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I already knew he was a psychopath. But now?


He’s more dangerous than ever.


And I have less than twenty-four hours to stop him.


After escaping Lengard and finding sanctuary with the Remnants, Alyssa Scott is desperate to save those she left behind—and the rest of the world—from the power-hungry scientist, Kendall Vanik. But secrets and lies block her at every turn, and soon Lyss is questioning everything she has ever believed.


When long-lost memories begin to surface and the mysteries of her past continue to grow, Lyss battles to retain her hard-won control. Allies become enemies and enemies become allies, leaving her certain about only two things: when it comes to Speakers, nothing is ever as it seems . . . and the only person she can trust is herself.
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CHAPTER ONE


Looking around the large underground cavern lit by flaming torches, I wonder—not for the first time—whether I’ve made a mistake in coming here.


“Come on, Creator girl. I don’t have all day.”


I purse my lips at Keeda, but before I can respond, Pandora snorts and says, “I see my nickname has caught on.” She doesn’t look up at us, one hand twirling her purple pigtail, the other stabilizing the massive volume in her lap, the title Advanced Quantum Mechanics in gold foil down the spine.


Spearing a look at both of them, I only stop myself from saying what they can do with their nickname because of the half smile I catch on Cami’s face. She’s sitting on the ground beside Pandora with my kitten, Schrödinger, on her lap, stroking his glossy black-and-white coat. Her easy humor has been absent for the last six days, and I don’t want to risk being the reason for it vanishing again.


“I don’t understand why Kael—” I start to say, but Keeda cuts me off.


“Kael’s busy.” She chews like a camel before blowing a large pink bubble, the resulting pop echoing obnoxiously in the underground space. “So you have to make do with me.”


I bite back all the things I want to say, a tumultuous storm rising within me.


Six days have passed since Keeda helped Cami and me escape Lengard, six days since we sought refuge with the Remnants in the catacombs beneath Sydney’s Taronga Zoo. The first three I spent unconscious, only to awaken and have Kael explain what had happened and how we had come to be here. I’d been so anxious to leave straight away, to return to Lengard and save those we had left behind: the Speakers still in the hands of the dangerous scientist, Kendall Vanik, and his powerful accomplice, Dr. Alvin Manning. Our friends and … and Ward—Cami’s brother, and my … my …


I’m still uncertain how to define the relationship between Ward and me, one that I believed was founded on lies and betrayal, until he sacrificed his freedom to save my life. It was then that the truth came out: he had been protecting me all along.


When I awoke in the catacombs, I was desperate to get back to him—to all of the innocent Lengard Speakers—but I had been so weak from Vanik’s torture that I could barely stand, let alone embark on a rescue mission. Kael, however, had promised that when I was feeling better, we would return and save them all.


Another three days have passed since then, and thanks to Cami’s healing power, not only am I feeling better, but I have been for nearly seventy-two hours.


In that time, I haven’t seen Kael once.


“Have you spoken with him?” I ask Keeda. My voice is quiet but there’s an edge to it, as if the storm within me can’t keep from breaking through.


“I told you,” she says shortly. “He’s—”


“Busy. I know.” My tone is bitter. “Too busy to carry out his promises, apparently.”


It’s not just his promise to help me get back to Lengard. There’s another promise that Kael has yet to fulfill, one that only adds to my frustration: the promise that he would help me master my Creator ability.


While control is no longer something I need to learn—and I have Ward’s training to thank for that—there’s still so much that I don’t know, still so little that I’m capable of doing. My power should be infinite, limited only by my own imagination. But more and more I’m discovering how challenging it is to unlimit my imagination, to broaden my mind and allow my Creator ability to be creative. When I was in Vanik’s lab, weak as I was, if only I’d been able to think of what to do, I could have stopped him once and for all, instead of just running away to safety.


Never again do I want to feel so helpless—which is why, with Kael “busy,” I’ve had to resort to alternative help.


At first, it was just Cami and me. She was the one waiting beside my bed on day four, not Kael. I had expected her to ask what the plan was, to echo my thoughts by demanding that we needed to return to Lengard immediately. Instead, she quietly asked if she could heal my wounds. I’d hesitated at first, some part of me feeling as if I owed it to those left behind to keep the pain as a reminder that they were still suffering, even if Dr. Manning’s ability meant they had no idea. But seeing Cami’s pale face and the tears glistening in her eyes, I had nodded silently, aware that she blamed herself for what had happened, at least partly. If allowing her to heal me eased some of her guilt, then I would give her that.


Within seconds, all I had left from that night was a faint white scar on my arm where Crew, under Manning’s mental command, had used his power to tear open my flesh.


The scar still itches, but the pain is gone.


The physical pain, at least.


After Cami healed me, some of the color had returned to her face, a new resolve settling over her features. It was then that she asked me what we were going to do, how we were going to help the Exodus recruits.


I didn’t have an answer.


I still don’t.


And with every day that passes, her features grow more and more haunted.


She’s upset—I know that. And she’s scared. Not for herself; for her friends, for her brother. For all those we had to leave behind.


I’m scared, too. Because six days might as well be a lifetime.


One hundred and forty-four hours.


Eight thousand, six hundred and forty minutes.


For each of those days, each of those hours, each of those minutes, Vanik could be doing anything. Is doing anything. To our friends—to Sneak and Crew and Enzo.


… To Ward.


Keeda, at least, is here with us. Her cover as a spy for Kael and the Remnants is blown, the catacombs her sanctuary now. She’s safe from Vanik’s clutches, from Manning’s control—not that the therapist’s ability worked on her. I still haven’t been told why that is. But on the list of priorities, that question is nowhere near the top, unlike the rest flooding my mind:


What do we do now?


How do we save them?


What if Vanik succeeds?


Those are the questions that plague me. Because my fears aren’t only for the Exodus recruits—I fear for the whole world. If Vanik manages to replicate my Creator gene and spawns his own Speaking army, then …


No matter how many days have passed, I still can’t bear to think about it.


Then there are the other questions I try—and fail—not to dwell on. Vanik’s taunting words about my parents haunt my mind. The possibility that my mum and dad are alive, that they’re out there somewhere … that maybe they wanted me to forget …


I don’t even know where to begin with that information. But it’s not something I can let lie. I have to know what happened. I have to know why they never told me about my Speaking ability, about their Speaking abilities. I have to know why, for over two and a half years, I was convinced that I’d killed them.


That was another promise Kael made me—that he would help me uncover the truth.


Three days, and three broken promises.


Keeda blows and pops another pink bubble, drawing my attention back to her and the empty cavern we’re standing in. I look toward the flickering flames affixed to the rock walls and give myself a mental shake, aware that I’m not being fair to Kael. He’s doing everything he can to make sure I’m safe here—that we’re safe here. That’s why I haven’t seen him for days, because he’s been monitoring the situation with Lengard closely. Our escape caused a host of problems for the Remnants, including the need for added security within the catacombs. Kael’s looking after us, all of us.


When Keeda says he’s busy, she’s right—he is. And I need to be more understanding of that, even if my patience is growing thin. Kael is my friend, and he cares about me. I know that he will come through eventually, that he will fulfill all of his promises.


I’m just struggling with the delay.


… Which is why I’m now standing here with the bubble-blowing Keeda, the studious Pandora, and the cat-stroking Cami.


It was Dante’s idea—Dante Oberon, the Remnants’ mind reader. This morning he caught Cami and me trying to sneak out of the catacombs, the two of us so desperate for information about Lengard that we were willing to leave in search of our own. He’d intercepted us at the end of the long passage we were creeping down, barring the path with his arms crossed over his massive chest. Eyeing us shrewdly, he’d said, “Between Liana and me, did you really think we wouldn’t know?”


I’d wanted to slap my forehead, having forgotten about Liana’s ability to Speak news of the future into the present, offering warnings of things to come.


“I wasn’t aware that we were prisoners here,” I’d said instead, determined not to sound apologetic—or guilty.


“You’re not,” Dante replied. “But it’d be nice if you didn’t offer yourselves up on a silver platter to Lengard after everything we risked to get you out of there.”


I had deflated at that, as had Cami.


Dante’s stance had relaxed then, compassion overtaking his features. “Look, we’re coming up with a plan, all right? Just sit tight for a little longer. Why don’t you … I don’t know … do some training or something to keep busy, play around with your Speaking abilities?” He flexed his biceps pointedly and added, “It’s like building a muscle—you have to exercise it in order to grow.”


I had wanted to point out that Kael was meant to be helping me in that department, but Dante had started to usher us back down the tunnel, escorting us all the way to our room. After he left, I’d turned to see if Cami wanted to make a break for it again, but she’d sighed and said Dante was right—there was no point in us getting caught.


Frustrated sparks had shot from my fingers with my reply, leaving small fireworks cartwheeling around the enclosed space. For a long moment, the two of us had watched them in stunned silence, the irritation bleeding out of me as the bright lights fizzled and popped.


“You know, I think Dante might be onto something with the training idea,” Cami had said wryly.


Despite the self-reproach I’d felt at having unintentionally lost control, for the first time since awakening in the catacombs, I’d grinned.


It was in that moment that Keeda had entered our room, with Pandora on her heels. They’d stopped dead at the sight of the fireworks display, the utter absurdity of the scene causing them to squawk out demands for an explanation. Cami had filled them in while I’d tried to coax the distressed Schrödinger out from under my bed, where he’d sought refuge at the first pyrotechnic explosion.


When Cami finished by sharing Dante’s suggestion, Keeda and Pandora had offered their company for the afternoon, assuring us that Kael didn’t need them.


It was Pandora who had led us to this cavern minutes ago, saying that it was one of the Remnants’ lesser-used training spaces. Once, it had been used as a dining room, until the number of inhabitants grew too large for them all to fit at mealtimes. Now it was just one of the many empty areas linked to the underground labyrinth, rarely used, mostly forgotten.


“I come here when I want some peace and quiet,” Pandora had said as she’d moved toward the corner, shoved her hand into the side of her jeans, and, with a whispered word and a flash of light, pulled the massive physics textbook out of her small—too small—pocket.


“The torches are at a really good height for reading,” she’d added, ignoring my gobsmacked look at the casual use of her infusion ability and her Mary Poppins-like expanded storage space.


Even now, minutes later, I’m still dwelling on what I witnessed. It’s the everyday acts of Speaking like this that I’m struggling to get used to. Despite all the training I did with Ward back at Lengard, Speaking isn’t yet second nature to me. I spent years trying to stifle my power, whereas people like Pandora have spent years cultivating theirs. I need to find a way to catch up, or I’ll never be able to face Vanik, let alone defeat him.


“Are we doing this, Lyss?” Keeda says, interrupting my thoughts. “Or do you want to whinge some more about your abandonment issues?”


I shoot her a warning look, but she only grins and blows another bubble. Unable to help myself, I envision what I want and whisper, “Pop.”


Light flares and Keeda’s eyes widen as her gum expands to the size of a balloon before it bursts, sticky pink residue exploding onto her face.


Swearing at me, she swipes at her skin, drawing the mess away in stretchy threads.


I hear Pandora’s guffaw and Cami’s light laugh, the latter raising my spirits and making me certain Keeda’s retaliation will be worth it.


“Is that all you’ve got, Creator girl?” she taunts, folding the wad of gum into its empty wrapper before lobbing it at the still-snickering Pandora, where it hits the back of her book and falls harmlessly to the dusty cavern floor.


“Tell me what you want from me and I’ll do it,” I challenge in return.


Keeda shakes her head, her braid swinging behind her. “Nope, that’s not how this works. You want to train? Then here’s your chance to show us what you can do.”


Something tells me she won’t be impressed if I start summoning farm animals, or if I launch into a paintball skirmish. Those I can do with barely a thought. But being put on the spot and knowing there’s no limit to what I can do … It’s like being given a plane ticket and told I can go anywhere in the world, I just have to decide where. It’s an impossible ask—there are too many options, too many factors to consider.


“Come on, Alyssa Scott,” Keeda goads. “You show me yours and I’ll show you mine.”


I already know what she can do, her hypnotic ability having helped save me from Vanik and Manning. I don’t need to see it again, and I certainly don’t need to feel it again.


“What do you want to see?” I ask, but she just shakes her head again in refusal. I know this won’t be like my training with Ward, since he was very specific about what he wanted me to create—except in the cases where he wanted me to change my intent and not create what he asked for, with me saying one word but summoning something entirely different. But … I don’t want to summon objects here. That was about me learning control, and now I want to use that control.


I think about where we are, buried deep beneath the zoo. I’ve been underground for six days, surrounded by these rocky walls and their damp, musty smell. I’d give anything for the kiss of a breeze on my skin, to not feel as if the walls are constantly closing in on me. To have space—endless, infinite space.


I suddenly know what I want to do.


Closing my eyes, I inhale deeply and keep a tight grip on my mental imagery. The words themselves won’t matter, but they will help me to focus, so I use the one I think works best and say, “Night.”


I don’t need to hear Cami’s gasp, Keeda’s approving chuckle, or Pandora’s “Excuse me, I was trying to read” to know that it worked. Behind my closed lids, the flickering torchlight has disappeared into darkness—and when I reopen my eyes, all I can do is marvel at what I have created.


I’m standing in the middle of a star-strewn sky. The catacombs are no more, the ceiling, walls, and floor replaced by eternal blackness and sparkling dots of light. I can barely make out the shadows of my friends, barely make out my own hands when I raise them in front of my face. I am alone in the galaxy, a speck of life amongst a sea of stars. Everywhere I look—above me, beside me, beneath me—there is nothing but the inky darkness filled with twinkling orbs, like I’m floating through outer space. There’s even a gentle wind blowing my hair, the fresh air nothing more than an illusion along with the rest, I know, but still a welcome improvement.


Staring into the cosmos, a heavy weight leaves my shoulders and a sense of peace fills me. I needed this. I needed a break from my growing claustrophobia, a moment to act as if I’m no longer in the catacombs—and why. The rocky walls act as a constant reminder of the troubles that plague me, but now, surrounded by the heavenly expanse, it’s as if the world is on pause.


But it’s also not real, and with a sigh, I Speak again and dissolve the illusion.


Keeda is the first to recover, with Pandora and Cami blinking owlishly at me.


“Well, that was … something,” Keeda says. She rallies and adds, “A bit useless, though.”


“I don’t know,” says Pandora thoughtfully, her head tipped to the side. She looks around the flame-lit cavern as if still seeing the night sky. “It’d be pretty handy if you’re having trouble sleeping. Or if you want to meditate or something.”


“Or just get away from the world for a few minutes,” Cami adds quietly, hinting that she, too, has been struggling with the confined space of the catacombs.


“I suppose,” says Keeda, scrunching her brow. “But let’s try something a little more practical.”


“I’m open to suggestions,” I say pointedly, still having no clue what she wants to see from me.


She blows out a breath and I know she’s going to tell me again to figure it out on my own, but Pandora snaps her book shut and stands to her feet.


“Keed, give her a break,” she says, walking over to us. Cami remains seated with Dinger in her lap but watches us all closely. “It’s like you’re asking her to make a meal without telling her what the ingredients are.” Turning to me, she says, “Let’s act as if you’re in a Speaker battle.”


My brows inch toward my hairline. “A what?”


“You know—like when you were trying to get away from Vanik and Manning. Lots of Speakers with different abilities, all of them trying to attack you. What do you do?”


I stare at her. The obvious answer is to say “stop them,” but I assume she expects more than that.


Licking my lips, I slowly respond, “It would depend on what their abilities are.”


Pandora nods approvingly, her purple pigtails bouncing with the movement. “What would happen if you were fighting Jet and me—how would you stop us?”


I consider what I know about the two of them. I met Jet on my first trip to the catacombs, the young teenager able to cloak herself and other people, concealing them from sight. Pandora I already know can infuse objects to … do things—like the glove and glasses she gave me to break into Falon’s office. It’s only a vague understanding I have, but …


“I would make sure you don’t have any physical materials that you can wield, since you could have infused them to do anything,” I finally answer. “And I would make sure Jet was visible and unable to cloak herself or you.”


“How?” interrupts Keeda, but there’s a glint in her eyes that makes me think I’m on the right track.


I mull it over, the options endless.


“Tick-tock, Creator girl,” Keeda singsongs. “You’re in a battle, remember? No time to sit around drinking tea—you have to think on your feet.”


It’s an impossible task. I don’t know where this scenario is taking place, if there are other people around, potential casualties. I don’t know why Pandora and Jet are attacking me or what they want. I don’t know what I’m supposed to do with them if I manage to overcome them.


At a loss, I look between Keeda’s and Pandora’s expectant faces, before turning to Cami and catching her encouraging look.


“I … I …”


I don’t know.


They can see it in my expression, and Keeda rolls her eyes and makes a huffing sound. I half expect her to say “pathetic,” since that’s how I’m feeling right now.


Pandora, however, takes pity on me.


“It’s going to take time, Lyss,” she says, patting me on the arm. “You’re still getting used to your power, and that’s okay.”


Keeda opens her mouth, but Pandora sends her a sharp look and continues, “None of us expect you to get it right straight away. It’s great that you’ve learned to control yourself, but now … now you need to learn to trust yourself. And maybe even have a little fun in the process.”


I see Cami getting to her feet and making her way over to us, Dinger squirming in her arms, but I keep my attention on Pandora. “What do you mean?”


She sends me a crooked smile and says, “What’s the point of being a Speaker if you can’t be indulgent from time to time?” When I still look confused, she glances to the others and says, “Our abilities aren’t only used to save the world from evil geniuses. We don’t just put them in our back pocket the rest of the time and forget about them.”


As she says this, she looks meaningfully at the massive book in her hands and lowers it to her jeans pocket, whispering a quiet word that, with a flash, makes the book disappear inside the minuscule space again.


“I infuse all kinds of things for all kinds of reasons,” Pandora says, patting her side. “Mostly to make my life easier.” She winks at me and adds, “The best thing I ever did was infuse my reusable mug so that it stays perpetually heated. Never again will I have to suffer through a lukewarm coffee.”


“Dora’s right,” Keeda jumps in. “Sticking with the coffee theme, you wouldn’t believe the amount of baristas I’ve convinced to give me free drinks thanks to my Speaking power.”


I look at her. “Isn’t that … stealing?”


She shrugs. “It’s not stealing if they’re happy to give it to me.”


There are some gaping holes in her logic, but I don’t call her out on them. Instead, I look to Cami, but she shakes her head in apology.


“Sorry, I’ve got nothing I can add here. One of the limitations of my ability is that I can’t heal myself, remember?” she says. “But I do agree that it’s important to embrace your power—to have some fun with it if you can. It’s just as much a part of you as your arm or leg. When I’m healing someone, the whole of their body has to be in sync, and you …” She looks me over as if I’m her patient, stroking the restless Dinger. “You’re still a bit out of sync.”


Out of sync. That feels like the anthem of my life.


“Let’s try again, shall we?” Pandora says eagerly. “Another battle, but new abilities for this scenario. How about—”


“Sorry to interrupt,” comes a voice from my left, and a moment later Jet appears out of thin air, panting lightly. If not for the clear indication that she hurried here, I might have wondered how long she’d been standing amongst us, cloaked by her ability. “Arryn wants to see you. Liana’s had a vision about a possible new breakout.”


I straighten at the term—“breakout”—knowing that Jet means a new teenage Speaker having come into their power.


Keeda’s forehead crinkles. “Possible? She’s not sure?”


Jet shakes her head quickly, the freckles dusting her young face blurring with the movement. “Something about this one feels strange to her. She can’t decide if it’s a false alarm or not.”


“That’s not like Liana,” Pandora mutters. She looks at Keeda and says, “We’d better go and see what’s happening.”


Keeda utters a sound of agreement, and the two begin striding off after Jet, who vanishes again as she hurries back along the tunnel.


Cami and I make to follow them, but Keeda turns to us and says pointedly, “See you later.”


“But—” Cami starts to argue.


“Sorry, Cam,” Keeda says. “Arryn won’t be happy if we bring you along. A potential breakout has nothing to do with you, anyway. Just head back to your room and we’ll drop by again when we’re done.”


And with that she leaves, trailing after Pandora and the again-cloaked Jet.


Cami and I are left staring at them, both of us stewing in silence.


“‘Head back to your room’?” Cami repeats, all but spitting as she faces me. “Did she really just send us to our room like children?”


I’m too angry to respond. Instead, I ask, “Who’s Arryn?”


Cami has been conscious for the entire six days, unlike my limited three, so I’m hoping she has an answer. But all she says is, “No clue.”


And just like that, both of us wilt, aware once again that we’re trapped in the catacombs, reliant on the Remnants for information.


We might as well still be locked up at Lengard.




CHAPTER TWO


When Cami and I finally simmer down, we leave the training cavern and head to our room. We’ve missed dinner but neither of us is hungry, so we silently get ready for bed. Sleep does not come easily to me, and I toss and turn for hours, worrying about our friends at Lengard, wondering about my parents, agonizing over my Speaking power.


Just as I finally begin to drift off, I’m jolted awake by a sound from the tunnel beyond our doorway.


Footsteps.


Hurried footsteps.


And voices, too.


One voice rises above the rest, and despite it being muffled through the door, I recognize it as Kael’s.


“… to be quick or they’ll get there first again and we won’t have a chance to …”


His words fade along with the footsteps as he and the others move out of hearing range. Given what Jet said earlier, I’m guessing they’ve decided to act on Liana’s vision and hunt down the breakout Speaker, aiming to find them before Lengard sends out a team with the same purpose. Whoever finds the teenager first will determine what they learn about the Speaker world—the lies Lengard will tell, or the truths the Remnants will reveal. If the Remnants get to the breakout first, the teenager will remain free. If Lengard gets there first … then the breakout will go through “initiation” and be tested mentally and physically—by Vanik. They will be yet another pawn in his army, another Speaker at his command.


Realizing all of this, I know I can’t stay in my bed a second longer. If the Remnants are going after a breakout, then maybe I can help. I’m a Creator, after all. And while I might still be struggling with the amount of power at my disposal, that doesn’t mean I can’t be useful.


Rolling out of bed, I feel my way around in the dark, squinting as I search for some warmer clothes. I think about what I was told earlier, that I should try to have some fun with my power, be more self-indulgent with it. With a whispered word, I create a globe of soft light shining from my palm. I have no idea what it is, what it’s made of, where it came from. It is merely what I imagined, the glow enough to keep me from tripping over in the dark but not bright enough to wake Cami.


I would be proud of myself if I weren’t in such a hurry to follow Kael.


Swapping my pajamas for a pair of jeans and a shirt, I rustle around for a coat but can’t locate one in the limited light. Stretching my ability further, I whisper, “Jacket,” and one appears in my free hand, the leathery material like butter between my fingers, the lining thick enough to combat the draft of the underground labyrinth.


“Where are you going?”


I jump and turn to find Cami sitting up in her bed.


“Sorry,” I say quietly. “I didn’t mean to wake you.”


“You didn’t,” she says, pushing back her covers. Even with my glowing palm, I can barely see her, just enough to make out the shadow of her arm pointing in the direction of the door. “They did. Are we going after them?”


I raise my eyebrows at her use of “we,” but I shouldn’t be surprised. I know she’s just as desperate for information as I am. I also know that, no matter what she’s been through and what she’s lost, Cami will always be Cami. She will always find a way to rally, always find a way to stay positive and fight for those she cares about. I love her for that. I envy her for that, too.


But … I’m also worried about her. Enough that I say, “Maybe you should stay—”


I don’t get a chance to finish before she cuts me off.


“I’ve had six days to wander these catacombs and I can still barely find my way around. You’ll be lost in seconds without me; don’t try to deny it. You need me. And even if you didn’t, there’s no way you’re leaving me out of it this time.”


This time.


Guilt slashes at me—strong and sharp and real. After first being abducted by Kael and meeting the Remnants, I’d delayed investigating their claims about Lengard’s corruption for three days before summoning the courage to seek out answers. Three days where I could have spoken with Cami. Three days where I kept everything to myself, my fear and dread keeping me silent when I could have chosen to voice my concerns.


Cami’s not angry at me—she’s disappointed, and that’s worse. Because she thinks I didn’t trust her enough to share what I’d learned. But the truth is, trust had nothing to do with it. Even if I had found a way to tell her, nothing would have changed. Dr. Manning made sure she and the other recruits had no memory of their nightly experimental sessions with Vanik, so if anything, she would have laughed it off and silenced my doubts, keeping me from discovering the truth.


Since awakening in the catacombs, I’ve often wondered if that’s the real reason she’s disappointed. Because if I’d opened up to her and she’d convinced me there was nothing to worry about, then we’d both still be at Lengard right now. Disillusioned lab rats, perhaps. But free from the cares we both now possess.


“Please don’t make me stay here,” Cami whispers when I remain silent. “I can’t—I don’t want to be left alone.”


I close my eyes tightly at the pain in her voice, wishing more than anything that I could heal her inner hurt as easily as she can heal others.


“I’m not going to make you do anything, Cam,” I tell her. “You’re free here. Completely free.”


We both know that’s not true. Because like me, Cami will never be truly free until everyone she cares about is safe. And yet, I still mean what I say, at least in the sense that I won’t use my Speaking gift to keep her from following me. It’s something I could do, as she’s fully aware. I could easily place bars around her or tie her to her bed. I could probably even force her back to sleep or … or … The possibilities are endless. But I won’t follow through with any of them. Not to Cami.


“I want you with me,” I say, my voice quiet. “But only if you’re sure you’re up for it.”


“I’m sick of waiting around and doing nothing,” Cami says, echoing my own thoughts, her voice stronger now. “Sulking and licking my wounds isn’t going to make anything better. So I say we get a hustle on and catch up to Kael before we miss out on whatever is happening.”


She closes the distance between us, handing me a dark object—no, two dark objects.


“Shoes, Lyss,” she says. “For us to hustle, you need shoes.”


My lips curl upward as I bend over and tug on the boots. I Speak a second leathery jacket into being and hand it over to her, waiting as she quickly throws on her own jeans and T-shirt beneath it.


I’m slowly getting used to Cami using my real name, but it still comes as a shock sometimes. For so long my name was the only thing I had that was mine. Or so I thought. Never mind that the Remnants all knew who I was, and so, apparently, did the older generation of Genesis Speakers at Lengard. But to my thinking, my name was a secret only I knew. It was my identity, the last iota of who I was before I killed my parents— maybe—and forfeited any chance I had of a normal life.


“Ready?” Cami asks once her boots are zipped.


“Let’s hustle,” I say, using her word, and a flash of her white teeth is all I see before she leads the way from the room.


The corridor is hardly lighter than the darkness we just left, with flaming torches spaced infrequently enough to cast eerie shadows along the path. I cancel the glow emanating from my palm but then change my mind and whisper it back into existence, this time as a floating orb bobbing in the air before us. Even with the path now somewhat brighter, my skin still crawls as I hurry after Cami, certain that there could be anything lurking in the bowels of the earth where we are— spiders, snakes, rats, cockroaches … We’re underneath a zoo, after all. It’s not a huge stretch of the imagination to wonder if any of the carnivores ever escape their enclosures and find their way down—


“What are you thinking about that has you looking so pale?”


Cami is peering curiously at me as we approach the spacious cavern leading to what I’ve mentally dubbed the command center—the room with all the monitors where Kael and his Remnant friends first told me the truth about Lengard. The light is much more concentrated here than in the tunnels, with the large catacomb chamber acting as the central hub of the underground labyrinth. Even with the rest of the inhabitants fast asleep in their various quarters, the torches burn brightly here, illuminating the ancient archaeological wonder before us like a massive pillared cave hewn into the earth.


“Nothing important,” I reply to Cami, banishing the floating orb and watching my step as we hasten down the spiral path and through the cavern. Before she can press, I ask, “When I was unconscious, did they go after any new breakouts? Or is this the first since we’ve arrived?”


“None that I know of.” A sour note creeps into Cami’s voice as she adds, “Not that anyone would have told me.”


I feel for my friend. Six days is a long time to have been kept in the dark, waiting for any scrap of information. I’m not sure why Kael wasn’t more communicative with her during my recovery, especially since they have history, having lived together at Lengard until his family left ten years ago. It almost seems like he’s been avoiding both of us. Hopefully tonight we’ll finally be able to corner him and start getting some answers.


We leave the cavern behind and continue along a narrow path as we press on toward where we assume Kael and the others must have headed. But when we round a bend in the tunnel, Cami comes to a jarring halt, and I lurch backward to avoid running into her.


“Cam, what—”


An unfamiliar—and irritated—voice cuts me off. “Not you again. I told you I’d let you know if I found him.”


I peer around my friend’s shoulder and see that we stopped to avoid colliding with a boy coming from the opposite direction. He’s tall and lanky and around our age, with messy ginger hair and bright gray eyes hidden behind glasses. Burn scars cover most of his visible skin, including one entire side of his face.


“Not everything is about you, Smith,” Cami replies, crossing her arms.


“Smith?” I repeat, nudging Cami so I can wedge my way in beside her. “I know that name.”


He pushes his glasses up his nose, and something about the casual gesture has me frowning, as if I’ve seen it before. The sense of déjà vu dissolves when he turns to glare at me and says, “It’s not easy to project into dreams, you know. I slept for two days straight afterward.” His eyes narrow even more as he finishes, “You can thank me by keeping your friend away from me. As if I don’t have better things to do than pander to her wishes.”


Project into dreams … Smith is the Speaker responsible for Kael visiting me in Lengard. Or a projection of him, at least, both in my room before I went to investigate Vanik’s lab, and when I was unconscious and needed to be awoken. But why would he and Cami …


I told you I’d let you know if I found him.


As Smith’s words repeat in my mind, understanding hits me, and I say, “You’ve been projecting to Ward, haven’t you?” My heart rate kicks up a notch. “Is he all right? Are the others? What’s happening at Lengard?”


Smith’s lips tighten into a thin line. To Cami, he says, “You want to bring her up to speed? You’ve already wasted enough of my time this week.”


With that, he pushes past us.


I reach out to stop him, but Cami shakes her head.


“Don’t bother,” she tells me, moving forward again. “He won’t answer any of your questions.”


I trail after her. “Okay, but will you? What was all that about?”


The only sound for a moment is our feet crunching on the dirt path, as if Cami is weighing her response.


“I wasn’t in a good place when we arrived here. Those first three days were … rough,” she finally says. “As you know, no one would tell me what was happening, not even Kael. Any time he checked on you, he all but ran out of the room to avoid my questions. But then on the third day, a few hours before you finally woke up, Smith came to our room.”


She glances at me and I’m startled to see a smile dancing around her mouth. Given the interaction I just witnessed, I would have expected a scowl.


“I’m pretty sure he was there under duress, probably because by that stage I was screaming at everyone I crossed paths with for some answers. I’m honestly surprised they didn’t try to sedate me.”


She says it lightly, but I have to clench my jaw to resist commenting.


“He told me who he was and what he could do, and then he offered—reluctantly—to try to help me reach Landon.”


Cami doesn’t meet my eyes as she continues, “We’ve tried every day since then—a few times each day, actually—but I can’t find my brother anywhere. And every time we try, I get a little more … upset. And Smith gets a little more frustrated.”


I frown. “He shouldn’t be frustrated with you—Ward is your brother. Of course you’re worried.”


“He’s not frustrated with me,” Cami says quickly. “He’s frustrated that we haven’t found Landon.” She jumps over a puddle on the ground. “I’m assuming it’s because Landon’s protective ability is keeping Smith from locking in on his location. But even knowing that, I’m not willing to give up, and I’ve been a bit … pushy.” There’s a guilty hint to her voice. “I know Smith is doing everything he can, but he’s not too happy about it. So I just keep … checking in … to make sure he’s still trying. And that seems to be, uh, annoying him a bit.”


I bite my cheek to keep from smiling, the image of him pushing his glasses up his nose crossing my mind again, along with that strange sense of déjà vu. “And let me guess, when he gets annoyed, you get annoyed?”


She huffs out a breath. “It’s not like he’s easy to deal with. You heard him—he says I’m wasting his time. And that’s not the worst thing he’s said, believe me.”


I raise my hands. “I’m not judging.” Before she can offer any other kind of defense, I ask, “Have you tried to visit anyone else at Lengard? Enzo? Crew? Sneak?”


“And say what to them?” Cami replies. “Hey, guys, bad news: Lengard isn’t affiliated with the government and you’re being experimented on by a psychopath and his lackey who makes sure you don’t remember? Yeah, I’m sure that’ll come across great.”


When I say nothing, she runs a hand through her hair and says, “Sorry. I’m not—I know none of this is your fault.”


I’m not so sure. It’s my Creator gene that Vanik wants to replicate. He may have begun experimenting long before I arrived at Lengard, but I’ve always been his endgame. The others are just … collateral damage.


My throat feels thick, keeping me from replying as we arrive outside the door to the command center. I can hear voices from within, along with a hive of activity.


Not bothering to knock, Cami reaches for the door handle. When it doesn’t turn, she gives it a firm jiggle, then blows out an annoyed breath and says, “It’s locked.”


I share a quick glance with her, leaning in to hear the muffled voices on the other side. Eavesdropping is useless; their words are indistinguishable through the thick stone. And while I could probably use my power to make them clearer, it’s late and I’m tired. I’d much rather just get in there.


“I don’t know about you,” I say slowly, “but I’m done waiting for answers.”


At Cami’s resolute nod, I concentrate on the door and command, “Open.”


Light flares as the handle turns with a click, and before Cami and I can reconsider, we step into the room.




CHAPTER THREE


My first thought upon entering the command center is that it looks exactly like it did the last time I was here, but there are more people now—close to a dozen, all of whom are so distracted by their individual tasks that they don’t notice our quiet entry.


Amid the screens showing news broadcasts and surveillance feeds, they’re all bustling around, the scene chaotic. I search for a familiar face—namely, Kael—but my attention is snared when I see Schrödinger lying across one of the keyboards and watching the activity with feline disinterest. I’m not sure what he’s doing in here since, the last I saw, he was in our room. It’s almost as if I’ve summoned him, which isn’t too great a stretch of the imagination. I did, after all, Speak him into the catacombs from Lengard. I’m still unsure how I did that, but when I asked Keeda if I could do the same to relocate Ward and the others, her panicked, “No!” startled me enough that I jumped a foot off the ground. The explanation she offered—much more calmly— was that since Dinger is a created being, it’s safe for me to use my Speaking ability on him. Humans, however … “Irreversible damage” was the phrase she used, along with something about misplaced organs.


Needless to say, I haven’t attempted to summon anyone from Lengard. I’m not even sure Vanik would deserve such a fate. In my darkest moments, I’ve been tempted, but I’d never be able to live with myself afterward. I refuse to bring myself down to his level. Plus, he might have more information about my parents, and I’m unwilling to risk anything happening to him until I know everything he does.


“What are you doing in here?”


I look up from Dinger to see everyone in the room has stopped what they’re doing, finally noticing us lingering in the doorway. My eyes land on the young woman who asked the question. She’s perhaps a year or so older than me, with brown skin, cropped hair, black eyes, and the stature of a model. Her beauty is striking—but so is the lethal glare she’s sending my way.


“Easy, Arryn,” Kael says, stepping into view from behind a cluster of people. He doesn’t appear thrilled to see Cami and me, but his tone is placating. “I’ll handle this.”


He’ll handle this? My gaze narrows—as does Cami’s.


He approaches us swiftly, gesturing for everyone to return to their tasks. Hesitantly, they continue their flurry of motion, with the still-glaring Arryn being the last to look away.


“Why are you out of bed?” Kael demands once he’s at our sides.


His tone surprises me. With a hint of warning in my own voice, I hold on to what Dante assured us of earlier today and say, “We’re not your prisoners, Kael. You said we’d be free here.”


He rubs a weary hand down his face. I recall the lateness of the hour, something easy to forget with the commotion happening around us.


“You’re right—I’m sorry,” he says. His eyes flick to Cami and away quickly, before settling on me again. “Now’s just not a good time. You should go back to—”


“What’s going on in here?” I interrupt before he can try to dismiss us. While I’m certain this fervor is about the breakout, I want to hear it from him. “Why are you all—”


“T minus three minutes until we move out, Kael!” Pandora’s familiar voice calls, and I look up to see her purple pigtails disappearing into the crowd.


“Look, you should really go—” Kael tries to say, but Cami interrupts him.


“You walked past our door just before. We heard everything you said. We know you’re going after a breakout.”


“Know” is a strong word, since neither of us can be sure. But Kael looks startled, again glancing at Cami for only a second before turning back to me. “In that case, you’ll understand that we’re in a hurry to reach them before Lengard swoops in. We’ve already waited long enough that they could get there first. And if we cross paths …”


I have no idea what happens when the Remnants and Lengard are both chasing the same breakout and arrive at the same time, but it doesn’t take much imagination to guess.


Let’s act as if you’re in a Speaker battle.


Pandora’s hypothetical scenario from earlier echoes in my mind, and I wonder if, before the night is out, it won’t be so hypothetical.


“I want to come,” I tell Kael.


“Me too,” Cami jumps in.


“No chance,” Kael says firmly. He points a finger at me. “You’re still recovering, and you”—his finger turns to Cami, but he hesitates before settling on—“need to be watching over her.”


I cross my arms. “I don’t need a babysitter. And I’m done recovering.” I was done three days ago when Cami healed me, something Kael would have known if he’d deigned to visit in that time.


When he opens his mouth to argue, I hurry to add, “I’m a Creator, remember? The odds will be better if you bring me along.” I’m careful not to mention that I couldn’t come up with an answer to Pandora’s hypothetical scenario earlier today. I’m also hoping that she and Keeda, who I can see barking out instructions on the far side of the room, keep their distance until this conversation is over.


“And I’m a healer, so you’ll want me there if anything goes wrong,” Cami reminds him. He still won’t look at her for more than a few seconds. “Face it, you’re better off with us.”


“One minute and counting, Kael,” Pandora says as she rushes toward us, carrying a crate of tennis balls, of all things. She catches my questioning look and winks as she passes straight on through the door, sharing, “You can never have too many balls.”


Some of the others trail after her, including Keeda, while a small group remain behind and take up positions in front of the various screens around the room.


“They’re not coming.”


Arryn comes to a halt before us, her glare now focused on Kael.


“They have a point,” he argues, soothing my growing irritation. “Creator and healer—they could be useful.”


I resist the urge to frown at him. Even on our weakest days, we’d be invaluable assets, and he knows it.


“I don’t care what they can do,” Arryn says. “I won’t have them sabotaging our mission.”


“Now just wait a second,” Cami says, leaning forward. “We’re not going to sabotage anything, you—”


“Do we really have time to debate this?” I ask before Cami can say something we’ll both regret. “We’re coming, whether you like it or not.”


I’m not sure where my newfound confidence is coming from—whether it’s desperation to leave the catacombs after being down here for nearly a week, or whether it’s the driving need to be doing something. I think it’s both. And given the scope of what I can—hypothetically—do, they can’t stop us from joining them. While Kael could use his Destroyer ability to nullify the power of my words, he seems to be on our side rather than yielding to Arryn. I wonder again who she is, and then I wonder who has more authority— her or him. No one has explained the Remnants’ leadership hierarchy to me yet. I’ve always thought Kael was at the top, with him taking on the position after his father died. But Arryn … she isn’t acting like a subordinate. She’s standing up to him, even now.


Staring me down, she doesn’t break eye contact. Her jaw is clenched, but she’s considering what I’ve said. I don’t know what Speaking ability she has, but I’ve only met two people who can control or dissolve my words—Kael and Ward. The likelihood of Arryn being similar to them is slim, but not impossible.


I don’t release her gaze—or my breath—until she backs down and, with a frustrated huff, shoves past Kael and through the open door.


“Such a pleasure to meet you!” Cami calls after her retreating figure.


“Cam,” I warn, my voice low. We don’t need to be making enemies of allies. Even when those allies are acting like enemies.


“She started it,” Cami grumbles, which isn’t untrue.


“Come on,” Kael says, taking off after Arryn. “If you want to stick your necks out for no good reason, then we’d better hurry before they cast off.”


Cast off? We must be taking the ferry to wherever the breakout Speaker is, much like the last time I left the catacombs.


Only … when we race through the tunnels and finally venture up into the chilly night air, there’s no ferry waiting for us at the zoo’s private dock. Instead, there’s a sleek black yacht. It’s small, but even my untrained eye can tell that it must be worth millions.


“All aboard,” says Keeda as we approach the gangplank. Having seen us in the command center, she doesn’t appear surprised that Cami and I are here, but she does raise her eyebrows questioningly at Kael, who gives a one-shouldered shrug in return.


Laughing quietly under her breath, Keeda murmurs, “This’ll be good.”


I’m not sure what she means until Arryn calls out from the front of the yacht, “Anytime you’re ready—it’s not like we’re in a hurry!”


Her eyes lit with amusement, Keeda says, “Jump on, and I’ll get us moving.”


My lips tighten as I wonder again about the irritable Arryn, but I do as Keeda says, following as she ducks into the cabin and heads toward the cockpit, Kael and Cami trailing me. A man is seated on a leather stool behind the navigational controls, his eyes staring blankly through the windows that look out over the front of the vessel.


“You want to cast off now,” Keeda says to him, a flash of light following her hypnotic command. “You want to take us to Milsons Point Wharf.”


The man doesn’t respond verbally, but he fiddles with the panel until the idling engine noise grows louder, his hands moving to the large steering wheel as the yacht pulls away from the jetty and into open water.


I think about Keeda’s power and wonder if I can mimic it with my own ability, but my stomach roils at the idea of violating someone’s will like that. I know without even trying that I’d be unable to do it, unable to summon the intent and hold on to it long enough to make it work.


“I’m guessing the Remnants don’t own this boat?” I say as we start gliding through the harbor toward the heart of Sydney.


Keeda snorts. “Are you kidding? I’m not even sure we have our own car.”


“So, what? You just steal what you need, when you need it?” Cami asks, a furrow of disapproval between her brows.


“‘Steal’ is a strong word,” Keeda says, and I can’t help thinking of what she said to me earlier today—It’s not stealing if they’re happy to give it to me.


Kael’s midnight eyes are trained on the captain, as if to make sure Keeda’s grip on the man holds. But he must sense Cami’s and my discomfort since he says, “We’re only borrowing it. And we’re not hurting anyone in the process.”


Indeed, the captain seems perfectly content to deliver us to our destination. But then again, Keeda’s Speaking ability hasn’t given him much choice.


“Kael, can I have a word?”


Arryn is standing in the doorway to the cabin, her face stony. It doesn’t take a genius to know what she wants to speak with him about, and I hear a quiet sigh leave him as he avoids my eyes and heads toward her, then outside.


Cami, too, is watching them disappear into the darkness, and only when they’re out of sight—and hearing range—does she voice my own question. “What’s her problem?”


“Arryn?” Keeda asks. There’s a slight smile tipping up the corners of her lips. “Don’t mind her. She’s harmless.”


“She hates us,” Cami argues. “For no good reason.”


“She hates everyone until she gets to know them,” Keeda says. “It’s basically her job requirement.” At our questioning looks, she explains, “She heads up our security. It’s her responsibility to keep the Remnants safe, to keep the catacombs from being discovered and infiltrated. To keep out anyone who might want to cause us harm—Speakers and otherwise.” Her smile turns wry. “She hates you because she doesn’t trust you, and because you caused a lot of problems for us when we broke you out of Lengard. But don’t worry, it’ll pass—presuming you don’t give her reason to think you’re spies.”


Spies? Does Keeda not remember the events that led to our escape? Surely no one is questioning our loyalty, not when we nearly lost our lives while fleeing Vanik and Manning.


“If she’s head of security, does that give her authority over Kael?” Cami asks, saving me from having to do so. She pauses, then clarifies, “He is your leader, right?”


Keeda shakes her head. “We don’t really have an official leader. Not anymore. But given his family, everyone does look to Kael for leadership. So I guess in a way, that puts him above Arryn. But their relationship is based on mutual respect. Our survival depends on them both.”


I mull over the word “relationship,” wondering if there’s more between Kael and Arryn than I’ve yet seen. Before I can ask, he rejoins us in the cabin, his phone in hand and his face as stony as Arryn’s was when she summoned him.


“Everything okay?” I ask. I’m close enough to see that he’s in the middle of a text conversation, but before I can try to glean more, he shoots off a final message and blackens his screen. I tentatively reach out and touch his arm, and he looks up, his features clearing.


“Of course, princess,” he says, covering my hand with his before releasing me again. “Everything’s peachy.”


If he’s calling me “princess” and using words like “peachy,” then everything with Arryn must have been sorted out. At least to the point that Cami and I aren’t about to be thrown overboard.


“How long, Keeds?” Kael asks.


“Five minutes, give or take,” she replies, squinting through the glass toward the approaching city lights. “We’re going faster than the limit, but we need to be careful not to get caught by a patrol. It’s already going to be tight thanks to how long it took us to debate over Liana’s vision, and while I could get us out of trouble, we shouldn’t risk that kind of holdup.”


“Keep us going as quick as you can, but avoid any complications,” Kael agrees. To me, he gives a jerk of his chin toward the back of the yacht and says, “A moment?”


I trail after him with Cami following, but when Kael turns and notices her, he says, “Just Alyssa.”


I can’t read his tone. It sounds casual, relaxed, but there’s something brimming between the two of them that I don’t understand. Some reason why he won’t hold her gaze for any length of time. Cami, too, seems uncertain.


“I’ll be right back,” I murmur to her, and when she catches my eyes as if to make sure I’m okay, I give a quick, subtle nod. Despite his strange behavior tonight and his frustrating absence since I awoke, he’s still Kael. We had a rocky start, what with him kidnapping me and all, but we’re good now, our friendship strong—enough that I’m willing to give him the benefit of the doubt.


Once we’re alone on the back deck, the frigid sea air causes goose bumps to rise on my skin, and I pull my jacket tighter around me. The yacht’s lighting is more focused toward the front, so I only have the moonlight and the glow of the nearing city to help me see Kael’s features as he leans over the railing, looking into the night.


“You seem troubled,” I can’t help saying.


He runs a hand through his hair. “It’s been a rough few days. I’m sorry I haven’t come to see you, it’s just …”


When he fails to offer a reason, I close the distance between us and place my hands on the rail beside him, our shoulders brushing. “You oversee an entire revolution. You’re busy—I get it.”


I don’t know why I’m trying to make him feel better, when what I really want is to shake him and ask why we haven’t already stormed Lengard. Three days we’ve wasted—six, if we include the time when I was unconscious.


When he chuckles quietly, the sound relaxes something within me, and I remind myself that this is Kael—the boy who saw me twirling in a princess gown when I was six years old and never forgot, the boy who helped rescue me from Vanik. That’s why I want to ease whatever is causing the shadows beneath his eyes—because I know he’d do the same for me. But his humor quickly fades.


“It’s not that,” he says, staring out into the water. “I mean, sure, I’ve been busy. Of course I have. But …” He pauses, then lowers his voice. “I can’t get the image out of my head—Keeda and Cami dragging your body out of Lengard.”


I suck in a breath.


“You were so pale, like a corpse.”


I resist the urge to say that’s exactly how I felt. “But they saved me, Kael.” Thinking of how Smith projected him into my unconscious mind to awaken me, I add, “You saved me.”


“It was close, princess. Too close.” He turns to face me, the city lights reflected in his midnight eyes. “If things go wrong tonight, if Lengard is there and they get their hands on you again—”


“They won’t,” I cut him off, beginning to understand his uncharacteristic behavior. I’m touched that he’s worried about me, but he can’t expect me to sit back and wait while others run headfirst into danger without me. I won’t be caged again—not even by those trying to protect me.


“But—”


“So many things went wrong in that laboratory, Kael. Everything that could happen, did happen. And worse. But tonight’s not like that. I’m not drained and exhausted, and I’m not limited by a fake suppressant rock. I have full control of my ability. See?” I summon another orb of light and let it float in the air between us, highlighting his features so I can see him better. I make sure he’s paying close attention as I finish, “We’re here to save someone else, and that’s what we’re going to do. Together.”


And then we’ll focus on Lengard, I want to add, but decide to pick my battles. As difficult as it is to acknowledge, the priority tonight is making sure this new breakout doesn’t end up in Vanik’s hands. After we succeed, I can press Kael for details about the rescue plan.


He holds my eyes for a long time, light from the orb dancing across his cheekbones, before finally blowing out a breath and nodding.


“Just … be careful,” he says. “There’s still so much for us to do, and I can’t do it without you.”


“I’m not going anywhere,” I promise him softly.


Silence falls between us, affording me a moment to realize that my relationship with Kael is … complicated. Mostly because my relationship with Ward is complicated. Despite having done little but wander aimlessly around the catacombs for the last few days, I still haven’t had a chance to gather my thoughts about him. All I know is, Ward cared for me when no one else did. He kept me safe and brought my broken spirit back to life. He protected me. But … then he turned cold and unfeeling when I learned that everything he’d said and done was to get me to reveal my Speaking ability. That had crushed me. The betrayal I’d felt … It still hurts, regardless that I’ve since discovered Ward was playing a role in order to remain close to me, to keep protecting me. He was on my side all along. But I don’t know where it leaves us. I don’t know who he is— and who he is to me.


That uncertainty is keeping a wall between me and Kael, who I respect, even admire. And not that it matters, but there’s no denying he’s attractive. I know that if I allowed myself, what I feel for Kael could easily turn into more.


But … Ward …


Right now, I can’t think of Kael as anything other than a friend. Not until I know where I stand with everything else. With everyone else.


“What are you thinking about?”


I focus again to see Kael watching me closely.


I clear my throat and search for something to say, anything but the truth. “Just wondering what’s going on with you and Cami.”


Immediately, I know I’ve said the wrong thing. Kael’s face shuts down, his eyes growing guarded as he turns to look out at the brightly lit Opera House as we sail by.


“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he says flatly.


Hesitant now, I say, “There’s this … tension between you.”


“There’s no tension.”


Quietly, I admonish, “Kael.” I wait until he pulls his gaze back to me before I gently say, “You can talk to me, you know. Two and a half years without speaking means I’ve become a pretty good listener.” The irony is not lost on me that, for most of those two and a half years, I was locked in a cell where I had no one to listen to.


His mouth tips up at the edges, but then he clenches his jaw, considering. Finally, his stiff posture eases—slightly—and he says, “Cami was there ten years ago, that day when all those people died in Vanik’s lab because my dad couldn’t save them.”


I remember him telling me this, but I stay silent, waiting to see why he’s bringing it up again now.


“I just—I feel guilty, I guess,” he admits in a whisper, staring at the floating orb rather than looking at me. “It’s irrational, I know. It’s not like I had anything to do with that accident. But if my dad—if he’d been able to save them …” His throat bobs. “I don’t have the same problem with Keeda, but she wasn’t there that day, she didn’t have to stand there and—and watch her parents die. But Cami … every time I look at her, I remember what happened that day … and everything that came afterward.”


That is irrational. He’s no more to blame for what happened in the lab than I am.


“Don’t say anything,” Kael says when I open my mouth to tell him as much. His voice is husky. “I’ll get over it in time. But seeing her this week, speaking with her, it’s just brought it all up again. Opened a fresh wound. Made me remember things I’d forgotten. People I’d … started to forget.”
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