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For my mom,

who never believed in labels

and who told me to be myself

no matter what


PROLOGUE

THE FLARE OF blue fire is blinding. Then again, it’s gone so quickly that even if you were staring right at me, you’ d blink and it’ d vanish. The emissions from the process of eversion—shifting between universes—are unavoidable. However, I try to be careful, everting in concealed areas away from people, and away from the eyes of the Faction and the Guardians. They’re always watching for those who break the law—those who don’t remain where they belong.

Me, more so than ever.

I belong in Neospes, a domed city in a parallel dimension to the Otherworld. But I’m here in pursuit of a man who everted over a year ago. A man who nearly destroyed my world in his quest for power. A man so consumed with retaliation that to let him loose in either world would be a colossal mistake.

And so I hunt him. I’ve been hunting him—across thirty states and always a step or two behind. He’s clever, brilliant, and a master strategist.

After all, he’s my father. And he’s my creator.

I may look like an ordinary girl, but I’m far from one. It’s something I’m still coming to terms with, ever since I learned the truth. I am a product of genetic experimentation and advanced robotics. I am the girl with nanoplasm for blood—the perfect combination of human and machine, an aberration of nature—and yet, its greatest creation. I am the only one of my kind.

My name is Riven.

And I am a killer.


1

DEEP IN THE OTHERWORLD

STOOPING TO LACE the untied shoelace of my combat boot, I meld into the crowd at Grand Central Station in New York City. It’s strange to think that once upon a time in my world, infrastructure like this could have existed. Pre-Tech War, that is. Not that I would know—I was born in a dome where the tallest building is a castle three stories tall.

But my people often recount tales of grand mirrored spires that rose to defy the skyline, and thriving metropolises with skyscrapers that’ d dwarf the ones in this world. Our historical records talk of buildings that were twelve times the size of the Empire State building I’ve just seen, and of hovercraft that flew between the towering structures on aerodynamic superhighways.

Everything was computerized, automated.

The offshoot of civilization on my version of Earth saw the human race building machines that superseded the rules of our own programming. We invented metal monsters, reveling in our superior brilliance, so much so that we didn’t see it coming. In the end, when the artificial intelligence we’ d built became self-aware and turned on us, we became theirs—vast cities of human slaves, caught in a nightmare of our own making and bound by the very electronic shackles we had created.

Our citizens rebelled—and eventually won—but only at enormous human and environmental cost. Ten long years of devastation in a war against our android captors saw our oceans gone and entire populations decimated. Surviving cities are covered by huge glass domes; ones built to protect the people within them from the unpredictable elements and volatile temperatures beyond.

While extant pockets of humanity claim the unburned plains of my world, the rest of it is ruled by the Reptiles—half-organic, half-android hybrid scavengers. They’re the worst things surviving in the Outers beyond the city walls—amalgamations of animal and human parts in various states of decay, coupled with robotic operating systems. Some of them live in packs, others are more solitary, but they are all intelligent… and they’re lethal.

Feeling the rush of bodies passing beside me, I glance upward at the artistically etched ceiling of the station, admiring it for a brief second. There is nothing like this in Neospes. Not anymore. But even though my world is a shadow of what it once was, we are rebuilding beneath a new king with new hope.

My pulse thrums at the thought of Caden. The boy—now king—who had stolen my heart without my knowledge, and the one I’ d had to leave to make sure he and the people of Neospes would be safe. It’s been so long since I’ve seen him, almost a year. I wonder if he looks the same with his too-long hair and his intense green eyes—eyes that I vividly remember, even now. Eyes that could always see right through me.

Awareness prickles along the back of my neck, and I tuck my head below my arm, scanning the area behind me. The Guardians had closed in before I’ d shaken them off in Boston, jumping on a bus outside the city. I’ d considered everting, but the electrical displacement leaves too much of a trace. And the Guardians are nothing if not vigilant, particularly after the influx of Vectors under the last King of Neospes’s rule.

The Vectors were a soldier army created by my father—reanimated corpses fueled by nanoplasm—the very same nanoplasm coursing through my veins. And because of the microscopic nanobes in my body, I run hot—way hotter than any normal human. Suffice it to say, I’m as easy to track as the Vectors are. I set off the Guardians’ eversion detectors like clockwork.

Standing cautiously, I duck around the circular information booth and peer over my shoulder. It’s clear. I flatten myself against the window, trying to get a look around the other side, and catch a glimpse of a green jacket that seems vaguely familiar. I shake my head. I’m overreacting. Green is a popular color.

“Ma’am?” a voice says. “May I help you?”

I meet the impatient stare of the clerk sitting on the other side of the window. “What? No.”

“Then, kindly make room for those who are waiting.”

“Um, sorry,” I reply.

Stepping away, I feel the prickly sensation again at the edge of my consciousness, and I crouch to fiddle with my boot. Precious seconds fly by before I see them—two men and a woman scanning the area. Looking for someone. Looking for me. I narrow my eyes, the nanobes in my retinas running a brief threat analysis. To anyone else, the three people seem ordinary, dressed in dark pants and dark shirts, but the advanced weaponry holstered out of sight on their belts suggests otherwise. So does the careful, methodical way they’re casing the area. My jaw clenches. There’s no mistaking it—they’re Guardians. How did the Faction catch up to me so quickly?

I take a breath and make a run for it, skittering among bodies and ducking beneath a couple holding hands.

“Stop her!” the woman shouts. “She took my purse!”

A thousand eyes pivot in my direction as I dodge the two NYPD officers rushing grim faced toward me, and dart down a long poster-plastered hallway. The policemen are hot on my heels. Glancing over my shoulder, I count the two officers and the three people I’ d seen before. Two more guys in army fatigues and really big guns join them. I curse under my breath and pick up the pace. Now’s no time to play it safe. If they catch me, my father will disappear for good.

Gritting my teeth, I let the nanobes in my blood take over. Within seconds, my body receives a jolt of adrenaline so powerful that it makes my back arch with the force of it. Everything inside of me electrifies as my internal programming responds to my commands, my legs pumping like well-oiled pistons. I throw another look backward to my pursuers, hearing the broken static of two-way radios and shouted directives. The distance between us is now considerable.

Shoving the jacket cuff off my wrist, I engage the nano-suit beneath it, tapping manual commands into the console. Defense. The suit’s armor solidifies against my skin, just as I slide across a railing leading to an underground staircase, taking the stairs six at a time. I weave in between columns and double back up another staircase to the previous level with the giant posters on the walls. A sign above my head indicates I’m near Forty-Seventh Street, but that’s too obvious an exit. They’ll expect me to go aboveground.

Instead, I swing right in the wide passageway near the escalator, darting up yet another narrow staircase a few tracks down. A loud beeping announces that the waiting commuter train is about to leave. Without a second thought, I slip through the doors as they close. While the tinny voice of the conductor announces the stops, I take an empty seat, hunching down near the window, and pulling my hood over my head. Connecticut is as good a place to crash as any.

I calm my labored breathing. That was too close. Although, I’m not entirely sure what would happen if the Guardians do get their hands on me. Era Taylor, the leader of the Faction, knew that I’ d be coming after my father. I’ d made no secret of it once we found out that he’ d everted to this world. There’s no way I can let him get away, not after everything he’s done, and knowing everything he is capable of. My father is a scientist at heart, one driven by the demands of his ego. There’s no telling what he’ll do with any technology at his disposal, and I can’t afford to take the chance that he won’t attempt to re-create another monster like me.

I consider my options. I could evert, but who knows where I’ d end up—in the Outers, or somewhere way worse. The only safe eversion spot that leads directly back to Neospes is in Fort Collins, Colorado, and I’m two thousand miles away. I’ d everted once out of desperation with the Guardians hot on my heels in Nevada, and had ended up in the midst of a Reptile nest back in my universe. I’ d escaped by the skin of my teeth. With my luck, I’ d evert from this train and end up in the deep end of an acid swamp. No, I’ll take my chances here.

I slouch down in my seat as the woman and the two men from earlier burst through the staircase entrance to the platform, steely glances combing the windows of the departing train. For a second, the light falls on one of the men, and I blink. A face shimmers into my memory of a boy I haven’t seen in months—Philip, Era Taylor’s son. But it can’t possibly be him. The facial structure is similar, but that’s where the resemblance ends. This boy is taller, broader, and bearded. I’m imagining things. There’s no way Philip would be in New York. For all I know, he died that day we faced the Vectors en masse… right before Shae did.

My heart skips a beat at the memory of my sister. She’ d died to save Caden and me, and everything she’ d ever done had been to protect us. My jaw aches from clenching it so tightly. That’s another thing my father will have to pay for—because he’ d made her into a monster, too.

The train picks up speed on its way out of the station, entering the darkness of the tunnels, and I heave a sigh of relief. I’m sick of running from the Faction when all I want to do is find my father. Every time I get close, he manages to slip away. It’s frustrating. If I didn’t have to keep an eye on the Guardians every infernal second, maybe I’ d have caught him by now.

I pull a thin tablet from my backpack and punch in a sequence. The facial recognition software that’s been my breadcrumb trail runs in the background. This world may not have the advanced technology of mine, but some of the software is remarkably useful. I’ve patched in to the FBI database, bypassing their security with a mimic program of my own design. To them, I’m just another field agent accessing their internal database.

I tap on the screen and a pattern of red dots shows up. My father has been busy. The trail has no rhyme or reason—a handful of dots along the east and west coasts, with the majority of them located in central Colorado. My best guess is he’s looking at zero-gravity eversion points because whatever he’s planning has to be connected to Neospes. His last known position was here in New York City but, as always, I’ d been a hair too late. It’s almost as if he’s toying with me, leading me on a wild goose chase just to prove that he can.

Six months ago in Los Angeles, we’ d come face-to-face in a nightclub with only a six-inch-thick glass partition between us. It had spanned the room, separating the diners from the bar, and in the precious seconds it would take to get around it, I knew he’ d be gone. Without the stupid barrier, it would’ve been so easy to reach out and lodge my ninjata through his traitorous heart. Instead, I’ d stood there powerless, in furious silence.

“Riven,” he’ d said coolly as he leaned back in his chair and placed his tumbler on the white table. “You’ve been following me. Why?”

“To take you back to Neospes to answer for your crimes.”

He cocked his head. “You and I both know that’s not true.”

“To kill you, then.”

“Why?”

“Why?” I choked out. “You murdered Shae. And after what you did to me…”

He took a sip of the amber liquid in his glass, his insouciance making me feel like snapping those slender fingers, cupping the tumbler, one by one. “I made you stronger. I made you better. You’re untouchable, invincible.”

“You put tech in me when I was an embryo. You could have killed me. You could have killed Aurela.”

“But I didn’t,” he said. “And your mother knew what she signed up for. You are the future, Riven. We are the future.”

My fists clenched against my sides. “Don’t you get it? There is no we. You have no future, Danton. I will hunt you to the ends of any universe, and I will kill you. Next time, there won’t be a wall between us.”

“So fierce, and yet, so foolish,” he said, smiling as he indicated the seat on my side of the glass wall. “Sit. Chat a while.”

A part of me knew that I should have walked away. Engaging with him was dangerous. He knew how to press every one of my buttons. But I couldn’t bring myself to do it, not when he was right there.

I sat, rigid. Paralyzed. “Let’s talk, then. What are you doing here?”

He shrugged, waving a careless hand—his gesture simultaneously elegant and ugly. “I should think that would be obvious. I’m saving our dying world.”

“How? By destroying this one? We aren’t meant to be here. We had our chance, and we blew it. You can’t just take something from one universe and put it in another. The Faction won’t stand for it.”

“How is darling Era?” he said with a laugh. “The Faction is useless and obsolete. The only way for Neospes to survive is to take what we can from this world. Help ourselves to its vast resources. The people here have more than enough, after all, and they don’t care for half of it. They are on the same path of destruction that we were.”

My tone was laced with sarcasm. “So, you’re trying to save them?”

“I am simply offering our people an alternative, and they will thank me for it.”

“You’re wrong.”

“You never could see the big picture, could you, Riven?” He finished his drink in one swallow, and we both stood. “You’ll come to heel soon enough.”

“I’m not a dog.”

“Aren’t you?”

I shoved my chair back, punching into the transparent wall and watching tiny cracks branch outward in the tempered glass. “And still so predictable.” He nodded to the two burly bouncers behind me. “That will be your downfall.”

I’ d shoved past the two men who were double my size, sending them skidding across the floor, then rounded the wall to the now-empty table where my father had been sitting. The only thing left was an empty tumbler with the imprint of his lips on it. I’ d hurled it at the wall in frustration, and made a hasty exit.

Ever since then, I’ve been chasing a ghost… always several steps behind. And now the Guardians have upped the ante, closer on my trail than they have ever been.

Suddenly, the train lurches to a stop, the last carriage still touching the platform. The conductor’s voice filters through the train car. “Please be patient. We will be on our way shortly.”

Maybe it’s a coincidence, I think. Mechanical trouble happens all the time with these commuter trains. But deep down, I know there’s no way that I’m going to be that lucky—the Guardians will be on the train, searching it car by car. Pocketing my tablet and keeping my head low, I stand and make my way forward until I’m in the front car. Now there’s nowhere to go but out—or stay and fight, risking the lives of innocent commuters in the process. I’ve never been a fan of collateral damage.

I unsheathe my ninjatas from their holster. The swords shimmer with incandescent blue lights as their microchip technology connects to the nanobes in my body. Several passengers hightail it out of their seats to the far end of the train car, eyeing the weapons with terrified expressions. I rap on the door of the conductor’s box.

“Open up,” I tell the man inside.

“I can’t do that.”

I eye him through the narrow window. “I don’t want to hurt you, but I will rip open this door if I have to.”

“You’re just a kid. The police are already on their way.” He glances at my blades, and then at my face as the nanobes rush there, flushing my cheeks with bluish fire. His eyes widen, but before he can move I crash the hilt of my blade into the handle and jerk the door open so hard that the metal tents outward. The conductor is trembling as I reach past him to grab the keys latched to his belt.

“Thank you.”

“What are you?” he whispers with round eyes.

Ignoring him, I stoop down near the doorway to unlock the emergency release. One of the door panels slides back and I toss the conductor his keys before hopping onto the dark track. I have minutes at most to make my way out of there, a split second to decide whether I head into the darkness or back the way we’ d come and risk running right into them. Then again, I’m never one to shy away from a challenge.

Re-sheathing my ninjatas, I backtrack through the narrow space between the train and the grime-covered tunnel walls. I’m careful not to step on the rails. With my luck, I’ll electrocute myself and everyone within a five-mile radius. Voices filter from the third car, shadows moving past the windows as the search continues. I shimmy by silently, hoping the train won’t start moving. I’m almost to the platform, home free, when I hear heavy feet thudding on the tracks behind me.

Time to run.

With a burst of strength, I leap onto the steel railing and haul my body over the lip of the platform, scanning the area. There are twenty-odd armed officers milling around. No civilians in sight. Smart. They’ve evacuated the area. I smile grimly. Works for me.

“That’s the perp!” one of them shouts. In half a heartbeat as eyes and guns converge on me, I slam in the commands on the wrist panel of my suit—offense—feeling it shimmer responsively against my skin. I calculate the odds of getting out of this jam with minimum casualties.

“Stop, or I will shoot,” a nearby officer barks. I note the stripes on his uniform and nod. A captain. He’s the one in charge. “Hands up.”

“If you say so.” In slow motion, I raise my hands, crossing them behind my head.

“On your knees.”

I offer an apologetic smile. “Now that, I can’t do.” With a swift movement, I grasp the hilts of my ninjatas and, again, pull them from their sheaths. The captain’s eyes widen in disbelief—confusion, even. My grin widens. “What? You’ve never seen a sword before?”

“Nonlethal force!” I hear a muffled voice shout from the depths of the tunnels behind me. A female voice that sounds familiar, but I can’t turn to see who it is as five of the men rush me at once.

“You’ d be better off with the guns,” I tell them, dropping to my knees and striking out on both sides. Two of the officers go down with identical incisions through the fatty flesh of their thighs. I don’t want to kill them. My objective is to incapacitate. I dispatch two others—one with a jab to the temple with the hilt of one of my blades, the other with a reverse kick to the jaw. The nanobes are doing their job, rushing to the surface of my skin and flickering a hazy blue as they provide a dizzying jolt of speed and adrenaline.

The captain watches me with narrowed eyes before raising his automatic rifle and pointing it directly at my chest. I can see him considering not following the nonlethal force orders. “What are you?” he snaps through his teeth.

“Is ‘your worst nightmare’ too cliché?” I answer. My wisecrack falls flat, so I shrug and point to the gun. “That’s not going to help you. Your best bet is to let me through. I don’t want to hurt anyone.”

“Like them?” He jerks his head at the four uniformed soldiers on the ground, clutching their injuries. “You think you’re going to just walk out of here after assaulting four police officers?”

“They attacked me. I defended myself.”

The man’s mouth tightens. “Drop the swords.” The remaining officers move to surround him in a semicircle, watching me and waiting for their orders. “I will shoot.”

“So shoot,” I say. “It isn’t going to change the outcome.”

“Of what?”

“Of you putting more of your men in danger, and of me leaving this platform. You’re only delaying the inevitable.”

“She’s just a kid,” one of the policemen mutters.

“No,” the captain says, not taking his eyes off me for an instant. “She’s not.”

I grin and heft my swords, anticipating the furious volley of bullets. With inhuman speed, I bend sideways and feel them whizz past my head and torso, swinging into a crouch at the last moment before somersaulting toward the captain. The bullets lodge into the cement walls behind me, the sound like thunder in the eerie silence of the evacuated platform, but I barely notice. My blade is at his throat before he can squeeze off another round. Kicking the backs of his knees, I force him to the ground.

“Back off,” I warn the rest of his men. “I don’t want to kill anyone, but I will if I have to. Your CO’s blood will be on your hands.”

The remaining officers are watching me with varying degrees of shock and surprise, their guns locked and loaded.

“Stand down,” an authoritative voice says from behind me. “I’m Special Agent Fields. We’ll take it from here.” The officers don’t move, watching their leader for confirmation. He nods against my forearm, his pulse racing on my skin. He’s nearly twice my size, but no match for my strength. With obvious reluctance, the officers back away, but three hooded soldiers dressed in distinct red uniforms are quick to replace them.

The Faction’s muscle.

The Faction has their own special brand of brawn. They’ve been highly trained in martial arts, and I know from experience that these guys mean business. Divesting the captain of his gun, I release him and shove him out of the way. I sigh and brace myself, my ninjatas at the ready, but the Faction warriors remain immobile, watching me… waiting.

“Riven,” the same female voice from earlier says. “We just want to talk.”

I freeze at the sound of my name, and slowly turn. “Charisma?”

It’s the quiet girl from Horrow, whom I’ d saved from a group of drunken boys nearly a year before. She doesn’t quite look the same as I remember. Her brown hair is in a businesslike knot and she’s dressed in black trousers with an armored vest over her shirt. Her face is unsmiling and rigid. Charisma looks all grown up and in charge. My eyes flick to the tall bearded man at her side, the ever-present tablet in his hands. I hadn’t been wrong earlier. It is Philip—he must have sprouted five inches in the last year.

“I thought you were dead,” I say to him.

“Obviously not,” he replies.

“How’s mommy?” I ask. His jaw tightens. “She know you’re here?”

“Yes.”

“What do you want?” I say rudely.

“We want you to come back with us,” Charisma says. “To Colorado.”

“I’m afraid I can’t do that.” I’m starting to sound like a broken record. “Things to do, places to see.” My eyes narrow at the thought of her working for the secret group of world leaders who police inter-universe activity. “So, are you with the Faction now?”

“No, not exactly,” Charisma hedges.

Keeping a cautious eye on the red-clad ninjas, my hands slide to my sides, still gripping my blades. “You either are or you aren’t.”

“I’m not. Philip’s a Guardian.”

“Wow, officially? No way. Congrats.” I fight an all-too-teenage eye roll. “None of that has anything to do with me.”

“That’s where you’re wrong,” Charisma says. “I volunteered to come with Philip to find you because I knew—I hoped—you’ d listen to me. We used to be friends, remember? I’m begging you to come back with us. Please, Riven, just hear me out.”

Something in her voice tugs at me. Besides Caden, she was the closest thing to a friend I had during my stint at Horrow High School. I sigh. Being in this world has softened me more than I care to admit. “Fine. Out of respect for our two minutes of friendship, you have two minutes to convince me.”

“I only need two seconds,” she says. “Caden’s there.”

All my breath and bravado peels away. “What did you say?”

“Caden’s there. And he needs you.”


2

NEGOTIATION

THE INTERIOR OF the private plane is plush, with cream-colored leather and shiny chrome accents. I could enjoy it if the Faction soldiers weren’t glaring me down as if they expected me to go full ’borg on a tiny aircraft twenty thousand feet in the air. I shake my head and stare out the window, watching the landscape drift by in stripes of brown and green. It looks nothing like Neospes. From such a vantage point, my world would be nothing but ash and red dust. No shimmering blue ocean, no lush green rolling hills—just blackened char from a decade of war.

My mind goes blank, drowning out the thousand questions buzzing there like gnats. After Charisma dropped her bombshell, I’ d gone with them willingly—the hour-long ride to the small private airport in upstate New York spent in charged silence. Neither Philip nor Charisma had offered up any information, and I bided my time. If they’re lying, they’ll pay the price, former friendship or not. If they aren’t… well, I’ll have bigger things to worry about, like why Caden isn’t ruling at home in Neospes, where he belongs. And why he’s risked everything we’ve fought for to evert back here.

“Here’s some water,” Charisma says, placing a glass on the armrest of my seat. She sits across from me. I watch the drink for a second, sunlight reflecting off the ice cubes, before draining the contents in one gulp. If she wanted to kill me, she’ d had other opportunities before we boarded this plane. And if she wanted to poison me, well, the nanobes running rampant in my blood aren’t just good for strength. They’ d identify and annihilate any foreign toxins in seconds.

“Thanks. So, are you going to tell me why Caden’s here?” She nods, her eyes finding the men standing guard near the exit points. At her inaudible command, they melt out of sight to the rear of the cabin. I purse my lips. “Bet that would have come in handy a year ago.”

“What?”

“Intimidation skills.”

Charisma smiles. I see some of the unaffected warmth I’ d remembered. That girl is still there, hidden behind whatever horrors have forced her to grow up in the space of fourteen months. “That seems like a lifetime ago.”

“What happened?”

“Ten months before,” she begins, “the school was attacked by a crazy gunman. Everyone—the news reporters, even—thought it was some guy with a death wish. But it wasn’t. Philip told me later that the man was there for Era.” I raise my eyebrow at the mention of his name, and Charisma pauses, flushing faintly. It’s none of my business, but the thought of Philip getting romantic with anyone makes me cringe. Charisma and Philip. Last time I’ d seen Philip in physics, he’ d been disheveled, nails bitten to the quick—a far cry from the confident guy he is now. But still, it’s Philip.

“Speaking of Philip—you missed me so much senior year that you two started dating?” My half attempt at a joke falls flat.

Charisma smiles softly. “We took Advanced Physics together. I guess he felt comfortable with me. Things… evolved.”

“Bet Era didn’t like that.” I snort.

“She was reasonable.”

I lean back in my seat. “When did you find out about who they were—he and Era, and the Faction, I mean?”

“He had his tablet at my house.” Charisma’s flush deepens to a dull red. “I didn’t mean to spy, honestly. It looks like every other tablet out there—shiny, touch screen. It started beeping and Philip was in the bathroom. But when I picked it up, it went berserk, flashing for a pass code as if it was going to explode right there and then if I didn’t enter it. Philip came running out looking as white as a ghost, punched in the code and, before he could turn it off or hide it, a bunch of holograms popped up—ones of multiverse theory and geographical data of a place that looked like it’ d been burned.”

“Neospes?”

“It sure didn’t look anything like Earth, but that wasn’t what got me.” She stares at me with intense, dark eyes. “It was the photo of you. A recent, dated photo tracking your positions between two obviously disparate worlds layered one on top of the other.”

“Tracking me?” My eyebrows snap together. “When was this?”

“Few months after school started.”

I shrug off the urge to toss Philip off the plane. I should have known he’ d be tracking me. “So, Philip told you everything?”

“Most of it—the parallel worlds, the Guardians, what happened with Neospes’s false king. I had to be cleared by Era before I got the rest. You were classified until recently when I asked to help.”

“You knew what those soldiers were when they attacked.”

“Yes, but only in theory. I’ d never seen one until then. I was with Era at the school working on a project. The man had those… soldiers with him, dead ones.”

“You can say it—Vectors.”

“Vectors,” she repeats. “I mean, I’ d read the files about them, but up close, they were so inhuman. The Faction guard that Era had stationed at Horrow was no match for so many of them. They seized her.” Charisma takes a long breath, as if to steady her nerves. “We got Era back before they everted, but at a huge cost. We’re down to twelve Guardians, almost a quarter of our original numbers.”

“Who do you mean, we? The Faction?”

She grimaces. “Yes.”

“What did they want with her?”

“Information, I suppose. She was imprisoned for months.”

But by whom? My father? He has his own reasons for capturing Era—negotiating diplomatic immunity or his return to Neospes. But I know that there’s no way my father would let Era go if he were able to get his hands on her. The Faction has many enemies in both universes.

“Do you know who took her?” I ask. “Any confirmation?”

“Era didn’t know. She never saw or heard any of them. She said that they were constantly moving.”

My eyes narrow. “That’s odd. She had to have heard something. Birds, people, cars, something.”

Charisma shakes her head. “Nothing.”

“Where is she now?”

“Home.” I blink, thinking back to when Era Taylor’s house had been overrun and destroyed by a thousand Vectors hot on our heels. As if reading my mind, Charisma clears her throat. “The Faction rebuilt it. The facility was too valuable to lose.”

“But the location is compromised.”

“Not necessarily. The Vectors have been decommissioned. And the security has been quadrupled.”

“Whatever.” I shrug and lean forward. We’ve danced around long enough with backstory. “Why is Caden here?”

“I can’t say.” Charisma swallows, her fingers twisting together. “I don’t have clearance.”

“Clearance? You seem to have plenty of clearance based on everything you just told me. What am I walking into, Charisma?”

“Nothing,” Philip interrupts, striding over to us, his face impassive. I stare from one of them to the other, from his expressionless face to her visibly anxious one. They’re hiding something, withholding a critical piece of information. Walking blind into a situation is not how I operate. Time to reevaluate my strategy.

I cross my right leg over my left, swirling the water from the melted ice in my glass. “You know that those guards can’t stop me from leaving this aircraft.”

“You’re not going to jump out of a moving plane, Riven,” Philip scoffs. “If you haven’t noticed, we’re thousands of feet in the air.”

“Aren’t I?” I tap on the silver cuff that’s barely visible beneath the sleeve of my leather jacket. “Don’t for a second forget what I am, or what I can do.”

“Everything has a kill switch,” he says. “Even you.” He shrugs, eyes derisive. I frown. It seems that Philip hasn’t quite forgiven me for nearly killing him and his mother in their secret underground lab when I activated four of their Vector test subjects. But it’s more likely that Philip’s ego is bruised because he hadn’t realized what I was from the get-go. Then again, no one had. Not even me.

“Is that a threat?” I ask.

“Fat lot of good those nanobes are going to do when you crash into the ground at two hundred miles an hour.”

Charisma’s eyes are wide as she places her fingers on Philip’s arm. “That’s enough.”

I smirk. “Better listen to your girlfriend, Philip. Bet the only reason you made it as a Guardian was because of her. Or is it that the ranks are so depleted, the Faction had no choice but to upgrade you? You and I both know how you react when facing hostile Vectors. You run like a little coward. No wonder Era was taken.”

Philip’s fingers curl into fists. “Shut up, Riven.”

“Or what?”

“Or I’ll make you.”

“Brave words from someone holding a tablet,” I jeer. “What are you going to do—throw it at me? I’m shaking with terror.”

Philip bares his teeth in a mockery of a smile, the effect startling on his dour face, and shoves said tablet under my nose. “What do you think is flying this plane?”

Charisma leans forward, one arm pushing Philip back into his seat, the other tasked with appeasing me. “Will you two stop? We have to work together on this and bickering like a couple of idiots isn’t going to help Caden, or anyone else.”

At the thought of Caden, my irritation evaporates. I nod grimly, and Charisma’s hand flutters to her side. Philip’s mouth tightens, but he leans back and places the tablet in his lap. I take a breath. “For the last time, I am going to ask you—why is Caden here?”

Charisma sighs. “All I can tell you is that he found us. He everted here on his own. He wouldn’t talk to anyone but you. That’s why we went to New York. It was”—she glances at the tablet balancing on Philip’s knees—“your last known location. The Faction wanted to keep an eye on you.”

“Let me guess. I’m their best hope to find my father? Well, I found him, in New York, but you knew that already.” My voice is scathing. I don’t like the idea that the Guardians have been keeping tabs on me this whole time. No wonder it’ d seemed like they were always on my back. My eyes focus on Philip’s tablet. “How are you tracking me? I don’t have a chip, even if you could track the implants from Neospes citizens.”

Philip’s lips curl into a smug smile that makes me want to smack it off his face. “We can track those,” he says in a mocking tone, “but for you, we use your blood. Specifically, your DNA. It’s special, you know.”

I ignore the sarcastic emphasis. “Where’ d you get my blood?”

“From a poker.”

I frown. “A what?”

“Metal rod,” he snaps. “Sometimes you use it to stoke a fire. Other times, to hit manipulative, lying hybrid cyborgs in the head.”

A vague memory of Era Taylor hefting the blunt metal instrument before leaving me trussed up at the mercy of the Vectors runs through my brain. She hadn’t known what I was then—only that I’ d been allied with the Vectors.

“You took some blood. So what?”

Philip stares at me as if I’m an imbecile. “Your blood. As in advanced geno-robotics? You know, for a supposedly super-advanced cyborg, you’re a little slow.”

“The nanobes wouldn’t survive without a live host.”

His patronizing expression makes my hybrid blood boil. “AI evolution. You give artificial intelligence a chance at life and it’ll take it any way it can. Even at the expense of the host. You guys learned that during your Tech War, didn’t you? Androids,” he adds with a dark look at me, “can’t be trusted.”

“What do you mean AI evolution?” I ask, staring from Philip to Charisma. She meets my eyes calmly. Too calmly.

She clears her throat. “By the time the scientists isolated the sample, the nanobes had consumed most of the remaining host blood cells. They’ d recalibrated to briefly exist on their own, separating from your genetic coding.”

“Recalibrated?” A shivery sensation pools in the pit of my stomach, making the hairs on my arms prickle. That’s the thing with self-aware robots—they’ll do anything to survive—including self-repair. I shiver again, the sensation turning me into a block of ice. Or maybe I’m just being paranoid.

“Yes.” He’s enjoying my shock. “They wouldn’t have lasted without a fuel supply, so we gave them an artificial one. Our scientists ionized them with an infrared laser and replicated their frequency, which is tagged to yours. Essentially, they created a receiver to track your movements. It’s not a hundred percent accurate but, well, there’s no one else like you on this planet. Even with a fifty percent success rate, it still works.”

“Quantum coherence,” I murmur.

I recognize the technology. My father had tried it once as a trace measure to keep track of the Vectors—using a mix of wave and radio frequency identification technology. It’ d been unstable, the wireless frequency not meticulous enough to identify each Vector. But I can see how it would work with me. I am, after all, unique.

I swallow, frowning. “Show me.”

Charisma nods at Philip, and after a long moment, he leans forward to the tablet laying on the table between us to swipe at an application. The lights in the cabin go dim and a hologram appears in the middle of the aisle showing a map of the East Coast. Blue dots mark various positions on its surface. I glance at the city names, visions of each of them flashing in my memory. They’ d missed a couple, but the tracking device had worked well enough to capture the general pattern of my movements over the past year. A blinking light in the corner of the hologram catches my attention. The blue dot, unlike the others, is moving. That dot is me. Here, right at this moment. On this plane.

My eyes narrow. “Is the device on now?”

“We’re always tracking you, Riven.” Philip smirks and signals to one of the guards standing at the rear of the plane. The soldier carries over a thick black case. Philip swishes his hand across a touch pad on its front, infrared light pulsing for a minute across the vein network of his palm, and the case clicks open.

I’m holding my breath as Philip gently lifts opens the top. Icy white clouds steam outward. “They work better in the cold,” he explains, watching my expression. “Too hot, and they’ll explode without host body temperature regulation.”

Inside the case, a slim, recessed cylinder becomes visible as the haze of dry ice clears. The cylinder is hooked up to what appears to be an intertwined Lithia fuel system and a mini-computer. The outer system itself is also intricate—no doubt constructed with technology from my world. There’s no way the Guardians would be able to build something like this without using a Neospes cheat sheet. Funny how they don’t mind bending the rules when it’s to serve their own ends.

I swallow the cynical remark that rises to my lips as a glimmer of blue snaps inside the cylinder. The components inside the tube are invisible to the naked human eye, but not to me. Add it to the perks of being a cyborg—cybernetic genes that can turn your eyeballs into full-on electron microscopes. Squinting, my nanobes heighten the sensitivity of my retinas, magnifying my vision a millionfold.

Time slows as I study the rogue nanobes. My rogue nanobes. Tiny microscopic robots circle each other in a concentric pattern as a handful of other electrons swirl around their outer orbit. Small sparks of electricity bounce between them like an electrical storm in a teacup, surging in response to my proximity. Mesmerized, I stare in silence, the infinitesimal blue streaks of lightning growing more violent by the second.

“Enough,” Philip grunts, snapping the lid shut.

The neurons inside of me fire, a blue haze rushing to the surface of my skin as I reach for the case. There’s no way I’m going to leave a device like that in the hands of people who, given the chance, would decommission me in a heartbeat. “Give it to me.”

“No.”

My mouth tightens. “I’m here with you now, so it’s not like you need to track me. Plus, we both know that this tech doesn’t belong in this world. Either you give me that case or I take it.”

The barest whisper in the air alerts me to movement as the four Faction guards take up offensive stances. One of them steps forward to take the case from Philip. I reach for my ninjatas, but they’re not there. Of course they aren’t. They’re across the cabin behind the row of guards. I stand slowly, everyone tensing in anticipation. The positioning system on my suit indicates we’re just south of the airfield in Loveland, Colorado, and ten minutes from our destination.

“Riven.” Charisma’s voice is a plea. A twinge of concern makes me pause, but she’s a big girl. She signed up for this on her own. I confirm that she’s strapped in before taking matters into my own hands.

Without moving, I focus on the black case, my fingers curling into fists. The nanobes in my body leap into action until all I feel is heat licking at my insides. An electric blue radiates off my body as the soldier struggles to hold on to the now rapidly vibrating case. I would have preferred destroying it in a safer location—not ten thousand feet above the ground—but beggars can’t be choosers.

“Riven!” Philip grunts. “What are you doing? The only thing keeping the nanobes stable is that electromagnetic field in that box. They’re going to explode.”

“I know.”

His eyes widen. “You know?”

“Better strap yourself in.” I propel my body forward, kicking the torso of the soldier at the exact moment that the case bursts into blue flames, launching them both against the side of the cabin. The explosion rips out two passenger windows. With a sucking sound, the soldier’s body disappears through the hole along with fragments of the case. Wrapping my wrist around the end of the seatbelt, I’m nearly flipped off my feet as the plane shudders, the rush of air sucking one more soldier out of the compartment.

Two down, two to go.

The red lights in the cabin flicker on and off, a parallel row of white exit lights snaking their way down the middle of the plane. I glance behind me. Charisma is grasping the sides of her seat, her hair ripping free from its knot and whipping into her face, but at least she’s buckled in. Philip, too. Alarms are shrieking madly as Philip slams his fingers against his tablet, struggling to stabilize the plane as we begin a nauseating nosedive to the right. Releasing my hold on the belt, I settle my weight against the seat on the other side of the aisle and engage the technology on my suit.

I can feel it calibrating against me, taking into account the velocity of the wind and the pull of gravity beyond it. Almost immediately, the suit tightens and anchors me to the floor of the swaying aircraft. Step by careful step, I make my way to where my ninjatas have been stored, flicking open the lock with a quick snap of my boot. I keep an eye on the two soldiers watching me with baleful glares and holding on for dear life. Like the others, they hadn’t been strapped in so, to stop me, they’ d have to let go. Neither seems so inclined. I wink and edge my way against the far wall to the gaping opening.

“You’re just going to leave us?” Philip screams over the roar of the wind.

“You should have given me the case.”

A sob breaks from Charisma. “Riven, please—”

I shake my head. As if I’ d leave two innocent, albeit annoying, teenagers to die. I’m cold, but I’m not that cold. With a sigh, I tug against the overhead bin, locating a thickly wrapped, padded bundle. Just before I leap from the belly of the plane, I pull on the red tab and jam it against the opening, watching as the bright yellow plastic unfurls and molds against the gap, blocking the outflow of air. The portable raft will hold for now, stabilizing the plane… at least until they land.

I’m freefalling backward into thin air, hurtling toward the ground like a stray bullet. I glance at the sensor on my wrist—the suit calculates my odds of survival at about thirty percent, seventy percent if I land in water. Not bad odds, considering I’ve just leapt out of a plane with no parachute.
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KEEP YOUR FRIENDS CLOSE

MAYBE THIS WASN’T such a good idea.

My body is careening toward the ground at an alarming pace with the wind pulling back my cheeks and hair with brute force. My suit is going crazy, trying to calculate survival ratios and measure my rocketing biometrics. It’s not exactly designed to save me from a seven-thousand-foot free fall. Thirty percent odds in a state that has more fields than lakes aren’t that great. But there are also a few big reservoirs, and if I’m lucky—really lucky—I can land in one of those.

Scanning the area, I see a tiny shimmer of light. From my vantage point, it seems to be more of a pond, but anything’s better than hard-packed earth. I glue my hands to my sides and steer my body in the direction of the glittery surface. Just before I hit the water, I curl myself into a ball and pray that it’s more than twenty feet deep with no rocks at the bottom. My prayers are answered to a degree.

I enter the lake with the force of a meteor, only to find myself lodged to the waist in slick, oozing mud. I groan, but at least I’m alive. It takes me the better part of an hour to get free from all the muck, and my suit is already malfunctioning from the moisture. I strip it off in a nearby abandoned shed and wring all the water out, but it’s no use. My suit’s on the fritz. Designed to counter every possibility but submersion, thanks to the lack of water in Neospes, the suit refuses to even power up.

Great, I think. The last thing I need when going up against a bunch of overeager Guardians and the Faction is a malfunctioning suit. Taking a deep breath, I disengage the neural connector and power down the suit completely. I’ll take my chances without it, and try again when it’s dry. Right now, I need to get to Caden.

It’s not the easiest thing to hitch a ride looking as if I’ve just mud wrestled my way across the Midwest, but I manage to get one heading north to Fort Collins. The inside of the beat-up truck isn’t much cleaner than I am. Its owner is a young guy dressed in cargos and a T-shirt with a baseball cap perched atop a head of unruly, fire-red curls. I’m guessing he’s a college student working here over the summer. Before Caden had found out that he was the long lost prince to a parallel dimension, his plan had been to attend the local Colorado State University. Funny how things change.

“You okay?” the driver asks.

The last thing I want to do is make conversation, but I am grateful for the ride. “Fine,” I mumble. “Thanks for stopping.”

“You go to CSU?” he asks after a minute, staring at me out of the corner of his eye. “You look familiar.”

“First year agronomy,” I improvise, stifling a laugh. Then again, I’m half-covered in mud so I could look like anyone. “I was out testing soil samples. Summer intern for the USDA.”

“Wow, that sounds pretty cool for a freshman,” he says, reaching over to toss me a tub of wet wipes from the center console. “I’m a junior. I’m working to pay off some of my student loans since I couldn’t afford to go back home. Are you staying on or off campus?”

“Off.”

“Where?” he says. “I can drop you, if you like. It’s not like I have anywhere to be for another forty-five minutes. Name’s Bass, by the way.”

“Riven,” I reply, debating whether I should let Bass drop me off in an area that will be heavily secured. I probably have a better shot of getting there faster with him than without him. “Okay, sure. Head to southwest Frontage Street.”

We ride in silence most of the way, with me murmuring directions across town, but Bass exhales loudly when we pull up to the forbidding wall and black gates. “Fancy,” he says.

“Not my place,” I say. “My boss’s. Thanks for the ride.”

Bass flushes. “Hey, um, do you want to get a beer sometime?”

“I don’t drink.”

“Coffee, then?”

I shrug. “Don’t do that, either. See you around.”

Bass drives off, his expression slightly miffed. Maybe he thought we’ d had a moment in the truck, but I’m not here to make new friends, even if he seemed like a nice enough guy. I wait until the dented rear fender is out of sight before walking up to the towering iron gates on the outskirts of the town. I stare right into the security camera on the stone column to the left.

Before I can even open my mouth, the gate swings open on well-oiled hinges. I start walking up the paved driveway, but haven’t made it a few yards before two men dressed in red and wielding machine guns meet me. More Faction soldiers, carbon copies of the ones I’ d left on the plane with Charisma and Philip.

“Boys,” I acknowledge as they fall into step beside me. Stony-faced, they don’t say a word the entire trek up to Era Taylor’s old house. I’m not intimidated, even though my suit’s out of commission. If anyone wanted me dead, I’ d already be dead. The way I figure it, the Faction needs me more than I need them.

The fact that Caden is here makes that more than obvious. I clench my jaw. He shouldn’t have come back here, even if this world had been his home for most of his life. Caden is an anomaly like me, a product of two disparate universes. A long time ago, his mother accidentally everted to Neospes and the then-King had married her. When the king was assassinated, she fled back to the Otherworld with her son after discovering another plot to murder them both. The royal clone, Cale, assumed the throne so as not to cause panic, and sent in his most ruthless General to kill the true prince. Only, the General had failed, falling for the prince instead.

I sigh. Those days are long gone. I’ d been Legion General for all of a few months before Cale sent me to kill Caden, only to discover that my own sister had been protecting him. My gut twists as I think of Shae. She, too, had been a casualty of Cale’s twisted vendetta. He’ d given the order to make her into a Vector to punish me, and I’ d had to destroy her. I swallow hard, burying the emotion deep. This isn’t the time or place to display weakness.

“Weapons,” one of the men grunts at the entrance to the house. I look up to take measure of the rebuilt structure looming ahead of me. Before it’ d been destroyed, it had been imposing but tasteful. Now, it looks like a giant square hunk of rock with a ten-inch thick steel door and no windows. As if I’ d give up my weapons entering a building that looks like that.

“Negative.”

“Weapons,” the man insists, raising the nozzle of his gun as if that’s going to make me do anything but knock him to the ground.

“Point that thing at me and you better be prepared to use it.”

“Stand down, soldier,” a sharp, familiar voice says through the door. “General Riven doesn’t like to be told what to do, nor does she like to follow orders.”

“Era,” I say to the stern-faced woman sitting just out of sight. “I haven’t been a general for a long time—you know that.”

“Old habits die hard,” she says, pushing the door wide. “Please, come in.”

As I step over the threshold, I try not to let my surprise show on my face. Era Taylor is in a wheelchair—one that looks like a super advanced mini-hovercraft—but a wheelchair just the same. The last time I’ d seen her, she’ d arrived in Neospes like an avenging angel with an army of Faction guards ready to take down Cale. This frail woman is a pale imitation, but I know the last thing Era would want from anyone, much less me, is pity.

“Nice wheels,” I tell her.

She waves her hand at the chair. “One of the bonuses of the job.”

I push aside the twinge of compassion. If the situation were reversed, Era, or any of the Faction, wouldn’t be mourning my debilitated physical state. Plus, Era’s mind is probably still as sharp as a tack. My hand rests loosely on the hilt of a dagger tucked into my belt, the threat subtle. “So where’s Caden?”

OEBPS/Fonts/MinionPro-Bold.otf


OEBPS/Fonts/MinionPro-BoldIt.otf


OEBPS/Images/half.jpg
THE RIVEN CHRONICLES

THE

FALLEN
PRINCE





OEBPS/Images/title.jpg
THE RIVEN CHRONICLES

THE

~ALLEN
PRINCE

ANALIE HOWARD

Sky Pony Press
NEW YORK





OEBPS/Fonts/MinionPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/Fonts/MinionPro-It.otf


OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
THE | AR /
_FALLEN
P PRINCE

“Non-stop action
2. &smartscience.
A .1 couldn’t put it down!”
—Page Morgan,
author of The Beautiful
Rand the Cursed





