” he said, saccharine sweet, “you stay with me. I’m your mentor, remember?”

I stiffened. Part of me knew better than to keep my back exposed. I didn’t know what he was capable of. After a few heartbeats, I sighed and turned to face him.

He was right there.

“Are you afraid, Avery Pike?”

I jutted my chin upward in defiance. “No.”

“You should be.” 

Sari pushed between us, frantic. “Mr. Riggs, let me take Avery to the first class. She can’t control her abilities yet, so maybe watching the others will help her.”

I had to give it to her, Sari was fearless. Even with Riggs bearing down on the both of us, she stood there with her hand on his chest and kept him at bay. She spoke again, this time more urgent. “Sir, let me help.”

Riggs pulled his gaze from me and focused on Sari. He pushed Sari’s hand away and adjusted his vest and tie, losing the crazed look he possessed moments before. “Fine,” he said as he stalked back to his chair and retrieved his long-tailed overcoat. “Fine. Miss Pike, I want you in my office after the class.”

“Of course, Mr. Riggs.”

Sari guided me out of the dining room before Riggs could change his mind. As we reached the foyer, I glanced back.

Riggs stood there watching our retreat with his hands balled in fists. Xander had his hand on Riggs’s shoulder. Was that a tear I saw on Riggs’s cheek? Xander was whispering something in Riggs’s ear, and then Riggs shoved Xander away. I shrugged at Xander, and he waved me off.

“Stop staring,” Sari hissed as she pulled me onward.

“Something’s wrong.”

“Of course something’s wrong. This whole place is wrong. Now come on.”

I watched Sari as her eyes roved the corridor. “Why did you step in like that?”

“Because I was pretty sure Riggs wouldn’t murder me. He doesn’t want to hurt you; he wants you scared enough to cooperate.”

“And if you’re wrong?”

She chuckled darkly as we turned a corner. “Then I guess we’re both screwed. Come on, let’s get to class before you accidentally burn this place to the ground.”

Part of me wished I could.

Sari led me in a room in the same hallway as the library. “Here we go.”

The giant room was nearly empty. The dark wooden floors, walls and open rafters made it feel like a barn, but there was nothing rustic about the room. It was exquisite.

At the far end of the room, the wall was covered by one gigantic rusted cog, with smaller gears connecting to the main one. In bold black letters, the phrase “Embrace the past, embark into the future” were stenciled on the big cog. Below the words were designs and graffiti that made me think these cogs were taken from other places. On one of the smaller gears someone had scrawled, “Steam is the past. Long live electricity!”

It made me contemplate how bright our world might be if Riggs were in charge, or if it would all end up as charred and unusable as the rest of the world had apparently become. Could the soil and water recover from such a destructive past? Probably not anytime soon.

Sari tugged at my elbow. “Are you daydreaming? Come on, you’re blocking the way in.”

I followed her confident stride into a small room in the corner.

“This is my office,” she said proudly as she waved her arm around the space. “What do you think?”

What space wasn’t overrun by computer monitors, wiring, and keyboards was filled with coffee mugs, crossword puzzles, and posters. One poster had a man screaming into a microphone, with his band mates behind him. Another was pop art of someone I’d never seen before. Post cards littered a corner of the room with slogans like Miss you in Paris, and We’re in Tallahassee and all you get is this postcard. A small mattress was pushed into the other corner, a pile of blankets sitting on top. Pictures of Sari with people I’d never met were taped above the mattress. This glimpse into her world gave me so much more insight as to who she was.

“I think you could fit a small sticker right there if you tried,” I pointed to a bare spot of wall by a filing cabinet, “maybe a price tag or something.”

Sari nodded with a grin. “Good idea. We’ll have to go out to the abandoned stores in the Dome and see if we can find any good ones.”

The old mattress springs creaked as I sat down. “So this is where you work your magic, huh?”

“Indeed it is,” she said as she wiggled a mouse around on the table. All of the monitors sprang to life. “I can watch everyone on one of three hundred thirty seven different cameras, and I’m sure those are only the ones that Riggs lets me use. Right now though, we’re going to measure the brain waves of the Elementalists while they practice. I was wondering if it’d help you to see them in action.”

My mouth dropped in surprise. “So you’re a scientist, too?”

“Heck no,” Sari said with a laugh. “I attach the electrodes, run the program, and send the information to Riggs. I see the data as it comes in and I’ve kind of taught myself what I think it means, but I could be way off. Let’s go get everyone set up.”

I followed Sari from her office to find that the room had filled with students. Asher, Evan, and Kloey I recognized, but the rest were new. They were milling about, but when Sari cleared her throat, they all snapped to attention.

“Listen up, guys! Riggs wants you working on your respective elements. Easy day,” she said as she pulled a lever on the wall I hadn’t noticed. “You know the drill. Head to your element, attach your electrodes, and do your thing.”

The right wall groaned and lifted, revealing a long table filled with bowls. The table slid forward into the room, wobbling slightly as it came to a halt. Bowls of water, dirt, fans and candles already lit graced the slab of dark wood. The students made small groups around the elements, and took their materials to different areas of the room.

“Now the fun begins,” Sari said as she walked back to her office. She turned and looked at me, rooted to my spot, and she smiled. “Don’t worry, I’m sure Riggs has all kinds of things for you later. Get in here and relax while you can.”

I went back into her office and watched her fingers fly across the keyboard as though they had a mind of their own.

A small series of musical beeps sounded, and she pulled a mic from the second level of her desk. “All right, ladies and gents. Your music for the day is brought to you by one of my favorite rock bands. Enjoy.”

Guitars and drums filled the air, followed by the crooning of a male voice. There was a classical edge to the song, but it was definitely rock. She pointed to the poster behind her. “What I wouldn’t give to have been around to see them in concert.”

I shrugged. “I haven’t heard this band, honestly.”

She shook her head, dismay in her features. “We can remedy that. Consider it my contribution to your steep learning curve.”

“Fair enough.”

Sari gestured for me to come to her computer and whispered. “Now for why I really brought you here.”

With a few clicks, a folder popped up on the screen, quickly replaced by the words FILE ENCRYPTED. PLEASE ENTER PASSWORD.

Undeterred, Sari began typing away. Coding that was jibberish to me filled the screen, then a ping sounded. The folder popped back up, now open and filled with more folders. She tapped the upper right one. “This one is about Riggs. Check it out.”

A movie file began to play, with a 3D version of Riggs rotating on the left of the screen. Pages of information ran down below the miniature Riggs’s feet, and the video depicted him shaking hands with dignitaries standing in front of the Alliance flag. “This is why I wonder how he got here,” Sari said, “and get this; there’s a folder for Xander that I can’t get into. Eventually I will, but I’ve been digging with no luck.”

“Alice found a picture of Riggs wearing the Alliance military uniform,” I said as I tried to connect the dots. “What do you think is going on?”

Sari leaned back in her chair and placed her hands behind her head, the front legs coming off the ground. Her eyes shined with the challenge of uncovering truths, and I could tell she wouldn’t stop until everything was out in the open. “I don’t know, but for some reason, I’m getting a bad feeling.”

“Didn’t you already have one of those?”

Sari dropped the chair back to the ground with a thud. “Oh, I love a good conspiracy theory, so I’ve followed along with Jaxon since I got here. Now though, let’s just say I don’t think he’s as crazy as I thought.”

“Jaxon said the journal he gave me to read is Riggs’s, and that Xander gave it to him. He said Xander has taken him under his wing like a father.”

“He has,” Alice confirmed, “which makes me worry that maybe Riggs has had enough and wants Xander to stop trying to be the dad he’s never been.”

The words I wanted to say were on the tip of my tongue, but I was afraid to say them. Sari cocked her head to the side and examined me carefully. “What are you thinking?”

“Am I that obvious?”

“You’re not subtle, if that’s what you’re asking.”

I smiled. “Well, I was wondering if you guys might be too focused on Riggs. You know, not seeing the forest because of the trees?”

Sari scratched her neck as she seemed to digest my suggestion. “And what trees do you think we’re missing?”

I looked around the room. “Are there, you know?” I nodded to the monitor that revealed Xander pacing in his study, Jaxon lying in his bed, and Alice digging in Riggs’s desk in the library.

I did a double take.

“Oh crap, Sari, look.”

We both watched as Alice dug in the drawers, pulling out pamphlets, blueprints, and journals. She leafed through them as she went.

Sari let out a low chuckle. “Well isn’t she Miss 007.”

“Who’s that?”

“It’s a movie character that,” she waved her hand, “ah, never mind. He’s pretty badass. He also finds himself in a lot of trouble most of the time.”

As if on queue, the camera lens slid to where Alice and Sari hid when they came to visit me.

Riggs was walking toward her, oblivious to her at the moment.

“No! Alice, move! Move now!” Sari squealed as she gripped the monitor. “Oh, this is bad. This is very bad.”

Xander appeared on the screen in a rush and placed his hand on Riggs. He turned Riggs and began to talk to him, motioning in the opposite direction. Riggs nodded and took off in a hurry, while Xander went to Alice.

Sari let out a sigh of relief. “That was too close.”

We watched as Xander helped Alice put things back in place, and they disappeared out of the camera together. Relief flooded through me.

Sari looked at me, her expression as relieved as I felt. “Were you going to ask if there were cameras in here? No way. I rerouted the one Riggs thought he was sneaking in. Made it look like I was always watching his cameras, no matter what I’m doing.” She smiled proudly.

I plowed ahead before I could lose my nerve. “What do you think of Xander? Where did he come from? Why is he so sympathetic to you guys, but doesn’t do anything to get rid of Riggs?”

Sari looked around the room nervously, then back to me. “Here’s the thing,” she said in a low voice, “you can’t trust many people to keep even a small secret for you. Xander, he’s kept secret after secret for Jaxon and I. He knows we leave the Academy and bring back insurgents. He mends them and sends them back to their homes when they’re healed. He’s helped us find out some of the things that Riggs has done. Xander’s on our side.”

“But how do you know?”

Sari’s voice became stronger. “Avery, did you just see the same video feed that I did? How do you know that you can trust me? How do you know that you can trust anyone you’ve met here?”

“What do you mean, how do I know I can trust you? You’ve made it clear I can!”

“And what has Xander done to make you think you can’t trust him?”

I spluttered, unable to come up with a case. How could I say, Well, he didn’t mention Alice, who he hadn’t even met until a minute ago, when he started talking about us escaping. Obviously that makes him bad. Even in my head it sounded stupid.

Sari seemed mollified by my inability to come up with an excuse. “Like I said, I love a good conspiracy theory, but it needs to have some sort of truth. Riggs has all kinds of dirt and I’m sure we haven’t found all of it,” she made it clear that the subject was closed. “We need to figure out how to get out of here and ruin his plans to reestablish the Resistance.”

Everything she said made sense.

Sari flipped the screen back to the program that was running brain waves. We watched the progression of the blips and beeps that sounded as the students manipulated their elements. I couldn’t understand anything on the screen, but Sari pointed out little nuances between the students. She pointed out Kloey more than once. Her finger jabbed the monitor, excited as a peak in Kloey’s brain activity reached an all-time high. “See that right there? That spike was huge! If you watch the video, you’ll notice that’s when she made the water stand in a pillar. See it?” The screen flashed the replay of Kloey’s feat alongside the brain activity. “Now we need to see what you do when you’re hooked up. Want to try?”

She pushed out from the desk and rolled across the small space to a bookshelf. I barely caught the package of electrodes she tossed to me.

“What do you want me to do?”

“Try to create an element. Only try once, so we can get a look at what’s going on.” She sat an empty glass in front of me and helped as I fumbled to attach the electrodes. “I’m not taking you out there with the rest of them because of the cameras. I want to see what you can do so we have a baseline to compare to Kloey’s without it being on record.”

With everything attached, I stared at the glass and hoped water would appear. Prayed for something—anything—to happen.

“Your brain activity is off the charts,” Sari said, now back in her chair with her nose inches from the monitor. “I mean, it’s crazy off the charts. What are you—”

I couldn’t hear her anymore. My limbs felt like rubber hoses. I couldn’t move, couldn’t even breathe.

Water.

Water everywhere.

I was drowning.

Sari was there in a flash. She smacked the side of my face, her eyes frantic. “Avery! Avery, come on, breathe!” She pounded my chest. “Come on, take a breath!”

On the third pound, water filled my throat and I coughed. It tasted of salt, burning my throat and nose. I rolled over, choking as I fought for oxygen.

Sari fell back and leaned against the wall. Her eyes were wide with fright and amazement at the same time. “What the hell, Avery?”

I collapsed back on the floor. The cold wet floor soaked through my clothes and my hair stuck to my cheek. I breathed deeper than necessary, my lungs burning from the overexertion. I croaked out a dry laugh, but regretted it immediately as it racked my already burning throat. “Well, that was fun.”

“Oh yeah, a barrel of laughs,” Sari said as she pulled me to sit beside her. She closed her eyes as she spoke, and I mimicked her. “Seriously, what did you do? What did that mean?”

When I began to respond, a voice cut me off.

A voice I didn’t want to hear.

“It means that we’re getting closer to figuring out Miss Pike’s talent.”

I opened my eyes to see an excited Mr. Riggs standing in the doorway of Sari’s office. He stepped forward and extended his hand to me. He never looked at Sari, but his words were directed to her. “Thank you, Sari. I think your lesson was exceptionally enlightening. I’ll take it from here.”







CHAPTER

TWENTY


Riggs’s strong grip on my shoulder steered me from the classroom, and we walked in silence. Our footsteps echoed off the marble floor and resonated in my chest—or was that my heart pounding its way out? Each turn we took led us further from the area I was familiar with in the Academy, and deeper into the bowels of Riggs’s fortress.

The narrow passageway was decorated in dark tones of burgundy and hunter green, and the flickering lights did nothing to make it feel welcoming. That was Riggs’s goal, probably; if it was, he was doing a good job.

His voice clung to the sugary sweetness that put the rest of his persona in stark contrast. “Do you care to enlighten me on why you decided to send my dining table up in flames?”

“Do you care to enlighten me on why you decided it was necessary to hurt your students?”

Blood thrummed through my shoulder as Riggs relinquished his grip. We stopped in the middle of the downward sloping passageway. It was only then that I realized the walls had turned to cement, and the grandeurs of the Academy had long disappeared. The cool smell of earth began to waft from down the hall, and I wondered where Riggs was taking me.

His voice was strained as he spoke. “Your allegations are nothing more than conjecture.”

“Do you think that by using big words, you’ll throw me off, Mr. Riggs? Because my allegations are more than conjecture. I watched you electrocute a student at breakfast and that, sir, is not conjecture. It’s proof of your ruthlessness.”

“Did you see me touch that boy? Did I lay a finger on him?” His eyes burned with an intensity I recognized; it was the same I’d seen in Jaxon’s. They burned as though he wanted me to believe him with every fiber of my being. “Because I didn’t. Therefore, you saying I was the one behind his misfortune is conjecture.”

“Everyone knows you have weapons in this place; why won’t you admit it?”

He recoiled, but regained his composure almost instantly. “It sounds as though you’ve been poking around, Miss Pike.”

I clenched my jaw. He wouldn’t goad me into a revealing information that would get us all in trouble.

He continued on without me saying a word. “One should note that even the tamest animals will bite back when poked and prodded.”

“Consider it noted.”

Riggs clapped his hands and made me jump. “All right, then. As I informed you when you first arrived, I’m your tutor. I don’t usually partake in the education of my students but you, my dear, are quite the riddle to be solved.”

His mood swings were going to give me whiplash. “I’m not a Rubik’s cube for your amusement, Mr. Riggs.”

He chuckled as he circled me. It made me feel as though he was a hawk riding the drafts above his prey, just waiting for the opportune moment to swoop in for the kill. “Do you like your uniform? Yours was a special order.”

His tone was paternal, and I wondered if he’d ever spoken to Jaxon like that. My muscles burned from holding them at attention, and I yearned to shift my weight. Instead I stared, unmoving, at Riggs. “Do you provide special treatment for your own son?”

Riggs slumped, which surprised me. “So you’ve heard all of the Academy’s gossip.”

“I don’t think it’s gossip since Jaxon told me.”

Riggs nodded, his tone acidic as he clenched his fists at his sides. “He’s always been a sucker for a pretty girl.”

I pulled the collar of the jacket higher against my neck.

The throaty chuckle that bubbled out of Riggs indicated the gesture hadn’t fallen on blind eyes. “Miss Pike, that was a compliment. There aren’t many girls that catch my son’s eye, although there are plenty that would love to have their affection reciprocated.”

“Well, I’m not one of those girls.”

“No,” Riggs said as he stroked his chin. “I recall you telling me one other time you weren’t like other girls. You haven’t let me down. I saw you turn my son down in that darkened corridor. You’ve earned my respect.”

Without another word he continued down the dank hallway. I stood there in the semi-darkness, thankful Riggs couldn’t see my scarlet face. He’d watched the tapes! Had he seen Legs? Fear filled my veins at the thought.

As I watched Riggs’s retreating back, I realized how alone and lost I’d be if he disappeared. The sound of a metal door grating against cement echoed from a distance, and I wondered if he was taking me to a subterranean prison. It was hard to tell what sinister things lay beneath the grandiose exterior of Chromelius Academy.

I stood there for a moment, but then followed him. My muted footsteps barely made a sound, but Riggs heard me.

“Wise decision, Miss Pike,” he called out.

A light flickered ahead. As I neared, I saw the low hum of electricity surge through the thin filament at the center. The bulb hung from its cord in the ceiling. Inside was a half-burnt dead fly, its legs bent grotesquely. My eyes watered from staring into the filament for too long.

“Welcome to my office,” Riggs said as he swept his hand around the small space. He slid his thin frame behind a metal desk and sat in a cracked leather seat so worn, it had the look of veins spreading across the fabric.

The room felt like a bomb shelter. Cement walls covered in water stains surrounded us with no outside light source. The wall behind Riggs was covered in books, pamphlets, and spare pieces of paper with scrawls of math problems and the like. A statue of three monkeys, each covering their eyes, ears, or mouth, sat as a bookend in the middle of the center bookcase.

How perfect for him.

Riggs fastened on a disingenuous smile and gestured to the simple black chair that resided in front of his desk. “Please, have a seat.”

I swallowed hard and forced myself to sit in the chair. It didn’t make sense why Riggs’s personal office was in such disrepair, while the rest of the Academy was immaculate. I would have imagined his personal quarters to be the epitome of grandeur.

“You’re probably wondering what we’re doing here.”

I couldn’t help myself. “I was actually trying to figure out why your office was a dive.”

A hearty chuckle escaped Riggs’s lips, and it was the first time he seemed human. He leaned back in his chair and put his hands behind his head. The action reminded me of Jaxon.

“You really are a piece of work, Miss Pike. I did well to bring you here.”

There were a thousand smart-alec comments I wanted to make, but I refrained. Instead, I gazed around the dingy hovel in search of more information about Riggs.

“I brought you here to learn,” he reminded me.

“I’m aware of that.”

“Do you feel that you’re ready to pursue that goal?”

“I suppose it depends on what you plan to teach me. It’s become clear that I can’t create elements like you thought.”

“Yet,” Riggs added.

“Or ever, since every time I’ve tried it ended in near-death.”

Riggs leaned forward, his eyes boring into mine. “I plan to teach you everything. All the secrets this place possesses will be yours. As for your inability to create elements, as I said, it’s only a matter of time. After watching you in Sari’s office, I believe you’re channeling the ability, but holding it within you. You need to release it, let it go, or else yes, you will continue to have near-death experiences. I wouldn’t have brought you unless I was confident in you, Miss Pike.”

“And why are you so confident?”

Riggs’s eyes were clear and sincere. “Because your mother can channel her abilities outward, as I’m telling you to.”

I sat back in my seat to create more space between us. My mind reeled. “My mom…”

“Is what you call an Elementalist.”

“Would you call us something different?”

He was practically leaning over the desk, his eyes alight with passion. “All of the students here are capable of controlling elements beyond anything you’ve seen before. You witnessed Kloey control water as though it were her toy. Evan manipulates fire in the same manner. Asher, Evan’s twin brother, controls the air. You have no idea how remarkable your gifts are. I’ve spent a great deal of time learning about Elementalists and convincing some return here with me.”

“By convince, do you mean sending Jaxon on a great metal spider and all but kidnapping them?”

“My dear, you are a valuable asset. I couldn’t let you turn me down.”

I nodded. “So you’ve called the others Elementalists, but not me or my mother. How are we different?”

“As I’ve pointed out, I consider Evan, Asher and Kloey to be true Elementalists. They have control over one specific element. Jaxon, Sari and a few others are here because of their prowess over less extraordinary mediums that remain beneficial. Jaxon, as you probably already know, is an alchemist. I taught him everything I know, and he has surpassed me in ability. Sari—”

“I know what Sari does,” I said quickly, but then recoiled as I realized that I’d interrupted Riggs.

His mouth never closed, but remained half-open as he waited for me to listen. He smiled. “I see you’re well-versed in this place, then. Care to go on a walk with me?”

“Do I have a choice?”

“Not particularly,” Riggs said bluntly as he stood from his chair. “I was merely performing a nicety by inviting you.”

He extended the crook of his elbow in chivalrous manner and bowed his head as he beckoned me. It felt like the free will had been sucked from my body, from my world. This life that Riggs had fashioned here was not what I’d imagined. We were his pawns — a collection of anomalies he’d accumulated from his ventures — and we waited for his every move.

I hated it.

Hated him.

Riggs led me to the bookcases behind his desk, where he pulled the monkey in the middle like a lever. The bookcase swung inward and revealed a surgically clean hallway. Bright lights poured into the now well-lit office, and he led me into the corridor.

Along the walls of the hall were windows with small sills that jutted outward. Spiral notebooks lay open along the sills, and I gazed at them as we passed. A few notebooks had drawings, but most of the pages consisted of scribbles. A cart near the middle of the corridor overflowed with boxes of blue latex gloves in all different sizes. A pile of masks and scrubs were folded on the lower level of the cart.

A florescent tube light ran the length of the ceiling, humming like a fly too close to my ear. The overpowering stench of ammonia threatened to push me backward.

As I moved to retreat back into the office, Riggs pulled his arm from mine and put his hand on the small of my back to guide me forward.

“Now now, Miss Pike, there’s nothing to be afraid of.”

Every neuron in my body screamed otherwise. I didn’t know what was housed in this corridor, but I guessed it wasn’t nice. Riggs guided me closer to the windows. As we passed one, I let out a breath of relief to find the room on the other side empty.

He looked down at me, his expression impassive. “Miss Pike, do you really think I’m a mad scientist of some sort?”

I bit my bottom lip to keep from responding, and focused on the white tiles beneath my feet. Even the grout between the tiles was impeccably white. Riggs halted our progress when we reached the cart of masks, gloves and scrubs. He glanced at me, then turned toward the array of medical garb.

“I’d venture to guess you’re a size medium?” He skimmed through the clothing and he turned back to me, extending a mass of blue linen. “Put these on.”

Panic consumed me. My brain kept screaming run! but I was rooted to my spot. “Where are we going?”

Riggs was as cryptic as always. “You’ll see soon enough. The women’s restroom is right there,” he gestured ten paces ahead and to the left. “I assume you need no assistance in this endeavor?”

“No, I’m capable, thanks.”

Right foot, left foot. It was a conscious effort to make it to the bathroom.

I half-expected it to be a torture room.

When I walked in and was greeted by a typical set of stalls and sinks, I leaned against the door and exhaled loudly. It was only then that I realized how badly my hands were shaking. It was a wonder that I’d managed to carry the scrubs.

The thin blue fabric slid along my body like water. It must have been silk. It did nothing to quell the chill from the air conditioning. Goosebumps plagued my arms and I shivered.

There were no mirrors. Part of me was glad, but I also wondered why. Did Riggs not want anyone to see themselves? How badly were his patients treated? Were they maimed? Disfigured? My mind raced with horrific possibilities.

As I gathered my uniform, I wondered what could have gone wrong in Riggs’s life to make him so evil, and his son so…I don’t know. Jaxon wasn’t like his father, but he definitely wasn’t giving any hints as to who he really was. If I got back to my room tonight, I’d start reading his journal.

I returned to the hallway to discover Riggs dressed in the same attire. It lessened my fears, but only slightly. “Will you tell me where we’re going now?”

Riggs inclined his head and motioned to the end of the hall where a silver, windowless door stood. Three deadbolts locked the door from this side, and a small camera was installed in the upper right corner of the wall. A red light blinked in the lens.

“We’re going to see your parents, Miss Pike. Now please, be quiet. I really shouldn’t be proffering this opportunity to you, and may very well end up regretting it.”





CHAPTER

TWENTY-ONE


Riggs was taking me to see my parents.

They were here.

My parents — the people I’d begged the Polatzi to find for so long, the people I’d tried to hear just a whisper of their whereabouts from anyone — were here.

Here, in the academy.

Why?

Even more, how did they get here? Who brought them?

Well, at least I knew the answer to at least one of those questions.

Every step I took down the hall echoed in my ears like a death march. My heart constricted in both excitement and absolute terror. What if they hated me? What if they didn’t care at all?

That would be worse. Emotions, however strong on either end of spectrum, meant there was hope for redemption. What if I met them, only to find them completely apathetic?

I couldn’t come back from that. Bile burned in the lower part of my throat, and I fought to keep it down. The last thing I wanted to do was vomit in front of Riggs.

I stopped dead in my tracks. “I can’t do this.”

Riggs stopped and looked at me quizzically. For a moment, I thought I saw sympathy play out across his usually taciturn face.

“You carry a photo of them in your satchel, as well as a melted piece of steel that was once your mother’s teapot. It baffles me that you would cling so tightly to their memories if you aren’t interested in seeing them.”

“I didn’t say I didn’t want to see them. It’s just…” I trailed off, unable to verbalize my fears to someone who was waiting to uncover my weaknesses.

His smile seemed to prove me right, but he extended a calloused hand.

An invitation.

To what, I wasn’t sure.

I’d been alone for so long that for some reason this offer of comfort, no matter whom it came from, seemed welcome.

His hand was warm in the cool hallway as he led me without saying another word. Each window we passed, the thrumming in my chest became louder until I was positive that Riggs must hear it.

He squeezed my hand encouragingly as we stopped in front of the door at the end of the hall. The rectangular window glass was thick, and below it was a cat flap. Riggs pressed a small red button that glowed rhythmically beside the door, as though it possessed a heartbeat of its own. There was a buzzing noise and the glass in front of the flap slid away.

Riggs knelt down and called into the flap. “Atticus Riggs plus one, here to confer with Mr. & Mrs. Pike.”

A shadow covered the opposite side of the flap, and then a set of fire-red eyes peered back. I jumped in fright.

The red-eyed figure on the other side grunted and disappeared, but then Riggs unlocked the door. Inside was a waiting room, complete with TVs, old magazines, and an unmanned receptionist’s desk. Riggs pulled me behind him with an urgency he hadn’t possessed earlier. “Quickly,” he said in a hushed tone, “and don’t look behind you.”

Of course that’s what I did.

Red eyes stared back at me, and I was mesmerized and horrified at the same time.

At one point, this creature must have been a human. It had human features, but its skin was mottled, burned, and weeping from burns that should have killed it. There was nothing to base gender on; no hair, no facial features to distinguish if the person before me was male or female.

The person smiled, but it only made things worse. One side of its face lifted, but the other remained burned into a grimace, giving the appearance of a severe stroke victim. Through my immediate revulsion, I saw what this person must have been: someone like me. My heart broke.

What muscles remained were lean and lanky. The seared flesh on the person’s chest was visible, but they wore knee-length, baggy cargo shorts that made me think that I was looking at a man. He was tall and his eyes were wary, as though no one had been near him in a long time.

For some reason I extended my hand to touch his face.

That’s when he snarled and lunged.

“Stop!” Riggs yelled as he yanked me behind him and put himself between the man and me. Riggs’s hands were extended toward the man, who hit Riggs hard. The man’s nose cracked audibly when he connected with Riggs and fell back. The man howled in rage, but returned to the small plastic stool that sat in the corner, his nose now crooked. His eyes never left mine, and the hunger in them was palpable.

Riggs turned to me angrily. His words erupted with ferocity that was strangely paternal. “Did I not tell you to move quickly? To not look behind you?”

“I wanted to see —”

“I know you wanted to see, and now you have. You’ve seen what happens to someone who experienced the war that put us in these domes.”

Air hitched in my throat. “You’re telling me that…that person…saw the war?”

“Yes,” Riggs said with tired eyes. “Yes, he did. He’s one of the survivors. He was exposed to nuclear radiation and lack of oxygen during the attack on New York.”

“Does he have human emotions any more? He acted like he was an attack dog.”

“You provoked him. He has a heart and brain. He feels, he just doesn’t know how to properly express those feelings,” Riggs said shortly. “Wouldn’t you agree that those things make us human?”

“Animals have those qualifications as well,” I said thoughtfully, but I was horrified as soon as the words escaped my lips.

Riggs looked murderous. “My son,” he said coolly, “Is not an animal. He is a casualty of a mindless war he didn’t ask to be a part of.”

My eyes must have been as wide as saucers. Riggs inhaled deeply through flared nostrils and closed his eyes. When he exhaled, he opened his eyes. “Your parents are in the first room in the right hand wing. Jaxon will retrieve you in an hour. Be ready. This is your good-faith payment to work with me. I expect to see you tomorrow at breakfast, ready to learn. Tell Sari to delete the video feed from your parents’ room. It’ll be on camera two hundred sixty-six. The password is ARiggs.”

He turned on his heel and stalked back to the entrance. When he passed the badly burned man at the entrance, he paused and patted him on the shoulder. Burnt skin flaked off and fluttered to the ground beside them, but the burned man closed his eyes and gave a half-smile.

“Fa…” was all the burned man could articulate.

Riggs’s mouth twitched a hair upward before he flung open the door and disappeared back into brightly lit hallway, leaving me to sit in astonished silence.


***


The room Riggs told me to go to was easy enough to find. The door looked like any other, the whorls and swirls in the wood telling the story of how long the tree had lived before being cut down and turned into this common item.

Maybe everyone and everything in this place had a story of sadness and death that somehow connected to them.

My fingers traced a pattern on the wood as I sat against the door, my shoulder pressing against the cool lumber. A tear escaped and wound its way down my cheek.

Fear. I was consumed by it.

According to Riggs, my parents were on the other side of this door. What if they looked like the man who greeted us? The image of Riggs’s son had been seared into my mind, not unlike the burnt flesh that clung in oddly shaped patterns to his body.

Footsteps sounded behind the door, and I heard a muffled voice. It was a man’s. “Regina, can you go put an order in for milk? We’re almost out.”

It was my dad’s voice.

My mom responded. “Of course. Do we need cheese? We’ve been out for a while. I’ll ask for that as well.”

The sound of footsteps grew louder, and I scrabbled to my feet. A new type of panic—nervousness—set in and my hands shook uncontrollably. I put them behind my back to hide the oncoming panic attack.

The door opened as I stepped back and tripped over my own feet. An audible gasp came from the woman at the door.

I rubbed the back of my head and tried to put on a nonchalant smile, as though looking into my mother’s identical heterochromatic eyes: one brown, one green, were something I saw every day. “Uh, hi.”

Smooth. Like sandpaper.

Jaxon was right.

Mom’s mouth hung open, and she steadied herself by placing one of her delicate hands on the doorframe. She was still thin, her features still angular. Her red hair flowed over her shoulders, a wild mess of curls just like mine.

It was my mom.

Her voice was weak when she spoke. “You…how did you…”

The muscles in my jaw clenched as I took in her tattered clothes. A golden tattoo that seemed to glow wove itself intricately down her bare left shoulder to her elbow. I didn’t remember seeing that when I was little. When did she get that? Why? It didn’t seem like something the mom I remembered would do.

I hadn’t been expecting this. Death and destruction? Sure. Zombies, even. This? A tattooed mom? Not in a million years.

I swallowed hard as I tried to think of something to say. Somehow, talking about the weather seemed absurd.

She seemed to be taking me in as much as I was examining her. She never took her eyes off of me, but turned her head ever so slightly to call over her shoulder. Her voice shook. “Cole, we have company.”

Dad’s voice rang in my ears as he called out from inside the room. “More tests? They just tested you yesterday.”

Mom’s eyes began to overflow with tears. “No. Something…something better. Someone is here.”

She slid down the frame of the door, her hand outstretched to me. When I crossed the invisible barrier between us and touched her, we both collapsed into a heap of tears.

“Avery, my Avery,” she said through sobs. “You’re alive! Oh, I’ve prayed every night that you were alive and well.” She brushed stray hairs from my face and held her hand on my cheek. It reminded me of our times before bed when she would tell me how much she loved me. Her eyes were fierce as she looked at me. “How did you get here? Why did you come?”

I pulled away from her and wrapped my arms around myself, as though it would keep me from shattering into a million pieces. I rocked back and forth on the cold tile and watched as my mom leaned forward to touch me once more.

“Avery, my baby. I’m so, so sorry. I’m sorry for everything…”

Dad’s gasp pulled my gaze upward to the door. The look on his face sent me back to the day I looked over my shoulder and waved goodbye before heading to the market with Alice. He had simply stood there, a sad smile on his face. Now here he was, still wearing that smile, yet somehow it was different. Aged. The creases at the corners of his eyes were more pronounced, more evident.

It made no difference. He was my father.

They weren’t dead.

They were here. With me.

Alive.

I’d never felt so wholly fulfilled, yet afraid in my entire life. I’d take this place in all its hellish glory if it meant I could be with my parents.

As I sat on the cold floor and Mom stroked my hair, I curled up against her shoulder and let her hold me.

“Mommy…” I whispered like a child. I chastised myself for saying that word, but it slipped out before I could corral it in.

“Shh, honey, it’s all right. Everything is all right. You’re so beautiful. Every day I’ve dreamed of what you might look like, what kind of person you’d grown into.”

I blushed at the declaration, unable to respond. Mom continued to hug me as though if she let me go, I’d be gone like an apparition. I felt so at home, so at peace.

Dad hadn’t said a word, but stood in the doorway in silence. I couldn’t help but ask the question that had haunted me since they disappeared.

“Where have you been all these years?”

He clenched his jaw and looked away, lips pursed and hands balled into fists. I thought I saw tears in his eyes, but it seemed I got my fear of expressing emotions from him. His nostrils flared as he fought to maintain his composure, and only after a few moments of steady breathing did he look at me again.

“We gave ourselves up to keep you from ending up in a place like this. It seems that was in vain.”

Mom pushed herself off the ground and then helped me up. She ushered me into their room, never taking her hand off the small of my back.

“Come in, come in.”

Their residence was meager. Much smaller than Alice, Sari’s, and mine for sure. It was more of a studio; their living room was a single, overused couch that had patches of all kinds of fabrics and designs on the once brown suede. A pile of boxes sat behind the couch with chairs pushed up to them, which is the only reason I realized that it was their kitchen table. A single burner sat plugged into a generator in the corner, and off to the side of the small room was a doorway. I peered into the room and saw that a single sheet was the only privacy they had for the “bathroom.”

My stomach lurched at how vastly different they were living compared to Riggs’s students. Were they prisoners? It certainly seemed like it.

I shook my head as I took it all in and returned to Mom. “How did you get here?”

Mom smiled sadly. “We’re prisoners of war.”

“But they said the war was over …”

“It’s not.” Dad said sharply. His eyes were far away as he gazed out of their single, small window across the room. “It’s never been over, and there will never be a winner. Not as long as people like the ones here exist.”

“Cole,” Mom said in a warning tone. 

His comment made me uneasy. “What do you mean, ‘people like the ones here?’”

“The Elementalists. The ones willing to continue the rebel cause. All we wanted was to restore the world. Restore peace. To be rid of these infernal domes.” He looked at me with icy blue eyes, sadness etched in every wearied line of his face. “We wanted you to have a normal life. Not for you to wind up being a test subject like your mother.”

“But I am like mom, if she’s an Elementalist. Is that where I got it from?”

Mom sucked in a gasp and looked at Dad. “So you were right.”

Dad leaned against the barren wall with his eyes closed. You would have thought someone had laid the weight of the world on his shoulders. “Of course I was. Did you think I would have been so willing to leave if I wasn’t sure she was?”

Mom didn’t say anything, but turned to look at me. She shrank away from me as she spoke. “Are you…are you with the Resistance?”

The accusation sent me reeling. “Am I with the Resistance? Seriously?” I laughed from the sheer incredulity of it. “My friends and I are trying to find a way out of here; we don’t want to be part of the Resistance. I’ve carried your picture around since you disappeared.”

I paced the small area as I rambled on, tears welling in my eyes and spilling over. “I kept your steel teapot, Mom, even after someone ruined it. For all these years I’ve wondered what it would be like to see you again, worried that you hated me…”

“Hated you?” Mom’s voice was an octave higher. The pain in her eyes made me feel bad for voicing my thoughts. “How could we hate you?”

“I’ve missed you so much,” I said. “This whole time…I wondered if you were dead. I searched for you as much as possible. I’m so sorry for everything.”

She spoke her words into the crook of my neck as she held me tight. “You’re sorry? Avery, you’ll never know how hard it was for your father and I to leave.”

“Then why’d you do it?”

Mom glanced to the bedroom door, where Dad stood silently. She sighed. “Your father knew the radiation had tainted us. For some reason, he wasn’t affected. We were all so sick when we first arrived at the Dome. Don’t you remember? You and I got the worst of it. Somehow we became capable of manipulating the elements. We saw you do it once, but never again. I, on the other hand, couldn’t control it. The Resistance caught wind of my ‘gift,’ and came for us. Your father fought at first, but gave in to keep you safe. Keep you out of the Resistance’s hands. We thought if we went willingly, they’d leave you alone. I’m so sorry you’ve been sucked into this. All over that awful vacation to Indianapolis. Not a day goes by I don’t regret it.”

 “Why can’t everyone who was exposed to the radiation control elements? Why just certain people?”

“That’s why they’re testing your father and me. To see what the radiation did to us individually.”

“So this place Riggs has constructed, it’s a Resistance headquarters of sorts?”

“You could call it that,” Mom said, “but there’s so much you don’t understand. Secrets that this place hides.”

“That’s not the first time I’ve heard that.”

“And it won’t be the last.”

She pulled me into their tiny bedroom. “Run as fast as you can from this place,” she whispered, “No one has to understand why, not even your father, but I know you’re different. Don’t let them change you.”

My heart thrummed in my chest. Something wasn’t adding up. “Why wouldn’t you run with me?”

Mom sighed. “The point of this place is that they’re trying to figure out the gene that allows the ability to pass from one generation to the next. If I stay, they may let you go with less of a fuss since they can test me.”

I looked up in shock. “You’re willing to help them?”

Her shoulders slumped and her eyes dropped to the floor. She sighed. “Riggs promised he would find you if I helped.”

“And he did.”

“And he did,” she repeated. Her eyes lifted to mine, and she placed her hands on my shoulders. “He never said he was bringing you back here. I’m a mother. There’s nothing more in the world I could ask for than to see you, healthy, happy, and whole. Now that I know you are, I regret assisting Riggs. I never wanted you to be a lab rat for experiments, I just wanted to know you were safe.”

I took her hands off my shoulders and held them tight. “We’ll get out of here,” I said earnestly. “We’ll get out of here, and we’ll be safe together.”

Mom laughed. “That’s a wonderful idea, but I’m quite sure I’ll take my last breaths in this place.”

The thought of Mom dead stung worse than I could have imagined. “No,” I said so harshly that Mom’s eyes widened. “No. We’ll get out of here together.”

“You don’t understand, baby girl,” Mom said as she stroked my hair and gestured around her meager home. “Once you’re here, you’re not getting out.”

“Then why tell me I can escape?”

She extended her hand, forearm up. I looked at her questioningly, and she shook her arm. My eyes looked down, where a small flashing red light illuminated the translucent skin at the crook of her elbow. I gasped. “What is that?”

“My tracker,” she said. “I’m not going anywhere. Do you have one?”

“Not that I know of…”

“If you don’t know, you don’t have one. Good. Don’t let them give you one. Only the medical patients receive them. I haven’t seen many students, save for the medical apprentices that come and go, but none of them had them. Only test subjects.” Her smile was pained, but she managed to keep it in place.

I would have never imagined her to have the bravery that she possessed when I was little, but she was fierce. Brave. Everything I wished I could be. I put my hand over the crook of her arm to hide the flashing light. I didn’t want to see the thing that chained her to this infernal hovel.

“We’ll get out of here, the both of us.”

She smiled and opened her mouth to speak, but there was a knock at the front door. I let out a frustrated sigh through clenched teeth.

“That’ll be Jaxon. He’s a good looking young man,” she said with a wink.

“And he’s Riggs’s son,” I added, making sure to lace my words with as much not interested as possible.

“I don’t care who it is, he’s not good enough for my daughter,” Dad said, breaking his silence he’d held while Mom and I talked.

Mom laughed and leaned her head into mine. The warmth of her skin and her clean scent made me think of the times I’d jumped into her bed on the weekends and curled up alongside her, content to spend the day listening to her stories. The memories vanished like smoke with the reoccurring pounds of Jaxon’s fist against their door. She pulled away but her smile remained, true happiness emanating from her. “Never judge a book by its cover, Avery. You’re a testament to that.”

“As are you, Elementalist,” I said in jest.

Her eyes warmed and the laugh lines from long ago—before the war had stripped her of all frivolity—stretched with her broad smile. As genuine as her smile looked, it also had the air of something new to her, almost as though the muscles of her mouth hadn’t performed that simple act in a long time. She kissed the top of my head before turning to open the door.

Jaxon stood in the entryway, his hands clasped behind his back. He inclined his head slightly to acknowledge my mom. “Mrs. Pike, I hope everything is satisfactory?”

Mom nodded quickly and the smile she’d worn vanished. She was all business now. “Yes, thank you, Mr. Pierce. We’re out of milk and cheese, so whenever you have an opportunity to order more, that would be nice.”

He nodded, his eyes never moving from mine. “I can arrange that for you. Look for me in a few days’ time.”

“Thank you very much.”

Jaxon waved his hand dismissively. “It’s no problem. I can get Mr. Pike some more of those tarts he likes as well. One of the supermarkets still had quite a few left back in storage.”

“Mr. Pierce, you nearly got kicked out of the dome for that last time—” Mom started.

“Not a problem. I’ll be more clever with how I conceal my contraband this time.”

Mom’s mask cracked and she gave Jaxon a hug like he was an old friend. “Thank you. You really do take care of us.”

Jaxon was stiff when he responded, but I wasn’t sure it was because of the murderous glance I’d cast his way, or if there was a camera somewhere. “I try,” he said, “You deserve the best, Mrs. Pike. I’m sorry I can’t provide more.”

Mom’s hand intertwined with mine and she squeezed gently. “I’ve been given the best gift ever today, so if you can bring her back again soon, that’s more than enough for me.”

“I’ll see what I can do,” he said as he cast a glance at me. “Avery, we need to get going. My father wants you in the library before dinner.”

I turned and wrapped both arms around Mom and squeezed as tight as I could. “I’ll be back,” I said loud enough that Jaxon would hear. “I won’t let this be the last time I see you.”

“Bring that teapot with you next time, baby girl,” Mom said in my ear before she pulled away. “Even if it’s ruined, I’d love to see what we could do with it. Maybe between the two of us, we can fix it.” She patted me on the back and kissed my cheek. “I love you, Avery. I always have, and always will. Make me proud.”

“I will,” I promised.

Dad came to the door and put his hand on my shoulder, then pulled me in for a hug. I could feel his chest heave with a sob that he was holding in. “Avery, I’m sorry. I’m sorry for everything. When we—when I—decided it was best us to go with the Resistance, I was afraid. Afraid to house you. Afraid to die,” he swallowed and continued on. “After listening to you and your mother, I realize that there’s no place in this world for cowardice.”

“Avery,” Jaxon said again, this time with more urgency, “we need to go.”

My heart felt like it was pounding in my throat, not my chest. “Dad…”

He waved me away. “Go. Do what you need to do, and promise me you’ll never stop fighting for what’s right.”

Mom pushed me toward Jaxon and ushered us out of the door. “You need to get going. Remember what I said about books, Avery,” she said as she closed the door. “Sometimes you can be surprised.”

With that, the door closed and left me standing beside the boy who’d known my parents were here and never thought to mention it, even after I poured my soul out to him.

No matter what Mom said, he was a book I refused to judge by anything other than his cover.





CHAPTER

TWENTY-TWO


We walked in silence past the burned man and before I knew it, we were in the atrium. Light streamed through the glass ceiling and made my eyes water, thankfully masking the fury that also betrayed me with tears.

As we walked through the corridor to the library, Jaxon coughed awkwardly. “So um, your parents.”

I ignored his comment. People couldn’t hurt and betray you if you didn’t give them the time of day. I mentally chastised myself for getting to know my peers here, but then felt bad, because Sari was quickly becoming a confidant of the truest kind. Well, maybe only some people were untrustworthy, and I had a knack for attracting them.

Jaxon stopped at the door of the library, obviously waiting on a reply he wouldn’t receive. He stuffed his hands in his pants pockets. “Yeah, so Riggs wanted to see you. He’ll be in the back by the fire, I’m sure.”

I tried to dodge Jaxon as best possible, but he stood close to the door. I inhaled his trademark cologne as I passed, leaving me irritatingly breathless.

What bothered me most was that his scent was familiar. I shouldn’t care. Shouldn’t notice. Shouldn’t have taken enough interest to even know he had a smell.

The door clicked shut behind me, and I turned to watch Jaxon’s shadowy outline diminish in the light.

I should have clocked him straight in the nose when I had a chance.

“Ah, Jaxon delivered you right on time,” Riggs said.

I turned to find Riggs’s giant frame in front of the fireplace. The flames seemed to lick his sides, giving him the appearance of being on fire.

He signaled for me to take one of the overstuffed chairs in front of his desk. I was too tired to argue, too emotionally sapped to come up with a snide remark. I dropped into the chair and prayed it would swallow me whole.

It didn’t.

“How was the reunion with your parents? Good, I hope?” Riggs’s concern was almost believable.

I nodded. “It was long-awaited and appreciated,” I said gratefully, all the while feeling like I was swallowing shards of glass. I hated being indebted to him.

He sat back down in the high-backed oak chair, the pristine leather sighing quietly under his weight. “Good, good. I was hoping it would be a happy one.”

Riggs’s smile broadened as he leaned back in his chair, his hands going behind his head in his habitual manner. “It makes me happy when I can reunite families. Makes me feel like I can still help the world find equilibrium in the chaos.”

“What happened to your son? The one in the infirmary?”

My question was so abrupt that Riggs didn’t have a chance to prepare himself. His brows scrunched together—in anger or pain, I wasn’t sure—and his eyes darkened like storm clouds. He leaned forward, his voice poisonous velvet. “I told you what happened to him, and I would prefer to leave my family out of our conversations.”

It felt like I was looking into the eyes of a venomous snake, and the only option was to stare it down until it buckled. “Then I request mine be taken out of our conversations as well, Mr. Riggs.”

A smile crept back over his face and he nodded. “Very well. I will say that I’ve arranged for you to visit your parents each Wednesday, should you excel in your courses, from after breakfast until lunchtime.”

My heart leapt at the information, but at the same time I faltered from his words. “And if things don’t go well?”

His eyes revealed a pained expression. “Then I assume you would understand why your parents might come across some, ah, minor road bumps, shall we say.”

I jumped out of my seat. “Are you saying that my willingness to cooperate is linked to them?”

“That’s exactly what I’m saying, Miss Pike. Now head to the dining hall; it’s time for dinner.” He waved me away as though I were as inconsequential as a fly. “This time, will you be so kind as to not destroy the tablecloth?”

My fingers curled and bit into the soft flesh of my palms. “So you brought me here to give thinly veiled threats and tell me not to burn down your dining room?”

“I thought we’d start small after meeting your parents.”

“Well, thanks for the consideration.”

Riggs seemed to deliberate, then his eyes brightened. “Let’s try one thing before you go.”

Like a wolf that could smell fear on its prey, Riggs looked at me as though he was waiting for me to run. I smiled. “That sounds like fun. What would you like to try?”

Riggs stood and looked toward the fire, iron pokers sitting beside the mantle. Coals crackled and hissed as he stoked the logs. “I know you can manipulate existing elements, such as changing water to steam, steam to snow.” 

I gasped. How’d he know I created snow?

He turned to point the fire poker at me with an indulgent smile. Its tip glowed red from being in the heat of the fire. “Don’t tell me you didn’t think Dr. Alexander would tell me about your little display in his office?”

It wasn’t the fact that Xander told him about the snow that worried me, but the potential that Riggs knew about Legs. There was no way Xander would tell Riggs about Legs, was there? That would get Xander in as much trouble as us.

Riggs continued on through my internal deliberation. “Your manipulation of the existent elements is apparent. That’s not what makes you unique, although you wield the ability better than some of your older counterparts. It’s clear you aren’t currently able to summon elements out of nothing, so I want to try another avenue. What I’m curious about,” he said as he twirled the poker between his thin fingers like a baton, “is if you can alter elements completely.”

“What do you mean?”

He took a goblet of wine that stood innocently by his reading lamp on the oak desk and swirled it around. He sniffed the contents with his eyes closed, then took a small sip. With a satisfied sigh, he opened his eyes and looked at me inquisitively.

“I want you to turn this wine into fire.”

I snorted in derision. “That’s not possible.”

“Not probable,” he corrected as he pointed at me, “but I believe that we as humans are capable of much more than we give ourselves credit for. You’re going to prove me correct in this hypothesis.”

“And if I can’t?”

Riggs swirled the contents of the goblet again and stared into the velvety red depths. His eyes crept upward and locked onto mine with despair. “Then it would be a shame if your parents didn’t receive their monthly rations, wouldn’t it?”

“You can’t starve my parents!”

“I can’t, but your inability to perform can.”

“I don’t even know how to control what I can do, let alone try this stunt.”

Riggs leaned over his desk and pressed a small black button on the corner that I hadn’t noticed. A woman’s voice crackled through speakers built into the oak right beside the button. “What can I do for you, Mr. Riggs?”

His eyes locked on mine. “Have next month’s rations been ordered yet?”

“No they haven’t, Mr. Riggs. Would you like me to order something specifically for you?”

He played the part of tortured soul as sadness spread across his face, even filling his usually apathetic eyes. “I need you to take away two sets of rations, one for—”

“Stop!” I screamed. “Stop! I can try, I just can’t promise anything.”

Riggs leaned closer to the speaker, his finger white from the exertion he’d been using to press down the button. “Belay that request, my dear. Retain the usual rations…for now.”

The voice sounded bored, as though this wasn’t the first time Riggs had contacted her with such orders. “Of course, Mr. Riggs. Have a good day.”

I was silent; horrified that Riggs was willing to harm my parents. Part of me wondered how I’d gotten reattached so quickly, but I’d do anything to keep them safe.

My body ached with mental fatigue, but I focused on the sloshing wine in Riggs’s cup. Flames, furious and unrelenting, filled my mind’s eye as I stared through Riggs and into the fireplace behind him, imagining them in his goblet.

Imagining he might burn for threatening my parents.

And then it happened.

The contents of the glass burst into a fiery lake. Flames danced across the top of the wine before sending sparks over the lip of the cup, burning Riggs before he could drop it.

The goblet turned end over end, as if in slow motion, before it hit the ground with a crash. Shards of crystal tinkered across the floor. The minute the fire hit the floor it turned back into wine and stained the rug under Riggs’s feet. Riggs looked at me, startled, but then smiled like he’d been crowned king. He clapped his hands and the applause echoed across the thousands of books shelved in the library.

His jubilation scared me.

“Miss Pike, you are the very meaning of an Elementalist! You have the capability to control the elements and manipulate them! Do you know how rare this is? How rare you are? Why, with training, you could very well be the one to bring us back to normalcy. If we could understand how you received your abilities, we could teach others to do what you just did.”

He continued to talk, but I tuned him out until his voice was mindless buzzing in my ear. The wine stained the floor like blood, and I wondered what I was really capable of. I felt my knees begin to give out. Everything around me began to spin, and the last thing I saw was Riggs’s triumphant face turn to horror as I passed out.

***

A hand waved in front of my face at the same time the noxious odor of smelling salts assailed my nostrils. I blinked and jerked my head away from the smell.

“Avery, you there?” Xander’s reassuring voice sounded in my ears. His fingers pressed gently against the inside of my wrist. “You had us worried.”

“Us meaning Riggs?” I muttered.

Xander chuckled. “And myself. And Jaxon, if I’m not mistaken,” he added onto the end, as he wasn’t sure he should include Jaxon. “You’ve made a few friends here in your short time.”

I tried to sit up, but one of Xander’s broad hands held me down. “Lie there for a second,” he instructed, in full doctor mode as he examined my pupils with a small flashlight, “so you can acclimate again. That was a nasty fall.”

“Did Riggs tell you what happened?”

“I got the gist. Care to tell me about it, or would you rather not?”

“Oh, I’ll talk about it.” I said grumpily. “Riggs threatened to not give my parents their rations this month if I didn’t turn his wine into fire.”

One of Xander’s eyebrows disappeared into his bangs. “And so you passed out?”

“After turning the wine into fire, yes.”

Both of his eyebrows rose. “You don’t control elements, you own them. You change them.”

“So it seems.”

I lay there in silence, looking at the tiles in the ceiling before I realized I wasn’t in Xander’s office. I sat up before Xander could push me back down.

His eyes were wide. “What’s wrong?”

“Where are we?”

“My real medical ward,” Xander said. “This is where I usually take care of students, but Jaxon took it upon himself to make my office a personal haunt, and now he brings you and Sari along as well.” His smile indicated he didn’t mind it.

“And now Legs,” I added.

“And now Legs,” Xander repeated. “Speaking of which, would you come visit him tonight? He’s been asking about you today.”

I smiled. It was good to know Legs was coherent again. “Sure. Would you mind if I brought Alice?”

Xander looked confused. “Alice?”

“My roommate,” I explained.

“Isn’t Sari your roommate?”

Before I could respond, Sari ran into the room, wide-eyed and winded. When she saw Xander sitting beside my bed, she halted.

“Sorry, sorry, I didn’t know you two were talking.”

Xander laughed and waved Sari’s embarrassment away. “Not to worry. We were just chatting.” He looked at me seriously. “How are you feeling?”

I shrugged, unsure how to answer the question. There were so many things running through my mind that I was far from fine, but medically speaking, I didn’t think I’d suffered anything life-threatening. “I’m good, thanks.”

“Well then, you’re free to leave.” He pointed a finger at Sari. “Make sure she doesn’t sleep for more than two hours at a time tonight. I think she has a minor concussion.”

Sari nodded weakly. She acted as though she’d seen a ghost. “I can manage that.”

Xander helped me off the pristine white sheets that covered the simple gurney. This place spared nothing; it was like being in a hospital.

I also noticed it looked like the same ward Riggs and I passed not hours ago. The thought that Mom might have been poked and prodded in one of these rooms made me nauseous, and I swayed on the spot.

Sari gripped my forearm and steadied me, her hands cold against my skin. “Let’s go. Thanks for taking care of her, Xander.”

Xander inclined his head and his broad smile set my heart at ease. “My pleasure. Try not to pass out again.”

I nodded and turned to go. “Avery,” he called out. “If you use your abilities too much — push yourself beyond your limits — it could kill you.”

Both Sari and I stood there silent at his dire warning. Xander’s gaze was filled with concern. “You want to continue to practice, of course. Practicing will build your abilities like a muscle, but going overboard won’t result in a strained ligament. It could end in death. Be mindful of your limits.”

What was I supposed to say to something so heavy? Thanks for that little informational nugget. Would have been great to know that before I started trying to push myself.

I swallowed, but it felt like cotton was in my throat. “I’ll be careful.”

Xander seemed mollified, because he shooed us out of the medical ward. “Go find some trouble, but don’t come back needing stitches, please!”

Sari pushed me out of the medical ward and into the blinding light of the corridor I’d walked with Riggs. When we were through another set of metal doors, she jerked me to a stop, pressed me against the wall, and grabbed my right arm. She turned it over to expose the crook of my elbow and let out a sigh of relief as she let my arm fall to my side.

“I thought…” she didn’t finish the sentence as she leaned against the wall beside me and slid down to rest on the polished tile.

My stomach roiled. I knew what she must have thought happened. I brushed my fingertips against my still smooth inner arm. “He didn’t track me.”

Sari’s head jerked up to look at me, her eyes wild with fright. “How’d you know?”

“My mom.”

She jumped back up and grabbed both my hands. “How did you know that? It took me all day to dig and unencrypt files that I should have never even know were in the system.” She stopped and looked thoughtful for a moment. “Actually, I’m impressed with myself that I found them, and that’s saying something. I’m nosy as all get out and find everything. Everything,” she emphasized, “and these were so hidden, so locked away, that it makes Guantanamo Bay and Alacatraz look like little city jails.”

“What are you even talking about?”

“Guantanamo Bay? It was a prison for the worst criminals. Alcatraz, too.”

“What are prisons?”

Sari threw her arms up in exasperation. “You’re missing the point. Bad people were locked away, never to be heard from again in those places. Sound familiar? The files of those people were locked up. These files,” she jutted out the palm of her hand to display half sweated away ink pen scrawls, “should have been impossible to find.”

She paced back and forth like a caged animal and ran her hands through her hair. “Oh God, what am I going to do? What if Riggs finds out?”

I grabbed her shoulders and stopped her in mid-pace. “Finds out what?”

“Finds out I learned all his secrets. I mean, everyone has skeletons in their closets, but Riggs, damn, he’s got a whole Tyrannosaurus Rex in his. And Xander…well it’s like he popped out of nowhere before being here.” Sari looked over her shoulder. “Look, we need to go to dinner. Afterward I’ll explain everything.”

As we walked, I leaned into Sari. “Have you seen Alice today? Was she at lunch?”

“Come to think of it, I haven’t seen her all day.” Sari frowned. “Do you think she’s okay? Does she usually skip lunch?”

I felt a creeping sense of unease. “No. In fact, she’s always on time.”

Sari scrunched her face in thought and she took a seat in one of the crevices at the fountain’s outer wall. “Go back to the room and check on her, then. I’ll tell Riggs you were tired if he asks.”

“Will you get in trouble?”

Sari laughed. “I ended up here because I was constantly getting into trouble. It wouldn’t be far-fetched for me to find myself in another predicament.”

“But I don’t want it to be because of me.”

“It won’t be. It’ll be because I’m taking care of my friends, and that’s all I have.”

I jolted at her words. I was her friend.

“Thank you,” I said, my voice thick. “You don’t know how much that means to me.”

“You’d do the same for me.”

“You got that right.”

“Get going. We don’t need Riggs showing up right now.” She hopped off her perch and started toward the commons, on the opposite side of the atrium.

I nodded and headed toward the dorms. In the waning daylight, the long shadows seemed more foreboding than usual. My mind raced a thousand miles an hour, and everything put me on edge.

A hand grasped my shoulder and I jumped with fright. “Jesus!”

“Nope, Jaxon. Although I can understand why you’d confuse the two of us.”

I clutched my chest and felt my heart threatening to pound its way out. Jaxon smiled, but it wasn’t his usual conceited visage. His cheeks were flushed and it gave him a much younger look. His head was turned downward, but his eyes held mine as he looked up.

“Can I borrow you?”

“I have people in line before you. I can pencil you in around midnight.”

Jaxon didn’t flinch. “Then midnight it is.”

“Are you kidding?”

“I never joke about midnight rendezvouses with fiery beauties.”

“You’re a torrent of sarcasm.”

“That’s vastly different than kidding. Kidding is frivolity, and I am not frivol. Is that even a word? If it isn’t, insert something else. Serious; brooding, perhaps?” He turned to the side and stroked his chin. “Does this look brooding to you? Wait, don’t look. You’re over your five minute ogling allotment.”

“You do know that sarcasm is the refuge for a shallow mind, right?”

“Depth is irrelevant when you can’t find the lake, my dear.”

I opened and closed my mouth, unable to think of a comeback. Jaxon always one-upped me. One day I’d come up with something. I’d start writing comebacks down to practice for when the occasion arose.

Because that’s not lame at all, I thought to myself.

After floundering for a retort, I remembered that I was supposed to be checking on Alice. I shook my head clear of the plague that was Jaxon. “I need to go.”

He leaned in and placed a stray hair behind my ear. His fingers lingered on my neck. “That’s fine. Be ready at midnight.”

I pulled away from his touch, but found myself yearning for it the moment it was gone. “And what do you want to do in the middle of the night?”

“Take advantage of your naivety and your virtue, of course.”

I felt my mouth drop.

He laughed and continued, his hands up in submission. “I want to talk, Avery. Talk. That’s all. Explain.”

“I don’t want or need your explanations.”

He leaned in, his soft lips tickling my ear. “All the same, you’re getting them. Midnight. You said it.”

I needed to get away from him before his intoxicating cologne made me forget all reason. I turned down the hall to my room, away from Jaxon and away from his frustrating ability to make me lose all train of thought. “Whatever, Jaxon. Go to dinner.”

He followed me. “You’re not?”

“Not hungry.”

“What a coincidence. I’m not either. Watching my figure and all. God knows I haven’t found a treadmill in this place yet.”

I huffed in annoyance. He was infuriatingly persistent. I rummaged in my pockets for the key to my room and swiped it through the scanner with more force than needed.

“That card didn’t do anything to you.”

“But you did, and I don’t think you’ll fit through the scanner.”

“I didn’t tell you about your parents for your safety.”

The reader beeped and the light turned green.

But instead of going in my room and slamming the door in his frustratingly good-looking face, I stood there and glared at Jaxon. “How is it any safer here if you withhold information?”

Jaxon reached around me and opened the door, then swept me up into his arms and crossed the threshold, a smile playing at the corners of his lips.

I knew I should have slammed the door in his face.

I wrestled out of his embrace and glared at him. “What is wrong with you?”

“My father’s been trying to figure that out since I arrived in this world.” He said it casually, but a tinge of anger laced his words. “Clue him in if you happen to stumble across the answer, will you?”

His self-deprecation made me uncomfortable. How could someone so arrogant be so insecure on the inside? Maybe the two went hand in hand. I headed to the bedroom without answering Jaxon’s question.

“Alice? You here?” I called out.

I neared the small hallway that linked our room with Sari’s.

Running water echoed from the shower, and I cracked the door to be heard over the waterfall. “Alice? You okay? Sari said she hadn’t seen you today.”

Still no response. Panic began to set in. It wasn’t like Alice to ignore me. I stepped into the bathroom to find the floor soaked with water, the carpet squelching under my feet as walked toward the shower.

Small rivulets zigzagged their way down the huge mirrors where steam once was. It reminded me of teardrops.

Water cascaded down the small ledge adorned with river rocks outside the shower. I slid the door open, afraid of what I’d find.

It was worse than I could have imagined.

Alice sat crunched up in the corner, her arms wrapped around her knees as she rocked back and forth. A white towel was plastered to her body, soaked from the showerhead pounding water down on her small frame. Her body convulsed with alternating sobs and hiccups.

I got into the shower on my hands and knees. Ice-cold water drenched me as I grabbed Alice by the shoulders and shook her. “Are you okay? Are you hurt? What happened?”

She cried with new fervor. The water streamed down her matted hair. What this morning was a beautiful chignon, was now a rat’s nest of bobby pins and a sodden bow. She looked up at me and I saw that her careful application of blue eyeliner was streaked, intermingled with the mascara that slid down her soft cheeks. The smeared makeup made her appear bruised and battered.

Her once beautiful brown eyes were bloodshot. I pushed myself away in bewilderment, my mouth half open.

She hiccupped. “This isn’t a game, is it? We’re trapped here.”

“What are you talking about?” I said through shivers that wracked my body. I wrapped my arms under her and tried to lift her. She refused to help. I shook her in an attempt to spur movement, but she didn’t stir at all; she simply sat there, her bloodshot eyes far away. “Alice!” I yelled, and she jumped. “What are you thinking, sitting in this cold water? Do you want to freeze to death?”

“It’d be better than being naïve,” she said so quietly that I almost missed it. “I’ve always been the one watching out for you, Avery. Then we get here and I ignore my own advice. We can’t trust anyone. I was stupid to think I could.”

My teeth chattered so hard that it was a battle for me to formulate a complete sentence. “What…are you…talking about?”

“They don’t need someone common here.” she said with sad eyes. “They don’t need me for anything more than research.”

“Research…?”

Then it hit me.

I tugged her arm from its protective grasp on her knees and looked at the crook of her elbow.

There it was.

The simple red light flashed under a layer of skin that had three small stitches.

I wrapped my arms around her. “It’s okay, I promise we’ll get that thing out. Riggs won’t hurt you.”

“Riggs won’t hurt me,” she repeated into my ear as the frigid water crashed down on my back. Her body shivered underneath my embrace. For all I knew, she may have been talking to herself as much as to me.

“Jaxon, can you get in here?” I called, my voice cracking. 

I tried to lift Alice once more, and this time she swayed but carried her own weight. Jaxon stood in the doorway, his eyes wide. I motioned for him to come forward. He swept Alice into his arms as he had me.

He wiped Alice’s hair out of her face. “It’s okay, Alice, we’ll take care of you.”

He began to bark orders. “Get towels. Warm them up in the dryer and bring them to me. Get her some clothes. We need to get her body temperature up. Change her into something dry and we’ll work on getting her back to good.”

I nodded numbly. My feet sank in the shaggy wet carpet as I heard Jaxon plod out of the soaked bathroom with Alice. I grabbed four fluffy towels and ran to the dryer in the utility room by the kitchen.

While those tumbled on low, I hunted for a pair of pajama pants for both Alice and me, along with two simple cotton t-shirts. A pile of sweaters that Alice had tossed in the corner caught my eye, so I grabbed one of those as well, then went back to the dryer for the towels.

My arms full, I found that Jaxon had grabbed my massive down comforter and was holding Alice on the floor of our room, waiting for me. His strong arms were wrapped around her; his biceps flexed as he held her tightly. He rocked her as she leaned against his chest. “It’s okay,” he whispered, “It’s going to be okay.”

When Jaxon looked my way, I gestured to the pile of clothes in my hand. Without needing an explanation, he untangled himself from the pink comforter. His soaked cashmere sweater clung to his chest. He whipped his dreadlocks back into the leather thong he always wore on his wrist as he walked over to me.

“She’s in shock. We need to get her to talk.”

“Should we take her to Xander?”

“I don’t know if we could get her there without being seen right now, and we don’t need anyone asking questions. She’s a mess.”

I nodded. He was right; she was still hiccupping and unable to speak coherently. Trying to get her through the atrium without being seen was too much to ask.

“Give me five minutes with her, okay?”

“You got it.”

I made my way to Alice. “Hey Sis, I’m here,” I said quietly as I began to extricate her from the comforter. Her convulsive shivers were subsiding, but her lips were still an unhealthy purple.

I worked quickly to put dry clothes on her. Alice’s limp limbs made it hard to maneuver the sleeves of her shirt, and putting on her pants was nearly impossible. I was tucking her under the sheets of her bed when Jaxon’s head peeked in the door once more. “Is she decent?”

I curled my arms around her after pulling the duvet over both of our shoulders. “Yeah, she’s good.”

When he entered, I was startled by his change in attire. He’d abandoned his sweater and wore a white sleeveless undershirt. A stray blonde dreadlock framed the left side of his angular face as he made his way to the foot of the bed. He hesitated before crawling up the opposite side. We sandwiched Alice between us, and as Jaxon’s toes found mine under the covers, I gave an involuntary start.

“Sorry,” he said apologetically, “that water was cold.”

I closed my eyes and tried to focus on Alice. How could we help her?

When I reopened them, Jaxon was staring at me.

“It’s going to be okay,” he said in a hushed tone.

I didn’t know if he was talking to Alice or me, but for once, I believed him.








CHAPTER

TWENTY-THREE


“You can sleep. I’ll make sure she’s okay,” Jaxon whispered for what seemed the thousandth time.

Our body heat and the warmth of the overstuffed duvet had quelled Alice’s shivering for the most part. After Jaxon quizzed her on her name and where she was from, he was satisfied that she was okay and allowed her to sleep.

My eyes fought to stay open. “I’m fine.”

“You look like death,” Jaxon said simply, with no malice in his voice. “There’s no reason for you to become an insomniac. Sleep.”

“Alice is my friend. I need to take care of her.”

There was no hesitation in Jaxon’s response. “And you’re my friends. I can take care of both of you.”

Jaxon reached his arm around Alice. His fingers found my jaw line and he strained to trace the length of it with his fingertip. His expression was pained, as though he were doing something that caused him physical harm. “Look Avery, I’m not used to this stuff. I’m not good with relationships.”

“That’s the understatement of the year.”

“But neither are you.”

Alice stirred and separated our embrace. It was a relief. Even with our physical touch severed, the tension in the air lingered like a corporeal being.

Jaxon looked at me with a hunger I hadn’t seen before, and I was powerless to fight the depth of his stormy blue eyes. They were a maelstrom I couldn’t avoid. Or maybe the problem was I didn’t want to avoid them.

I said the only thing I could think of.

“I need to pee.”

Jaxon laughed and closed his eyes long enough to break the hold he had on me. He readjusted, careful to not wake Alice.

My fingers searched for the edge of the sheets. I hadn’t realized how warm I was until I pulled away the covers. Part of me wanted to dive right back into the odd Alice sandwich that provided me with enough distance from Jaxon to feel close, but still be safe. The other part of me felt horrible and a little weird for using Alice as a human barrier.

She’d probably laugh and harass me to kingdom come if she had been in any shape to know what was going on.

My feet hit the carpet and I sat there on the edge of the bed, my back turned to Jaxon and Alice, as I mulled things over. “Why are you being so nice, Jaxon?”

“Am I not allowed to be nice?”

“It’s not that…”

“You don’t think I’m nice.”

“Not really, no.”

Jaxon laughed. “Well, I promise I haven’t eaten any little children for lunch since I was twelve. Gave it up for Lent and decided to stick to it.”

“You’re kind of sick.”

“Riggs is my dad.” He said it as though it would explain any oddity he had.

I guess in a way it did.

Jaxon’s voice filled the void. “Read some of the journal while you’re up.”

The comment made me laugh and I turned to look at him. “Did you just suggest toilet reading? I didn’t know we were that close.”

Jaxon shrugged, his expression grim. “I’d use it as toilet paper if I could.”

“Why would you share something with me if it’s that horrible?”

“You deserve to know, especially now that Alice is tracked.”

“What do you mean?”

Jaxon shifted uncomfortably. “My arm’s going to sleep,” he muttered.

“What did you mean by the Alice comment?”

Jaxon’s Adam’s apple bobbed in his throat, and it reminded me of the first day I met him. God, it felt like a lifetime ago. He pulled the comforter up to Alice’s neck as he sat up and rested his back against the headboard. “I think she’s going through some of the same things I did when I was younger, that’s all. Read the journal.”

I walked quietly to my nightstand on the opposite side of the bedroom. The leather bound journal sat with my father’s reconstructed watch on top of it. I showed the watch to Jaxon. “You shouldn’t have stolen the watch, you know.”

Jaxon’s eyes widened. “I didn’t steal your watch.”

“You don’t have to lie about it. You helped Alice, I’ll let you off the hook this one time.”

“As much as I appreciate the gesture, I didn’t steal it,” Jaxon said earnestly. “Can I keep the forgiveness for a rainy day? I’m sure there’s plenty more times I’ll irritate you and need a get out of jail free card.”

I shook my head and tucked the book underneath the crook of my arm. “Whatever, Jaxon.”

Without another word, I left him sitting there looking half-amused and half-concerned. Amused I’d seen on him before. Concerned, well, that was a new one.


***

I didn’t really have to go to the bathroom. What I needed was an excuse to get away from my unexplainable desire to touch Jaxon’s face, chest, any part of him. Being so close to him in the bed made me uneasy and tingly and excited all at once.

The journal that Jaxon had implored me to read sat before me on the coffee table, the little leather strap untied. The worn cover beckoned me to open it. It felt like an intrusion of privacy to read Jaxon’s innermost thoughts, but he had told me to, so that made it okay, right? I rocked back and forth as I sat on my hands, trying to convince myself I didn’t care what Jaxon’s past held.

To stave off the moment, I walked to the other side of the room and started a fire. It spluttered and fought for life when I attempted to make it with logs and matches. I grew tired of hoping it would become a full-fledged fire, so I focused on the glow of the embers and imagined the fire in the library. The flames quickly blossomed, and I was pleased to find that I wasn’t tired from using my ability.

Smug with my success, I curled up on the couch and pulled the journal onto my lap. I took great care not to tear the water-stained pages as I opened the journal.

The smooth, elegant handwriting on the first page indicated that this was not, in fact, Jaxon’s journal, but Riggs’s. When I turned the page, more of Riggs’s aristocratic calligraphy filled the pages and every few lines, a scrawl of Jaxon’s was thrown in.


Atticus Riggs, M.D., Ph. D.

Journal Number One of Thirty-Seven

11 June, 2077 — 14 July, 2078


11 June, 2019

Jaxon turned five yesterday, and today begins his acclimation training (I was told it was Army games). While apprehensive, I have high hopes for his transitioning to low oxygen levels. If we can prove that humans can withstand the once conceived physiological limits, we may be able to save our world as we know it. At the current time, the average oxygen level for a human being is twelve to fourteen kPa. I am hoping to see Jaxon withstand three kPa by the end of these tests. A medical patient with a kPa below eight is considered extremely low currently. To continue to survive on the Earth, we will need to be able to survive with much less oxygen.


12 August, 2019

Jaxon managed to remain conscious through extremely low oxygen levels (4.42 kPa) before succumbing to arrhythmia. We reinstated the oxygen levels and brought him back with a defibrillator. Jaxon was scared and confused, but I assured him he was safe (It was a LIE.). We will take a day off before introducing him to the carbon monoxide testing.


24 December, 2019

I was instructed not to address the test subject by his first name in these journals. Therefore he will be called Subject 1 (S1). Today S1 (MY NAME IS JAXON, DAD. JAXON.) will be introduced to low levels of carbon monoxide, as our world is dealing with higher levels and our numbers are dwindling from the phenomenon. Studies place low oxygen levels and heightening carbon monoxide levels hand in hand. To survive, we must be able to adapt. S1 is our first and only hope (Lab rat) at the current time.


8 February, 2020

S1 was given forty percent carboxyhemoglobin (COhb). While it’s below the assumed amount required to cause loss of consciousness, S1 passed out after three hours of exposure (I remember the room. It was all white and one-way glass covered one wall. I remember banging on that glass and choking on my own blood after I bit my tongue. I never saw who was on the other side of the glass, but I remember calling for Mom. She never came. No one ever came.). S1 also experienced convulsions while passed out. When resuscitated, S1 experienced extreme paranoia over having repeated exposure to the elements (I WONDER WHY, DAD.). S1’s eyes were extremely bloodshot from a severe breakdown, and he eventually required sedation.


As I turned the pages of Jaxon’s so-called journal, my stomach roiled and I fought back the bile that crept up my throat. My eyes burned with tears that overflowed unchecked onto my cheeks. Each entry was less fatherly, less caring, and more scientific. More apathetic.

How could a father do that to his son?

I quit reading every entry when my own tears splashed down onto already water-stained pages. In my haste to end the sick introduction to Jaxon’s life, I flipped to the last page.


14 July, 2020

We have successfully acclimated S1 to functioning on 2.55 kPa and 85% COhb. It is scientifically possible to alter our bodies to accept the low oxygen and high carbon monoxide levels. How low we can go will require further testing (torture). We will continue to push S1’s abilities and see how long he is able to maintain prolonged exposure to these harsh environments over his prepubescent years. Soon we will be able to begin testing on adults. (Starting with who?)


I snapped the book shut, closed my eyes tight, and leaned back into the suddenly too-soft couch. Everything seemed too much. This place, this couch, this ability of mine. Everything that Jaxon had written and crossed out in his father’s journal, it all made it clear how he became what he was today. His father had hurt him beyond what anyone should have to endure. The one person Jaxon should have been able to count on for safety was the one who hurt him the most. No wonder he lashed out at everyone.

No wonder he didn’t need a mask to breathe in our dome.

Riggs had made him capable of surviving in the harshest of environments. I flipped back to the page that described his eyes. Bloodshot.

Alice’s eyes.

Was Riggs putting her through the same torture that Jaxon had been forced to endure?

The click of the door turning made me jump, and I shoved the journal under a massive throw pillow as I turned to find Sari coming in.

She let out a long exhale as she hung her bag on the hook that situated by the door. “Avery, I’m so glad you’re here. Was Alice okay?”

I swallowed hard. “Riggs put a tracker in her.”

“I had a bad feeling about her not showing up after you mentioned it,” Sari said. She kicked the corner of the couch as she plopped down in the easy chair beside me. She rubbed her eyes with the back of her hands, revealing even more smudged ink in her palms than the last time I saw her. Her eyes were rimmed with red, probably from staring at a computer screen for too long.

She shook her head in frustration. “Damn. Double damn. How’d she take it? Does she know what it means?”

“I’m pretty sure she knows it’s not a good thing. She’s in the bedroom sleeping it off,” I said grimly, my mind returning to Alice huddled in the shower and the hollow look in her eyes. Before I could cry, I motioned to the scribbles on her palms. “What’d you find out today? The skeleton of massive proportions?”

Sari went and grabbed a thick blanket from the basket beside the fire. She threw it over the coffee table, and I gave her a look that questioned her sanity. Her voice was barely audible over the sounds of the fireplace, and I strained to catch her words. “First off, anything that ticks, anything that has moving parts, could be a device to listen in on us. So that,” she jerked her head in the direction of the blanketed coffee table, “is a very minor attempt to make it less possible to hear us.”

She stood up and pulled me toward the kitchen, the whole time whispering. “Riggs wasn’t always so, you know…” she waggled her fingers in front of her like the boogey man, “weird.”

“That’s a tame word for him.”

“Well, you know what I mean.” Sari rolled her eyes and pushed the single braid away from her face as she continued on. “Anyway, he used to be against the Resistance that he now supports. Alice was right; he was a special operations officer. It was like a light switch changed after his oldest son was injured badly in the war, trying to end the Resistance’s regime. No one has seen that son since.”

A bitter taste filled my mouth. I put my head in my hands and leaned against the granite countertops for support. Groaning, I pressed my palms into my eyes until I saw red. “I’ve seen him.”

“Wait, what? You’ve seen the other son? I couldn’t even find his name on any records. How do you know it was him?”

I opened my eyes wearily. This place held so many secrets. I missed the straightforward simplicity of home. “He was burned by radiation. His skin isn’t even really skin anymore. He acted really weird, too.”

“Really weird? Come on, I need more information than that.”

“What is this, twenty questions?” I snapped, but then realized how horrible I sounded. I looked at Sari apologetically. “I’m sorry. Today’s been awful.”

Sari stood and put her hand on my shoulder. “Well, I hate to be the one to give you more bad news, but Riggs has been testing your blood for clues to your ability.”

“That’s ridiculous. I’ve never given Riggs any blood.”

“But you gave Xander two bags full. Xander reports to Riggs, so if Riggs wanted some blood—”

“All he’d have to do is ask for it,” I finished.

Sari pointed a finger at me like a pointed gun and made the shooting noise. “Bingo. And now Alice has the tracker. I’m wondering if he’ll test your blood on her.”

“But how would Riggs know about the blood? I mean, Xander isn’t going to tell Riggs we saved Legs.”

“True,” Sari said with a frown. “Look, I’m the computer nerd. I get the dirt. I never said I knew how to piece it together.”

“Do you want to go see Legs?” I asked abruptly. “I could use a change of scenery. Or even go sneak to see my parents again…” I trailed off, hopeful.

Sari looked toward my bedroom, her expression conflicted. “I think I’ll stay here and look out for Alice.”

“Jaxon’s back there with her.”

Sari’s eyebrows rose. “You hadn’t thought to mention that tidbit before now?”

“It’s not like that.”

She smiled. “No, because that’s what you want, right?”

I felt my face go hot. “I never said that.”

“You didn’t have to. The tension between you two is so thick you could smother someone with it.”

“Just come with me, please? And don’t say another word about Jaxon or I’ll have to smother you.”

Sari laughed. “You know, you two are the only good thing going on in this place.”

“That doesn’t give me much hope for an upturn in our luck.”

“Any good luck is better than none,” she said with a yawn. “I’m gonna stay. Take Jaxon with you. I don’t want you out in the halls by yourself. All these secrets make me nervous. I feel like there’s way more to this place than I’ve uncovered, and I want to figure out what it is that we’re missing.”

“And how do you plan on doing that? We don’t have any privacy.”

Sari turned and pointed to her bag, hanging by the entry. “You may not have any privacy, but I do. My laptop can circumvent the firewalls and privacy protectors that are in place.”

I shook my head, because Sari never ceased to amaze me, and because the use of banned technology here still baffled me. “You’re handy to have around, you know that?”

She bowed, complete with an over exaggerated flourish of her hand. “At your service, madam. Now go on your date with Jax.”

“This is definitely not a date!”

“Sure, sure, whatever you say, Juliet. Go get him and get out of here.”

I slid my hand under the throw pillow where Jaxon’s journal lay hidden. The soft leather brushed my fingertips, and I shuddered thinking about what was inside. There was nothing comforting about this book. I wondered what the other journals held if this was the first year of Jaxon’s horrific testing.

Sari’s eyes slid to the journal, and her face soured. “Makes you think Jax might not be so awful, doesn’t it?”

I understood what she was talking about. She had a sage-like aura, and when she spoke again, her words struck a chord. “No one is ever too far gone for redemption, if there’s just one person to help them get there.”

“Not even Riggs?”

Sari cocked her head slightly and shrugged. “I’d like to think he’s capable of changing. He altered his course once, why not do it again?”

“Those are some rose colored glasses you have on.”

“Only when I’m particularly nostalgic,” Sari said with a smirk. “You caught me at the end of the day. I’m at my most pensive then.”

There was so much I didn’t know about Sari. When we had time, I would ask her to tell me more, if she was willing to share.

I lifted the journal and displayed it like an excuse. “I should probably go.”

Sari nodded, and we both headed to my bedroom. It was foreign to feel as though I had friends. It was something I could get used to.

The door was slightly ajar when we reached it and while the lights were off, I heard whispers. We both stopped and looked at each other, and Sari nodded as if to confirm that she wanted to eavesdrop. Little sneak. I suppose it was natural, considering her job was to hack into places she shouldn’t be in the first place.

It was hard to miss the reassuring cadence of Jaxon’s words. “It’ll be okay, I promise,” he whispered gently. “It only hurts the first few times. Then your body gets used to it.”

“But what if I don’t want to get used to it?”

“Hopefully you won’t have to. I’m figuring out a way to escape.”

There was a shuffle and a rustle of covers. I glanced at Sari, who put a finger to her lips. She wasn’t finished listening. I felt a little guilty for doing this, but I’d never seen this side of Jaxon. I didn’t want him to go back to his usual snide earlier than he needed to.

Alice’s voice regained my attention. “Where would we go, Jax?”

So she’d started calling him Jax. For some reason, it felt like I needed to refrain from calling him that. If I called him Jax, he would win. That’s what he wanted; for me to acknowledge him as familiar. I smiled at the thought of my mini resistance against him.

 “Anywhere but here,” he said fiercely. “We’ll find a dome that’s safe, change our names and blend in. But until we leave, you need to make me a promise.”

Alice was nearly breathless. “What’s that?”

“That you’ll fight. Not against what’s happening to you, I don’t mean that, but that you’ll fight to stay positive in the face of adversity. Anyone can be positive when things are going right, it’s when things are at their lowest that our integrity and determination are tested. I failed that test. Every day I regret how I’ve handled myself in the past. I don’t want you to lose yourself because of the hand you’ve been dealt. This situation isn’t permanent. You’ll make it out to see the other side, and Avery, Sari, and I will be there with you.”

The depth of Jaxon’s words surprised me. It was becoming obvious that the arrogance he usually displayed was a ruse.

Sari gave me a look that seemed to say I told you so. I pushed her shoulder teasingly with two fingers and she held in a laugh.

“You like her, don’t you?” Alice said out of the blue.

Jaxon coughed nervously. “What are you talking about?”

“You know exactly what I’m talking about.”

“Avery?”

Alice huffed the way she always did when she got annoyed at me for playing dumb. She had no patience for people avoiding her questions, and her desire for good gossip was insatiable. “No, I mean your shadow. Of course I mean Avery.”

I leaned in closer to the sliver of the open door so I wouldn’t miss anything. I was suddenly a lot more interested in eavesdropping.

Sari looked at me and grinned, her voice barely audible. “Oh no, you need to learn the answer to that question on your own.”

“Don’t you dare, Sari. I want to hear his answer!”

There was no stopping her. She pushed past me, opened the door and strode in like she owned the place. I tried to grab her ankles but she dodged, leaving me grasping air and nearly falling on my face. “Alice, how are you feeling?” she said.

In the uneven light that poured from the hallway, Jaxon looked flushed. His eyes met mine, but only for a moment. Had Alice’s question embarrassed him? I internally cursed Sari for breaking their conversation off.

Jaxon crawled to the foot of the bed. When he stood, he stuffed his hands in his pockets and focused on Alice. She smiled weakly and rested her head against the wooden headboard. Along the top were beautiful filigree ivy designs that spread over the corners and halfway down the sides.

Alice reached up and traced one of the vines with a finger. “I’m okay, I guess.”

Her eyes bore into Jaxon’s, and I had to fight back a laugh. I knew that look; it was the same one I’d received time and time again when Alice missed out on a juicy bit of information by a hair. Jaxon was in trouble; Alice wouldn’t let this rest until she had her answer, come hell or high water. She pulled her focus from Jaxon and looked at Sari. “My chest hurts, but Jax said that would pass.”

“Good,” Sari said encouragingly as she sat down beside Alice. “Jax knows what he’s talking about. He won’t lead you wrong.”

As Sari and Alice began to talk, Jaxon sidled over to me and nudged my shoulder with his. “Ready to go?”

“Yeah. I told Xander I’d stop by and check on Legs.”

Jaxon nodded thoughtfully and then smiled. “Fair enough. Afterward you’re mine. Deal?”

“You make it sound so sinister.”

He swept his arm around the lower half of his face to obscure his nose and mouth, then leaned in close to me. “Maybe because it is,” he said in a sinister voice. “You forget that I’m quite unrefined.”

“Really? I wouldn’t think so after seeing you be so kind to Alice.”

“I have my moments,” Jaxon said casually, “then I return to my natural state of sarcasm. The world is full of too-nice people. I’m here to keep the balance.”

“Always thinking of others.”

He gave me one of the biggest smiles I’d ever seen. It took my breath away. “In a completely self-serving way, yes.”

He extended his elbow to me in an open invitation. I accepted it, and called over to Sari one last time. “You going to be okay here?”

Sari smiled. “Of course. Go save the world, or whatever it is you two are planning to do.”

As we left the room I realized that I’d be content to start with saving ourselves.








CHAPTER

TWENTY-FOUR


The cold halls of the academy seemed to suck the warmth from my body as Jaxon and I walked soundlessly beside one another. Moonlight washed all the color from the banners that hung eerily still in the night, and the sound of water hitting the fountain pool echoed against the walls in the absence of the usual commotion. It was almost ethereal.

Jaxon’s rhythmic breathing was the only reassurance that I wasn’t alone in the near darkness. The low-powered emergency lights flickered off and on, causing my eyes to never really adjust to the dark. We trekked by touch; something I wasn’t sure if I was comfortable with. It felt too intimate and made me reliant on Jaxon to lead the way.

“For having electricity, this place doesn’t use it when you need it most.”

Jaxon laughed. “Just because you have something, doesn’t mean you misuse it.”

“So you’re saying we’re conserving energy for more important things?”

“Precisely.”

“Such as?”

Jaxon’s voice hardened. “Such as trying to keep people out. I never said the usages were for good things, only that the Academy conserved where they could.”

I hated being dependent on anyone, especially the dreadlocked, handsome boy whose angular features were exaggerated in this light. When I cast a glance in his direction, his eyes were locked on mine and I felt self-conscious. I pulled the hair band from around my wrist and quickly pulled my wild hair back into a messy bun.

I eyed him warily. “What are you looking at?”

Even in the dim light, I could see the enjoyment he got from making me uncomfortable. “I would think that was obvious.”

“Me?”

Instead of answering, Jaxon snorted and continued to walk into the atrium. He exuded assurance in each step, but what I first mistook for arrogance, I began to see was self-preservation. We weren’t so different; neither of us was willing to get to know anyone, willing to give others a chance, for fear of being hurt. We just handled it differently.

He stopped when he reached the fountain and looked back in my direction. His usual pride was nowhere to be found. He smiled, and the moonlight enhanced his already good looks.

“Are you going to stand in the hallway, or are you coming with me? I thought you wanted to go visit your boyfriend?”

I startled at the playful accusation and walked toward him, waving away his words with a quick snap of my wrist. “Legs is not my boyfriend. Xander asked me to stop by because Legs was asking about me.”

Jaxon resumed the journey to Xander’s office. “Uh huh,” he said lightly. “I wonder if you’d come see me, were I in the infirmary. I’m pretty sure I’d be lucky to get a card.”

“Only if the card was free.”

We both laughed at the same time. He looked my way, but then quickly went back to watching our surroundings.

Was I seriously flirting with him?

I think I was.

Part of me wanted to do a fist pump for pulling it off without crashing and burning.

We arrived down the small corridor that led to Xander’s office. The brilliance of the fluorescent lights spilled through the frosted glass door at the end of the hall. Our steps echoed as we increased our pace. It seemed Jaxon was ready to get this part of our night over with.

His hand wrapped around the steel door handle and as he began to walk in, I heard him gasp.

“For the love of God…”

I fell in step behind him, anxious to see what the commotion was about.

Sitting on the center examining table was Legs, hooked up to Riggs’s mechanical arm.

Legs’s face was filled with sheer elation as he bent the arm at the elbow; the cogs whirred in finely tuned and oiled synchronization. The metal fingers clinked together as he flexed the hand instinctively, the focus on his face clear.

I let out a jittery laugh, and Legs’s head snapped in my direction. “You came!”

Jaxon pointed to his chest, then waved his bandaged arm as though it were evidence in a court case. “Don’t mind me, I’m the guy that saved you, never mind that you stabbed me while in a drug-induced panic. No reason to acknowledge my presence. Carry on.”

Legs looked at him with narrow eyes, and for a moment I wondered if he would try to crush him with the ultra-strong arm he now possessed. He seemed to deliberate as he chewed on the inside of his cheek, then smiled sheepishly and waved his new arm.

“My fault. Hello.”

Jaxon shrugged and walked back to the corner of Xander’s room without saying another word. The leather chair gave a whoosh of air as Jaxon tossed himself into it with an exaggerated, melancholy sigh and grabbed a nearby book. As he flipped the pages disinterestedly, he muttered to himself so low that I was able to only catch a few words, most of them colorful. I turned my focus back to Legs. He sat quietly, in obvious wonderment, as Xander checked all of the connections.

I glanced to the corner of the room where I knew a camera was mounted. It was turned toward the niche on the other side of the room with a cord dangling. Xander must have disarmed it. Sari was going to have to keep Riggs from noticing that.

“So how’d this happen?” I asked Xander, as I motioned toward the arm. “I thought you said it was impossible to get it.”

A crooked smile tickled the corner of his lips. “Impossible for you,” he said lightly. His mischievous grin made me laugh. A small oiling can sat at the edge of the bed, and Xander picked it up to oil up one particular cog that wasn’t moving as seamlessly as the others. “For me, it was a matter of explaining to Riggs that I wanted to run tests on a few subjects in order to create a more powerful version. He happily agreed to let me borrow it, as long as it came back in one piece. I agreed, since he never set a return date.”

The comment about subjects made my skin crawl. Xander’s eyes caught mine, and his smile faltered. “I thought you’d be happy I got him the arm…”

“No, no, I’m happy,” I said reassuringly, not wanting to offend him, “but when you say subject…”

“He doesn’t have a tracker, if that’s what you mean.” Xander said. “That would defeat the purpose of your little mission, now wouldn’t it?”

I smiled, glad to have the confirmation Xander hadn’t accidentally ruined our plans before they were even in place. “Yes, it would,” I agreed, laughing at myself for being worried. “Sorry.”

“It’s okay,” Xander said. “Come, take a look. I think you’ll be impressed.”

I walked closer to Legs and he held out his arm. My fingers traced the thin steel poles that ran along the sides and protected the central shaft. It was like looking at a metal representation of a skeleton. The intricacies, while made of metal and wire, were beautiful.

“It’s amazing,” I breathed. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

My fingers ran up to the shoulder, where Legs’s flesh now met the steel beams. Xander had a large bandage over the actual connecting point at the elbow, but I assumed that it would look a bit strange when the bandage came off.

I traced the line of the bandage and Legs winced. “Does it hurt?”

He smiled and wiggled his metal fingers. “A little, but being able to move my fingers again is nice, even if they’re prosthetics.”

“This arm is going to be better than your human arm by a hundred times,” Xander said confidently.

Legs’s eyes never left mine, and his smile was gentle. “I’ll be happy to be able to hug someone again.”

His flesh hand covered my own, and I stared at them, his on top of mine. I wondered what he saw when he looked down at the hands. Friendship? Solidarity? Hope for more? When he spoke, my eyes lifted to meet his. “Thank you for saving me,” he said earnestly. “Seems like we always find a way to help each other. I owe you.”

“Along with me,” Jaxon called from the corner.

“Along with you,” Legs said cheerfully, his eyes never leaving mine. “You really are a welcome sight, Avery. Beauty in the face of horrible things.”

Xander coughed back what sounded like a laugh, and I closed my eyes in embarrassment.

“I do have something interesting to report that Legs isn’t telling you,” Xander quipped from across the room, where he leaned casually against the corner countertops. He pulled a vial of blood from the pocket of his jacket and lifted it up to the light, the crimson liquid staining the container when he turned it sideways. “Legs is able to mimic some of your abilities now.”

“You’re kidding!”

“Not in the slightest. I’m not sure why he hadn’t mentioned it.”

Legs flashed me a look before breaking into a wide smile. “I was circumvented by Jaxon’s pouting.”

Jaxon raised an eyebrow. “I don’t believe in pouting. I simply believe in making sure people are aware of my discomforts so that they’ll be remedied in a timely manner. The squeaky wheel gets the grease, and all that.”

“The squeaky wheel also gets replaced,” Legs said mildly as he fought to keep his face impassive. These two were going to kill each other if they stayed together for much longer.

“Well let me see something before we leave,” I said hastily, hoping to postpone the impending wrestling match. “Let’s see if you’re on par with me.”

“I’m not,” Legs said with a small smile. “I can light candles or make Xander’s coffee steam more than it should. Nothing like bursting wine goblets into flames.”

I dropped my gaze and felt Jaxon’s eyes on me. He didn’t know that story. “So you heard about that, huh?”

“Word travels fast here. Riggs called Xander down, and when he came back, he was cracking up as he told me the story. Xander said you gave that Riggs guy a pretty good scare,” Legs said smugly. “Serves him right. I’ll make sure he gets what’s coming to him.”

“I’ll take care of that,” Jaxon interjected. “He’s my father.”

Xander seemed unhappy with the digression of the conversation. “Let’s not get into that right now.”

He opened a drawer and rummaged through it, the contents rattling and clanking together. Finally he extracted a long candle that had a fresh, unburned wick at its peak. He pointed it at Jaxon, but then spoke to all of us.

“Legs, show them your candle trick.”

Legs narrowed his eyes, focusing on the candle. Nothing happened.

It was a few seconds of silence before Jaxon’s patience waned. “Excellent trick; stare the candle into submission.”

Just then the candle’s wick burst into a flame that was too large for the candle to control. Half the wax softened and melted.

Xander dropped the candle in surprise, but then whooped in excitement. “See there, Jax! I wouldn’t make him mad if I were you. Before long, Avery will be able to coach him on how to handle this.”

I doubled over from laughing at Jaxon’s disgruntled face. I applauded Legs. “Nice one!”

His face beamed with excitement. Inside, I was full of mixed emotions. Legs was creating elements. I hadn’t been able to master that. Did Xander know my shortcomings? Maybe Legs could teach me how to do that.

I tried to keep my voice carefree. “Xander, how’d this happen?”

Xander shrugged. “To be honest, I’m not sure. I think it’s something in your blood. I’ve never seen anyone manifest abilities if they weren’t exposed to radiation, and Legs swears he’s never been exposed.”

Jaxon stood with his arms crossed. “Excellent. Now we’ve got Avery’s blood making everyone odd.”

Xander extended the vial to Jaxon. “Would you like to test the theory?”

Jaxon snapped his fingers in mock disappointment. “Damn, Xander, that was my goal yesterday: to become a repeat human guinea pig. You missed the deadline. Lucky for you, I’m sure Riggs will have you testing that theory on subjects in no time.”

I gripped his arm tightly. “Jaxon, he’s on our side.”

Jaxon’s eyes burned with anger as he shrugged me off. “I don’t even know why you’d ask me that, Xander. Have you been spending too much time with Riggs? I thought you were supposed to be on our side, like Avery said.”

Xander looked down quickly, appearing to be battered from Jaxon’s words. “I apologize, Jax. There was no ill intention. It wouldn’t hurt you.” He looked at me sincerely. “I was simply trying to see if Avery was the, shall we say, universal donor for abilities, as she’s the universal donor for blood type. It would be a huge step forward.”

I nodded. “I understand, but let’s keep that between the four of us. Information like this could get me into trouble.”

He deposited the small vial of my blood back in his pocket. “Indeed it could. We’ll see how Legs takes to the new abilities and go from there.”

Jaxon, obviously flustered by the turn of events, fidgeted with a stray dreadlock. “Well, it’s been real, but can we go now?”

I gave Legs a quick hug and a small kiss on the cheek.

“Keep practicing,” I said in his ear. “It takes a lot out of you when you create elements, so take your time. And let your new arm heal. It won’t do you any good to try to work on Elementalist things when you aren’t one hundred percent yourself.”

Legs smiled and put his hand on mine. “You got it, boss.”

As I made to pull away, his hand grasped mine and he pulled me back to him. “I came for you, Avery.”

Jaxon wedged his way between us and faced Legs. I couldn’t see Jaxon’s face, but his tone made it clear that he wasn’t pleased. “And I went for her before you, and succeeded. Respect that.”

“You kidnapped her from her home,” Legs said evenly as he pushed himself off the bed and stood toe to toe with Jaxon, their chests pressed against one another as they sized each other up. “There’s no pride in committing a felony, Mr. Pierce, although for some reason you seem to think that makes her your property.”

“So you coming to get her on orders from your government is supposed to be any more altruistic?” Jaxon snorted. “Please, save your words for someone who believes them.”

I pushed around Jaxon and wiggled in between them. I extended my hands in either direction and pushed, but they barely moved.

“Okay, enough.” I huffed as I grabbed Jaxon’s hand and pulled him toward the door. “We’re leaving now. I’ll be back soon, Xander, Legs.” I hoped my emphasis on the word I made it clear that Jaxon was not invited to the next little pow-wow.

It probably didn’t. Jaxon seemed to only listen to the information that pleased him. Anything he didn’t want to hear rolled off him like oil on water.

Jaxon took my hand and pulled me toward the door, but Legs called out.

“Before you go, Avery, can I have a word?”

Jaxon looked like he’d swallowed a lemon.

His eyes found Xander’s, and Xander gestured to the door. “A little privacy for the two of them, then?”

“There is no such thing as privacy in this Academy,” Jaxon said.

Legs chuckled darkly. “Privacy isn’t something I’m used to, anyway. I’m more interested in having a moment with Avery that doesn’t involve you.”

My insides squirmed uncomfortably. Xander went to Jaxon’s side and shepherded him out of the room. With a backward glance to me, Xander gave a simple command. “Five minutes.”

When the door open and closed behind Jaxon and Xander, Legs put his human hand on my shoulder. “I never answered your questions the last time we talked. You’re probably wondering how I knew where you were.”

“There are a lot of things I’m wondering about, but that’s one of them, yes.”

He smiled. Unlike Jaxon, there was no bitterness anywhere in his features.

“Well, as you’ve seen, Riggs has a following behind him. He wasn’t hard to track down. I assumed the giant buggy that trashed downtown was a contraption of his.”

“Jaxon made it, actually.” I felt my face grow hot after correcting Legs.

“Either way,” Legs said as he let his hand drop from my shoulder, “it was related to Riggs. You’re hard to keep up with, Pike, but the Polatzi are just as clever. They never wanted me in their ranks. You were who they wanted, and I was the one they needed to get rid of. Two birds with one stone: get rid of me, find you. They didn’t even give me proper training. They didn’t think I’d live. I’m glad I found you, even if it ends up killing me.”

Legs smiled at me. There was comfort in his presence; he was a small sliver of home. I leaned in for a hug, glad he was here, even if the situation wasn’t great.

“Five minutes are more than up.”

I turned to watch Jaxon cross the room to us. Xander followed behind him in silence and watched from the opposite side of the room as Jaxon stood beside me and intertwined his fingers with mine.

While Legs felt like home in the sense of a brother, Jaxon set me on fire in a completely different way. I wondered if they could tell.

I hoped not. Jaxon didn’t need any more encouragement than his own reflection seemed to give him.

As we walked to the door, Jaxon called out behind us. “Xander, I’ll see you soon.”

“Of course,” Xander said, somewhat amused. As we entered the dark hallway, he gave one last comment. “Be a gentleman tonight, Jax.”

I stole a glance at him.

“Always am—in my own way.”

Xander laughed. “Avery, Jax is hell to chase and heaven to catch. Just keep that in mind.”

With that, Jaxon shut the door behind him and we were plunged into near complete darkness. He huffed, annoyed. “Well that was certainly fun, walking in to see Gimpalicious putting moves on you.”

“Gimpalicious? That’s Legs you’re talking about. He’s my friend. And what was that back there? Was that you marking your territory? Because if it was, you need to cut that crap out. I’m unclaimed.”

“Unclaimed? I think I made my position clear in Xander’s office.”

Jaxon’s indignation irritated me. “You don’t get to make that decision. A relationship has two people in it.”

He said nothing, but kept walking. His grip on my hand lessened. Maybe he would have let go if I tried, but I enjoyed the feel of his calloused palms on my hands.

I wondered what it would feel like for those palms to be other places, but immediately chastised myself for going there.

I was a glutton for punishment.

While my footsteps echoed across the quiet central building, Jaxon’s seemed to be silent. He could have been a specter if I hadn’t been holding his hand. His fingers lightly traced a circle on the back of my hand. It made me feel safe.

We took the main stairs two at a time. Jaxon stood silently beside me and gestured over the railing, just as he had when I’d first arrived.

His command was gentle. “Look.”

I gazed out over the room, and the sight took my breath away. The marble that had looked amazing in the daylight was now mesmerizing. Constellations illuminated the floor, casting a gleam that I had mistaken for moonlight.

“This is gorgeous!”

Jaxon’s voice was quiet. “I wanted you to see my favorite piece of work.”

“You did this?”

“It’s a trick of the light, coupled with the concoctions my father passed down to me. The sunlight charges the liquid in the constellations, and at night when there’s sufficient moonlight, they glow. The starry portions — the brighter dots that are meant to be the stars themselves — are actually gold that we plated with the liquid and laid into the marble.” Jaxon said, his eyes far away. “It’s a shame no one really gets to see it. That’s why I wanted to show it to you.”

“It’s beyond beautiful. It looks real, save for the lines that connect the dots.”

Jaxon laughed. “Yeah, I always hate trying to make out the constellations in the sky, so I decided to make these easier to decipher.”

He took my hand and led me to the elevator. In the luminescence cast by his art and the moon, his face looked younger. He was enjoying himself, letting down his walls.

It made me want to let down my own walls.

Made me want to build something with him.

He tugged my hand. “Come on, there’s more I want to show you.”

He was allowing me to see him for who he was: a young man who still had hope buried deep within. “Why do I have a feeling that we aren’t supposed to be doing this?”

His smile broadened. “Technically we’re not allowed…but I am Atticus Riggs’s son, and that has its perks.”

“Such as?”

“Such as having a ‘round the clock key card. My laboratory is outside of academy limits. I need to be able to access it when the feeling strikes.”

My insides gave a little squirm. “You’re going to show me where you work?”

“Well, I thought since you shared with me, I’d share with you,” he said simply, his eyes searching mine. “If you’d rather not, it’s okay. We can go back to the dorms.”

“No, I’d like to see it!”

Jaxon wrapped his arm around my waist and pulled me close. His lips grazed against my ear and pulled in a breath, shocked at the turn of events. When he exhaled, I closed my eyes. “Well then, maybe you should let me know if Gimpalicious is your boyfriend. I wouldn’t want to intrude on someone else’s territory.”

My words came out in a hitch. “I told you, I’m unclaimed.”

“And what would it take for you to become claimed?”

“By whom?”

He ran the back of his hand against my cheek and searched my eyes. “By someone undeserving.”

“Then it would take a lot.”

“Time?”

“Time, and trust.”

His fingers intertwined with mine. I felt on fire. Felt alive.

Felt like I needed so much more of this.

So much more of him.

“I’ll do everything in my power to steal your time, and earn your trust.”

“Stealing isn’t honorable, Mr. Pierce,” I whispered.

His smile was captivating. “But steal I must. And I will. And you will love it.”

“Oh I will, will I?”

He untangled his fingers from mine and traced the line of the small of my back. “Don’t admit it though.”

“I would never.”

“Good. Because that wouldn’t be fun.”

“Or maybe I won’t love it.”

“I haven’t met a woman yet who hasn’t loved me when I put on the charm.”

“There’s always a first.”

He cocked his head, and he reminded me for once of the young man he was. Reminded me that maybe he was hopeful and insecure somewhere within that heart of his. “Please don’t let it be you.”

I closed my eyes, refusing to give him anything. “Weren’t we going on a non-date?”

“Not anymore.”

My eyes flew open. “No? Why?”

“Because I need to earn your trust first.”

I laughed. “And how do you plan on doing that at midnight?”

His eyes were serious, and there was no hint of joking in his voice. “I’m taking you to be with your parents, of course.”










CHAPTER

TWENTY-FIVE


Jaxon weaved through hallways with ease, and after a few minutes, he intertwined his fingers with mine.

I pulled away.

He stopped, a sardonic smile visible even in the dim light. “What, I tell you I’m taking you to your parents and I can’t even hold your hand? The hero can’t catch a break.”

The thought of his standing in my parents’ doorway this afternoon flooded my mind. “I wasn’t aware you were a hero.”

“Well my cape is being washed, but I could have whipped up a mask for you if that would have given a better image.”

I couldn’t help but laugh at him, but I still didn’t hold his hand.  

Not that I didn’t want to.

“I wouldn’t be opposed to a mask if that meant you’d quit blathering on about your supposed good looks.”

“Ouch, Pike. You have a cruel sense of humor.”

“The better to keep you in line with, my dear.”

Jaxon continued on in silence but I noticed he wore a smile, all the same. We moved through the corridors until our footsteps echoed off the linoleum tile flooring I remembered from this afternoon.

My parents were down the hall. 

“Your brother…” I started.

“Is a crispy critter of the cruelest kind,” he finished. “I know. Aren’t you impressed with my amazing alliteration at this atrocious hour?”

“Your wit knows no bounds.”

“Finally. Someone who appreciates what I bring to the table.”

A shadow moved behind him, and a cold voice froze the air around us.

“You don’t bring nearly enough for what you take from it.”

Jaxon stiffened at the sound of Riggs’s voice. “I tend to take only enough to survive. And, as it seems, you make sure that is well below the livable line most of the time.”

I sucked in a shocked breath at Jaxon’s words, and shrunk behind him.

Riggs noticed.

“It would seem that your girlfriend doesn’t think you’re respecting your father,” Riggs said as he flicked on the main switch and bathed us all in blinding light. He stood in a robe with his initials embroidered onto the left breast pocket. “I tend to agree.”

“I highly doubt anyone who knows the story of what you’ve done to me would agree that you deserve any kind of respect.”

“And so you blatantly try to smuggle the girl down to see her parents. I thought we’d discussed the girl prior to you going to retrieve her. I remember you saying there wouldn’t be an issue on a personal level.”

They were talking about me as though I wasn’t there. Part of me wanted to step in, and the other part wanted to slick backward out of the hall before Riggs could get his claws into me like he had Alice.

“There isn’t an issue,” Jaxon said, extending his arm out behind him to grab mine, “I just imagined she might want to get to know where she would be living if she didn’t do what you asked of her.”

Ice filled my veins. Where I’d be living? Either Jaxon was feinting, or he was telling me what Riggs’s plan was for me. I hoped it was the former.

But what if it wasn’t? What if Jaxon hadn’t cared one bit? I was surprised by the amount of betrayal I felt.

Riggs looked past Jaxon and stared at me. “Have you nothing to say? No input from the girl who seems to have wooed my son? Because you obviously know he’s my son…the prince of Chromelius Academy, as he so thinks. Would that make you his princess?”

His words left me feeling dirty, and I stood closer to Jaxon. A move of solidarity, I hoped. “I want nothing to do with the evil things going on in this place, and neither does Jaxon.”

Riggs laughed. “And you think I’m the evil mastermind?”

Silence lingered between us. I didn’t know what to say. Jaxon took my hand and this time, I let him.

“She just wants to see her parents,” Jaxon said firmly, then moved to push around Riggs. “It might sound like a novel idea, but Avery’s actually love her.”

The comment seemed to knock Riggs off his usual swagger, because he allowed Jaxon and I to pass. When Jaxon swiped his access card through the door, though, we heard Riggs speak again.

“You’ll be answering for that, Jaxon.”

“I can’t wait.”

Jaxon slammed the door in Riggs’s face and leaned against it, his eyes closed. His shoulders heaved as his deep breathing slowed, and I could tell he was battling to keep his composure.

There was so much I didn’t know—didn’t understand—about him.

“Why did you—”

“Don’t worry about it,” he said, cutting me off. “Just go see your parents. I’ll pick you up in the morning.”

And as quickly as he’d dropped me off, he turned and left the room, leaving me alone, not knowing where his burnt brother might be lurking.

The sound of my knocking echoed through the empty hall, and I prayed Mom and Dad would hear me before Jaxon’s brother.

“Mom? Dad?” I knocked again, this time quieter. “Open up, please.”

Footsteps. The sound caused my stomach to do flips. I still couldn’t believe they were here.

Dad answered the door. “Mr. Riggs, did you forget—” He stopped when he saw me, his face breaking into a smile, then just as quickly became panicked. “Avery! What are you doing here?”

“Jaxon brought me. He’s trying to atone for being a butthead.”

Dad laughed. “Avery, all men are buttheads. The sooner you learn that, the better off you are. And you’re too young to date anyway. No dating until you’re twenty five.”

“The human race may end before then.”

“You wouldn’t have missed out on anything. I’m allowed to say that; I’m your dad.”

Mom looked out of the bedroom, her eyes bright with excitement. “You do know it’s past midnight, don’t you? Aren’t you supposed to discipline her for being out late too, Cole?”

I smiled at her. “A slumber party seemed like fun.”

“Only if you promise to tell me what’s going on with you and Jaxon,” she said lightly, coming to sit down by Dad and I. “And don’t say there’s nothing going on. I’ve seen the way you two look at each other, and that’s not nothing.”

“Oh, it’s not,” I conceded, “It’s a general distrust on my part and him wishing he could woo me like the other girls.”

Mom leaned in and put her hand on my knee. “You know there are no other girls, right?”

“Not right now, maybe…”

“Not ever.”

I raised my eyebrows, dubious of her proclamation. “How do you know that?”

She smiled. “Let’s just say I’ve been here long enough and interacted with that boy enough to know…and there have never been any other girls, no matter what he tries to tell you.”

“But you don’t have to be the first,” Dad said, butting into the conversation. “Remember what I said. Twenty-five is the new dating age.”

Mom and I laughed.

“He’s just making up for lost time,” Mom said. “Ignore him. Now tell me about your abilities.”

And so I did.

We all talked late into the night, until the sky turned purple, then red, then the brilliance of the sun stole the beauty of cool night sky. Mom’s red hair glowed against the new dawn, and her eyes were tired as she yawned.

“Good Lord, we stayed up all night,” she said, “Well, two of us, anyway.”

She motioned to Dad, who had fallen asleep on the end of the couch, his mouth open and his arms crossed. “He was so excited and heartbroken at the same time when you showed up earlier,” Mom said quietly, her eyes never leaving Dad. “He has hated himself for leaving you. We both have. You deserve a family.”

“I have one.”

“A normal family.”

“Normal is overrated. I like my family as is.”

“Radiation filled and all?”

I nodded. “That’s like the warm, gooey center of a particularly good donut.”

Mom laughed. “Well I’m glad we’re comparable to a donut.”

“A particularly good one, at that.”

She smiled and nodded, but then she grew serious. “You haven’t had an easy life. We haven’t been dealt the cards that I wish we could have given you. But because of that, you’ve overcome. You’re resilient, and that will keep you going. The chance that I may someday get to see you again—get to hug my baby—that’s kept me going. And look, it’s happened. Things don’t always come to fruition the way we think they will, but life has a funny way of working itself out, if we have the patience to wait on it.”

I looked at her, taking in every laugh line, the way her hair didn’t all quite make it behind her ears, her heterochromatic eyes like mine. “Do you regret it?” I asked.

“Regret what, baby girl?”

“Coming here. Trying to keep me safe, when all I managed to do was end up here with you.”

Mom took my hands in hers and rubbed them, the weathered feeling of her palms massaging mine. Her eyes were as clear as day when she responded. “Not one bit. I’d do it again, and again, and again. A mother’s love knows no bounds, and I would do anything to keep you safe, to know you were happy. I would lay down my life for you to live one more hour.”

“That’s a little melodramatic, don’t you think?” I asked with a smile.

Mom’s face was fierce. “If you don’t know what you’d die for, you haven’t lived enough.”

In that moment I wondered what I’d die for, and knew almost instantly.

Freedom.

Because humankind wasn’t meant to live in a cage.

Someday I would break free and fly. I would fly away from this place with my family and my friends and never look back.

And we would be free…

Or we’d die trying.







CHAPTER

TWENTY-SIX


The next week was more of the same: breakfast with everyone, lessons with Riggs, and Jaxon sneaking me to my parents in the evening.

Never once did he try to hold my hand since that first night.

I wasn’t sure if I liked that or not.

Mom and I practiced late into the evenings, pushing both of us to exhaustion until we fell asleep on the couch. In the mornings, Jaxon would come get me before the sky turned red with the rising sun, and we would act as though we were nothing more than friends.

We weren’t.

Right?

Right.

Dammit.

Moonlight streamed in through the massive window across the room, and I looked outward to see the stars. Or maybe it was a hologram. Who knew.

Someday I would see the real stars. Someday I would taste life outside of a dome. I knew it.

I leaned against the kitchen island, rolling an apple across the countertop as Alice rummaged through the cupboards.

She hadn’t said more than three words since she’d been tracked.

“Alice, you know if you hold all your words in, you’ll eventually explode,” I said, trying to prod her. “It’ll be messy. All those words to clean up…you know I hate cleaning. Why would you do something like that to me?”

She just gave me a dirty look, grabbed an orange, and went back to our bedroom.

I felt like crap.

I needed her back. She needed to be back. But her bloodshot eyes were evidence that my Alice was gone, and I had no idea how to find her behind the hollow emptiness that was left behind.

My heart hurt for her.

Sari passed her as she came out to the kitchen, but said nothing until she got to me. “She’ll come around. I promise. Jaxon did.”

“And look how he came around. He should have stayed wherever he was.”

Sari shook her head. “You know, you’re an angsty bugger when you have a crush.”

“I don’t have a crush,” I said, rolling my eyes.

“Nope, not at all. You have a head-on collision with loooove.”

As if on cue, there was a knock at our door.

Sari winked at me. “Nine PM. On the dot. As usual. The boy is like clockwork when it comes to you.”

“We don’t even touch, woman.”

“Because if you did, the sexpot tension between the two of you would explode into amazingness and fireworks of epic proportions,” Sari said evenly. “It’d be like, the collision of a lifetime.”

I laughed, but at the same time, I couldn’t help but wonder if it would be more like a crash and burn. I tossed her my apple and went to get the door as it sounded again.

And with the turn of a doorknob, there he was. Blue eyed, dreadlocked, and looking at me like he had a witty retort already planned if I were so brave to make a comment.

Which I wasn’t, because I was as awkward as a gangly prepubescent kid.

Oh yeah, Sari, total sexpot right here, I thought to myself.

As usual, he extended his arm. “You ready?”

“Always.”

“Behave, you two,” Sari called behind us.

Jaxon smiled. “Not tonight.”

That caught me off-guard. Mom and I had planned to try to make a dessert for Dad tonight. “What do you mean, not tonight?”

Jaxon cocked his head to the side, and a lone dread fell across his face. “Have you forgotten? You owe me a date, woman. Tonight I’m collecting.”

“I have plans.”

His grin was blinding. “I know. With me. I’ve already talked to your parents.”

I floundered for words. “You what? You asked my parents if you could take me on a date?”

“It seemed to be what people did in the old days,” he said reasonably, “Why not keep the pointless chivalry alive?”

“Because you’re Jaxon.”

He pretended to chew on the words. “So chivalry doesn’t apply to me?”

“I didn’t think so.”

“Oh. Okay then.”

And with that he grabbed me, lifted me on his shoulder, and carried me down the hall, leaving Sari’s laugh echoing in my ears.

Or maybe that was my heartbeat threatening to explode out of my head. Either or.

“Put me down!” I hissed quietly.

He laughed and set me down. “Will you follow me if I do?”

“Like you’d let me do anything else.”

“This is true.” Jaxon navigated the hallways and stairs that slowly ascended to the surface of the dome in silence, leaving me to wonder what we were doing the entire time. Before long we stood on the muddy ground under the overpass that hid the entrance to the academy. Shadows hid the underground acropolis that Riggs had created. If it weren’t for the fact I knew it was there, I wouldn’t have looked twice at the gap that led to the Academy below.

Moonlight lit our path. Jaxon stepped into the light and took my hand. “I’m going to show you something only Sari’s seen.”

“Oh God, please keep your clothes on.”

Jaxon laughed. “Get your mind out of the gutter, you perv.”

“I’m just saying, no matter what permission my parents gave you, they wouldn’t want you to blind me with something that scarring.”

“Blind you with something that beautiful, you mean,” he said.

Well yes…but I wasn’t going to say that. “You aren’t God’s gift to women, contrary to your belief.”

“Sure, sure. I’ve seen the way you look at me. I’m not a piece of meat, you know. I have feelings, too,” He winked at me. “This is a first date. Don’t think I’m going to let you in my pants that easy.”

“This is not a date! This is me giving into your demanding ways and hoping you’ll leave me alone afterward.” I forced myself to mean it. It wasn’t a date. Jaxon was…Jaxon. It would take a lot more than a moonlight stroll to convince me that he wasn’t the self-absorbed, egocentric asshat that he presented himself to be ninety percent of the time.

But the ten percent of the time that he wasn’t made me hope this was real.

He chuckled to himself as we made our way over the hill and onto the desolate street. My thighs burned and I found myself hoping that wherever he was taking me, it was close. Here he was less careful. He kicked a chunk of asphalt that had loosened from the road. It thunked down the road a little ways and when we reached it, he kicked it again.

“So, you’re a bit of a caveman since you came from Dome Three,” Jaxon said, no hint of offensiveness in his words. “I want to show you a good time, so I’m introducing you to my woman.”

“A guy like you will never settle down.”

“A guy like me settles down for four hundred horses of power, let me tell you,” he said, his tone passionate and excited. “And I don’t get to take these horses out to play nearly enough.”

“Horses? Real horses?” The thought of seeing a real horse excited me. I’d never seen one, except in books.

Jaxon snorted. “No, not real horses. I’m referring to horsepower. You know, what’s under the hood in a car?”

“You know how to drive?” I exclaimed. The idea of trying to navigate tons of steel stopped me in my tracks.

“Like I said, perks of being Jaxon Pierce.”

The comment made me notice that his name was different than Riggs’s. “Why don’t you have your father’s last name?”

“That’s a conversation for another day,” he said evasively. “I want tonight to be fun.”

“But you said you were letting me get to know you.”

“Not about that, I didn’t.”

It was apparent he wouldn’t budge on the topic. I sighed. “Okay, show me these horses.”

When we turned the corner, a dilapidated twenty-foot tall sign stood with half the plastic lying on the ground at our feet. When I looked between the two pieces, it read Heckle’s Porsche Dealership, with insignias below the words to indicate what I assumed were car logos.

“Cars take gas…” I said slowly.

“Yep. Good catch.”

“And you plan on getting this gas how?”

Jaxon slid his hand over a dusty car with the logo that was below the word Porsche. The body of the car was long and underneath the dust, it looked like the paint might be white. As we passed, I noticed the windshield was cracked and riddled with bullet holes. Nothing had avoided the war.

We entered the display room where multiple cars sat, each one riddled with bullet holes. An iridescent puddle of oil had expanded from under one of the vehicles and now blanketed the surrounding area. The place smelled of oil and gas and rust.

“Jaxon, I don’t think any of these are going to go anywhere, no matter how many horses you got to pull them.”

Jaxon’s laugh echoed through the room. “Not these, no,” he agreed, “but they had a back showroom that no one got to, and thank goodness this baby was saved.”

I rolled my eyes as he led us to the rear of the building, and through a door on the left. The ground was covered in silt and debris, but a little further into the room, underneath an overhang that shielded it from the elements, sat a car in pristine condition.

It was jet black, and the only way I knew it was there was that the moonlight made the paint shine in the darkness. The smooth lines were elegant and made it look fast even while stationary. I smiled in spite of myself. This was a cool car, although I didn’t have much to compare it to.

Jaxon stood by the passenger door with a goofy grin. “Well, what do you think?”

“It’s pretty cool,” I admitted.

“Pretty cool? Do you know what you’re looking at?”

“To be honest, no.”

He shook his head and opened the door. “Get in the car.”

I blanched. “I don’t think—”

“Don’t think. I like to live to the chorus of ‘It seemed like a good idea at the time.’ Makes for more fun.”

“This doesn’t even seem like a good idea right now.”

He walked over and took my hands, his eyes pleading. “When have I ever led you wrong?”

“I’ve only known you a little over a week. It’s early yet.”

“Then let’s see if it’s now,” he said good-naturedly. “And anyway, you’ll be begging me to drive faster once we’re on the road.”

“I suppose if we’re going to die trying to escape, you wrapping this thing around a pole or another car would be quicker than anything Riggs could think of.”

Jaxon snorted as he helped me into the bucket seat and clicked the seatbelt across my lap, his fingers lingering on the tops of my thighs. My whole body burned from being so close in such an intimate space.

He shook his head. “I’ve never met someone so beautiful who could be so macabre.”

“Queen of Darkness, at your service.”

The door shut and suddenly I was in the contraption alone. The leather interior was cold and I ran my hands across the wooden dashboard. There wasn’t a hint of dust or a speck of rust anywhere.

The car shifted under Jaxon’s weight and as he turned the key, the car growled to life. He lowered his foot onto the pedal, causing the car the rumble and snarl. “Doesn’t she sound beautiful?”

“She sounds angry to me.”

“Same thing. Seems to be the general rule of thumb with women.”

The top of the car began to buzz, and I realized the roof was bending backward into a small cavity behind us. Great. So now I was in a rolling death machine without a top to protect us.

Jaxon drummed the wheel excitedly and looked at me as he buckled himself in. “My laboratory is on the edge of the dome, and I think you’ll like it. That’s where we’re heading.”

Before I could argue, he punched the gas, shifted the car into gear and we shot off into the night, me screaming at the top of my lungs and Jaxon whooping in excitement.

Boys.

The onslaught of wind chapped my face, but I had to admit, riding in the car was exhilarating.

After realizing Jaxon was an efficient driver, that is.

I fought to keep my hair out of my face, but it was useless. It twisted and slapped my face each time I pulled my hand away.

I yelled over the howling wind that whipped past us. “What kind of car is this? Do they all go this fast?”

“This is a 2017 Porsche 911 Turbo. It was my civil duty to save it from perishing there in the car lot,” Jaxon called back. “And no, they do NOT all go this fast!”

Jaxon whipped the car around a tight corner as though he’d done this his entire life. The tires squealed in protest under the abrupt turn, and Jaxon bellowed in excitement. When the car straightened out of its fish tail, he shot a look at me. “You having fun?”

“That depends on if we’re going to survive! Keep your eyes on the road!”

My face hurt from smiling so much. Jaxon seemed to know all the roads that were free of debris and rubble. I gripped the dash in front of me for support, but cheered from the sheer exhilaration of it all.

Jaxon laughed and took another turn, each time cutting it closer to a parked car or derelict building. Just when I thought I might get sick from the constant turns and shifting of speeds, Jaxon slowed down.

“There, up ahead,” he said as he pointed ahead with one hand, the other firmly on the steering wheel. “See that big building? It’s my laboratory.”

As we neared it, the shadows enveloped us like a shroud. Jaxon killed the engine of the car and hopped out, then came around to my side to open the door.

“We’re kind of far away still, aren’t we?” I asked.

“Fifteen minute walk,” Jaxon said. “There’s no more road. Gotta hoof it.”

Jaxon climbed over a concrete barrier and extended a hand. As I stepped over, something gleamed to the left and caught my attention.

Jaxon’s eyes followed my line of sight. “That’s the end of the dome,” he said as he pointed around us. “My lab juts right up against the edge over there, and that’s the end of it on the east side.”

Curiosity got the best of me as the edge of the dome shimmered in the light. “It looks almost transparent, like we could walk through. Have you tried?”

“Actually, no,” Jaxon admitted as he rubbed the back of his neck. “Will you let us go to the lab if we touch the edge of the dome first?”

“Yeah. The one in Dome Four never shimmered like that. It was solid.”

He laughed. “All right, let’s go touch the shimmery dome, and then I’ll show you my lab.” His hand grasped mine. This seemed to be the habit for the night, him taking my hand in his, and it made me smile. This Jaxon was someone I could see myself enjoying.

Now if only he would stay this way.

The closer we got to the edge, the more the dome seemed to shimmer in and out of existence like a playful apparition. He let go of my hand and took a step closer.

“I think you’re right, Avery. This doesn’t look solid.”

Now that I was close to the edge, it didn’t seem like such a good idea to test the limit. The way the light danced against the surface of the dome might have looked playful from afar, but now I wondered if it was an indication of something sinister.

It was always the beautiful things in life that were the most deadly.

Jaxon turned back to me, a daring smile on his lips. “Oh, come on, you made me come over here. Touch it and be done so we can go to my lab,” he said playfully as he rubbed his arms. “It’s cold out here; I want to warm up.”

“What if it’s not safe?”

He snorted. “Really? You went one hundred and thirty miles an hour in what you claimed was a metal death trap and you balk at touching the dome wall? Fine, I’ll show you it won’t bite.”

He sauntered over to the wall with his usual braggadocio and turned to face me when he reached the end. As he relaxed his body to lean back against the wall, he extended his arms. “See? No prob—”

And that’s when he fell through the pseudo wall.

“JAXON!”

His body hit the ground outside the dome and his head connected with the concrete. “What the hell? There’s no real wall?” he asked in wonderment.

His words rang clear, as though there was nothing separating us. He sat there on the ground, running his hands along the rough surface as he looked at me, astounded.

“You can breathe all right?” I asked.

“Yeah…” he said. He lifted his hands, palms toward mine and held them barely outside of the dome. I stepped forward and mimicked his movements, but I extended mine through the dome to touch his.

I thought it would burn. Maybe my skin would peel off like Jaxon’s brother’s had.

But I didn’t burn. Not like that, anyway.

Touching Jaxon always made me burn, and this was no different. He was an insatiable flame, not that I would ever want to squelch the fires that he ignited within me.

He was all business at the moment. “I wonder if it’s me, though. Like I can breathe because of what Riggs did—” he stopped quickly, “you read the journal, didn’t you?”

“I did.”

He nodded thoughtfully. “Thanks for not bringing it up.”

“I figured you’d talk about it when you wanted to.”

We stood there like that for a moment, lost in the revelation that there was no barrier to keep us from leaving, and so far we hadn’t exploded for crossing the threshold.

I wanted to see if I could step outside the dome, too.

After a deep breath, I took one step, then two. Jaxon startled. “Avery, don’t do that! You don’t know if — ”

It felt like I’d walked through a crisp spring rain, but as I stepped to the other side, I was still dry. I looked at Jaxon, expelled my breath, and prayed that I would be able to inhale again.

I could.

“Hell, yeah!” Jaxon whooped and punched the air with his fist. “Everything they’ve told us about being outside, that the world was ruined, it was all a bunch of lies! Look at us. We’re standing outside, breathing the air.”

He spun in a circle, then picked me up and took me for the ride. When Jaxon placed me back on the earth, he cupped my face in his hands.

It was like someone had set every neuron in my body on fire. His closeness, his scent, the way his lips curved upward. He smiled at me, and his blue eyes were sincere.

“We’re going to escape. We’ll take Sari, Alice, your parents, even Gimpalicious.” Jaxon’s words came out in a rush, his excitement increasing with each syllable he uttered. He bounced where he stood, too emotionally charged to stand still. He thrust his arm behind him as to show me the endless darkness that we now knew could be ours. “We’re going to go far away from here. Build a life. Build a new world, one step at a time. We’re going to do it all, and I want you to be by my side. I want you for myself.”

Without warning, his lips crushed mine and I lost all sense of self. His body heat pressed against me like a tidal wave, and I welcomed it. It felt like electricity had replaced the blood in my veins, every limb tingling with excitement.

I had caught fire with him, and I never wanted to quell the sensation.

Never wanted to let go.

This was home. Not Dome Seven. Not Dome Three. Not any dome.

Home was finding the person whose heartbeat matched yours, then dancing to the rhythm together.

His lips moved gently and I parted mine, welcoming his advances. We moved as one person, his hands roving along my waist and mine finding the nape of his neck. I wound my fingers through his dreads and pulled him closer to me. His moan spurred me on, encouraging me to hold him tighter. I shivered as he moved his hands across the small of my back. He pulled me to the ground with him and it didn’t matter that we were lying on cement. The fact that we knew we could escape, that our lives could be better than this tyranny and fear, made everything that much sweeter.

I bit his bottom lip and he let out a sigh as he squeezed my sides. He broke our kiss long enough to trace my jawline with his finger. “I know we haven’t known each other that long, but…”

“Shut up and kiss me, Jaxon.”

“Your wish is my command.”

His lips pressed against mine and we found our pace again. My heart was thrumming in my ears, his breathing was heavy, and everywhere I looked, Jaxon was there. He commanded every sense of my body. Every touch sent flames and electricity and excitement through me. I never wanted it to end.

I rolled to my right to sit on top of him and we slipped back under the sensation of rain, back into the dome.

And that’s when hell ripped through our little sliver of heaven.

High-pitched alarms blared, threatening to burst my eardrums. Jaxon pushed me off of him and clutched his ears in agony.

“Jaxon!”

He was jerking uncontrollably, blood dripping from his ears. It felt like someone had dumped a bucket of ice water over me. I fought through the pain that assaulted my eardrums.

“Jaxon! We’ve got to go!”

As I spoke, the alarms receded and the broken pavement trembled and shook. Jaxon’s eyes grew wide. “The dome isn’t meant to keep people from leaving, it’s meant to keep people from coming in!”

“What do you mean?” I yelled over the din.

Jaxon launched himself off the ground and hauled me in tow behind him. “Why would anyone want to leave?” he yelled as we ran, “Riggs makes sure his students are happy. He doesn’t need to keep people here. They don’t even know they can get out!”

“So why not let people in?”

Just then rain began to fall, except it wasn’t rain.

It was fire.

I screamed as the small droplets singed my clothes and burnt my skin. Jaxon batted a small flame that erupted on his shirt, but he couldn’t contain it. The fire quickly spread up his shirtsleeve. He panicked, and I did the only thing that came to mind.

My hands stretched to the heavens, I closed my eyes and screamed. “WATER!” I prayed that my desperation would make it true.

As soon as the word escaped my lips, I felt the cool relief of rain. Steam hissed and billowed up as the water extinguished the flames on the ground.

I immediately began to feel the backlash of using my ability. “I can’t hold this for long. We have to go.”

We ran back to the car. Darkness threatened the edges of my vision. Red and yellow spots danced before my eyes as I pushed my ability to keep the rain from turning back into fire. When we reached the car, I was spent.

Jaxon looked at me with wide eyes as I swayed on the spot. “What in the hell are you doing? Get in the car!”

“I can’t keep the rain going,” I gasped as I felt my control wane. Even now the rain became warmer and warmer, like a too-hot shower on my skin. It wouldn’t be long before the flames came back. “Get out of the car.”

“What do you mean?”

“Get out of the car!” I exclaimed again as my knees buckled under me. The water was now an impossible combination of both water and fire. It came down in buckets and splashed against the ground, licking my skin and burning through my clothing.

“Gas and fire…” I sputtered, “you…you don’t have to be genius to know what that’ll cause.”

“Crap!” he yelled as he leapt from the car and scooped me up in his arms.

My consciousness faded as he ran, and I finally gave up on trying to hold off the deluge of fire. The moment I did, my strength began to return, but now we were pelted with miniature fireballs.

Jaxon yelled in agony as one hit him in the side of the face, sending us both off course as I slipped from his embrace. I hit the ground hard and my neck whipped around like a rag doll’s.

Where was Jaxon? I squinted to see through the haze of the heat. He was underneath what was left of an overhang, clutching the side of his face. I ran to him and put his arm around my shoulder.

I willed him to stand. “We’ve got to keep moving!”

He moaned in assent and struggled to put one foot in front of the other. Just as we got the hang of walking together, a massive explosion erupted behind us, the force catapulting both of us off our feet. The car’s gas tank must have exploded.

A high-pitched hum reverberated in my ears from the blast. I skidded to a stop beside a car tire and touched the side of my face. My skin felt as though someone had taken a grater to it. I whimpered under the light pressure, and knew it would be something that even Xander might not be able to fix. Jaxon lay a few paces away, struggling to pull himself up.

I forced myself to cross the gap between us and help him to his feet, both of us scrabbling for purchase against the gravelly ground. Jaxon seized my hand and pulled me toward a nearby alleyway.

“We need to get to cover before the next wave hits!”

“The next wave of WHAT?”

Thunder erupted from above us and howling winds threatened to whip us into oblivion. I looked to the west where the sound originated, and saw a huge funnel cloud taking form. Cars and other debris spun wildly and gave it more fuel for its violent trek.

Jaxon pulled me into the alley, but my eyes refused to budge from the horror that was coming for us. “It’s going to kill us, Jaxon!”

“No it won’t! We need to get to lower ground!”

His pace was too fast for me, but he managed to half-drag, half-carry me into a nearby derelict building. Down a pair of industrial stairs, down into the bowels of darkness so deep that I couldn’t even see my hand in front of my face. I prayed Jaxon knew where he was going.

The angry howl of the wind came closer and closer, and I began to panic as the ground rumbled underneath its fury. Just when I thought we couldn’t go down any more stairs, the ground leveled out and a light flicked on in front of me.

Jaxon had a flashlight.

“You waited until now to use a flashlight?”

Jaxon slid down a nearby wall and put the light between his knees. He closed his eyes, and I realized how badly injured he was. Gashes lined his right cheekbone and flesh hung awkwardly from his left shoulder, the blood staining his shirt as it pulsed out of his body and into the fabric. “We were running for our lives, but I apologize for withholding information. I’ll be sure to give you a detailed inventory of everything on my person the next time we’re thrust into a life and death situation.”

He was sarcastic even on his deathbed.

I crawled next to him and pulled off what was left of my tattered jacket to make a tourniquet. There was a reverberating crash and then the room trembled, cement raining down from above.

“The top floor is collapsing,” Jaxon breathed. “We’ve got to get into the tunnel.”

I worked quickly to try to stop the bleeding. Jaxon winced when I pressed the sleeve to the gouge in his shoulder, and I gagged a little when I felt the squelching of marred flesh under my fingertips.

I asked questions to distract myself from the task at hand. “What tunnel? And how do you know what’s going on?”

He pointed weakly with the flashlight across the room, the beam bouncing in his unsteady hand. The light glanced off a small hole that looked like it had been dug out with bare hands. It would be a tight fit for us.

The idea of crawling into such a small hole made me claustrophobic. “You want me to go in there?”

“The tunnel’s only small for a short while, then it opens up. I promise.” He coughed and spit out a tooth. “The other option is that we stay here and get crushed by rebar and concrete. Take your pick.”

It wasn’t much of a choice. I helped him to his feet and we made it across the room as fast as our mangled bodies would allow. Jaxon fell to his feet and crawled in first, dragging his right foot. It might have been broken, but I wouldn’t be able to tell until we had more light.

I followed the meager light and listened to Jaxon shuffle ahead as I heard booms, crashes, and explosions on the ground above us. I wondered how long we had until everything collapsed on top of us, but it never did. After descending farther, the tunnel gave way to a wide room that was simple concrete, as Jaxon promised.

When we emerged into the more spacious room, Jaxon collapsed to the ground. I propped him up in the corner, and he laughed.

I shook him gently. “I have no idea what could be funny in this situation.”

“I never imagined I’d finally meet someone I cared about, only to die with them not three hours after I admitted it,” he said, his voice uneven and raspy. “It seems ironic, don’t you think?”

He pointed to the thick center beam with the flashlight. “There’s a gas lamp there. It’ll give us light for a while.”

I crouched and walked to the beam under the weak direction of Jaxon’s flickering flashlight. The lamp was there as he’d said it would be, and I fumbled to get it going. After a few moments, flames burst to life.

I brought the lamp back to Jaxon’s corner, sat it down next to us and curled into his good arm. He sighed.

“We’ll be okay,” he muttered weakly. “This tunnel leads to Xander’s office. We need to rest and wait out the rest of the onslaught.”

“What else is coming?”

“Loads worse,” Jaxon said as he winced from repositioning. “I didn’t put it together until everything started coming down on us, but Riggs said that the dome was protected from intruders. He talked about all the precautions in place, and I know that the alarm, fire rain, and tornado were some of them. He never told me exactly what else there was, but he made it clear the closer the attackers got to the Academy, the worse the attack would become. Sari programmed the onslaught.” He leaned his head against the cold wall, closed his eyes and let out a hollow sigh. “I think we’re okay down here. We just need to hunker down. I need to sleep.”

“Jax, I don’t think you’re supposed to sleep after a concussion—”

A smile lit his face for a moment before it was replaced by pain. “You called me Jax.”

“I don’t think it really matters at the moment—”

He wrapped his arm around me with a little more force, but it was still weak. “But you called me Jax. That means I’m your friend.”

I leaned my head carefully against his shoulder, afraid to hurt him. “Of course I’m your friend,” I laughed, trying to make light of the situation we were in. “Do you think I go around kissing complete strangers?”

“Girl like you? I’d believe it. You must be made of steel to survive on your own all these years. Doesn’t seem like kissing guys would be that hard for you if you can control the elements.”

“You’re not making any sense.”

“I’ve been through a major trauma, Avery. Give me some slack. I don’t have to make sense.”

I didn’t fight him any more. Instead, I turned off the flashlight and let the flickering light of the gas lamp illuminate our tiny grotto.

So much for our big date. I’d never been on one, but I was confident that they didn’t usually include fire raining down, tornadoes, explosions, or any other malevolent force trying to sully the night.

Maybe I could get a rain check. If we survived, that was.








CHAPTER

TWENTY-SEVEN


I awoke to the sound of feet shuffling across the cement. Afraid to move, I cracked one eye to see if I could make out the shape in the blurred glow of the gas light.

“I know you’re awake, Avery,” Jaxon said, his voice tired. “You got still, and for the past hour you thrashed like a wild woman and talked in your sleep.”

I looked for the source of his voice. He was sitting at the center beam, his arms wrapped around his knees and head resting against his legs. He smiled weakly when I caught his gaze.

“There you are.”

“I talked in my sleep?”

“Yep. About me, of course. How stunning I was and that you wanted to kiss me forever if we survive this hellhole.”

“I think you were dreaming,” I said with a laugh, but then cut it off when the motion sent a stab of pain through my ribs. “How are you feeling?”

“Like the luckiest man alive. Who doesn’t want to feel like a bus ran them over, then put it in reverse to get in an extra swipe?”

“Will you ever take a day off of the sarcasm?”

“Probably when I’m dead, although I’m sure I’ll find a way to get in a comment or two beyond the grave.” He picked up the fading gas light and shook it a little. “We’re on our last leg with this thing.”

I moved over to him and stole a glance at him from the corner of my eye.

He was looking at me. “I suppose you deserve some answers on what just happened.”

I shrugged. “That’s your call. I’m all ears if you have them.”

He nodded pensively, and licked his dry lips. We needed water; we were exhausted and hadn’t eaten since—how long had it been?—it was impossible to know while underground. Even the scent of the damp earth and cement made me thirsty.

He pushed his dreadlocks out of his face, and even in this low light, I could see the sheen of sweat on his brow. “Riggs is my father. You know that,” he said quietly, “but what you don’t know is that he wasn’t always this weirdo he is now. He was normal. Even now, I see glimpses of it once in a while, but it always gets squashed.”

Jaxon looked down at the ground and studied the flickering shadows cast by his hand as he turned it over in front of the flame.

“You don’t have to tell me anything you don’t want to, Jax.”

He smiled. “Can I ask you a favor?”

“Anything.”

“Call me Jaxon. I like the way it sounds when you say it.”

“Does that mean we’re not friends?”

“No,” the kindness in his voice suited him much better than the bitterness he so often hid behind. “It means we’re more than friends. No one calls me Jaxon, but when you say it…” he trailed off. “Well, it makes me feel better.”

I considered his words. “Jaxon.” I said it with new reverence.

He smiled as he put his hand on mine. “Xander has kind of taken care of me. After every test, Xander was the one who consoled me. He hated having to administer the tests, but he said my father was insistent that it be me. That it would build my character if nothing else. Xander sat beside me at night while I had nightmares, and he was the one that would wake me up when they became too much to bear. You asked why my last name was Pierce. My mother and father were happy together when I was little, but my older brother—the one you met in the medical ward—was their breaking point. When he went missing in the war, my mom lost it. She left Riggs, blaming him for pushing my brother to join the cause. They searched endlessly for him to no avail, and one day my mom had enough. She left. I haven’t seen her since. I don’t even know if she’s alive. That was when Riggs went off the deep end. It was like a light switch was flipped. He said there was nothing to gain from fighting against the Resistance, and that we were fools to think so.”

I sucked in a breath. Jaxon had seen so much, endured so much, that I could understand why his bitterness lingered like a persistent raincloud. I squeezed his hand and he began again.

“Pierce was my mother’s maiden name. When she left him, I didn’t want to have any connection to Riggs. I took it as my own and Riggs didn’t fight me. And then I met your parents.” he said with a deep sigh. “Riggs brought them in, and I didn’t know there was a correlation between you and them until I was told to pick you up. They talked about you, but they never said your name, only that they had a little girl before being captured. Your mother was positive that you were alive. Your father…well, he wasn’t as optimistic. Still, your parents put pictures of you in their small room, keeping you close to their hearts. They told me about their lives in Dome Four and then I saw what your mother could do.”

I sucked in a breath, entranced by the story he told. “Is she powerful? She’s only taught me simple things this past week.”

Jaxon nodded. “She’s an incredible force. More than that, she became a source of comfort for me, and I trust her implicitly. When they lost rations for insubordination, I scavenged the supermarkets for food for them. Got me in trouble, but I didn’t care.”

“You have supermarkets here?” I asked in wonder. “It didn’t seem like there was anything out in the rest of the dome.”

“There’s no people in the rest of the dome,” Jaxon corrected. “There’s plenty of stuff left behind. Computers, non-perishable food, clothes.”

“You said my parents were insubordinate?”

“They refused to help Riggs in his experiments. He wanted your mother to help him find a way to make everyone like you two, and she fought him as hard as possible. Your father is a Traditional, so there isn’t much use for him in Riggs’s eyes, but he also knows if he ever did anything to your father, your mother would never help again. She’s made that clear.”

I shuddered at the thought.

Jaxon wrapped his arms around me and breathed deeply. “If I had known it was you that I was bringing here, I’d have refused. You should have the opportunity to get to know your parents, but the cost of being here is too great. We’ll get them out and you can have the family you deserve.”

“You deserve that, too.”

He sighed. “I’m happy knowing that you know me, and I have Xander.”

“Why don’t we bring him with us?”

“I’ve asked him that before,” Jaxon said thoughtfully, “but he’s got a tracker. He wouldn’t risk us that way.”

“Then how are we going to get Alice out?”

Jaxon pulled back so I could see him clearly. His face was grim. “We’re going to have to cut it out of her.”

I swallowed the bile in my throat and clenched Jaxon’s hand. “That’s going to hurt, isn’t it? Why couldn’t we cut Xander’s out, too?”

“It’ll hurt like hell. I cut my own out when they tried to track me. That’s when Riggs gave me a longer leash. It took thirty stitches to bind the wound. As for Xander, his isn’t in the crook of his arm like the rest of us. It’s in his heart. If we tried to cut it out, we’d kill him. He’s stuck here.”

I grimaced, but Jaxon put a hand on the side of my face. “I didn’t say this would be easy, just that it would be worth it. Can you have your things ready to go quick? I have a feeling that our welcoming party isn’t going to be a pleasant one, and you may have to plan the escape on your own.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’ll say I took you. Blame it on me, and get yourself as prepared as possible. If you can, get the word to Sari to get Alice and your parents ready. Maybe Kloey will help, but I wouldn’t count on it since her boy toy is in Rigg’s palm.”

I struggled to remember who was who from breakfast. It seemed so long ago. “Which one was Kloey dating? Asher?”

“No, Evan.”

“And they’re twins, right? How am I supposed to know which one is Evan?”

He shook his head. “You know what? Forget it. Just get our group ready. You, your parents, Sari, Alice, Gimpalicious. If I can round up the others, I will. If not…we’ll figure something else out. We don’t have time to waste,” Jaxon said as though he were talking to himself. “Our numbers aren’t great, but we can pull it off. Plus I have an idea.”

“What’s that?”

“I know of a tunnel that runs out of here and into other domes.”

I gasped. “Then why haven’t we used it?”

“Because the oxygen level can be controlled. It makes the dome impossible to leave without permission, except for me. We’d have to make sure that everyone had masks.”

He stood as best he could and pulled me up. “We’re going to be heading to the slaughter no matter what plan of escape we use. You need to know that. Our chances aren’t good, but there has to be another way to live than this. If there’s not, well, it’s not a world I want to live in anyway.”

Jaxon pointed to the tunnel that led back to the academy. “You going to be okay?”

“Yes,” I said confidently as I grabbed Jaxon’s hand. I clenched my free hand into a fist and focused completely on fire. When I opened my palm, a small flame danced there, but didn’t burn. Instead, it felt like the fluttering of a feather against my skin. “I’ll follow you into the dark and we’ll make our own light.”

The flame danced in my hand as we crouched in the damp tunnel. I ran my free hand along the caked earth that surrounded us on both sides. A thick cable ran the length of the tunnel in the upper right corner of the ceiling.

“What’s that cable for?”

We’d been trekking the tunnel for what seemed ages, and it was beginning to take its toll on both of us. Jaxon’s answer came in short huffs. “It’s a generator. A backup source of energy, should the main breakers surge.”

“Does that happen often?”

“Only when a new Elementalist comes in and doesn’t know how to control their abilities. Otherwise, this place is equipped for anything.”

It made sense that Riggs would take every precaution. Another thought struck me. “Won’t he know we’re coming?”

“I doubt it. He expects us to return I’m sure, but from here? Probably not.”

Jaxon gasped in pain as he tripped over an uneven patch on the ground. I moved forward to help him, but he waved me off.

“Just keep the light high enough so I can see the way.”

“It’d be easier if you let me lead.”

Jaxon laughed. “There’s no way you’re leading. If something bad is going to happen, I’m going to see it first so you have time to run.”

He set off again, this time clutching his bad shoulder. The tourniquet slowed the bleeding, but it wasn’t completely stopped. He needed medical attention, and the sooner, the better.

The tunnel began to ascend enough to make my thighs burn with each step. The sweat that had originated at the nape of my neck created tiny rivulets down my spine and soaked through my shirt at the small of my back. The tunnel lightened and my eyes stung as I adjusted to the new light source; a light bulb dangling from its cord at the dead end tunnel.

“Jaxon, I thought you said this went to Xander’s office?”

“It does.” He said, then rapped on the wooden plank in front of us that was nailed to a door with no handle on our side. The sound was muted, and I wondered if anyone would be able to hear us.

The wood began to squelch in the wet earth as it was pushed to the side. A moment later, Xander stood before us, disheveled and sweaty.

Jaxon stumbled through the new passageway, and took in Xander’s appearance. “What the hell happened to you? You look like you got beat with an ugly stick.”

Xander was in his white medical coat, which was caked with dirt and refuse and blood, and his hair was sticking up on the side of his head. “You two don’t look so hot yourself, to be honest.”

I gasped. “Were you in the tornado?”

He smiled crookedly and crossed his arms, seemingly amused by Jaxon and I showing up on his hidden doorstep. “Trying to find you, as it were.”

Jaxon slumped over the examining table in the center of the room. He pointed to his maimed shoulder. “Well here we are. Medical attention would be appreciated, Doc.”

“An intentional desire to keep yourself and your friends out of trouble would be appreciated as well,” Xander said sternly. Even so, the smile of relief that spread across his face revealed his affection for Jaxon. He undressed Jaxon’s wounds with a quick look back to me as he pointed to the sleeve of my jacket. “Good job working with what you had at the moment.”

I shrugged. “It didn’t do much.”

Xander returned to Jaxon’s wounds. “It helped stem the blood loss. That’s something.” He ripped what was left of Jaxon’s t-shirt from the frayed collar clear down to the hem. Jaxon made a noise in protest, but Xander stopped him. “You weren’t going to lift your arm over your head, were you?”

When Jaxon remained silent, I smiled. I looked for Legs in the small alcove across the room, but he was nowhere to be found. “Where’s Legs?”

Xander’s eyes never left the sutures he was now sewing in Jaxon’s shoulder. “I hid him when the dome threatened to cave in on itself. It seemed cruel to have saved him from that fate once, only to have it happen again.”

His hands moved deftly along Jaxon’s wounds as he fixed one laceration after another. I watched Jaxon in amazement; he never once cried out or winced when Xander pierced his flesh time and time again with the small needle, threading the black stitches under his skin and back out the other side. When it became too much to watch, I moved to sit in one of the lounge chairs.

That’s when our unwelcoming party arrived.

Riggs burst through the doors, his face burning with rage and his eyes wild. Luckily Xander was no longer in the process of stitching Jaxon up, because they both jumped from the crash of the glass door shattering when it hit the wall.

Shards of glass tinkered across the floor and crunched under Riggs’s feet as he strode angrily toward Jaxon. When he reached the bed, he slammed his fist on the metal tray that stood beside him with the instruments used to piece Jaxon back together. A scalpel and tweezers went soaring through the air, the scalpel lodging itself in the wooden stand beside me.

“Jaxon Pierce, you have finally crossed the line.”

Jaxon squared his jaw and stared into the face of his livid father. “Funny, since you crossed the line with me long ago.”

“Jaxon,” Xander muttered under his breath.

Riggs grabbed Jaxon by his good arm, pulled him off the table and gripped him tight. Jaxon seemed to shrink under Riggs’s grasp.

Riggs shook him, but was careful to leave his mangled shoulder alone. “Do you know how worried I’ve been? How I’ve wondered if I would have to send people out to find your lifeless body under a pile of rubble? Do you respect me at all, Jaxon? Do you?”

Jaxon’s emotionless tone broke my heart. “Not at all.”

Pain spasmed across Riggs’s face. His concern seemed genuine; his love for Jaxon visible for the first time since I’d met them. Then, like a veil, anger clouded the distress and the Riggs that I knew returned.

“You’ve broken my heart, Jaxon. Everything I’ve done, everything I’ve given you, and this is how you repay me.” He paced in front of Jaxon and ran his hands through his hair, his eyes stormy.

Riggs focused on Xander, whose face was blank and impassive. While his words fit with what he might say to Jaxon, they seemed to be aimed at Xander. “Fine. Fine. You’ve given me no choice.”

Just then Sari burst into the room, breathless and wide-eyed. She stared at me, shocked. “Holy crap on a cracker! I got here as fast as I could when I saw you two on the screen!”

I tried to wave her off, but she continued on, her ink-covered arms waving in all directions.

“You know how I told you shit was gonna hit the fan? You have NO idea what—”

Another boy sprinted into the room and covered Sari’s head with a black pillowcase. She screamed as Asher or Evan—I couldn’t tell who—wrapped her in his arms and looked toward Riggs expectantly. “She’s the one, right?”

Riggs nodded grimly. “You were supposed to get her before she made it here, Asher.”

Of course it was Asher. He was the one that seemed like he had a stick up his butt at the ill-fated breakfast.

He flushed as he struggled to keep Sari under control. “Sorry.” He dodged a flail from Sari and repositioned his grip. “She left her office so fast, it caught me off guard.”

Riggs scowled. “What’s done is done. Take her to my office. Bind her tightly.” He stalked over to Jaxon and pulled the all-access key card from his pocket. “You won’t be needing this any more. Asher, take this as well.”

Asher took the card and dragged Sari, kicking and screaming, from the room. I had been in such shock that I’d stood there and let my friend be hauled away. The realization sprung me into action.

“You evil bastard!” I screamed as I ran toward Riggs.

Riggs shoved Jaxon aside, where he crashed into the counters and sent a barrage of gauze and wraps tumbling from the cabinets. Jaxon crumpled, his hand covering his reopened shoulder in agony.

While I was distracted by Jaxon’s pain, Riggs had the opportunity to grab me by the shoulders. “Don’t you think for a second that you can talk like that. You and your mother aren’t that irreplaceable.”

Xander’s cold voice cut through the room. “I’ll take care of them.”

Riggs stopped cold and released me. “Alexander, this is what you hired me to do. To handle —”

“But you’re not handling it,” Xander said quietly. “I’ve seen what you’ve done, allowing Avery to meet her parents, leaving notes and hints in your drawers and on your computer for Alice and Sari to uncover the truth. If you’re unhappy with your lot, you could have said so. It would have kept your son out of it.”

My mind reeled. I looked at Jaxon, whose mouth was agape.

“What do you mean, kept me out of it?” Jaxon said as he pushed off the ground. He put himself between Xander and Riggs. “Xander, what are you talking about?”

Riggs’s voice was hard. “Go ahead, tell him, Xander. Tell him what a two-faced coward you are.”

Xander laughed. “You call me the coward? You’re the one who’s gone along with the lie his entire life.”

“WHAT LIE?” Jaxon roared.

Xander walked over to me coolly and lifted me to my feet. “That your father ran the Academy. That he planned any of this. Chromelius Academy is mine, and you will follow my orders, just as you father has for the past eleven years.”







CHAPTER

TWENTY-EIGHT


My world was upside down. Xander was the one running the Academy?

We’d put our trust in the hands of the devil himself.

Run! My mind screamed, but as I tried to move, Xander put me in a headlock. I struggled to free myself, but his grip was iron-tight.

Riggs placed himself between Jaxon and Xander. “You will not hurt my son. That was our agreement.”

Xander laughed. “And you also agreed to unwavering loyalty. Your actions are treacherous at best. Get out of my way.”

“Over my dead body.”

“Don’t tempt me, Atticus.”

Xander backhanded Riggs with so much force that Riggs crumpled to the ground.

Jaxon stumbled backward. “Xander, what are you doing?”

He didn’t answer Jaxon’s question. Instead, he grabbed Jaxon’s bad shoulder, causing Jaxon to yell in agony.

Tears streamed down my face and I kicked and punched every available part of Xander I could find. “Xander, Jaxon’s like a son to you!”

Riggs jolted after hearing my words. “Jaxon is my son, and no one else’s!”

He lunged at Xander once more, but Xander was too fast. He kicked Riggs in the face, and there was a sickening crunch. Riggs laid still on the floor, blood pooling around his nose and mouth.

“Xander! What are you doing?” I screamed.

No response. Instead, he covered my head with a pillowcase and dragged both Jaxon and I out of the room and into the dark hallway. Still, I screamed and yelled and begged him to listen to me.

My throat went hoarse and tears soaked the collar of my shirt as the one person we thought we could trust betrayed us.


***


Blackness encompassed everything like a thick blanket. Where was I? Water dripped and splashed into a puddle somewhere nearby, and the smell of damp underground filled my nostrils.

My hands were manacled behind my back. I attempted to call out, but a strip of bulky fabric gagged me. Panic filled my veins, freezing them in icy fear. Where was Jaxon? Sari? Anyone?

I jerked against my bonds, and the cold metal cut into my wrists as I pulled against the manacles time and time again. Cuts bled and lubricated the manacles, spurring me to try even harder to free myself despite the pain. My wrists burned and pain surged through my forearms. Still I fought.

After what felt like an eternity, I gave up on escaping and instead began to examine what I could of my surroundings in the pitch-black darkness. The ground was rough and felt like cement. I grasped the thick, rusty chain that linked my hands to the cuffs, and followed it to the wall a few feet away. There the chain was cemented into the ground, the thick circular end half sunk in the hard floor.

My bound hands found the wall, and I slid to the floor in defeat. I whipped my head from side to side in an attempt to free my mouth from the gag, but the movements only made it sink further in. Chokes wracked my body, causing the chains to rattle and echo through the room. As tears of defeat welled in my eyes, I heard a shuffle.

Each footstep got louder and echoed against the walls. I pushed myself into the corner, the chill from the damp walls seeping through my already ruined clothes.

Suddenly light burst into the room, blinding me. I shielded my face against my battered shoulder, all the while wishing my arms weren’t restrained behind my back.

Xander stood in his medical jacket, hands behind his back. “Well, well, the spunky loner from Dome Four has finally broken. I thought it would take more than this, but maybe you’re not made of the caliber I thought. You mother certainly took longer to break,” he laughed as he kneeled down to my level and took out my gag. “Now do you understand why you’ll follow my orders? You don’t want to end up in a place like this forever, do you?”

“Go to hell, Xander.”

“If you’re not careful, that attitude will get your parents locked in the cell right beside you.”

I was terrified on the inside, but I refused to let Xander see it. I jutted my chin upward in defiance. “They would rather be there than follow any orders from you. From the Resistance.”

“Don’t act like you know the Resistance.”

“I know you’re part of them, and that they ruined our world. My parents won’t have anything to do with that, and neither will I.”

Xander shook his head in amusement. “Oh, I’m more than a part of the Resistance, love. I’m am the Resistance, and you will do as I say. That’s why I brought you here, after all.”

“I’ll die before I help you.”

“No, you won’t. I won’t let you,” he said coldly. “You may not help me physically, but I have your blood, which seems to be the key to creating more Elementalists. I’ll keep you alive, chained here in this cell, fed through an IV if you refuse to eat. You see, you’re more use to me here than if I were to put you into harm’s way.”

He stroked my cheek, and I turned away. He tsked. “Such a beautiful face. Shame you almost always wear a frown.”

I spit in his face.

There was no time to duck. His open hand connected with the side of my face and left me feeling like it was on fire. I wouldn’t cry. Wouldn’t let him get the pleasure.

“I’m not broken, Xander. You’ll never break me.”

“Everyone has their breaking point,” he breathed, his lips making me shiver as he ran them down my neck. “I will find yours, your family’s, and everyone you love, starting with Jaxon.”

Without another word, he left, plunging me into darkness once more.

Darkness and fear.

What had Mom said? If you don’t know what you’d die for, you haven’t lived enough.

I would die to save them. Save them all. But I had to get out of here.

I don’t know how long I sat shivering in the corner of the cold room. All I knew was that the pain in my cheek had subsided, I’d run out of tears, and exhaustion had replaced all other feelings but one.

Determination to save my friends and family.

Footsteps echoed outside again, and I cringed away from the sound. I didn’t want Xander to try to break me. Even more, I didn’t want to feel his lips or touch anywhere on my body ever again.

I turned my back to the door, too afraid to see his once reassuring smile.

The lights burst to life again, and I curled into a ball as best I could.

It wasn’t Xander’s voice that called out, though.

“If I unchain you, can I trust you not to run?”

I turned around in surprise. The light was still assailing, but I forced myself to focus.

Riggs’s face swam before me in a sea of tears.

He kneeled down and looked at me sternly, but said nothing. His nose was crooked from where Xander’s foot crushed it, and he sported two black eyes. He fished a handkerchief out of his long-tailed jacket and handed it to me.

“Please tell me Xander didn’t hurt you.”

Anger flared inside of me. “Hurt me? Riggs, you’ve lied since you brought me here. Lied to your son. Xander hasn’t had enough time to hurt me as much as you have.”

“And that is something that I can only hope you’ll forgive me for with time,” he said, sorrow in his eyes. He shook my bonds. “I need you to promise me you won’t run when I release you.”

“Trust begets trust, Riggs.”

“And I’m giving you a good faith promise by releasing you, little one.” He stood up and pulled me away from the corner of the room, which I now realized was a medical examining room not unlike the ones I’d seen en route to see my parents. A massive orb-like lamp hung in the middle of the room, its fluorescence on the verge of blinding. There was a cot, and on the wall there were markings, groups of four with a dash crossed through each of them. A tiny rusted bedpan sat in the corner of the room with flies swarming above it. A leaky faucet dripped into the pan and dirty water splashed out — the source of the dripping I’d heard in the darkness.

Someone had lived here. This wasn’t a medical room, this was a prison cell.

Riggs’s voice ripped through the horror of my surroundings as the weight of the manacles dropped from my hands. “You did quite a number on your wrists,” he said with a sigh. “You’ll probably need to have those bandaged.”

As he walked around to face me, I shrunk away. He laughed tiredly and rubbed his temples as he spoke, each word more exhausted than the last. “You don’t know anything, and yet between you, Sari, and my son, you seem to know everything. Oh, to be sixteen again and understand the world.”

I didn’t realize how badly I’d injured my wrists until I tried to push off the ground with them. Pain shot through my hands to the tips of my fingers and up to my elbows. I made it up, but it wasn’t without anguish. “I don’t have to understand the world to know that you’re evil.”

He sighed and hurried back to the door, glancing in either direction. “Avery, I’m not the man you think I am.”

Riggs’s calligraphic scrawl in Jaxon’s journal came to mind. “Then why would you use your son as a lab rat?”

“Because Xander threatened to kill him, my wife, and my other son if I didn’t!” Riggs shouted. “Because I was trying to save my family!”

Most people will do anything for their loved ones, Xander had said. It’s manipulation at its finest.

Xander had manipulated Riggs. Used him. Broken him.

I looked at Riggs and saw that broken man. He walked toward me, his eyes brimming with tears. “Now while I have your attention, I need to inform you of some things that you’ll need to pass onto my son.” He stuck his hand into his jacket pocket and pulled out a small, rectangular object. “This is a flash drive. Sari and Jaxon will know what to do with it. There are a series of videos on here that will explain everything I’ve done and why I’ve done it. I hope that after he watches this, he’ll understand I’m not the evil one.”

I gave him a stony look. “And all the journals, the information in them, is Jaxon supposed to believe that those were a product of you keeping him safe?”

Riggs looked confused. “Journals?”

“The journals you wrote about Jaxon’s experiments.”

Color drained from Riggs’s face. “I’ve never written in a journal. I kept all of my information on the flash drive I just gave you.”

“Then who…” I trailed off as I made the connection. “Jaxon said Xander gave him your journal. He’s been mad at you this whole time because of what you wrote, how you didn’t care!”

Tears streamed down Riggs’s face. “I cared, Avery, I did. Xander wouldn’t let me near Jaxon after the experiments. The only time I saw my son was when I conducted tests on him.”

He turned his back and walked back to the grey metal door, but before opening it, he glanced at me. “Another good faith payment to you.”

When he opened it, my parents stood outside.

Mom screamed and ran in, grabbing me in her arms and touching every inch of my face that she could find. “Avery! Dear God, I thought we’d lost you again. Riggs said that Jaxon would keep you safe, but no one ever makes it through the Plagues.”

“The Plagues?” I coughed out as I tried to inhale while she crushed me in a hug.

“The fire rain, tornado, earthquake, et cetera,” Dad said as he walked in, his face as white as chalk. He carried my messenger bag with him and set it down beside me. “It was a miracle that you and Jaxon made it back to the academy. I owe that boy more than I could ever repay for keeping you alive.”

“I thought you didn’t think anyone here was good?” I questioned.

Dad looked at Riggs, then Mom. “I’ve seen differently in the past few days.”

This wasn’t making any sense. “What are you talking about?”

Mom gripped my shoulders, her face intense as her eyes bore into mine. “Riggs isn’t with the Resistance. He’s been trying to get everyone out of here.”

I looked at Riggs, shocked. “Why bring more of us here if you want to get people out?”

Riggs stepped forward. “Because I needed to make sure that my son would be protected. That the people here I wanted to save would have an opportunity to escape and not be thrown to the wolves when they left. With you and your mother at the helm, we finally have a chance.”

My eyes searched his in the hope of finding some truth in his words, but he’d lied to me; lied to me and then kidnapped me.

I looked at Dad. “You trust this man?”

“Completely.”

“And you, Mom?”

Mom picked up my bag and took my hand. “With everything I have. I would never do anything to cause you more pain. All I’ve ever done is try to keep you out of the Resistance’s clutches. When Riggs came to me with his idea, I had to trust him. I couldn’t tell you that he was good, that he was helping us, because I didn’t now if you could keep it from Xander. We were going to tell you when the plan was ready, but with everything that’s happened, that plan got thrown out the window.”

Riggs stepped forward and extended his hand. “Bringing the people I needed to the enemy’s lair, to have them close so that I could free them, was the only thing I could think of. This has been in the works for a long time. I planted the idea to use the underground tunnel in Jaxon. I’m glad he’s at least taken to thinking the way I do. It may be the only good thing I’ve taught him.”

Dad put his hand on Riggs’s shoulder. “He’s a good young man, Atticus. He got that from you, even if he doesn’t know it yet.”

My mouth hung agape as I tried to connect the dots that were in front of me. “So you’re saying…”

“That I’ve been planning this since your mother arrived and spoke of you,” Riggs explained, “But I had to have Xander’s trust before I put anything into motion.”

“Xander’s trust?” I repeated.

“Yes. He’s the one that wants to build the army. The videos explain everything.” He put the flash drive in my hand and cupped both of his around mine. “Keep this safe. I want it to be with you, because you must survive. If anything happens to me…” He trailed off for a moment. “I want to make sure Jaxon knows the real me.”

I pulled my hand from his and quickly placed the flash drive in my messenger bag along with the sketchbook, and my father’s pocket watch. My hand grazed the usual spot where my mother’s teapot resided.

It was gone.

Loss surged through me as I looked up at my mother. “Mom, your teapot, it’s not in here.”

Mom looked at me as though I’d lost my mind and pulled me toward the door. The lights in the hallway flickered. “Now’s not the time to be worried about that, honey. We’ll get you another teapot.”

I looked at Riggs. “You took it.”

He shook his head in earnest. “I assure you that I did not. I did, however, restore the pocket watch I found in your house.”

Violation colored my vision as I imagined Riggs rummaging through my room, Alice unknowing in the other room while I was out. “You had no right to go there!”

“I needed to know what I was up against,” he said apologetically. “When I saw the memorabilia you still possessed from your parents, I wanted to restore the watch to its former beauty for you. I’m sorry.”

How could I be mad? Words evaded me as I turned back to my mom, who now pulled me along the dingy corridor. We followed behind Dad, and Riggs took up the rear. Our pace was furious, and Dad looked at the rusted numbers on the doors of the cells. Some weren’t even nailed to the door anymore, and instead the shadow of where they once were lingered to reveal the numbers.

Dad called back, his voice intense and focused. “Which number did you say that Jaxon was in, Riggs?”

“Twenty-two. He’ll be at the very end.”

“And Sari is where?”

“Number Five.”

Dad humphed in frustration. “Complete opposite ends of course. Xander isn’t foolish.”

Riggs made a noise of agreement. “I had to do what he told me.”

“We’ll make it work,” Mom said. She pushed ahead of Dad and reached the door marked twenty-two.

She didn’t wait on a key card. Instead, she placed her hands on the door and closed her eyes. The door hinges heated to a fiery red and melted. She kicked the door in with a loud clang.

Her eyes shined bright with pride as she turned to us, swaying slightly from her exertion. “Who’s the welcoming committee?”

Dad’s eyes were filled with resolve. “Let me go in first,” he said. “Then you’ll know what you’re walking into.”

Riggs held his arm out to stop Dad. “Let Avery go in. Jaxon trusts her. She’ll give us time to explain.”

What kind of condition would Jaxon be in? Fear crept into my thoughts, and I was afraid to be the first one to see him.

Riggs looked at me sadly. Age lines I hadn’t noticed before defined his forehead and made him look much older than I’d first imagined him to be. “I need you to do this. Not for me. I know you won’t do it for me; you have no reason to trust me, nor do I expect you to. No, I’m begging you to do this for Jaxon. He’ll listen to you. There’s no time to spare, and we need him — I need him.”

His voice was layered with the same compassion and desperation that my own mother’s had carried when she spoke to me earlier. I didn’t trust him, but I wouldn’t leave Jaxon alone to suffer.

“You’re right, I’m not doing this for you,” I said as I pushed through the group. “Let’s get Jaxon and keep moving.”

The light from the hallway bled in just enough for me to make out Jaxon’s figure in the back of the room. He wasn’t moving. I wasn’t sure I wanted to see more.

I found the light switch and flicked it on. The same blinding light hung in the middle of the room and filled the room with its fluorescence.

Jaxon’s arms were manacled as mine had been, but his chain was bolted to the ceiling. Jaxon hung limply from it, his knees barely scraping the ground. His shoulders hung awkwardly out of their sockets, and his torso was bloody. Lacerations that looked suspiciously like whip marks wrapped around his sides. His chest rose and fell weakly as he tried to open his swollen eyes. His face was a bloodied and bruised canvas; there was no part of him that was unscathed.

I screamed in horror as I sprinted the short distance between us and began to try to undo the manacles. “Jaxon! Oh, my God! What did they do to you?”

His face contorted into what might have been a smile had his lips not been cracked and swollen. “Just another day in paradise.”

Riggs and Dad ran in behind me, and I heard Riggs curse. Dad came to my side with a set of keys that Riggs must have used to undo my chains. He looked back at Riggs.

“Atticus, get ready to catch him when he falls. He’s too weak to carry his weight.”

His father’s name seemed to awaken Jaxon, who began to thrash in his bonds. He pushed himself to a standing position as the chain held him aloft and jerked his hands above him.

“Get away from me! Don’t touch me!”

“Jaxon, it’s okay,” I said as confidently as I could, scared to touch any part of him. “He’s not going to hurt you. He got me out of my cell. My mom and dad are here to help, too. We’re going to escape.”

His already puffy eyes narrowed and he continued to writhe against his chains, making it difficult for Dad to untie him. “You can’t trust a word he says. You know that, Avery.”

I put my hand on the one spot of his chest that wasn’t battered, just below the hollow of his throat. “Trust me, then.”

He stilled, and watched Dad as he finally lodged the key in the hole of the manacles. “Riggs, catch him.”

Riggs stepped forward, but stopped the moment Jaxon spoke. “No,” Jaxon said firmly. “I’ll walk on my own.”

When the manacles loosed his weight, he crumpled as I tried to hold him up. “Help me, please,” he whispered to my father.

The sadness in Riggs’s face was evident as my father and I helped Jaxon to his feet, each of us trying to support his weight with his arms draped over us. Jaxon winced as his shoulders ground in their displaced sockets with the motion.

“You’re too injured to walk,” Dad said as he scooped Jaxon up and put him over his shoulders like a wounded soldier. “I’m sorry, but we need to move.”

Jaxon opened his hand in search of mine. “Thank you,” he murmured as he gripped my hand in his. Blood dripped from a gash along his ribs and covered Dad’s neck. “Thank you for coming for me.”

“Riggs came for both of us.” I said, wanting to give Riggs credit where he was due. Jaxon said nothing, but simply let his head hang limp as Father carried him from his cell and into the hallway.

I looked at the people before me as they ran down the hall: Mom, Dad, and Riggs, and I realized that they were a team.

“What do you have planned?” I called out.

Riggs answered. “We’re getting Sari, and by then I’m hoping that Asher has retrieved Alice and his friends. If that all plays out, we’re going to escape. All of us. We’ll make a plan to come retrieve the rest of the students here after we’ve rendezvoused with the Alliance.”

Confusion riddled my thoughts. “I thought the Alliance was broken?”

“There are pockets who hide outside the domes.” Riggs said between breaths, the tails of his coat scraping the ground and the thumps of his dress shoes making more noise than the rest of us. “When you and Jaxon realized that the Earth wasn’t completely ruined, I knew we had to act fast. Xander wouldn’t allow you to have that knowledge. He told me to put you in the cells and said that he would dispose of you.”

My body went stiff, causing Mom to trip over herself. I whipped around to face Riggs. “Dispose of me? Of Jaxon?”

Riggs’s expression was severe. “Xander will get rid of anyone who stands in his way. Knowledge is dangerous, and he’ll take out anyone who finds out more than he wants them to.”

“What about you?” I spluttered. “You’re the one who runs this place!”

He laughed harshly. He pointed a finger to himself, his eyebrows raised. “Me? I’m a means to an end. I’m a dead man walking.”








CHAPTER

TWENTY-NINE


Riggs’s words rattled around my mind as we ran through the dingy hallway. Every step we took resounded against the narrow walls, and I felt the panic that accompanied claustrophobia edging into my senses.

“Where are we?” I asked.

“What used to be Ramsey County Jail,” Riggs explained as my father slowed to a jog. “Xander modified it to his tastes. It was much more humane prior to him.”

Jaxon’s shoulder popped audibly. Mom gasped in horror as he screamed in pain, but Riggs held up a hand. “We don’t have time,” he said sternly as he took the lead and ran down the hallway. “I’m afraid we’ve taken too long. We need to find Sari and get to the tunnel to meet Asher and Alice.”

“Are there tunnels everywhere?” I asked as he ran.

“Of course,” Riggs said. “Xander wanted this place to look as though no one inhabited it. It’s why the dome doesn’t have a true barrier. Alliance members might accidentally come upon it, but they’d never get out.”

The thought made me sick to my stomach. If all of this was true, Xander was more maniacal than I’d ever dreamed Riggs of being. And Xander was the one we’d aligned ourselves with. Shared our ideas, our plans.

There was no way we’d get out of here alive.

The numbers on the doors began to dwindle as we passed them. Jaxon’s head lolled back and forth with each step that Dad took. It pained me to see him so weak, and I wondered if we’d ever be able to fix his wounds.

The windows on these cells were larger. I searched for Sari, but only found bloodstained walls and one lone man curled in a corner, his arms wrapped around his knees as if to shield himself from the horrors he’d experienced. Then I saw his arm.

His mechanical arm.

“LEGS!”

My scream stopped our precession, Riggs spun to look at me. “Who? We don’t have time to waste!”

“We can’t leave Legs behind! He came for Alice and me. To save us.”

“We don’t know if he’s friend or foe,” Riggs argued.

“I don’t know if you’re friend or foe!”

Mom chastised me. “Avery!”

I spun and looked at her. “All I know about Riggs is that he kidnapped me. The past week and a half, I’ve seen him hurt and intimidate people. Forgive me for not believing he’s a knight in shining armor.” I extended my hand for his key card. “Get me in, and I’ll meet you in a minute. I’m not leaving Legs behind.”

“You’re so like your mother,” he muttered as he pushed past me and swiped his card.

I noticed Mom’s smile as she nodded her approval.

When the door clicked, Riggs turned and started back down the hall. “We can’t wait for you. Get him and come quickly.”

As they retreated down the hallway, the flickering lights made them look ghostly. I watched for a moment, then entered the room.

Legs was relatively unharmed, but his tired eyes were rimmed with red and the side of his face held a bruise that outlined a hand. Someone had slapped him, and hard. He looked up at me, a spaced-out smile playing across his face.

“The cavalry’s arrived.”

I fought the searing pain in my arms and helped him up. “Something like that.”

“You look like hell.”

“You should see Jaxon.”

“He always looks like hell.”

I chuckled in spite of the situation. “Well, he’s more hellish than usual. Why weren’t you chained in there?”

I felt Legs shrug and heard the cogs in his new arm work to execute the maneuver. “I don’t know. Xander put me in there and said it was for my own good.”

The rest of our group was outlined in the ghostly light down the hall, and I took off toward them with Legs in tow. He labored to stay with me. “Where are we going?”

“Getting the rest of our group. Don’t try to kill Riggs when you see him. Apparently he’s helping us escape.” 

“You don’t sound too confident.”

I tried to keep the doubt out of my voice. “I’m not, but he got us out of our cells, so I have to at least trust that.”

We skidded to a halt as Riggs emerged from the last cell and pulled the black pillowcase off Sari’s head. She fought Riggs’s grasp, but Mom assuaged her fears.

“Sari, Sari, it’s okay.”

She recoiled from my mother, back into Riggs’s chest. When she realized who he was, she breathed a sigh of relief. “Oh, thank God. I thought it was Xander and his minions.” She embraced Riggs like he was a lifelong friend. “Thank you, thank you, thank you. I’m so sorry for everything.”

Her response sent a wave of shock through me. Had Jaxon been in any shape to respond, he probably would have had a comment or twenty to throw their way. I looked from Riggs to Sari and back again before resting on Sari.

“Do you mind telling me what’s going on?”

“Those encrypted files? They were Riggs’s. I found out everything—and I do mean everything—and that’s why I was coming to Xander’s office. I wanted to get you out but make it look like it was Riggs who was the bad guy. He’s on our side, Avery. We’ve been wrong all along.”

Sari turned to face Riggs, who stood there, stoic. “What I don’t understand though, is why you’ve done this. Why you’d side with Xander to begin with.”

“Avery has a flash drive. It explains everything. It’s encrypted as well, so your expertise will be needed. You understand the need for the security,” Riggs said. “I couldn’t let Xander know my true intentions, but I needed to document everything. It speaks volumes about your talents that you were able to get past my firewalls and encryptions. I was right to bring you here.”

Sari flushed with pride. Riggs motioned all of us to follow him and I noticed the door at the end of the hallway. There was no card reader and no lock. Instead, the door looked welded shut. Riggs looked back at my mother, Legs and I. “I believe this is where your talents will be needed, ladies.”

Mom took Legs’s hand and stepped forward as though she knew what Riggs wanted. Dad and Riggs moved out of her way. Legs followed behind confused, but I stood rooted to my spot. Mom turned and looked at me. “What’s wrong?”

Fear consumed me. I was scared to stay here, but I was terrified of what could come. “We don’t know what’s on the other side of that door or why it’s welded shut, do we?”

Mom smiled at me and extended her hand palm up, beckoning me forward. “Darling, fear keeps us from moving forward. Being courageous is the only option you have, otherwise you’ll never know what could have been.”

Dad pressed a hand into the small of my back. “Don’t fret, my dear. It’ll all be over soon. Be brave.”

Just then an alarm sounded, reverberating through the halls. We ducked in unison from the offensive sound. Riggs called out over the din. “Xander’s realized what’s going on! There’s no time!”

Dad pushed me forward. “Go, Avery! Follow your mother’s instructions!”

I ran forward and watched my mother extend her hands. She looked at me, her expression calm. “I know you don’t have much experience, but you’ve got to focus on breaking through the wall. Burn a straight line, and Legs will punch through with his metal arm.”

I shot Riggs an I told you so look. “Good thing I got him, huh?”

Riggs simply nodded, his lips in a tight line.

I put my hands outward, palms pressed against the cool metal door alongside Mom’s. I watched as a faint glowing line emerged at the foot of the door where my mother focused her attention.

“Avery, please!” Mom said through gritted teeth. “I can’t do this alone!”

I focused my attention on the embers that began to emerge in the metal, concentrating on making the heat even stronger. The glow brightened, and I heard Riggs cheer behind us. All around us the alarm sounded, and the lights began to flicker even more. I heard lights shutting off one by one behind us.

“He’s killing the power!” Riggs yelled from behind us. “Hurry!”

We pushed harder, and the line crept upward. One by one the lights flicked off until we were left with the one directly above us. The line we’d burned through through the door was an upside down “L.” As we went to create the last corner, the lights went completely out.

“Damn!” yelled Riggs. “Legs! Can you break through? This place is airtight! He’ll cut the oxygen next!”

I willed my tired body to produce a flame in my hand. It burst to life and I saw my mom leaning against the wall, sweat covering her face, her eyes were closed. It was obvious the Elemental force had sapped her energy. I, on the other hand, felt stronger from using it. I forced myself to push on and felt the exertion sap my strength.

Legs stood in front of the door and flexed his fingers, grunting as he flung his fist forward. The door groaned under the assault, bending but not breaking. He pulled his hand away, the knuckles of his hand bent from the collision of metal on metal. He cocked back once more and launched another attack as a hissing noise came through the grate in the ceiling.

“He’s shutting off the oxygen!” Riggs said as red lights began to flash overhead, casting everyone in a bloody glow.

The alarm seemed to kick Legs into overdrive. His hand screeched against the metal, denting it but not breaking through.

“I need more help!” He yelled.

I gritted my teeth and threw the flame in my hands toward the door, willing it to engulf the metal and melt it. The flames licked the door. It began to glow, and Legs wheezed beside me as he tried to pull back.

But the lack of oxygen was having its way. The fire died almost instantly. Instead of using only his fist, Legs lunged forward and threw his entire shoulder into the door. The metal ground and screeched as his arm bit through the weakened steel, ripping a hole into the tunnel behind it.

Oxygen hissed through the door and we all barreled through, following Legs who led the charge. I looked back to see Dad still carrying Jaxon and Riggs helping my mom stay afoot. My body cried out for rest, but there was nowhere to go but into the unknown tunnel and pray that allies were on the other end.


***


The only sounds in the tunnel were our ragged breathing. My muscles rebelled against the forward motion, pain shooting through my shins and calves each time my feet pounded against the wet ground. The stitch in my side gnawed and made it hard to inhale.

Up ahead, light began to illuminate the path. Two figures blocked the opening, their bodies silhouettes. I prayed they weren’t enemies. There was no way we could fight anyone off in the state that our group was in.

“Riggs! You made it!” Asher called out as he ran forward. “Good God, what’d you do? Get run through a blender in the process?”

“Something like that,” Riggs grunted as he hefted Mom a little higher on his shoulder. “Tell me you’ve got Alice?”

Alice’s small voice rang out. “I’m here!”

“Good,” Riggs said as we neared the mouth of the tunnel and ascended the few steps to the atrium.

I panicked. “Why are we back in the Academy?”

“Because we’ve got to get to Jaxon’s buggy,” Riggs answered.

Despair set in as the logistics of getting everyone to Jaxon’s lab set in. “It’s across the dome! There’s no way we’ll get there!”

“The buggy’s closer than that!” exclaimed Asher, who ran to the main stairs excitedly. “It’s right outside!”

The floor beneath us began to rumble, and growls filled the atrium as we followed Asher.

“What is that?” Dad wondered aloud, “The Plagues can’t be used again for twenty four hours!”

Our motley crew piled into the elevator and the doors began to close, but not before I caught sight of what was coming toward us.

A sea of burned men—men that looked like Riggs’s older son—were surging toward us, arms extended and teeth bared like rabid animals. They trampled over one another, and more than one went down under the feet of his comrades, screaming in agony as he was crushed by the weight of the innumerable masses.

“WE NEED TO GO NOW!” I screamed.

The doors shut as the first man jumped unnaturally high and hurdled the banister of the stairway, his face connecting with the metal grating. Blood splattered between the closing doors and sprayed us.

Riggs was the only one who didn’t seem to be fazed by the attack. “Xander has more of them than I imagined.”

Dad’s voice was astonished and disgusted as he wiped the blood from his cheek. “What are they?”

“The Alliance army that escaped the nuclear bomb in New York,” Riggs said as light began to stream through the grate in the elevator’s ceiling. “They were mutated by the radiation. Xander convinced them that he could save our world. They follow Xander’s orders without question.” He looked at me sadly. “My son in the medical wing…”

I held a hand up. “I understand. You don’t have to say anything else.”

The elevator slowed and the door opened, and we spilled out into the last stairwell that separated us from potential freedom. Everyone surged toward the final door. Legs barreled through it, metal shoulder first, without any regard for his body. Instinct drove our every move; the desire to escape flooded our veins with adrenaline.

Just as Asher promised, the buggy sat humming expectantly outside the door. Its legs were lowered and the door open, ready for us to board. Riggs leapt in and donned the controls as Dad laid Jaxon on the back seat. The rest of us piled in behind. I looked up and realized we were under the concrete and steel overpass.

“How are we getting out of here in this thing?”

Riggs pressed a green button and the buggy shuddered to life, pushing off the ground and lifting the carriage into the air. Before it hit the overpass, Riggs punched a flashing red button and the glass that protected us when we escaped Dome Four suddenly covered the carriage. It connected with the underbody of the overpass and cracked, but didn’t break. The overpass crumbled and sunlight spilled through the new opening.

Riggs yelled back to me with pride. “Never underestimate my son’s ingenuity!”

The legs of the buggy groaned as they gripped the disintegrating roadway, pulling us out of the pit. The gears weren’t meant to deal with such extreme conditions, and steam rose from the front leg. A screw popped off at one of the joints, causing the buggy to lurch forward. I gripped the seat tighter and prayed the remaining legs would support our escape.

Dad yelled from the back seat, his tone panic-ridden. “We’ve got company!”

I looked back to see one of the burned men pounding the glass with a mangled fist, his eyes opaque and unseeing. He was relentless in his attack, and the glass cracked and spider-webbed under his third blow. The man howled with triumph.

Riggs cursed and jerked the controls back and forth, causing the carriage to sway from side to side. The man lost his grip and fell away from the glass. I followed his descent to the ground, horrified.

Hundreds of the burned men ran below in varying states of undress, their military uniforms still clinging to their bodies where they were unburned. They climbed up the moving legs of the buggy with inhuman speed, catapulting themselves higher and higher along the legs as they gained purchase on the steel bolts that extended from the sides.

“This is bad!” I said over the din. “VERY bad!”

“Keep calm!” Riggs yelled from the front.

“Calm? Have you seen what’s coming for us?” screamed Alice.

“Avery, can you send a rain to make the legs wet?” called Riggs, his body tense with each jerk of the controls as he tried to keep the buggy from going down under the added weight of the soldiers. “We need to keep them off the buggy!”

I remembered the last time I tried to create an element, but I refused to let the memory hinder my ability. I was strong enough for this; I had to be. I closed my eyes and extended my hands, begging for the rain to come.

It didn’t.

“I don’t know what to do!” I shook my hands and jumped up and down, hoping that my crude rain dance would bring down a torrent. “It’s not working!”

Mom stood and swayed against the movements of the carriage as she came toward me in the center. She clutched my hand with hers, and supported herself with her free hand against the center seat.

“Together!” she yelled over the bedlam that surged around us. She lifted our joined hands in the air and together we yelled, “RAIN!”

The result was immediate. A hurricane wind came from the west and nearly tipped the buggy over. I opened my eyes to hail and rain and wind that converged on us with unrelenting force. Everyone cheered in unison, as we watched the men lose their grip and fall back to earth.

I turned to congratulate Mom when I felt her weight sag, pulling my arm down. She collapsed to the floor, her face white and slack.

“Mom!” I shook her. “MOM!”

Dad fell to the ground beside me, the space too close to hold all of us crouching around Mom. Dad pushed me out of the way and scooped her up in his arms as he sat beside her.

“No, no, no, not now. You’re strong,” he said to her, speaking as though it were only the two of them. “Be courageous like you told Avery. You can’t leave me now. We’ve weathered the storm. We’re getting out of here, don’t do this.”

He rattled her shoulders, her body limp. I fell on top of her, crying uncontrollably. “Mom! No! I just got you back!”

Legs pulled me off and wrapped me in his embrace as we both watched my father plead with his wife to live. To live and be brave and survive another day.

Her eyes closed for a moment, but then she focused on me. “Avery, my baby,” she said as she coughed, a small line of blood trickling from her nose. “I’m so glad I got to see the woman you’ve become.”

She reached her hand out, and I caught it just as it began to fall. Her grip was weak, but I felt the minute squeeze. “Never let anyone take away your hope for a better future. Know what’s worth living—and dying—for.”

As the words left her lips, a small smile turned the corners of her mouth upward. She looked at Dad. “I’m ready to go home, my love. I’ll save your spot, and wait for you.”

Her hand went limp.

“NO!” I screamed as I watched the light leave her eyes, her expression peaceful but far away.

“It’s too late, Avery, she’s gone.” Legs said as he held me tight and pulled my head to his chest. “The exertion was too much. She’s gone.”







CHAPTER

THIRTY


Tears filled my vision. Not Mom. 

I’d just gotten her back.

The memories of us laughing, talking late into the night, practicing—everything we’d done for the past week. It’d felt like a dream.

And now it was just that: a dream and a memory fading away into nothing like smoke on the wind.

Anguish and fear and fury consumed me.

This was all Xander’s fault.

I would kill him if it were the last thing I accomplished on this earth.

Riggs’s voice bit through the angry buzz in my ears. “Hold on!”

Legs’s embrace grew stronger and his metal arm bit into my exposed flesh. I gasped in pain as I saw one of his broken metal rods slice my upper arm, leaving behind a crimson stain that quickly dripped down my arm and over the metal components of his own appendage.

The buggy hit the invisible barrier of the dome and stuttered, the mechanisms fighting against the unseen force. I heard Riggs grunt in frustration, and all of sudden the buggy jerked forward. Fire engulfed the hatch as the buggy pushed through the fortification and caused a torrent of heat to cover us like a blanket.

The force of the explosion caused Legs to lose his grip on me and we all tumbled toward the front of the carriage, pressing Riggs to the controls. The buggy jolted violently and the snap of metal twisting apart resonated in my bones. Another leg must have been buckled. The carriage swayed to the right and suddenly the ground was coming closer, closer, closer.

The screech of metal and the screams of my friends filled my ears. The world spun around me in a haze of colors, yells, and smoke. Pandemonium reigned. It was ironic that we would escape the dome only to die right outside the limits.

Legs groaned and pulled himself out of the ruined buggy, but I couldn’t bring myself to move. Everything hurt, and I was positive my wrist was broken. I hadn’t tried to move anything else out of fear that it would be just as excruciating.

“Avery?” Dad called.

“I’m here,” I coughed.

“Legs?”

“Ugnhhh…”

“Jaxon?” Dad role-called.

“Rainbows and unicorns, as always.”

“Riggs?”

I watched as Dad pulled Jaxon from under a large piece of rubble.

“Riggs?” Dad repeated.

There was a gurgle, accompanied by Legs shouting. I whipped my head around to find more horror.

Legs held Riggs aloft in the clutches of his steel hand, his grip so tight that Riggs was kicking and flailing to free himself. Blood trickled down the side of Riggs’s neck, where Legs’s metal fingers bit into his flesh.

“Make it let go!” Legs yelled. “Make it stop!”

Dad dropped Jaxon’s limp body and ran to Legs’s side. Riggs’s eyes were bloodshot, a silent scream emitting from his mouth.

Legs cried out again, looking to Dad for answers. “Why can’t I control it? What’s happening? Make it stop!”

Dad struggled to pry the metal fingers away from Riggs’s neck. I watched, unable to look away from the grisly scene as Riggs’s attempts to free himself became less and less powerful.

“Because I don’t take lightly to traitors.” Xander’s voice boomed from all around us. A high-pitched squeal erupted from the speakers as Xander’s voice rang out once more. “Did you really think I’d give Legs the mechanical arm that I built, that I designed, without programming it to murder the treacherous bastard who backstabbed me?”

I scanned the ground for something—anything—to use to free Riggs from Legs’s sadistic grip. His voice was full of pride and malice as the speakers in the dome hissed from the sheer volume being put out. “That was a gift from me to Riggs, and he betrayed me. I gave him a second chance at life, a second chance with his son, and this is how he repays me? With lies and deceit? He won’t live to boast of becoming a turncoat.”

Legs gripped the metal arm with his human hand and tried to pry it from the sockets that bolted it in place, his fingernails scrabbling against the welding.

“Get it off! Get it off and then it’ll stop!”

There. A piece of metal.

Xander’s voice boomed. “It’ll stop when Riggs is dead. Which is…now.”

“No it’s not!”

I brought the metal down, its weight crashing down with enough force to halfway cut through Legs’s metal arm. Wires sparked and whipped where they were sliced, spraying in all directions. The hand released Riggs as it jerked out of control.

Riggs hit the ground with a sickening crunch, but I heard him splutter and cough as he pulled oxygen back into his lungs before passing out.

“Avery Pike, you continue to impress me with your desire to make your lot worse and worse. I will have you back here alive. You and your mother, but the rest will die. And you will watch. Maybe I’ll even have you pull the trigger on Jaxon.”

Dad couldn’t contain himself. He stood and his voice cracked as he yelled. I turned toward the group, careful to avoid Riggs’s still body. Veins bulged in Dad’s neck and spit flew from his mouth as he yelled out in rage.

“You killed Regina, but you’ll never have my Avery! Regina and I have spent our lives protecting her from the Resistance, and I won’t stop now. I’ll die before I let you have her!”

“Regina didn’t die by my hand,” Xander’s voice crackled through the loudspeakers that echoed from the dome. “She died in vain for an Alliance that’s dead. And you, Cole, are now completely useless to me. My soldiers will come for your traitorous group, and you will die.”

Legs’s metal arm swung to life, landing a solid backhand blow to the side of Dad’s face. I screamed and tried to go to his aid, but Legs’s body was not his own. He looked on in horror as his hand lifted me in the air and I began to choke. He threw me to the ground, and my head struck a rock nearby.

My vision swam. Just before darkness clouded my sight, new pairs of feet came into view.

The soldiers had come for us.


***


I awoke with hands poking and prodding me. Cool water ran over my body and left me feeling exposed as the air hit my skin.

I was naked.

I tried to pull up, but my arms and legs were strapped to the bed. Panic consumed me.

Where was I?!

People cloaked in the white medical coats milled about the room. One woman held a clipboard and kept looking at a computer screen that lit up with numbers and lines while a man pressed his thick fingers against my jugular.

I was naked, and these people were touching me.

I screamed. “Let me go! Get off me!”

“We’ve got a live one, boys!” cried a woman whose voice I didn’t know. Her clipboard clattered to the ground as she threw her entire weight into keeping my upper half pinned to the table. “It’s all right, dear, you’re safe here! We’re just cleaning you up!”

Her black hair tickled my face as it rained down in sheets around her face, and I spat to keep it out of my mouth. She smelled of cinnamon and vanilla. Not what I’d imagined death would smell like. Even with her reassurance, I bucked and screamed and begged to be left alone. Tears streamed down my face and I blubbered incoherently.

She hollered over my screeches. “I need sedation!”

There was a prick at the crook of my arm. My vision blurred again as the sting of the medicine expanded my vein. The woman’s face began to spin in circles and became a kaleidoscope of colors as the medicine took its toll on me.

“Don’t kill me,” I slurred.

“Wouldn’t dream of it, honey,” said the woman, her face fading into the blackness. “Wouldn’t dream of it.”








CHAPTER

THIRTY-ONE


My second awakening was much less traumatic, as I woke to the sound of birds chirping.

No, it couldn’t be real. There had to be a track playing somewhere.

I pushed myself off the plush bed, my hands sinking into the soft sheets and mattress as the duvet fell away. My arms were bare and free of the cuts and bruises I knew should be there. The black shirt that I wore was soft and worn. For a moment I wondered who dressed me, but the curiosity of what happened to my wounds won out. I shoved the covers down to expose my legs and pulled the black pants up to my knees, expecting to find lacerations and half-healed gashes.

Nothing. Not one scratch.

The birds calling to one another caught my attention, and I scanned the room for the source.

I wasn’t in the Academy; this room was too simple to exist there. The bed was a simple twin with fresh sheets and blankets. Across the room sat a wooden dresser that was painted a country blue, the paint chipping a bit at the corners as though it had been loved and used for many years. Above it hung a mirror that had a window as its frame, the grid-like pattern still intact and meant to look like a window to the outdoors.

That’s when I saw it.

A door with a window to the outside.

Outside.

I leapt from the bed, marveling at the fact that nothing hurt. My feet seemed to move on their own accord, and being able to look out of a window mesmerized me.

I approached cautiously, afraid to step into the direct sunlight that shone in. Dust motes moved like tiny planets in orbit, dancing with one another on their descent to the ground. After a moment of deliberation, I chanced it and extended my hand into the ray of light.

Warmth blanketed my flesh, but it didn’t burn. No, it felt amazing. I turned my hand over and allowed my palm to embrace the heat as well. Pleased, I stepped into the sunlight and peered out the window.

A small tree stood outside the window majestically, the green buds of leaves beginning to grow on the tips of the branches.

I had to touch it.

I opened the door. The cool wind washed over me, the fresh scents of the outdoors enveloping me. I took a deep breath and smiled as I took my first step onto green grass.

It was soft under my feet and tickled my toes. I ran my hand along a bush nearby and watched the three little birds that sat in the lower branches of the tree. They preened themselves and chirped happily.

Real birds.

Real birds.

I let out a whoop of delight and danced right there, too excited to stand silently in this new revelation. The birds took flight, and I watched them in awe as they disappeared in the glare of the sun.

The sun was real, bright and warm; the tree, the birds, the dust motes.

Earth wasn’t ruined.

“Excited to know that our whole lives have been lies, huh? I knew you were a couple crayons short of a whole box.”

I turned to find Jaxon leaning against the doorframe of my room, his arms crossed and his muscles burdening the sleeves of his too tight t-shirt. His dreadlocks fell freely around his ears and his sardonic smile gave me butterflies all over again.

“I’m excited to know that we’re alive, actually.”

He flashed an impish grin as he pushed himself off the frame and sauntered over to me, his hands in his pockets. “Give it a minute to soak in, then dwell in the angst of a lie-ridden fifteen years with me again.”

I laughed and looked around the green yard. “Aren’t you a ray of sunshine,” I gestured back to the building. “Where are we? Not the Academy, obviously.”

“Obviously,” Jaxon said as he came closer to me, exuding happiness that I had never experienced from him. “The Alliance isn’t dead. Riggs got us to the meeting point. They came to our aid when the buggy collapsed.”

“And the burned soldiers?”

“Most of them are dead.”

“Most of them?”

Jaxon shrugged, clearly unperturbed by the thought of more soldiers lurking, waiting in the wings for another attack. “Xander called them back when the Alliance made their appearance. He knew they were outnumbered, I guess.”

I raised my eyebrows. “He wouldn’t let us go like that.” A thought hit me. “Alice’s tracker…”

“Already taken care of. The Alliance got us out of the line of fire and surgically removed it before they got anywhere near this place.”

“And this place is?”

Jaxon’s smile broadened. “Dome Four. Well, right outside of it in the surrounding neighborhoods, actually.”

My mouth dropped. “You’re kidding me!”

“Nope. Seems like you were in the heart of the Alliance the entire time. Go figure.”

“My parents…”

“Your dad is in the men’s wing. Right next door to me, actually.”

As pain constricted my heart from losing Mom, I thought of Riggs. “Jaxon, your dad…”

“Apparently still has a streak of goodness somewhere in that creepy shell of his.”

I stood there in shock for a moment, surprised to hear Jaxon say that. I could tell he was fighting back tears. He stared at the wooden floor, and I understood why. It was easier to stave off tears if you weren’t looking at someone who cared about you.

“So you got the flash drive to work?”

“Yeah. Sari made quick work of it when she woke up.”

“And Legs? Everyone?”

Jaxon’s eyes darkened. “Everyone’s fine. The Alliance took good care of us. As for Legs, they got the arm off. He hasn’t come out of his room since. Refuses to eat most of the time.”

I hesitated before asking my next question, unsure how to word it. “Do you hate him?”

Jaxon looked at me, surprised. “Hate him? For what? Being a pawn of Xander’s? I was too; taken in by him, fooled to believe he was looking out for me. I can’t hate Legs for something that I was guilty of. I don’t have time for hate in my heart anymore, Avery.”

His sage-like insight surprised me. I wasn’t sure I’d be as reasonable if the tables were turned. “And your brother? The soldier?”

Jaxon sighed. “I don’t know if he’s alive or dead, but either way, he’s not on our side. Xander has him under his thumb like the rest of the ruined Alliance army.”

“I never thought someone could be so evil, especially Xander. He had us all fooled. How could he get so malevolent?”

“Sari thinks it’s all on the flash drive,” Jaxon said sadly. “There are a couple files she hasn’t hacked into, but she said it looks like Riggs gave us a lot of information on Xander and the Resistance. Riggs is still under sedation. Doctors said it’s better to let him heal without waking him up. That arm did a number on him,” Jaxon sighed. “The flash drive is a good start to what our next steps should be. Sari will probably have all the files opened by the end of the week. She’s scary when she’s determined.”

I laughed. “That’s true,” I said, then paused. It sounded like they’d had time to get things going, which made me wonder how long we’d been here. “How long has it been since we arrived?”

“Three days.”

So I’d been asleep for three days. I patted my body down. “Where are all our injuries?”

Jaxon’s face was a mixture of emotions. “It seems that Dome Four isn’t frugal because they’re poor, they’re frugal because they save up for times of need. They have all the technology, all the medicine they could ever need—for the dome and for us. Our injuries were supposedly easy to fix. The Alliance is strong, but they’re also smart. They understand that the Earth isn’t something you can abuse. They’re trying to make it inhabitable again.”

I pointed skyward, where real clouds dotted the sky. “Looks like they’re doing a good job.”

“Yeah, but it’s a far cry from ready. We’ll still have to go underground some days because of the carbon levels or the UV rays being too dangerous. And with the resistance doing everything they can to abuse resources…”

“It makes my job more important,” I finished.

He nodded. “That’s why Xander wanted to figure out how to duplicate your gift. Endless resources, bottled up in the human body. He could abuse the earth without ramification if he could keep using humans.”

I shuddered at the thought of being used like cattle, then discarded when my usefulness had ended. “What’s his end goal, do you think?”

“According to the videos that Dad has? One world regime, with him at the head. He’s power hungry, and keeping people resigned to the domes keeps him in power. When people know there’s hope for a future, they’re dangerous. Keep them oppressed, keep them thinking that all they have is all there is, and he can control them. He’s corrupted Dome Seven. We don’t know how far his reach is yet.”

The thought scared me. Could a single person manipulate us as an entire body? “And the Alliance wants to stop it, right?”

Jaxon nodded.

Resolve rose inside me at the thought of my mother dying for the Alliance to continue. “We need to fight with them.”

Jaxon’s smiled broadened. “I was wondering when you’d say that. You’re kind of the poster child for our merry little band of rebels now. Your mother was one of the leaders in the Alliance, and they want you to fill her spot.”

“They?”

“The Alliance leaders. I’ve only met one, and her name is Alexandra, but everyone calls her Lexie.” Jaxon explained. “But from what I hear, you tried to buck her off the bed when you first came to in the compound.”

I blushed. Of course I’d try to take out someone that was leading the Alliance.

Jaxon put a hand on my waist. He brushed the dreads out of his face with the other, his blue eyes shining in the sunlight. “She thought it was great, by the way. Said you already remind her of your mother.”

Tears flooded my vision as my mind recalled the last moments of my mother’s life. Her peaceful smile even in death gave me hope, but I still felt empty knowing I’d never get to have a relationship with her. Guilt rested in the pit of my stomach, and I leaned against Jaxon. I wrapped my arms around myself to prevent me from breaking from the inside out, the way it felt I might.

“She shouldn’t have died. I should have been able to fend those soldiers off on my own. Her body…she wasn’t used to using her abilities. Riggs had been forcing me to use mine, to get stronger, and I still couldn’t do it well. I killed her because I couldn’t keep the soldiers away by myself.”

Jaxon lifted my chin and wiped away the tear that escaped. “Hey, this isn’t your fault,” he said gently. “She died protecting you. Protecting you was her life’s goal, and she accomplished that. You’re safe.”

He wrapped me in his arms as tears streamed down my face. Jaxon had broken down my walls, and I was unable to put them back in place now. Wetness tickled the top of my ear, and I pulled away to glance up at him again.

He was crying as well.

Sadness permeated our moment. I bit the inside of my lip as I thought of how lonely Jaxon must feel. “You know you have a second chance with Riggs now.”

“You’re right,” he said in agreement, “I just need time to adjust to it. I know he’s a good man.”

“You got that from him,” I said fervently.

His eyes widened, his expression shocked. “You think I’m a good man? Even after all the stuff I threw at you?”

“Well, you were kind of a tool, I’ll admit,” I said as we both laughed. “The thing is, I saw glimpses of good in you. You couldn’t hide your true colors all the time.”

He smiled. “Kind of like Riggs.”

I put my hand on his chest and felt his steady heartbeat thrum in time with mine. “It’s okay to be like your dad.”

Jaxon picked me up and carried me back to my bedroom. We both sat against the foot of the bed and held each other, allowing ourselves to be vulnerable. I knew we would never speak of it again, but in that moment, I knew that no one would ever know me the way that Jaxon did.

The sunlight waned and gave way to twilight, illuminating the clouds outside the window in brilliant crimson and purple. It looked like a soft patchwork quilt in the sky. Another pang of sorrow hit me as I realized that Mom would never see the beauty of a sunset as a free woman, which brought on a fresh wave of tears.

“Mom’s gone, and I don’t even have her teapot anymore. I have nothing to remember her by.”

“You mean that old lump of steel you toted around in your messenger bag?”

Jaxon’s voice was surprisingly unconcerned.

I pulled away from him. “That old lump of steel? That was the only thing of my mother’s that I owned!”

“It deserved to be more than just a lump of steel.” He used his free hand to fish into the side pocket of his cargo pants. He placed his hand on mine, and I felt the familiar weight of the teapot in my palm. His lips curved into a smile. The reflection of the clouds outside shimmered in his eyes, and I was sure that I could see into the depths of his soul. “It deserved to be as beautiful and strong as you and your mother.”

When he pulled his hand away, I saw that the brushed steel had been shaped into a lily.

“Thank you,” I managed to choke out.

“Hey now, none of that,” Jaxon said gruffly, as he too fought to keep his emotions in check. “I stole from you. You’re not supposed to get choked up over that.”

I laughed. “It’s beautiful.”

We sat in easy silence as the sun continued to set, just the two of us. Finally, I cleared my throat as I ran my fingers over the petals of the lily in my hand. “I don’t know if I’m ready to talk to everyone yet.”

“That’s okay. The Alliance is strong; it won’t crumble if you need a little while to collect yourself.”

I nodded absentmindedly, and Jaxon lifted his head to look at me. “Do you mind if I stay with you? You know, until you’re ready?”

“That would be nice.”

Jaxon’s face took on a sheepish grin, and he gestured his head toward the door. “I have to admit that you’ve got a couple people outside the door dying to see you.”

My eyes glanced over to the door, where Sari and Alice peered around the corner. “How long have you two been standing there?”

Alice walked in, her usual conspiratorial manner firmly in place. “Long enough to know that Jaxon is a closet romantic.”

“Which is something I suspected, anyway,” added Sari. She put her arm around Alice. It looked like they were becoming partners in crime. “He’s always had a teddy bear collection in his laboratory. Wait. I wasn’t supposed to tell her that, was I, Jax?”

“Shut up before I tell her about your boy band CD collection.”

“What’s that?” I asked.

“A big lie,” Sari said with a laugh. “Disregard him, he’s a serial liar.”

Their smiles were encouraging as they sat down beside us, Alice’s eyes sneaking to the window where fireflies illuminated the twilight.

She curled up against my open side. “My room didn’t have a window,” she said quietly. “Would you mind if we had a sleepover tonight, for old times’ sake?”

I laughed. “When have I ever turned down a sleepover?”

“Me, too?” asked Sari.

“I’m not sure how many people can fit in a twin size bed, but we can find out.”

“If there’s going to be three women in a bed, then I feel like I should be there too,” Jaxon said.

The only response he got was a punch in the arm from Alice.

I sighed. “You know, if you had told me we’d survive everything, I don’t know if I would have believed it.”

Jaxon chuckled. He closed his eyes, pulling me close to him. “When you’re ready, we’ll face this together, starting with Elemental courses.”

I leaned forward. “Elemental courses? You’ve got to be kidding!”

Jaxon laughed. “You’re back home, what did you think would happen? Just because you’re kind of a big deal, it doesn’t exempt you from honing your craft. You’ll need it more than ever, and I want to be able to hold my own. When you were out, I had them give me a little vial of your blood. We’ll see if Xander was onto something.”

“I did too,” said Sari.

Alice nodded. “And me as well.”

“Guys…” I said, shocked. “You guys shouldn’t have done that. And I thought you didn’t want to be a guinea pig, Jaxon.”

“Well, if I’m your guinea pig, I guess I’m okay with it. Let’s just keep calm and carry on.”

That sounded like a good place to start. I released my hold on Jaxon’s hand and stood to walk over to the dresser. I delicately laid down the flower and smiled as the moonlight danced off the brushed steel.

Mom would have loved to dance in the moonlight.

I turned to see Jaxon smiling serenely at me. Jaxon’s words came out in a whisper, but they were fervent and laced with emotion. “You’ll do her memory well, I know it.” He extended his arms out and waited for me to fill them. “Come here, Steel Lily.”

There was no hesitation as I allowed him to hold me, his warmth making me feel safe. I snuggled in and took a deep breath, inhaling his scent. Alice leaned into my other side, and Sari joined in.

It was a gift to have such an amazing group of friends.

Although we had a long ways to go before we were really safe, I knew that together, we could stand against anything that the Resistance could throw at us. Our strength was forged in the bonds of our friendship, and if we could hold onto that, we would win the war.



<  >


“Above all, we must realize that no arsenal, or no weapon in the arsenals of the world, is so formidable as the will and moral courage of free men and women. It is a weapon our adversaries in today's world do not have.”

--Ronald Reagan
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