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To those who said the first book's title was too difficult to pronounce. This one's for you.
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"But I don't want comfort. I want God, I want poetry, I want real danger, I want freedom, I want goodness. I want sin."—Aldous Huxley, Brave New World








  
  June 8, 2084


Emiliano had been known as many things in his life. Warlord. Criminal. Flaw. 
Parasite.
But never a victim, and certainly never a prisoner.
So, it was strange that as the strength of ten men surged through his body, he remained shackled to a bed, listening to the faint hum of a woman beside him. He had always been a force of nature. A devil or a god, no one knew. But he was powerless to will himself out of bed in her presence.
Emiliano’s eyes slowly blinked open as he took in the solid cement room with bare furnishings. Dried blood lingered in splatter marks along the walls and floor. A large meat hook hung from the ceiling, dangling and squeaking as a built-in AC unit blew against the chain.
To his right, a young woman sat in a metal chair, knitting. Her dark hair was pulled back with thick bangs framing her face. She was as tiny as they came—probably no more than 5’1 and barely 90 pounds. Her tank top hung a little too low, which made it impossible for Emiliano to draw his eyes away from the glistening sweat that started at her collarbones and ran down to her—
“Careful,” she said in Spanish. “It took a lot to convince them to let me be here when you woke up. They wouldn’t appreciate you staring at me like that.”
Emiliano smirked as he drew his eyes to her pleasant face. “Who are they?”
She finally set down the knitting project and sat up straight, her surprisingly light brown eyes meeting his as she draped a thin arm over the back of her chair. “They are the ones who let me save you and stopped the Americans from taking you.”
A blurry memory resurfaced in Emiliano’s mind. The Americans… He had killed several of their most powerful Elysians in an attempt to prove his strength and force them to cooperate with his demands. But instead of indulging him, he was met by a young man and woman with powers he couldn’t take. The fight had escalated. And Emiliano, not wanting the innocents to suffer, had taken the fight to the sky with a power he’d stolen from someone else.
He should’ve won. He’d been unbeatable.
Until that day.
He didn’t remember crashing down in the city, but he must have. The fall had been from a height even he couldn’t withstand. Yet here he was. Alive.
His eyes flicked to the woman’s hands. “You’re a healer.”
She let out a dry laugh as she self-consciously wrung her hands together. “I try to be. But in a place like this, I think my power kills more people than it saves.”
Emiliano gave her a long stare. This place… Judging from the blood stains and the stray scalpel on the floor, he was pretty sure he’d fallen into the hands of a gang. Not that they could contain him. But he was intrigued enough by this woman to listen before making his escape.
“You don’t sound like you belong here.”
Her eyes darted to the knitting project. Emiliano hadn’t gotten a good enough look before, but now he saw she was in the middle of a baby onesie. He couldn’t stop himself from looking at her stomach.
“It’s not for me.” She held the blue-and-green shirt up so Emiliano could get a better look. “I make clothes for the shelters. Miguel tells me that's where they end up.” Her face dropped. “Not that I have any way of knowing for sure.”
A chorus of laughter sounded from the other room as someone shouted. All men, from what Emiliano could tell. All men and this one woman, who couldn’t have been older than twenty. She seemed to be in good health, but the sunken look in her eyes and the nervous twitch of her fingers betrayed her precarious state.
“They don’t let you leave.” Emiliano’s words were biting, accusatory. He needed to push her if he was going to understand what was going on. Because, despite his bigger plans, he had no intention of leaving this seemingly innocent woman with a dangerous group of men.
“I leave plenty,” she snapped back before sinking into her seat. Her fingers continued knitting. “I’m just under their protection when I’m out. Like when I saved your life.” Her eyes met his for a second, challenge sparkling in them.
Emiliano couldn’t fight the smile twitching at his lips. With all his other priorities, romance had fallen to the side. But he liked her. Really like her. She was just spirited enough to catch him off guard with the slight bite in her tone—but also undeniably adorable. Between her size, her selfless power, and the fact that she knit clothes for charity, she was about the least threatening person Emiliano had ever met. She was completely at the mercy of everyone around her. Yet she didn’t seem afraid.
“Do you want me to kill them?” The words slipped out before he could stop them. But he meant it.
Instead of looking repulsed or angry, she simply raised a brow and tapped her long mauve nail against her jaw. “I healed your physical wounds.”
“Yes, and I’m very grateful for—”
“But I didn’t fix your mind,” she cut him off. Her eyes narrowed as she challenged him without saying it outright. “You’re a mess, Parásito. The men here are bad. Really bad. The kind of bad that hears a rumor about a girl with healing powers and decides to shoot her younger sister to force the healer to reveal herself.” She paused, letting her story sink in. “But at least they’re sane.”
Emiliano’s muscles itched to tear the shackles free. He wouldn’t hurt her. But he needed to do something instead of lying there, being compared to monsters who would do something like that. “They don’t sound sane.”
“Then… predictable. My role here is defined. I’m protected. Is it a happily ever after being a healer for a gang of monsters? No. But people like me don’t get fairy tale endings.” She leaned forward, her flowery perfume just strong enough to waft over Emiliano. “And if you kill them, I will have nothing. I can’t go back to my family without risking their lives. And if I stayed in the city, it would only be a matter of time before someone worse found me.”
“You could come with me.” Again, his stupid mouth didn’t seem to understand the concept of thinking before speaking. He wanted her to come with him, but his path was littered with destruction and danger that he would never wish to inflict upon anyone as innocent as her. But then again, he wanted her to be safe—to be with him. And Emiliano had a way of rearranging his life to get what he wanted.
She laughed as she tossed her hair over her shoulder, unapologetically showing off more skin as if tempting him to try something. “Like I said, I saw your mind. You seem rather lucid at the moment, but I’m not eager to commit myself to the company of a madman.”
“You implied you could fix that.”
This made her pause and consider as she curled her lips around her teeth. “I don’t like to heal minds.”
“But you can.”
“Let me rephrase that. I don’t heal minds. It’s a rule. One that even the guys out there respect,” she said as she threw her thumb back to gesture to the door just as another chorus of laughter erupted on the other side.
Emiliano knew he had pushed too far. But he was intrigued by her, and she posed no threat. So, he decided to dig a little deeper for more information. “Why?”
“Because any pain I heal becomes mine.” The shame in her eyes was undeniable as she fixated on a splatter of blood under her sandal. “It doesn’t matter if it’s physical or mental, I must endure whatever I fix. I understand broken bones and food poisoning. It’s not comfortable, but it’s fine. Mental pain, though,”—Her arm curled over her torso like a shield—“lingers. Consumes me, changes me.” Her eyes crashed into his. “But those mental pains I’ve experienced before are nothing compared to what lurks inside you.”
“I don’t feel crazy.” He pulled against the chains just enough to sit up on his elbows.
“Crazy people often don’t see their own insanity,” she whispered, fingers resuming the stitch.
He huffed and looked at the thin window about ten feet up. Light poured between the bars, but the outside world was obscured by the murky glass. “I know what’s wrong with my mind, and I would never hurt you because of it.”
“You hurt those other Elysians. What’s to stop you from doing the same to me?”
The short answer was that he didn’t want the power of a healer. How could he benefit from aiding other people’s pain, only to pull it onto himself? But that response was selfish and unlikely to get him anywhere with her. “I hurt the Americans because we’re at war with them.”
“Colombia’s at war with them,” she corrected. “Mexico’s not in your fight.”
He couldn’t stop himself from scoffing. “Not yet. But you will be. They used to see everyone south of their border as pests. Now, we have more power than they do. Power they want to either claim or destroy. Mexico’s just a good buffer. But they’ll eventually come for you like everyone else.”
A chair scraped against the floor in the other room. The men spoke over each other, laughing and hollering. Emiliano’s eyes flicked to the girl whose shoulders tightened and hands stiffened on the onesie.
A rattle and loud click sounded before the door fell open. Five men stepped into the room. They didn’t look like much with their sweat-stained tank tops and buzzed hair. One had an eyebrow piercing with a green stud. Actually, as Emiliano looked closer, he noticed each man had something green and shiny, mostly rings and piercings. Even the girl wore a necklace with a green pendant.
He recognized them immediately. La Mano Verde. And the only reason anyone knew who they were was because they all had powers. Every country—every city, really—had gangs like them. But since they’d gotten in the middle of weapons smuggling between America and Guatemala, everyone involved in the conflict knew about them.
And based on how they looked at Emiliano, they knew about him, too.
The girl set her half-knit project down and stood up, only to find a burly arm wrapped around her shoulders. The man pulled her close, nuzzling his nose against her hair for a moment before smiling over her head at Emiliano. 
“A bleeding heart, this one. I wanted to leave you in the street, but she started screaming, making a big scene.” The man tightened his grip until she winced. Satisfied with her response, he loosened his arm. “But I didn’t give in because of her outburst.”
Before Emiliano could process what was happening, the man’s free hand connected with the girl’s face, sending her sprawling back into another man’s arms. They laughed, those closer to her whispering taunts in her ears. A single tear escaped her eye, and she tried to bury it against her shoulder before anyone noticed.
But it didn’t slip past Emiliano. 
Blood pounded in his ears as the man who’d hit her approached him. The man’s teeth were so white they looked bleached. Emiliano pictured them marred by blood as they scattered across the floor. A thin mustache ran over his upper lip, curling as he smiled. “See, right now, the Americans think they succeeded. But when we tell them we have you, when they see they failed, they’ll pay through their noses to get their hands on you.”
Emiliano pressed his shoulders back into the metal slab beneath him. All it would take was a single yank of his wrist to free himself, but he didn’t want to cause a violent commotion while the girl was present. “You’re even dumber than you look if you think they’ll pay a ransom instead of coming for me on their own.”
“You know, Parásito, you’re not very scary. I saw the news, heard the stories,” he said while cracking his neck. “Maybe you live up to that on a normal day. But here, chained up, powerless, you’re nothing.” He stepped over to the girl, who instinctively shrank into the man holding her. He gripped her chin, forcing her to look up at him. “You’re barely more frightening than little Inés.”
Just seeing him touch her was enough to throw Emiliano over the edge. He could only imagine what had happened to someone like her in their hands, which was why he needed to end her torment. Now.
Before anyone could move, Emiliano yanked his wrists, shattering both chains that bound him to the slab. He swung his arm, hitting one of the men in the neck with the broken chain. He fell to the ground, convulsing.
One down. Four to go.
The head man shoved the girl—Inés—aside. In the blink of an eye, his entire right arm turned to steel. Emiliano ducked under the man’s metal fist and tried to land a hit in his gut, but his entire abdomen had been turned to metal. Emiliano’s knuckles throbbed as he pulled his hand back and shook it out.
He cursed himself for trying to hit the man instead of stealing his power. But the thought of making him suffer had far overwhelmed his logic. Fortunately, the momentary throbbing in Emiliano’s fingers reminded him that he could use more than fists to win this fight. He grabbed the steel man by the forearm and watched his horrified eyes as he felt his power leech from his body. Emiliano’s arm turned to steel as he tightened his grip, crushing the bone in his grasp.
The now powerless leader cursed and ducked away before Emiliano’s steel fist made contact with his face. “Inés!”
Emiliano caught a flash of long hair in the mess of bodies as she made her way to the man’s aid. Usually, these fights were easy. But today, he would have to be careful not to harm her. For now, she was safer healing the gang leader, since it would keep her out of the fight.
Emiliano’s metal hand took another of the men by the throat, crushing and dropping the body without care. Maybe one of these men had a more useful power, but he was doing well enough that he didn’t need to worry about trading out.
One of the others lifted his hands slowly, pulling a cloud of mist out of thin air and swirling it around Emiliano until he couldn’t see. Emiliano dropped to the ground and reached out where he knew the man had just been. His hand wrapped around the man’s ankle and tugged.
His head cracked against the table behind him before he collided with the floor. The mist remained, which meant the man was still alive but unconscious. 
Emiliano moved to finish him off, but an arm wrapped around his throat instead. He pushed back, sandwiching his attacker between his body and the cold floor.
Emiliano started to turn over when the man’s leg wrapped around his, throwing him off balance and keeping him on the ground. Emiliano moved to grab the man’s arm. But as soon as he tried, the gangster released him completely and kicked away from Emiliano.
Dazed, Emiliano stumbled to his feet. The man hadn’t used any powers. Or had he? He seemed to know Emiliano’s actions seconds before they happened. A seer of sorts. The man wasn’t as powerful as the Oracles—just a telepath who could register Emiliano’s decisions right before he acted. But knowing Emiliano’s next move wouldn’t mean anything if he was backed into a corner, unable to counter his attack.
So, Emiliano charged him. The telepath tried to duck out of the way, but Emiliano turned both of his hands to steel and rammed them into opposite sides of the man’s skull. He turned around before the body even hit the floor.
Emiliano looked around the room, knowing this fight was down to him and the powerless gang leader, who unfortunately had a hostage. Not that the man realized he could use Inés as leverage.
It was impossible to see them with the mist, so Emiliano walked in the direction of the mist wielder until his foot nudged the man’s body. He finished him off with a steel weight on his neck. The mist fell, revealing the same small room, now littered with corpses.
He turned around when a faint whimper cut through the air. There, on her knees, was Inés. Her head hung low as tears swam down her cheeks. She stared at one of the many bodies. Except this wasn’t one of the men Emiliano had dealt with. It was the first one, the one who had ordered Inés to heal him. Now, he lay on the ground with a knitting needle through his eye.
Emiliano slowly made his way to Inés’s side and placed a hand on her back. She jumped slightly before turning toward him. Emiliano crouched and pulled the side of her head against his shoulder.
“It’s okay. Hey, it’s okay.” Keeping his arms wrapped around her, Emiliano carefully tugged Inés to her feet. He slowly helped her out of the room, doing his best to keep her face angled away from the worst of the gore. Once in the other room, Emiliano settled her on a ratty couch, which reeked of cigarettes.
Inés continued to cling to him, her whimpers having turned to sobs. “I… I’ve never killed someone before. But I just… I snapped. He hit me, and I snapped.”
He could've told her she'd killed a bad man—that the world would be better without him. But that wasn’t what she wanted to hear right now. So Emiliano chose comfort over logic. “Are you hurt?”
She shook her head even though Emiliano could see a bruise blossoming on her cheek. His past was admittedly checkered, but he had never hit a woman who didn’t pose a threat. And certainly not someone like Inés, whose only crime was being too weak to defend herself.
Emiliano held his hand out to her, palm up. “I could make the pain go away, if you’d like.”
Inés hesitated a moment, clearly skeptical about what he was offering. But not wanting to put up a fight, she relented and rested her hand in his his. Her jaw tightened as Emiliano slowly leeched her power from her soul, taking it into himself like he owned it. He had heard the feeling wasn’t pleasant, but for someone like Inés, who had felt the most horrible of pains, she barely flinched.
As soon as he had consumed her healing abilities, he reached for her cheek, grazing his fingers across the bruise as he ordered her flesh to mend itself. Her tears came faster, even as she sighed in relief. She pressed her face into the touch, seeking relief for more than just scrapes and bruises.
“I could keep you safe,” Emiliano whispered, offering the exact same thing he had minutes earlier. But his words carried more weight now. She had no one left. Nowhere to go.
“Okay,” she relented. “With one condition.”
He looked down at her, knowing he would agree to anything. “Tell me.”
She pulled away from his touch and sat up straight. Her tears subsided quickly, like she was used to bouncing back from trauma and pain. “I can’t stay with a man… in your condition. So, I’ll need to heal your mind. But when I do, I need you to be by my side as I recover. I can’t do it alone.”
Emiliano couldn’t think of anything he wanted more. This time, when his mouth moved before his mind, it wasn’t to speak. It was to capture her lips in a desperate kiss, to hold her close. And at that moment—even though he had only met her a few minutes ago—he knew he would love her for the rest of his life.
Or the rest of hers.






  
  MOORE'S CONFESSION


I take it back. My biggest regret isn’t the creation of Prohedria. It’s what I wrote. I thought I understood faith. But after nearly two hundred years, I’ve realized the truth is much more complicated than that. You showed me the dark side of belief. And as much as I would like to blame you, I know I’m the one who started you down this path of destruction and righteous fury.



You are my product as much as you are theirs. And I have to live with that.








  
  Mouth-to-Mouth


FIVE MINUTES AFTER ROBERT'S DEATH



Percy must die. 
Snow drifted and swayed through the air, dancing in front of the now dark screen on which Percy had just threatened me. My body trembled, not from the cold but the rage burning my veins. Robert was dead, a hole burned through his core by Goblin’s acid. Acid that now trickled down my wrist—the one that hadn’t been broken in the fight against the monster.
No, the man. Goblin was just a man who had been turned into a Flaw by the very people I once swore my allegiance to. Now, they called me the same thing. My only crimes were being born and getting caught between two princes who were too focused on their success to see the lives they were destroying. My only crimes were parts of my life I had no control over.
Except for killing Goblin.
I wanted to sit on the slope overlooking the Charlotte Industrial District and wait for my inevitable arrest. I couldn’t outrun every Elysian in Prohedria, regardless of my powers.
But I couldn’t give up either. Robert’s sacrifice had to mean something.
Pain swelled throughout my body. But the one mercy from tonight was that I’d stolen Goblin’s healing factor before I killed him. It couldn’t help the pain I’d absorbed from healing Robert and Percy, but it was already repairing my broken arm and the gashes on my legs.
A large pool of water lay several stories beneath me. Massive sloped cement walls held the liquid in. It was close to a hundred yards long and fifty wide. Only dead factories rested beyond its edge. Silence hummed, interrupted by the occasional thud of industrial projects, which labored through the night.
I had to get out of here. Goblin had claimed the insurgents were fighting across Prohedria, drawing Elysian and government support away from Charlotte. But I knew better. Even if most of their forces had been sent to deal with disturbances across the country, they would still find someone to bring me in. Maybe they were already watching, waiting for me to make the first move before they attacked.
Unwilling to let my fear paralyze me until they arrived, I reached into my pocket and pulled out Robert’s zip-line. I aimed it toward an enormous silo-shaped factory with blinking red lights along its sides. With a shaky jump, I pushed myself from the mouth of the cave and hurtled through the air.
Wind, snow, and ash slapped my face. I looked down to shield my eyes. The dark liquid taunted me. Assuming it was deep enough, a fall from this height would sting, but I’d survive. Well, the fall, anyway. The orphanage hadn’t bothered providing swim lessons, and Percy neglected to teach me during my training, probably assuming I already knew how. The few things I’d heard told me not to struggle. The human body could supposedly float on its own due to its low density. But that idea sounded fake as I stared at the watery grave.
Despite the elements, I forced my eyes forward, squinting. A snap rang out over the humming zip of the device. My stomach soared like a swarm of seagulls had taken flight inside me. I tilted my head, trying to orient myself. But it didn’t matter. The line had broken. I was falling.
My feet smacked the water first, and the liquid swallowed me whole. Since my body was supposedly buoyant, I expected to float to the surface immediately. But I didn’t. Instead, I sank deeper and deeper. The pressure enveloped my head, squeezing it. Crushing it.
I opened my eyes and looked up, the factory lights now impossibly far away. I was drowning without any hope of floating back to the surface. Fear forced me to breathe, and water filled my lungs.
My limbs flailed wildly. Even my broken arm ripped free from its denim sling and did what it could to fight the water. Something—or someone—screamed in the back of my head. But I couldn’t hear them with the sound of terror consuming my mind.
Drifting deeper, I finally noticed the tug on my shoulder. Robert’s sword. It pulled me into the depths. I tried to yank it off, but I no longer had the strength.
The surface was a dark wave of glinting light. Despite the uneven pattern, I swore a figure flew over me. It was probably just a bird, its shadow elongated by the lights and water. I tried to focus on it as I stopped struggling.
My body forced me to take another breath. I choked. But not really. I couldn’t choke or breathe or do anything other than flounder. Then I couldn’t even manage that.
My vision darkened. I swore the shadow glided over the water again, but it was like watching a distant dream.
And then that dream drifted further away until the whole world turned to darkness.

      [image: ]Fifteen, sixteen, seventeen, eighteen…
The numbers came in a steady rhythm like a drum reverberating across my body. Was this death? An endless rhythm that my soul had fallen into? There was no Mother waiting here. Just darkness and numbers spoken by an oddly familiar voice that I couldn’t decide if I loved or hated.
Come on, Anna Marie. Please…
I was a heavy cloud, existing yet fleeting. My limbs held no pain. My mind knew no anxiety. Well, that was until my lips felt a pressure against them, and air rushed through my throat as it expanded against my will. I choked. Something held me up, making sure I was bent over as the water fell from my mouth in bursts. I wasn’t sure if I was wretching or coughing. But either way, my body was pushing desperately to dispel every last ounce of liquid it had taken in when I drowned.
When I drowned… The words played on a loop in my mind. Why wasn’t I dead?
“Vibe?” I croaked as my eyes landed on the man holding me up. I tried to crawl away, but my body collapsed against the stony ground. I held an arm in front of myself, shielding my body like it would make a difference if he decided to attack me.
The Guardian, who had orchestrated the murder of my mentor, held his hands in the air and scooted back. I expected a mischievous grin or flash of malice in his eyes. But he looked innocent, concerned even. And then I pieced together what had happened. My zip-line had snapped, likely because he had flung one of his rocks through the cable. But instead of letting me drown, he’d pulled me from the water and resuscitated me. I knew that even his gentlest touch could control my mind. And he’d offered more than that when his lips fell upon mine.
He’d given me mouth-to-mouth. It wasn’t romantic or sensual in the slightest. Yet the idea of our lips meeting repulsed me.
And that feeling of repulsion—while awful—provided a simple reassurance: he wasn’t using his ability to toy with my emotions. If he were, I would’ve been drawn to him.
“I’d love to explain everything, but we don’t have much time,” he said as he stood and offered me his hand. “I won’t use my power. It’s practically useless when someone knows what I can do.”
I didn’t know whether he was telling the truth or not. And I certainly wasn’t willing to risk being played by him again, especially after he’d sent Goblin to attack Robert. Rage rushed through me as acid trickled from my fingertips. Robert was dead because of Vibe. 
I was a murderer because of Vibe.
My hand pressed against the frosted ground, and I forced myself to stand without assistance. My body swayed, but I stepped back when Vibe tried to steady me.
The TV to my left flashed on. The regal facade of the Prohedrian flag danced across the screen. After a moment, the Duke and Duchess came into view. The Duke spoke first, “Citizens of Prohedria, we come to you with grave news.”
“Tonight, one of our best has fallen,” the Duchess continued.
“Chaos, unlike any we have seen before, rains over Prohedria.”
“But we will subdue our foes.”
“Our nation will be avenged.”
The video cut to Percy in front of the Charlotte Capitol Building. He was in his silver-and-gold suit, his scar covered with makeup. It was the exact same video that had played when I left Goblin’s cave. I glanced at Vibe, my head dipped low as I waited for him to explain what I was missing.
“They started playing that a few hours ago. Dolled Percy up, drugged him enough to manage the pain, and called in all the major Guardians from fighting the insurgents. Pretty efficient production, even by their standards.”
I narrowed my eyes. “Robert wasn’t dead a few hours ago.”
He shrugged casually, discounting the tragic death. “I told them he was. Or at least that Goblin had been sent to kill him.” Vibe’s frown was deep enough to feign sorrow. “He wasn’t supposed to die, though. My orders to Goblin were clear: incapacitate but do not kill. What happened? Where is he?”
My hand twitched to pull the sword off my back and attack him. “Robert broke Goblin’s arm so he’d have something for me to heal. He retaliated with a deadly acid blast. That doesn’t sound like you ordered him to refrain from killing.”
Vibe pursed his lips. “The chips are very effective. But sudden, intense emotions sometimes lead to momentary lapses in autonomy. He probably only had a few seconds before the chip adjusted to his mental state and reined him in. It usually isn’t a problem, so I didn’t worry about it. I never meant for Robert to die. I swear.”
I wanted to believe him. The way he said those words sounded so genuine, so sorrowful. But I knew better. He was an actor, just like every other Guardian. And on top of that, he’d tried to manipulate me for his own gain. I wouldn’t let him take me for a fool ever again.
My chest heaved as I tried to control the flames in my lungs, daring me to strike him. “He still would’ve died. Had Goblin not killed him, I’m sure your parents would’ve. Either way, it would’ve been your fault.”
“Maybe.”
The recording of Percy’s message to Prohedria replayed in the background.
“Guardians will be here any minute,” Vibe said calmly, like he hadn’t just been accused of murder. “If you don’t want to end up with a chip in the back of your neck, you need to trust me.”
I scoffed. “Do you think I’m an idiot?” To be fair, he probably did think that. “You told me just a few hours ago that you had planned to betray me. You sent a Flaw after my mentor. And then you tried to drown me.”
“That was before,” he whined. “Plus, I didn’t try to drown you. I thought you could swim, and I needed to break your zip-line so you wouldn’t just fly away when I tried to talk to you.”
I'd never seen Vibe so antsy before. While I didn’t believe a fraction of his claims, I sensed the impending danger from his fidgeting and panicky words.
He sighed. “Look. My parents’ disappointment in me reached a new level after I kept your powers a secret. They’ve put Percy the Unhinged in charge, and every Guardian and politician hates me because I’m arrogant or something. I’m on the outs with the government almost as much as you are.”
Percy once claimed his parents hated him, that he had been discarded. He had the audacity to say that to my face while he was actively working with them to betray me. Vibe was no better. 
“I will never believe a word you say.” My voice was calculated, even as a storm brewed beneath the surface. “You are a monster, a traitor. You’re entitled and manipulative. While I don’t believe for a second that everyone in your life has turned their backs on you, they should. You don’t deserve to have anyone on your side.”
The corner of his mouth flicked into a malicious smirk. He took one step forward and then another. I moved back as the fire clenched my heart and the acid bubbled in my palm.
Kill him.
I swung my hand forward and shot an acid blast at his chest. Vibe raised a stone wall from the Earth just before the acid hit him. I kept my hand extended as he lowered the rock. I expected anger in response to my outburst, but all I found was a quirked brow.
“It’s amazing what one night and a few revelations can do to a girl. If I'm honest, though, I liked you better when you didn’t put up a fight.”
My broken arm still throbbed, but it moved with ease as I swung both hands forward to blast him again. Using only the flick of his wrist, he commanded smaller rocks to break out of the ground and shield him. I pulled the sword off my back. It would be poetic to kill Vibe with the blade of a man he’d murdered.






  
  'Tis but a Scratch


Idarted and swung wildly. Vibe didn’t even use rocks this time. He simply sidestepped every blow as I exhausted myself. But he underestimated the fire feeding me, pushing me to do the unthinkable. 
Kill him!
I tried with every fiber of my being to do as the Mother—or my own twisted desires—commanded me. But my training had been focused on my dagger. The sword was longer, heavier, more awkward in my trembling hands. Worse, my rage was boiling over, making it almost impossible to strike him with finesse.
I fastened my hands on the blade’s leather grip. Acid dripped to the ground, but it didn’t chew through the sword, which had been made to resist Goblin’s powers.
My eyes trained on Vibe’s body, his responses. And when I saw an opening, I slashed him across the shoulder. He grimaced and pressed his hand against the gash. A glimmer oozed between his dark fingers.
“I didn’t come here to fight you,” he claimed. “But if that’s what it takes to stop you—”
Before he could get another word out, I brought the sword down, tearing through his left shin. He collapsed to his knees, bloodied fingers digging into the snow-covered asphalt.
Kill him. Kill him. Kill him, the voice chanted. It sounded similar to the Mother, but these thoughts were too violent. Had my own impulses taken over?
Maybe I should’ve cared, but at that moment, all I wanted was to see his blood mingled with the snow. I wanted him to pay the ultimate price for everything he'd stolen from me. And I wanted him to know it was me who had bested him in the end.
Vibe was at my mercy, not even putting up a fight as I readied my sword to behead him. Instead of pleading, he simply lifted his eyes, large snowflakes catching in his lashes. “This is your last chance.”
I stiffened. I was the one with a sword tilted to ram through his neck. Yet he spoke as if he were the one in charge.
The recording of the Duke and Duchess cut through the air. Vibe shifted in the snow, his eyes never leaving mine. “You’re in no condition to face them. They’ll chip you, turn you into their puppet. You can’t fight them without me.”
Kill him.
The heat in my cheeks cooled slightly as I peered into his eyes. I didn’t believe him. But as he knelt before me, completely at my mercy, I paused just long enough to realize I couldn’t take his life. I’d killed Goblin in a moment of sloppy rage. But this murder would be deliberate. I couldn’t go down that path. Not now. Maybe not ever.
I pulled my sword back and used the tip to point into the depths of the Industrial District. “Go.”
“I’m trying to—”
I leaned down and wedged the sword between us. “I will never trust you. But I don’t have to stoop to your level either.”
Vibe eyed me carefully before hoisting himself to his feet with a pained groan. “They’ll chip you.”
I didn’t grace him with a verbal response. Instead, I again pointed my blade toward the factories. Vibe finally broke eye contact and limped away before creating a sinkhole that swallowed him whole.
I let out an exasperated sigh, already regretting my decision to let the brat go. I knew he’d be a pain in my side sooner or later. But I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t kill him.
Yet.
The faint light of dawn on the horizon twisted on the edge of the sky. A few factories whined to life, drowning out Percy’s threats on the TV. It had been playing for a few hours, and everyone knew I'd come to the Industrial District to save Robert. Vibe was right. It was only a matter of time before the Guardians tracked me down.
I staggered toward the factories, figuring it would be easier to hide in the maze of metal and fumes. There was nothing I wanted more than a functional zip-line, but Robert’s had lasted all of five minutes in my hands. Now, all I had was his sword and acid on my fingers.
Against the hazy lights of the factories, a bright gleam in the sky caught my eye. And then my heart plummeted. I’d expected Regalia, maybe Melody since she could paralyze me. But I hadn’t considered that the Duke and Duchess would send Prism—Eve—the only other Guardian who knew about my powers. Someone I had once saved. Someone who’d told me I would be a great hero. She was innocent in this, a victim controlled by the chip lodged in her neck.
With the acid in my hands, maybe I could face her. But for what?
So you won’t be alone.
A weight settled in my chest. Robert was gone. Percy had betrayed me. And the whole nation wanted me dead. But Eve could still be on my side. Vibe had mentioned in my interrogation that Eve had a history with the rebels. Maybe she still had a way to contact them. Nothing would be more helpful than a circle of individuals who saw the government as I did.
But first, I had to get through to her. I wasn’t sure how much of her actions were determined by the chip versus her will. But if I stole her powers, maybe I would be strong enough to get her somewhere secure, somewhere she couldn’t fight back. And if her mind was clear—even if her body continued to fight—she could help me find a way forward.
Because that was all I could hope for right now.
Eve’s light dipped lower behind a building. I marked her location in my mind as I pulled my sword free and crept in her direction. Snow pushed against my face, freezing the tip of my nose. I rubbed my fingers against the hilt of the sword, trying to keep myself present.
And then I saw her. She looked the same as the night we had met. Golden curls, glittering leotard. Her skin shimmered against the precipitation, casting rainbows across the snowfall. And in her hand rested an energy orb, prepped for my destruction.
I waited until she turned toward a building before sneaking up behind her. My boots crunched over the freshly fallen snow, so I ducked behind a lifeless generator just before she turned around.
The world stood silent for a moment before she spoke, “Anna Marie, I don’t want to hurt you. But I’m not in control.” She moved toward my hiding spot, her motions deliberately slow. “Kill me and run. That’s your only choice. That’s what Prohedria needs.”
No. No one else would die on my behalf.
I noticed a rock sitting beside me and picked it up. She was only a few yards away, and it would be too loud to crawl to safety. But if I could make her think I was somewhere else…
I tossed the rock to my side, making sure it was low enough not to pass her line of sight. It collided with a wall away from me. Eve stopped, reevaluating her plan. And then, like a machine, she turned and headed toward the distraction.
She wouldn’t be easily fooled for long, so I needed to act now. Except as I looked up, I caught a glimpse of the red and blue lights dancing across the buildings in the distance. The metal refracted the light. Brighter and brighter. And then, sirens.
“Anna Marie,” she called out again, now near the building where I’d thrown the rock.
I crawled around the generator, away from her. My breath fell like clouds against the dim emergency lights of the factories.
“You have to go.” Her voice was broken, resigned. “They have control over me. There’s nothing you can do. And that’s okay.”
A crash sounded on the other side of the Industrial District—the rumble shaking the ground. I begged the Mother to let it be the factories waking up, but I knew it was another Elysian sent to kill me. Or chip me. 
“My children,” Eve said, her voice closer. She was returning, perhaps having figured out the rock was merely a distraction. “I don’t ever want them to become like me. Don’t let them be used like this. Save Prohedria. Save them.”
No, I couldn’t. Not on my own. Not without her help.
The clang of metal against metal tore through the air. The bang was loud, close. Too erratic to be a machine. Someone with that much strength… It had to be Regalia. I wouldn’t stand a chance against her, even with Goblin’s powers.
Tears ran down my cheeks as I considered my next move. Eve was close, her feet just loud enough in the snow to locate. Police and at least one other powerful Elysian were closing in on my location. I had seconds to act, to make one final stance before it was over.
I swung forward, the sword in my hands. As I spun out of my hiding place, Eve lifted her hand, an energy blast ready to fire. I ducked low, the heat of the orb barely scalding my shoulder as I rolled forward and drove the blade up.
I had meant to hit her side—a debilitating strike but one I could heal. Instead, the sword landed too close to her center, higher than intended. I wasn’t sure what I’d hit, but I knew her lungs, heart, and spine were all at risk. A momentary flash reminded me of when I’d stared at her on the roof right after she’d saved me, Assassin’s katana through her spine. But this time, I couldn’t tremble in fear. I couldn’t hesitate.
Despite the pain and the shaking of my hands, I pulled my sword free, dropping it on the blood-covered snow. My hands were on her face in an instant. Acid trickled onto her skin, but it had mostly subsided as Goblin’s power dispersed from my system, leaving only small burn marks on her cheeks—a small price to pay for her life. Her potential freedom.
“Stay with me. Stay with me.” I sucked in a breath as her pain blossomed in my side. An artery. A lung. So much to fix.
The red and blue lights danced directly in front of me. Shouts I couldn’t make out through the pain and concentration rang through the air, begging to be heard.
Something whipped around my now barely fractured arm, pulling me back. I grabbed what was holding me, trying to melt the smooth rope. But the acid only came as a trickle.
“No!” I screamed as my heels dug into the concrete, refusing to be pulled away.
The puddle around her convulsing frame grew larger. Blue lights danced around her face, now devoid of its natural glow. Several officers in black-and-gold suits poured into the space between the dead buildings. In the chaos, I caught sight of a few Guardians.
“You killed her!”
I finally ripped my eyes away from Eve to see the vine wrapped around my arm. Eco. Samuel. Her husband was screaming at me, cursing with every fiber of his being.
“I can save her,” I choked out. “Let me save her.”
I was ready to surrender if they gave me the opportunity to heal her. But instead, my wrists were cuffed. My whole system felt stunted, like every atom in my being was being choked. Power inhibiting cuffs. I’d only used them a few times on Flaws, but I’d never been on the receiving end before.
“She’s down!” someone behind me shouted. “She’s down!”
The vine around my arm slithered to the ground as Samuel rushed to Eve’s side. He took her body in his arms, cupping her face. Tears caught in the lights and fell from his chin onto her cheeks. The convulsions had stopped.
She was gone.
A strong hand grabbed my arm, hoisting me to my feet and dragging my limp legs through the snow. Every ounce of pain I’d garnered throughout the night turned to a bitter numbness. My eyes couldn’t leave Eve’s corpse as I was dragged to a van with several armed guards inside. 
Samuel looked back, his face burning with rage.
Someone threw me inside the truck, forcing me to break eye contact with him. I didn’t cry as the guards grabbed me and forced me into full-body restraints. I didn’t cry as I watched Regalia slam the back door shut so hard that it dented. I didn’t cry as we drove the five hours from Charlotte to somewhere I’d only seen on the news.
My stiff legs buckled as they pulled me up and forced me to face the sunlight glittering off the massive white building with gold and silver finishings. The Duke and Duchess’s statues stood with regal awfulness in front of the Palace, staring down at everyone who passed. If I’d felt anything at all, I would’ve spat at their feet.






  
  Lovers to Enemies


The Palace passed by like a nightmare, sketched with fake gold and chipping marble. The only relief to the gaudiness came when the guards dragged me into a tile-covered room. They cautiously removed my cuffs, fear laced in their eyes—the only part of their expressions I could see through the masks and helmets. I didn’t bother telling them I was only a healer at the moment. 
A few of the braver guards stepped forward, stripping me down to nothing. Streams of water pelted my back, ice clearing trails of blood from my skin. I was given no soap, just fifteen guns pointed at my head.
I was grateful the numbness blotted out my humiliation.
Once my body was clear of the grime, they tossed me a towel and a set of white cotton clothing that itched every inch of my skin.
The guards escorted me between rooms—between people. I was poked and prodded, asked questions I never answered. By the time my thick hair had dried, I was sitting in a cell with golden walls and bronze bars. The hard cot under my body had only a thin pillow and a threadbare blanket. Even the orphanage had been more comfortable. A camera with a red light sat high in the corner, watching my every move, few as they were.
A whistle cut through the silence. I’d heard the melody once before. I was in Conroy Mansion, getting dressed. The zipper was stuck, and my arms were sore. I thought it was Robert.
Robert’s dead.
But he wasn’t.
“I brought you soup, toast, applesauce. If you want something else, though, I can get it.”
I turned my head toward Percy. He stood on the other side of the bars, a closed door behind him. He set the tray of food on the table, which extended on both sides of the cage, with a small slit to pass meals through. He pulled out the cool metal chair on his side and sat down, his eyes never leaving my face.
His hair was cut short and parted on the right side with product. His scar was painted over by caked-on makeup, like in the video from the Industrial District. The only thing that felt like him was the casual T-shirt.
“I’m not hungry.” I surprised myself when I spoke for the first time since Eve’s death.
He gestured toward the chair across from him. “At least come sit down. I just want to talk.”
I tilted my head to the side and studied him. This wasn’t the Percy I knew. He was too neutral. I needed him to either blow up at me or melt into a sentimental puppy. My eyes looked around the gilded cage. The camera watched our entire conversation. His parents were probably on the other end, scrutinizing his attempt at acting as their mini-me.
Fine. If he wanted to put on a show, I’d put on a show.
I stood too quickly. The room spun, but I steadied myself and walked like everything was fine. I pulled the heavy metal chair back, letting its legs scrape against the stone floor. The Percy I knew would’ve chastised me. This one just stared at me with eerily empty eyes.
He waited to speak until I’d sat down. “You can’t see it, but you look good. You were in rough shape when the police brought you in, but the doctors did some good work. When the time comes, you should thank the Gracious Duke and Benevolent Duchess for their orders to help you.”
I laughed because that was the only appropriate reaction to the most ridiculous thing I’d ever heard. “Why don’t I just say it now?” I nodded to the cameras. “I mean, they’re watching, aren’t they?”
“Lots of people are watching.”
“Great. I’m sure I want to thank them, too.” I leaned back in my seat and smiled up at the camera. “Thank you so much, Gracious Duke and Benevolent Duchess, for restoring my health. Like everything you do, that’s so incredibly selfless. And Stan Moore. I’m sure you’re watching. I really hope you know how much I enjoy reading your banned books.”
“Anna Marie…”
I whipped my head toward Percy. “Oh, I’m not done.” I glowered at the camera again. “And Regalia. You’re so good at interrogations. I don’t know why you went into heroics
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