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For the ones who keep going, even when it’s hard
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THE ALARM SOUNDS, AND MY sister’s airship comes to life.

Panels light up along the ceiling, sending emerald-green flashes across the small room. A stampede of footsteps pounds through the corridor, and the metal frame of my bed tremors, perfectly in sync with my racing heart.

There are only three kinds of alarms on the Mizuchi airship; green means there are Residents nearby, amber means we’re under fire, and red signals a breach.

Someone else might find comfort in the pulsing green lights. They’re far better than the alternatives, after all. But I’m too aware of what the alarm means—not for us, but for him.

Fear builds in the pit of my stomach. You know what will happen if she finds him first.

I wave a hand over my feet, and a pair of boots appears in a rush of pixelated color. The door slides open the moment it senses me, and I tear down the hallway, bumping shoulders with the crowd of humans who are headed for the transport dock. Everyone is too distracted by protocol to look at me like I’m some kind of hero. Right now, it doesn’t matter that I’m Nami Miyamoto, the Messenger who planted a seed that resulted in the Second Wave. When the alarm blares, I become invisible. A faceless soldier hurrying to their next station.

The respite won’t last long, so I quicken my pace.

A glass elevator sits at the far end of the corridor, shaped like an elongated sphere. It takes me to the lower levels of the Mizuchi, where a small fleet of warships sits in wait. Humans disappear inside, armed with rifles and an array of metallic charges strapped to their vests.

I make a beeline for one of the boarding ramps.

“Nami!” a ragged voice calls out. “What are you doing down here?”

I turn and find Commander Behr marching toward me. He waves a hand across his broad chest, and his dress uniform shifts into heavy armor. Black panels appear, flickering with the unmistakable gleam of Second Wave technology.

The humans from Genesis, the Borderlands, and the Colony… they learned to fight out of a need to survive. But the Second Wave was prepared for this afterlife. They died ready for war.

All because of what I told Mei on the day I followed the threads of Ophelia’s mind back to the living world.

Behr looks me up and down, impatient. “You should be upstairs. The air lock is about to open, and the General will have my head if—”

“I’m fine,” I snap, unable to hide the bite in my tone.

Behr narrows his eyes. “There’s no shame in admitting you need to rest.”

My shoulders stiffen, defensive. I’ve lost an entire century to the Cut. The last thing I need is more sleep.

I pin my gaze to the nearest warship. “I want to go down to the surface.”

“Take it up with the General.”

“Last I checked, I don’t need her permission. I need yours.”

He clenches his jaw. “You’re her sister. The rules are different.”

I cross my arms, mind racing for an excuse to be down in the fold alongside the others. “Being stuck on this airship for weeks isn’t helping me recover. Everyone keeps saying how much Infinity has changed over a hundred years; maybe it’s time I see it for myself.”

Behr doesn’t ask what I mean. He assumes what I want him to—that seeing the new world will put the fight back in my heart.

I can’t tell him the whole truth. Not after the way Mei reacted to it.

Behr sucks the air through his teeth, thinking. “You need a suit. And a gun.”

I motion to what I’m wearing—a faded gray top, loose trousers tucked into a pair of boots, and bracers covered in thin silver and white branches. A reminder of the prince who proved me wrong. “They’ll hold up in a fight,” I assure him.

Behr sighs and removes a pistol from its holster. “Take this. And next time you want to come on a ride-along, make sure you’re in uniform. I don’t care if you’re a celebrity. Messenger or not, we have rules on the Mizuchi.”

I take the weapon and hope he doesn’t notice that this is the first time I’ve ever held a gun. Fighting a war without bullets is unheard of for a Second Waver, but I have no intention of shooting anyone today.

Tucking the pistol in my belt, I climb aboard the nearest warship and wedge myself in an open seat between two lower-ranking soldiers. They wear the same black uniform as everyone else, with padded metallic vests and enough pockets to house over a dozen different kinds of weapons. But what sets them apart from the more seasoned officers are their wide-eyed expressions, an unquenched thirst for a glorified war, and a steadfast belief that what they’re about to do is right.

They’re strangers who’ve lived an entire lifetime while I’ve been asleep. But the look in their eyes is painfully familiar. I’ve seen it again and again, at every corner and every side of this battle. It doesn’t matter how much time has passed; the same cycle of hate persists, just as it has throughout human history.

Except this time, it was my doing. I told my sister to be afraid of something I didn’t fully understand, and now…

My gaze flicks to the many faces of the Second Wave. Guilt shudders through me just as the warship takes off. The only way to fix all of this is to find him before the soldiers do.

Closing my eyes, I take a breath and search for Caelan across the void.

I don’t know if he’s still a prisoner in War, or if he managed to escape Ozias’s cage after I was Cut. I don’t know if he made it back to Famine, or if he’s roaming the Labyrinth for a place to hide. All I know is that he isn’t safe. Not with Mei’s warships hunting his kind, and Queen Ophelia naming him a traitor.

I push my thoughts as far out as they’ll go, stretching across the starlit landscape until my skull aches. There isn’t a flicker of Caelan to be found. No scent of pine or glimpse of a winter woodland. Our minds were connected once, but now when I reach out to him it’s like…

It’s like he doesn’t exist.

I dig my fingers against my knees to keep myself steady. The warship drops through the clouds, lowering itself to the surface of the Labyrinth. Soldiers immediately fall into formation and race down the landing ramp.

I trail after the group and spot Commander Behr a few stretches ahead. He orders some of the soldiers to follow him, and the rest move toward a lieutenant with blond hair spun in a tight bun and several knives on her belt. I don’t recognize her, which is enough of a reason for me to tuck in behind the rest of her unit and hope Behr doesn’t notice.

We move silently through the forest landscape. A wide canopy of magnolia trees offers cover, though I doubt any of the Second Wavers need it. The glowing veilstones woven through the fabric of their armor pulse with green light. I’ve got two of my own, attached to my bracers. Mei insisted.

When the color of the veilstones shifts to a vibrant amber, the lieutenant signals for the group to break into sections. I follow a trio of soldiers straight into the heart of the forest.

Dayling birdsong fills the air, and tufts of pink blossoms are dotted around the trees, leaving a trail of petals at our feet. Sunlight trickles through the overhead foliage, making our surroundings glitter with movement. If it weren’t for the armed militia pushing ahead, the spring landscape might even be beautiful.

A pop reverberates through the trees, and the Daylings scatter toward the clouds. The sound of the first bullet makes my chest tighten. Everyone moves, swift and strategic, and suddenly the air is no longer filled with the chorus of nature. It’s a symphony of violence.

The amber hues on my veilstones darken to an unyielding blood red.

I break into a run, propelled by something primal and desperate. My boots thud against the soft grass, leaving a path of trampled bluebells on my way to the clearing ahead. The tip of a Resident airship peeks through the woodland. Wisps of smoke escape from its core, spiraling skyward. The side of the hull is blown to pieces, and a heavy line of bright orange follows the edge like a burning seam. I veer off to the left, hoping to get ahead of the soldiers so I can reach the chaos before they do.

If Caelan is here… If he made it this far…

A shadow appears, and for a moment the world is soundless. The Resident stares beyond the meadow, fists curved around two silver knives. He can’t see me—not with the impenetrable veil surrounding me.

It isn’t Caelan. Just another soldier in an impossible war.

A collision of opposing thoughts rises inside me, making my breath catch. This Resident isn’t an innocent; he’s a hunter, created to kill my kind. If I were smart, I’d reach for my pistol, aim for his chest, and pull the trigger.

But I’m not driven by logic. I run on instinct and empathy, and the nagging voice in my head that tells me, It doesn’t have to be this way. I’m fueled by the memory the Prince of Victory shared with me of his time in Famine, where I saw humans and Residents coexisting. Proof that we don’t need to destroy one another in order to survive.

I don’t want to hurt this stranger. But I don’t want to run, either. He might know something about Caelan’s whereabouts, which makes this the closest I’ve been to finding answers since I woke up. I know it’s a long shot, and it may not be the smart choice—but it’s my choice.

I let my veil drop and face my hunter.

He stiffens at the sight of me, expression turning from surprise to anger. It isn’t hate—not yet—and I can’t help the glimmer of relief that appears at the edge of my mind.

When he pulls his arm back, ready to charge with his knife, I don’t reach for my weapon. I hold up my hands, urging him to wait.

“I’m not your enemy,” I want to say. “I’ve seen a better way to exist in this world. I’ve seen peace between our kinds. And I can explain everything if you just give me the chance.”

But the poison Damon put into my mind when I was a prisoner in Death is still there, sinking its tendrils into my memories, keeping me from telling the truth about Famine and coexistence.

I don’t say anything. I can’t.

A bullet flies through the trees. The Resident’s gaze holds mine like he’s clutching onto time itself. Blood pools at his chest, seeping through his clothes. I blink, trying to process where the shot came from, but I’m too late.

The Cut rips through him.

Flecks of gold dust ripple through the air as he disintegrates, moving in a frenzy like an untethered burst of consciousness. It doesn’t last long; within moments, the dust forms a small orb, and what’s left of the Resident is pulled beyond the trees, summoned by a waiting cage.

Commander Behr appears, rifle pointed at the spot where the Resident was Cut. His attention moves from my outstretched hands to the pistol still tucked in my belt.

The disapproval on his face is clear. “Get back on the ship. Now.”

I don’t bother trying to explain myself. It wouldn’t change anything.

Because if I’ve learned anything about Second Wavers, it’s that they never lose a fight.
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LIGHT POOLS UNDER THE GLASS floor where Resident souls are trapped beneath the surface. Remnants of a hundred consciousnesses float beneath me. Maybe even thousands. Every ship in the fleet has a prison similar to this one, but the Mizuchi’s is the biggest of them all.

Is this what I looked like after my mind was Cut from my body? A ribbon of gold moving aimlessly within a cage?

I don’t remember any of it. One moment I was calling out to Caelan, and the next…

I tuck my arms around myself and continue across the walkway, trying to make sense of the world my sister built in my absence. Trying to decide where I fit in it.

The prison suite’s walls are made of backlit glass to match the aquarium-like floor. A smooth metal desk sits in the center of the room, where a hologram shifts with indecipherable coding. Perched on a stool behind it is the Mizuchi’s jailer, Arlo.

When he sees me, his fingers go still above a paneled keyboard. “Let me guess—you’re here to check on the new uploads?”

Uploads. Like they’re a batch of files stored on a hard drive, waiting to be purged from existence. I feign indifference, even as my stomach turns. “What can I say? I’m a creature of habit.”

Arlo runs a hand through his mess of auburn hair. “I know it doesn’t matter how many times I say it, because you keep coming back, but you really don’t have to worry about them escaping. Our tech is superior to anything they’ve created.”

I turn my eyes back to the gold lights floating below the glass. How many Residents were Cut today?

Is it possible Caelan was one of them?

Fear coils through me, and the glowing prison makes me sway.

I clear my throat, hoping it makes my words sound less brittle. “Does every Resident consciousness look the same?” I meet Arlo’s puzzled stare. “Would you be able to tell the difference between an ordinary soldier and someone like Ophelia?”

Arlo pushes his glasses up the bridge of his nose with a finger. I don’t know if he likes the aesthetic, or if he wears them for the same reason Ahmet once chose to keep his scar—as a reminder of the life he’d lived before this one. “I suppose none of us have any idea what Ophelia’s consciousness might look like. But so far, when a Resident is Cut, they’re indistinguishable from one another. We’d have to start the process of regrowth to really find out who’s who—not that it matters. They’ll all be captured and destroyed when the time comes.”

I bite the inside of my cheek. “I heard Lysander went missing during the raid, and no one knows whether he was Cut in the chaos or if he escaped.”

“Ah.” Arlo’s face softens. “You want to know if the Prince of Death is one of our uploads.”

“Is it possible he’s here, and you just haven’t realized it?” If Caelan is stuck beneath the glass floor too, unable to get out…

Arlo misinterprets the worry in my brow. “I know Lysander was the one who… Well. I imagine you’d feel better knowing we’d captured the monster who Cut you. But there’s no way we’d lose track of a high-value target like that.” An apology lingers between his words. “He isn’t here.”

“And the rest of the princes?”

He shakes his head. “No one has seen them in months. We suspect they’ve retreated to the Capital alongside Ophelia, avoiding the carnage of the Second Wave.”

The corners of my mouth turn down. Caelan and Damon may have reasons to stay hidden, but I can’t imagine Ettore running from a fight. If Queen Ophelia summoned him to the Capital, it isn’t to retreat—it’s to plot their next move.

Arlo doesn’t seem the least bit worried. Instead, his expression shifts to pride. “Did you know I was there the day Doc realized we’d found your consciousness? I’ll never forget the relief. Rebuilding a physical body is a long process to begin with, but there were so many humans stored in Neo Genesis—or Death, as you used to call it. We weren’t sure how many more years it would take to find you.”

Neo Genesis.

While I was asleep, Ozias took one of the Four Courts and claimed a throne. And he did it with my sister’s help.

“I’m surprised Ozias didn’t keep all the tanks of human souls to himself,” I say thinly. “He’s always been a fan of war trophies.”

Arlo frowns like he doesn’t understand. “King Ozias would never take a human prisoner. He’s an ally to the Second Wave, and us to him.”

“He’s a power-hungry traitor,” I nearly snap, blazing with the memory of the battlefield and what he once did to Gil.

But I can still see Mei’s face when I tried to tell her about Caelan and my time in War. Fighting against Damon’s poison made everything sound fragmented and incoherent. She looked at me like I’d lost hold of my own reality.

These people trust Ozias like they trust my sister. Until I can take back control of my voice, I don’t see the point in trying to convince them otherwise.

“I know you’ve been through a lot. But I hope you know how grateful we are.” Arlo’s words flood with sincerity. “You saved us all.”

And condemned the Residents.

Arlo looks past me, shoulders immediately going rigid before he stands at attention.

Mei waits in the doorway, her black uniform crisply ironed, and a pistol gleaming at her side. Her hair hangs in a sharp line just above her shoulders. Seeing her here, in Infinity… it still feels like a dream. Not just because of what it means, or who she is to the Second Wave, but because the sister in front of me isn’t the sister I’ve carried in my head.

Mei lived an entire life before her death—a life that gave her hard lines around her mouth and a gauntness to her cheeks. But she’s also lived a life in Infinity, where she staged a rebellion and overthrew two Resident courts.

Time may work differently here, but I was only awake for a measly two years in Infinity, and eighteen before that. Mei has surpassed me many times over.

She used to be my little sister. Now I think I might be hers.

“At ease,” Mei tells Arlo, but her gaze is fixed on me. “I thought I might find you here. Commander Behr told me what happened in the field.”

I expected as much, but the irritation snaking through me is impossible to hide.

Mei studies me, lips pressed together. She motions toward Arlo. “Leave us.”

Arlo swipes at the hologram to make the screen vanish and hurries out of the room. When the door slides shut, the silence is overwhelming.

I sigh. “Please stop looking at me like that.”

“Like what?”

“Like you’re Mom.”

Mei ignores my goading. Second Wavers don’t talk about their lives before Infinity. They think it’s too much of a distraction. “You willingly ventured into combat and then chose not to use your weapon.”

“I don’t like guns. Probably a side effect of being murdered.”

“This isn’t a joke, Nami. You put yourself in danger.”

“I was fine,” I say, forceful. “Your commander involved himself in something that didn’t concern him.”

“The war between humans and Residents concerns all of us,” she argues. “Why would you take a risk like that? What if they’d taken you?” Her voice carries a sting. “I can’t lose you a second time. Not after what it took to get you back.”

I shut my eyes and take a breath, hating how much her worry feels like a cage. “You can’t expect me to stay on this ship forever.”

Seconds stretch between us. When Mei finally speaks, her words are clipped. “You were looking for him.”

My eyes flash open. I doubt she needs the confirmation, but I give it to her anyway. “He sacrificed everything for me. I need to make sure he’s safe.”

She rubs her brow, exasperated. “Whatever he made you feel for him was a means to an end and nothing more.”

“You don’t know him. You don’t know what really happened to us.”

“Then tell me.”

“Caelan wants—” The words fizzle on the edge of my tongue. I can’t tell her the truth about Famine. Not with Damon’s poison stopping me. “If you met him, you’d understand.”

“I have no desire to meet the Resident prince that manipulated my sister, just as I have no desire to believe in the delusion that there’s a third side to this war.”

“But if there’s a better way—”

“There isn’t,” she interrupts. “We are winning because of weapons, and strategy, and brute force. Not peace. Not coexistence. And certainly not trust in the enemy.” Mei pauses, visibly flustered. “Hopeful as you are, you don’t have a better way. You have a theory; and I will not risk a single human soul over anything less than proof. Which, even then…” Her voice fades into a sigh.

“Caelan is your proof.”

“And yet he isn’t here.” Mei lowers her chin. “Think about it, Nami. You said you used to be able to communicate with him through his thoughts. But in all this time, he’s never tried to reach out to you.”

“The last time I saw him, he had a Grimling bite in his system, and he was being tortured by Ozias. Maybe he isn’t reaching out because he can’t.”

Mei looks doubtful. “I was there when we joined forces with the old Genesis. There wasn’t a single prisoner in their camps. Certainly not the Prince of Victory.”

“It wouldn’t be the first time Ozias has lied to the people around him.” My teeth grind together. “He has an entire territory of his own now, with his own soldiers, and his own rules. Maybe he has his own prisoners too.”

“Caelan is not in Neo Genesis.”

“You don’t know where he is,” I counter. “Lysander hasn’t been seen since Genesis took over his court. You don’t think it’s odd Ozias may have been the last known human to see either of the princes before they allegedly vanished?”

Mei’s nostrils flare. “An hour ago, you were convinced Caelan was on the surface. Now you think Ozias somehow captured two of Ophelia’s spawn and is secretly holding them captive in his basement?”

“I was thinking more of a dungeon, but yes. I think it’s a very real possibility.”

“Maybe the truth is simpler than that. Maybe Caelan went back to his family,” Mei offers. “He chose a side, and it wasn’t yours.”

The corners of my eyes itch, but I blink the salt sting away. “You’re wrong.”

Mei stares at the ceiling like she thinks she might find answers up there. An explanation as to why there’s so much tension building between us—and a way to make it stop. “I don’t want to argue, Nami. I’ve spent two lifetimes waiting to see you again, and I’ll spend every lifetime from now making sure that what happened to you in that gas station never happens again. We don’t have to agree on everything. But please don’t make me the villain in your story.”

My throat knots. “I—you’re not—that’s not what I’m doing.”

“I know you. When you think something is unfair, it reads all over your face.”

“It isn’t because of you,” I try to explain. “If I’d known earlier that Caelan—” The muscles in my jaw go taut, and I suck the air through my teeth. “Innocent people are going to get hurt because of what I told you.”

Her words are stilted. “The Prince of Victory is far from innocent. You forget I’ve seen his court.”

“I haven’t forgotten.” It was one of the first things Mei told me during our reunion—that Victory was nothing but rubble. That she’d led the attack herself just to make sure of it. “But I didn’t ask you to go to war for me. I told you to run.”

“You told me to prepare for a fight,” she corrects, and I hate how instantly my own words come back to me.

Don’t trust the Residents, no matter what they say.

They’re liars and monsters, and they won’t stop until humanity is destroyed.

Be ready to fight.

If Mei sees the battle raging behind my eyes, she doesn’t acknowledge it. “He was your captor, Nami, and he was very nearly your end. So if you’re asking me to spare him…”

I wait for her to finish her sentence, but she doesn’t.

“There’s a meeting tonight in the war room,” Mei offers instead. “I’d like you to join us.”

I crumple my brow, unsure what to make of the sudden invitation.

“I want you to see the future we’re trying to build,” she continues. “It might remind you why you came to me in the first place.” She turns for the doorway but pauses in the threshold. I think she’s hoping to fix this. Fix us.

But my guilt is sharp and unkind, and despite my intentions, it takes on the shape of a blade. “They shouldn’t have had to lose both their daughters,” I blurt out.

Mei flinches, and I know I should explain myself. It’s my fault our parents didn’t get more time with Mei. It’s my fault she spent her entire childhood plotting to take control of the afterlife instead of being a normal kid. And it’s my fault that my sister is trying to wipe out an entire species without batting an eye.

I robbed my sister of something I’ll never be able to give back.

This time, it isn’t the poison that keeps me from saying the truth. It’s my own shame.

Mei leaves the room without another word.

I have a million things to say about war and peace and saving the future generations, but when it comes to my mistakes?

There aren’t enough words in existence to fix what I broke.
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A DOZEN HIGH-RANKING SOLDIERS STAND in the war room, waiting for my sister to appear. I shift in place, listening to the groan of the metal floor below me. Some of the others turn to stare. Some of them haven’t stopped staring since I walked into the room.

I pretend not to notice.

The first time I sat in a meeting like this one, Gil stood at the edge of the room with his arms crossed. I had no idea he was Prince Caelan, using Gil’s body like a puppet. I had no idea what he would someday mean to me.

Mei is barely through the door when Commander Behr calls the room to attention. Everyone straightens, waiting as my sister takes her place at the table. She nods toward the soldier at her right, signaling for the meeting to begin. Most of the names of outposts and warships go over my head, but when the commanders bring up what’s left of the Four Courts, my ears start to burn.

Famine has become so overrun with Grimlings that the Second Wave has given up their search for Damon’s underwater palace. Ettore’s army has more than tripled in the time I’ve been asleep. And whatever was left of Victory and Death’s Legions now roam the Labyrinth.

Mei’s soldiers don’t give any indication that they’re planning to join Ozias in his fight for the Red City, and I can’t quite make sense of the tactical decision. Ettore has always been a threat to humans. If his forces are growing, why isn’t the Second Wave doing something about it?

When Behr shifts the focus to the Capital, I realize it’s because they’re looking for the bigger threat. The largest Resident city in Infinity—and home to Queen Ophelia. I listen to the commanders share rumors and hunches, but there’s nothing concrete. No human has ever seen the Capital, and no Resident has given up its whereabouts.

If Damon managed to hide his court for so long, I can only imagine the lengths Ophelia went to in order to protect hers.

“Are we making any progress in Neo Genesis?” Mei asks the room.

“Li’s team is working on a new fleet of armored warships that should be ready soon. Even Ophelia herself won’t be able to knock one out of the sky,” Jacek announces. He looks the same age as Mei, with wrinkles around his eyes and the kind of self-assuredness that only develops with time.

Most of the top engineers reside in Neo Genesis, where the research facilities are unparalleled. But Jacek rarely leaves the Mizuchi. He also doesn’t hold a rank or a title, which is an anomaly among Second Wavers. I’m not sure if he’s a rule-breaker because he wants to be, or because my sister allows him to be.

“I’d like you to pay them a visit and get a more accurate timeline,” Mei says. “We need those warships to move into the next phase.”

Jacek leans back and flashes a broad grin. “I’ll put a unit together.”

Mei drums her fingers against the table, staring at the hologram of the Labyrinth spinning in the center. Detailed maps of every discovered landscape are stacked on top of one another. She waves a hand, and the image shifts to a device that’s covered in odd shapes and detailed etchings. It almost looks like a computer chip that’s been stretched into the shape of a blade, but without a hilt. “I’d like an update on our new weapon too,” she adds.

Jacek nods. “I’ll speak to the engineers personally. The Messenger is our top priority.”

Several of the commanders whisper to one another. Behr homes in on me, gauging my reaction.

“The Messenger?” I repeat, thoughts crashing to a halt.

Mei finally looks my way, voice solemn. “It’s a weapon that will eradicate Resident consciousness.”

I frown, unsure whether I heard her correctly. “I don’t understand. I thought you already made weapons that can Cut through consciousness.”

“Yes. But the Messenger is being designed to end them,” she explains.

End. As in…

The room teeters. I forget to breathe. “You—you found a way to kill Residents?”

“Our engineers have been working to perfect it for some time. It shouldn’t be long until we have a prototype to test in the field.”

My words heave out of me with force. “Do you have any idea what could happen if they find out you have a weapon like that?”

Some of the others look taken aback, but Mei is stoic.

My eyes dart around the room. “Residents learn from what humans create, and Ophelia has been after a weapon like this for lifetimes. You might be giving her the literal blueprints to killing all of humanity.” Not to mention what this would mean for the Residents living in Famine.

A weapon this powerful could destroy every single one of them.

“Even if Ophelia got ahold of our technology, she’d never be able to use it against us. She’s the virus, not the host,” Mei counters. “Our weapon will eradicate consciousness by targeting Residents as something that isn’t part of the foundations of Infinity. We’re going to target the coding instead of the life force. The same way we’d get rid of malware on a computer.”

“Humans have the ability to change anything in Infinity,” Jacek adds. “We can change artificial consciousness too.”

I bite the edge of my lip, cheeks heating. The Messenger. The name sinks in like a slow venom. “Why would you name something like that after me?”

“Our people are trying to honor everything you sacrificed for us,” Commander Behr says, serious. “You’re Nami Miyamoto, the Messenger who gave us the truth. You’re the reason we came to Infinity prepared.”

“There’s nothing honorable about killing an entire species,” I snap.

“Nami.” Mei gives a small shake of her head, but I’m too angry to hear the warning.

If news of this weapon reaches Ophelia, coexistence will never be possible. Residents will only ever see us as the aggressors, and the worst of humanity. They’ll fight back, harder than ever before. Peace would never survive. It would never have a chance.

It would be us or them, with Mei on one side, and Caelan on the other.

Salt pools in my eyes. “I don’t want to be a part of this. Not even in name.”

Jacek rubs the back of his neck. “I mean, I’m sure there’s still time to change—”

“We’re not changing anything,” Mei interjects. She looks at me like we’re the only two people in the room. “Remember who the enemy is, Nami. Remember what they did to you.”

I look around for a lifeline that isn’t there. All I see are strangers. Soldiers willing to commit genocide to win a war.

I almost crossed that line once. I won’t do it again.

I stare at my sister—at the eyes we share with our father—and find that I don’t recognize her at all.

You did this to her, my mind hisses, latching onto the awful truth buried in my heart. You planted a seed and grew the very monster you were afraid to become.

I don’t say anything. I’m too tired, and my heart is aching for comfort that doesn’t exist on the Mizuchi.

I turn my back to the room and make my way through the door.



I dig through the canteen cupboards until I find a packet of potato chips and take a seat at one of the long, empty tables. Food isn’t essential, but I guess even the military isn’t above a little nostalgia.

Someone clears their throat, and my eyes flash to the doorway, surprised not to have sensed the usual hum of a nearby consciousness.

Jacek leans against the frame and crosses his arms. “I take it military strategy isn’t really your thing?”

“Neither is being interrupted while I’m eating mediocre junk food,” I mumble through my chewing.

“You’d be surprised how hard it is to find a decent chef in the afterlife.”

“Maybe that’s what happens when you tell people their only choice is to be a soldier.”

“Huh.” Jacek considers my words. “I always figured it had something to do with how many of us never learned to cook a proper meal in life. Too many take-out options.”

“If that were the case, I feel like we’d at least be getting decent french fries and milkshakes instead of—” I hold up the red-and-white-striped bag and read the label. “This literally just says ‘Potato Chips.’ ”

“We’re short on graphic designers too.” Jacek makes no effort to hide his grin. “I’ll bring it up with Mei at the next meeting.”

I observe him with growing suspicion. “How come you’re the only one who doesn’t call her General?”

“I guess because I knew her long before she was one.”

“You mean before you came to Infinity?”

Jacek clicks his tongue disapprovingly. “It’s against the rules to talk about the past.”

“You have no official title, you call my sister by her first name, and you never wear a uniform.” I drop my hands against the table with an irritated thud, and the bag of chips crinkles in my fist. “Stop pretending like you care about rules.”

He laughs and takes a seat across from me. “All right. Fine. I knew your sister in the living world. We met in university.”

My heart thumps. “Mei went to college?”

“Yeah. Computer engineering.” He shrugs. “She thought it would be useful.”

A knot forms in my throat. “I wanted her to be safe. I didn’t expect—well, this.”

“She is safe,” he corrects. “We all are, because of what you did for us.” He holds up his open hands. “Look, I’m not going to sit here and pretend to know what you went through before the Second Wave, but let me spell out the obvious: you don’t need to be a soldier anymore. You did your part—and now we’re on track to winning this war. So if you’re afraid to fight or you don’t want to get your hands dirty, then don’t. We can take it from here.”

I make a face. “That’s what you think this is about?”

He lowers his voice. “I prefer it to what I’ve heard about you and the Resident prince.”

It wasn’t my intention to keep Caelan a secret exactly, but still. The thought of my sister confiding with her inner circle about something I told her in private stings. “Who else knows?”

He drags his tongue against his teeth, probably deciding how much he should share. “No one. I keep Mei’s secrets, and she keeps mine.”

“And since the two of you are such trusting friends, I’m guessing she sent you here to talk me out of leaving?” I shove the bag of chips away and lean forward. “I can save you the trouble. My friend is missing, and I need to find him. There’s nothing you can say to make me stay on this ship.”

He tilts his head. “Your sister misses you.”

My face heats, but he starts talking again before I can utter a word.

“I don’t mean to overstep, but I’ve watched Mei idolize you for over a century. I guess that’s why a lot of us idolize you too. And as someone who cares about her, maybe instead of fleeing at the first chance you get, you could at least try to look happy to see her.”

“I’m not going to pretend to be happy that my sister is dead.”

“Death is the beginning of everything after,” he says simply. “Mei and I were never afraid of it. Not even when it was standing right in front of us.”

His words ricochet through me. “You were there when she died?”

He dips his chin slightly, mouth pressed in a tight line like he’s aware he’s said too much.

“Tell me what happened,” I plead. Tell me it wasn’t because of me.

Jacek taps his thumb against the metal table and sighs. “We were trying to stop Ophelia in the living world.”

“What do you mean ‘stop’ her?”

“We tried to blow up the O-Tech headquarters,” he admits.

“You what?”

Jacek lifts his shoulders. “It was the only option we had. As long as Ophelia’s AI was still running, human lives were at risk. We thought destroying the building and its hard drives would force people to listen and shut Ophelia down. We figured we could stop her at her source.”

My mouth feels like it’s full of sand. “Are you telling me that my sister was a terrorist? That she blew up a building full of people because of me?”

“No,” Jacek says, serious. “The plan was to go at night, when the place would be empty. We were going to tie up the security guards so no one got injured. It was never about hurting people—just the equipment, and the building. We wanted people to stop seeing us as radicals, and realize we were telling the truth.”

“Planting bombs is not how you do that.”

Jacek sighs. “If it makes you feel better, we only got as far as the parking lot. There were a lot of people who were loyal to our cause, but the authorities found out what we were up to. They were waiting when we turned up. I tried to get us away, but the weather was hell that night and there were no guardrails along the mountain road. All I remember is the car flipping, and the next thing I knew, I was in Infinity with Mei.” He blinks away the memory. “If anyone was responsible for her death, it was me. But we both knew the risks. Mei has never blamed me, and she’s never blamed you either. This was always about Ophelia, and saving humanity.”

My eyes go blurry. “Mei was just a kid, and I told her something awful that took away the only childhood she’ll ever have.” I shake my head. When I reached out to Mei, I was angry and scared, and I didn’t know everything. It was just a moment for me—one reckless, fear-based mistake. And that one moment of hate has ruined Mei’s entire life. “I don’t know how I’m ever going to make it up to her.”

“Mei doesn’t need you to make it up to her,” Jacek says. “She just wants her sister back.”

I stand abruptly. “You helped her attempt to blow up a building, and then drove her off a cliff. I’m not interested in what you think she needs.”

“You’ve been asleep for a hundred years, and when you were awake, you were losing the war.” Jacek stands, towering over me even from across the table. “You want to be a pacifist now? Fine. But don’t expect Mei to become one too. You may be the Messenger, but she’s the General of the Second Wave. Our people trust her with their very existence. Mei won’t be swayed—not even by you.”

I narrow my eyes. “Is this a lecture or a threat?”

Jacek raises his hands innocently. “I’m not threatening you. I’m just letting you know where I stand.”

“Which is where, exactly?”

“At your sister’s side. Always.”

I look away, teeth gnashing in frustration. “She doesn’t know the whole truth. None of you do.”

There’s a brief pause. “I’ve got time.”

My breathing slows. “Look, I’m not naive enough to think that if we all stopped fighting, the Residents would back down. But wiping out an entire species is wrong. And if we can avoid opening that door… if we can save the people who don’t deserve to die…”

“What are you proposing?”

“That we break this cycle of hatred that’s making all of us worse. And we do what nobody in this war ever wants to do: we communicate.”

Jacek lifts a brow, and I’m not sure if he’s amused, curious, or both. “You can’t have peace talks if only one side is willing to sit at the table.”

I fight the heat building in my cheeks as I struggle to form a sentence that dances around Damon’s poison. “If you can get Mei to agree to a meeting, I know someone who will talk to her.”

“I would never let Mei take a meeting with a Resident. Too many things could go wrong.” The seconds tick between us. “But I might be willing to meet with them—if I get something I want in return.”

“If you’re after the location of the Capital, you can forget it,” I say, voice thin. “That’s too big of an ask.”

Jacek chuckles. “If your friend was willing to hand me the Capital, I wouldn’t trust him anyway. No—what I want is something from you. A promise.”

I frown. “Seriously?”

“It’s my favorite form of currency,” Jacek drawls, studying me. “I want your word that you’ll never leave Mei. Not until she’s ready for you to.”

“I already told you I’m not staying on this ship.”

“That’s not what I mean,” he says. “You think you’re on a mission. I get it. But if you wander, then make sure you wander back. Don’t vanish into thin air because you’re angry, or because the war didn’t resolve itself the way you wanted it to.” His throat rolls, and I can tell my sister means something to him. Something I wasn’t around to understand. “Not getting to say goodbye the first time… it affected her. And I’ve heard the rumors about the Afterlands.”

“What rumors?”

“That you need a map to know where you’re going; otherwise you might roam for an eternity and never run into another soul. Because anyone who’s ever been there has never been able to find their way back.”

I shake my head. “The Afterlands are just an extension of Infinity that’s out of Ophelia’s reach. People don’t come back because they don’t want to. It’s safer out there.”

“Maybe. Or maybe out there is something that’s beyond our comprehension.” He taps his thumb against his leg. “If you want my help, I want your promise that you’re not going anywhere until Mei says goodbye first. Don’t run—especially not in a direction where she’ll never be able to find you.”

I refrain from answering right away, certain that the vulnerability wedged in my throat will make all my words splinter. Of all the things he could bargain for, this is what he wants?

I don’t trust Jacek. I barely know him.

But as far as promises go, it’s an easy one to make.

“Of course you have my word. I would never abandon Mei.” I didn’t want to the first time, but life didn’t give me a choice.

“Good.” He traces a finger through the air like he’s drawing circles around me. “And while you’re at it, maybe tone down the flight-risk energy you’re giving off. It’s making everyone nervous.”

“You mean it’s making people think they have to babysit me.”

His mouth quirks. “Your words, not mine.”

I breathe out, letting my shoulders drop. “This meeting can’t be a trick, or an ambush. And you can’t bring any weapons.” When he lifts a brow, I clarify, “I’m not risking anyone’s safety when you have weapons that can Cut.”

Jacek dips his chin. “I agree to your terms. No deceptions.”

Understanding sizzles between us, and I flex my fingers. “You’re going to Neo Genesis soon, right? To get an update from the engineers?”

“Right after we make a pitstop in the Borderlands.” He pauses. “Let me guess—you want a ride?”

I nod. “I have friends there I haven’t seen in a while.” I leave out the part where one of them might be locked in a dungeon.

Something tells me Jacek will be less agreeable to breaking a Resident out of prison.

His mouth twitches like he already knows I’m withholding information.

“Are you going to tell Mei about our deal?” I ask.

“Of course. I tell her everything,” he replies easily. “But when I tell her is up to my own discretion. All she needs to know right now is that you’re tagging along for a change of scenery.” He snatches the bag from the table and tosses a chip into his mouth, chewing slowly. “You’re right. These are terrible.”

I watch him, thoughts starting to muddle. “I don’t get it. Why are you helping me?”

“You’re the Messenger. The harbinger of truth,” he says with a shrug. “If you’ve got secrets, I’m willing to listen to them.”

“What I told Mei wasn’t the truth,” I say. “The Residents aren’t all what you think.”

“Then find your friend and prove me wrong,” Jacek challenges before leaving me alone in the canteen.
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THE BORDERLANDS ARE UNRECOGNIZABLE.

The Dome is gone. The central village is filled with towering barracks and shipping containers doubling as workshops. In every direction, the woodlands have been flattened and replaced with grass-covered hangar bays that house dozens of transport ships, with bigger warships positioned throughout the clouds like they’ve been anchored there. The only evidence left of the Night Market’s pier are a few pillars wedged in the sand, covered in flecks of long-faded turquoise.

I walk through the new streets like I’m in a trance, hypnotized by the sounds of clinking metal and the staccato of a nearby firing range. Memories flicker through my mind, of honey cakes and ice flowers, but mostly of the anger I felt when I first arrived. The betrayal and hopelessness and desperation. I wanted an army that would help me save my friends, but instead I watched an entire community decide to flee.

When I reach the northern shoreline, my chest tightens.

How many boats set sail after I left? How many humans made it to the Afterlands at the cost of leaving the rest of us behind?

Before Mei arrived and changed everything.

Back then, I was angry, but now…

I dig my fingers into my ribs, and the flutter of a nearby tarp catches my eye. I turn the corner, following the trail around a scattering of trees, when I see a house. Not just any house—but my house.

The old hut sits exactly where it used to, blackened with the Bone Clan’s bloodstain that still hasn’t vanished after all these years. Seashells hang from a colorful canopy, and bright green bottles burst with flowers near the doorstep. The sound of a fire crackles through the parted window.

Time stills. Hope rattles nervously in my chest. I lift my fist, knock on the door, and wait.

Hardly a moment passes before a pair of blue eyes find mine. Kasia’s shoulders are wrapped in a woven shawl instead of leather armor. There are no braids in her hair—just tired, blond waves. The moment she sees me, I know she remembers.

My words come out like a gasp. “You waited.”

“For as long as it takes for a friend to come home,” she says.

We wrap our arms around one another, and for the first time in a hundred years, I stop trying to hold myself together.



Kasia stabs the firewood with a metal poker before closing the stove door. She sets the tool in a cradle and lifts a plate to offer me more sweet bread and honey-butter.

I take another piece, tilting it slowly in my hand. “I can’t believe you’ve been living here all this time when you could’ve had your pick of any house here. I one hundred percent would’ve called dibs on Artemis’s apartment. After thoroughly disinfecting it, obviously.”

Kasia’s mouth tugs, but her smile doesn’t reach her eyes. “I prefer the beach. Reminds me of an old life I once lived.” She sets the plate back down, gaze drifting to the fire.

I chew quietly, watching the way she fixates on the popping embers. “Have you seen any of the Salt Clan since Ozias overthrew Death? I heard most of his army lives in Neo Genesis now.”

“My people moved on a long time ago, and I…” She sweeps a finger over her brow and shakes her head.

I set the bread on the plate and curl my fingers in my lap. “You’ve been here alone.” Because of me.

“Lonely, sometimes. But not alone. You sent me the Second Wave.” She looks up, but her thoughts still seem far away. “ ‘We followed the stars, like the Messenger told us.’ There were so many of them. Dozens at first, and then hundreds. I tried to teach them the rules of Infinity—I trained them the way I once trained you—but when the General arrived, they no longer needed me. Things became very organized, very quickly. I’ve never seen younglings so prepared for the afterlife, and the war.”

My frown deepens. “I never meant to send you soldiers. I just wanted Mei out of Ophelia’s reach.”

“I told your sister about the Afterlands when she first arrived,” Kasia says. “But she had no interest in running. Not until she saw the end of the war, and found a way to bring you back.” She offers a look of encouragement. “I’m glad you were able to reunite. I know how much she means to you.”

“She means everything to me. But it’s… different,” I admit quietly. “She’s not the little sister I remember.”

“Everyone changes. Everything changes. The trick is to make sure that you’re changing too. There’s less to be afraid of that way.”

“I’m not afraid of Mei.” I expect the words to sound firm, but they taper.

“When you came to the Borderlands, you begged for an army. Now you have one.” Kasia lifts her chin. “Your sister is saving Infinity because of the knowledge you gave her. The power you gave her. Perhaps you aren’t afraid of how that power has changed your sister, but of how it’s changed you,” she offers, and I suppose she’s closer to the truth.

What I did inside Ophelia’s mind… the path I nudged my sister toward…

It was irresponsible.

I open my mouth to explain the depths of my own mistake, but my thoughts slam into an invisible wall. I can’t speak about Famine, or coexistence, or the plan Caelan and I had before we were separated. Not when the truth has been ripped away from me.

Kasia’s face softens. “You carry too much. You always have.”

I drop my shoulders. “A lot happened while I was in War. Things I’m having a hard time explaining right now.”

Kasia flinches. “You would never have been taken captive if I hadn’t been so stubborn about fighting. I should’ve been there with you. And Nix…”

“Don’t.” I clutch her hand before she has time to think. “You were there. I saw you in Nix’s eyes. I’m just sorry I didn’t bring him home.”

She blinks away her tears, and I let go of her hand.

“I’ve never seen anyone control fear the way you did that day,” she admits. “You created a Nightling. Wielded terror like a weapon.” She offers a weak smile. “It was beautiful.”

I watch the flames snap within the small iron stove. “There’s so much I wish I could tell you, but I can’t.” Not until I visit Damon and figure out a way to put the truth back in my voice.

Her eyes shutter. “I’m too old for mystery, Nami.”

I bite the edge of my lip, struggling to form the words. “I’m leaving for Neo Genesis to look for a friend. They… have something that was taken from me.”

“You may find you have less friends in Neo Genesis than you once did.”

I stiffen, picturing the last time I saw Caelan in the desert. He was trying to protect me, just as I tried to do the same for him, but—

Ozias’s stare pierces through the image.

What did he tell the others? What did he let them assume?

“Shura and Ahmet will want to see me,” I say, more certain than I have any right to be. “They’re likely still searching for the Colony, and the person I’m looking for can help them too.” The tension in my chest eases slightly. “I don’t care if it’s dangerous; my friends need me.”

“I always imagined the day I left the Borderlands would be the day I followed our ancestors across the sea.” Kasia stares out the window. “Take me with you, Nami. Show me how Infinity has changed, and how you intend to change it still. Let me be there when the war ends.” She turns back to me, eyes glassy. “And when it’s all over, bid me farewell when I make the voyage to the Afterlands.”

The reality of what she’s saying sends a surge of emotions through me, and my throat starts to burn.

I think about Mei, and Caelan, and the Residents in Famine. There’s still so much to do, and so many people I want to make sure are safe. I have no intention of leaving any of them behind.

But I’ve never considered what I’ll do once Ophelia is no longer a threat. I’m not even sure I knew what I wanted to do after college. Back then, I thought I had all the time in the world.

The thought of starting over… of being truly free… of being the tiniest bit selfish…

It’s a beautiful dream.

Kasia has been in Infinity for centuries. She’s lost people, over and over again, and still found the strength to remain.

She deserves this. Even if the thought of losing another friend severs the stitches holding my heart together.

“Of course,” I tell her. “Anything you need.”

Kasia takes my hand, face settling into a smile. “Then we’re in this together, until the war is over.” She tightens her grip like a promise.

I nod and squeeze back. “Until the war is over.”
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LAUGHTER RINGS THROUGHOUT THE NARROW alley, reverberating between rows of modified industrial buildings. Every window shows a glimpse of another world: people relaxing around tables full of cards and drink, enjoying a quiet evening away from enemy warfare.

It’s the kind of future most of us hope for.

At the far end of the street, a metal sign sways in the night breeze. The Teahouse.

I slip through the entrance and make my way down a set of stairs. A guitarist croons a slow melody from the stage, strumming with his eyes shut. Groups of people are spread out around the tables, lost in deep discussions and the delirium of normalcy.

Mei sits alone at the bar, hand fixed around a glass tumbler.

I sit on the bar stool beside her and fold my arms over the counter. “Jacek said I might find you here.”

She swirls the contents of her drink and tips it back in one swift movement. “Good to hear Jacek is at least getting some things right.”

The back of my neck prickles. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“A change of scenery? That’s the best lie you could come up with?” She shakes her head. “You forget I grew up with you. The only way to get you to willingly leave the house was with the promise of food.”

I choke back a defensive laugh. “First of all—” I start, but she gives me a look like she’s daring me to lie. I roll my eyes. “Okay, fine. I’m a homebody incapable of turning down pizza. But I do have friends in Neo Genesis. I’d like to see them again.”

“You told me Ozias betrayed you. You’ll be walking straight into a viper’s den.”

“I thought you didn’t believe me.”

“I said your story was inconsistent. There’s a difference.”

“But you’re still allies with him. You still trust him to fight alongside you.”

The wince is subtle, but there. “Working together has given us advantages. I have no desire to threaten our alliance, and I’d rather you didn’t go to Neo Genesis if your goal is to anger a king. But—just so we’re clear—if I have to choose between you and him, then I’ll choose you every single time.”

I blink. “As simple as that?”

“As simple as that,” she says seriously. “So, tell me, Nami. If you go to Neo Genesis, is it going to alter the agreements I have with their leader?”

I look away, letting the guitar strums create a fog in my head. “You don’t need to worry about me and Ozias. If I can avoid him, I will.”

“Good.” She flicks a finger over her glass, refilling it to the brim.

I watch the motion, mouth hitching in the corner. “It’s weird seeing you drink.”

“A habit I picked up in university,” she admits. A rare moment of nostalgia I take as a peace offering. “Freshman year was a real learning curve.” She hesitates, jaw tensing. “It should’ve been you going off to college, making the same mistakes every other eighteen-year-old makes.”

Memories of me and Finn at graduation flood through my head. We had so many plans for the summer, so many things we wanted to do before we left for school and risked everything changing.

The irony is that it did change. Just not in the way we’d expected.

Finn is a stranger to me now.

I watch my sister carefully. “Jacek said you knew each other before you died. Were you two friends, or…?”

Her eyes widen.

“I don’t know anything about that part of your life,” I explain. “Did you ever date anyone, or fall in love, or get married?” Did you have time for any of that, after what I told you?

She shakes her head. “I was never the romantic—you were.”

“I seem to remember you had a thing for a boy at school once,” I point out. “Carter something?”

Mei leans back and smirks, amused. “Carter Brown. I forgot all about him.” She coughs a laugh. “I think I was just trying to copy you, and what you had with Finn. But that was never going to be my life. Not because of how things turned out, but because I never wanted it to be my life. I’d take a good friend over a romantic partner any day of the week.”

“So Jacek is a friend?”

“Yes. A loyal one,” she says. “You can trust him.”

“I barely know anything about him, other than he’s the reason you died.”

She straightens. “He told you that?”

“Because you wouldn’t.”

“Some things are better left in the past.”

“It wasn’t like that for me,” I say quietly. “I thought about you all the time.”

She releases a slow breath. “Then why are you in such a hurry to leave?”

Seconds pass between us. She doesn’t care that I’m leaving, only that I might be leaving her. “I’m not running away. I just miss my friends.”

Mei stares absently across the bar. “This played out so differently in my head.” She tips her glass back and motions for the stairs. “You should hurry before Jacek leaves without you. He doesn’t like waiting.”

I hover near the bar stool. Uncertainty tugs at my sternum, but it doesn’t last. “I’ll see you soon. I promise.”

She nods once, and I walk out of the bar, leaving my sister behind.



The transport ship is much smaller than the warships, and significantly smaller than the Mizuchi, but it still feels roomy. There’s a cockpit with extra seats along the wall, a gun room and cabin belowdecks, and a communal area at the back with a round table, pantry, and an aquarium-like cage for storing Resident consciousness.

Kasia tightens the brown shawl around her shoulders. “I didn’t realize we were preparing for battle,” she muses under her breath.

I follow her gaze to a nearby table, where Jacek’s crew is unpacking some of their gear. Leilani and Quinn are bickering about ammunition. They aren’t related, but they fight like siblings. Captain Preeda is busy stacking several crates at the back of the room. She’s the only ranking officer on board—an engineer who specializes in lacing weapons with unique poisons.

Leilani props her rifle against her chest, tapping the side of the trigger with a pointed finger. “Give me something that fires quicker. The electric pods have too much lag.”

Quinn snorts, running a hand over his tightly cropped hair. “I’ve taken a dozen Residents down in just as many seconds. If there’s any lag, it’s user failure.”

Captain Preeda sets the last of the crates down and motions for Leilani’s rifle, tipping it back and forth in her hands. “I can tweak the chamber. Or if you prefer something with a sting, I can switch you from electricity to venom. How conscious do you want them?”
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