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            Prologue

          

          METAMORPHOSIS

        

      

    

    
      Everyone was asleep in the Sentinel Headquarters, but I was wide awake.

      It had been two weeks since the attack on the bridge and Doctor Zero’s death. We had needed a place to live and operate, and after much deliberation, we had chosen to rebuild the old headquarters. The General and his Sentinels wouldn’t be foolish enough to attack us here, not while they were weak and scattered and we were powerful and united.

      We being the Samaritans—that was what we now called ourselves. Using the old Sentinel title didn’t seem right anymore. The Samaritans were an alliance between soulless and soulful—a new hope for both of our futures.

      I could only imagine what the General would say if he were here.

      Caleb lay next to me in our cot, snoring like everyone else in the barracks. The soulless didn’t need too much sleep to begin with, but after the difficulty of trying to stay alive these past few weeks, everyone needed some extra rest.

      Except for me. I felt better than I had in months.

      I watched Caleb as he slept peacefully, thinking about everything that had happened this year. We had been through a lot together—separation, attempted murder, life on the run. Yet despite all of it, we had managed to find our way back to each other. I smiled in the darkness, grateful he was still by my side.

      The beeping startled me. I lifted my head, reaching for the Animus ring I’d tossed in the nightstand drawer. Dahlia had created it for the Sentinels to detect soulless in the area, but I’d decided I didn’t need it anymore. I had also figured I didn’t need the Purity Crystal, either.

      Doctor Zero had injected me with the soulless serum to save me from becoming one of those horrible Red Sentinel creatures the General had created, but weeks had passed since then. It was safe to say I was in the clear.

      When I pulled the ring out, trying to stop its irritating noise, it became louder. Dahlia had reprogrammed it to only make noise if a new soulless entered the headquarters so it wouldn’t constantly beep from Caleb and the others. I sighed, pushing the blankets off me. I decided to take it into the bathroom, hoping to flush it down the toilet. I knew the headquarters were safe, so I figured it was just malfunctioning. When I walked into the washroom and shut the door behind me, the beeping intensified.

      It didn’t make any sense. There was no one around but me!

      A wave of pain washed over me. I leaned on the sink, clutching my chest. It was like an itch I couldn’t scratch, a whisper too low to hear. My body was changing somehow. When I lifted my head and looked into the mirror, that was when I noticed it.

      My eyes had turned as black as night. Doctor Zero—my uncle—had successfully made me soulless. I couldn’t believe it.

      I felt raw power inside of me with a mix of emotions. It was mostly anger and violence, but most of all, I found myself suddenly unable to care about anyone or anything. The whispers grew louder, and I could finally hear what they were saying. I wanted to kill, destroy, and conquer, mainly because I could, but also because it was my right as a soulless.

      This must’ve been the Primal Caleb had told me about, the little voice inside the soulless that compelled them to do terrible things. I was too weak to resist it. I had to obey.

      I walked into the armory and retrieved my Deathblade before I tiptoed back into the barracks. Kill, kill, kill, played in my mind, like a record on repeat. If I wanted to conquer this city—and eventually the world—I had to kill Caleb first. He was the strongest one here, and he had the best chance of stopping me.

      When I returned to our cot and flung off the blankets, Caleb was gone. I fumbled in the darkness for a minute before I heard footsteps behind me. I spun around, trying to act calm and normal.

      “Riley?” Caleb asked, turning on a nearby light. “When you left, I went looking for you. What are you—?”

      He stopped midsentence when he saw my eyes. When he looked down and realized I was carrying a Deathblade, he clearly knew what I was doing.

      “Riley, put the dagger down,” Caleb said. “I won’t ask you again.”

      I felt my face twist into a smile, but it wasn’t my own. Becoming soulless had trapped me in my own body, like a bird in a dark cage. I had become a victim to the evil that had spread through me.

      “Why should I?” I asked, stepping closer. He backed away from me, and I saw his Purity Crystal jiggle around his neck. “You can feel this power too, Caleb. Take off the crystal and we can rule this world.”

      “You’re forgetting I have felt that power, Riley—and it wasn’t worth it,” he replied, reaching for the dagger. “I can help you. Please, give me your weapon.”

      I pretended to hand him the dagger, letting him believe he had won. When he worked up the courage to move closer, I shoved him to the ground and put my foot to his throat. I had him exactly where I wanted him now.

      “Pathetic,” I spat. “You’re nothing but a freak, Caleb. Not soulless, but not soulful, either. Did you really think our love would last?”

      “I know this isn’t you talking, Riley,” Caleb whispered. “And I’m sorry for this, but it’s the only way to get you back.”

      And then I felt the burning pain of his fire engulf me before everything went black.
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          The Power Test

        

      

    

    
      I was having a nightmare, unlike anything I had ever experienced.

      Wisps of gray smoke spread around me, with little flickers of energy dancing through them. I walked through the fog, looking for a way out, but it trapped me here. When I looked in the distance, I saw nothing but darkness.

      “Hello?” I asked. “Is anyone here? Where am I?”

      “Where you belong,” a gravelly voice replied. “One foot in this world, and one foot in the other.”

      I had no idea what the person was talking about, and I didn’t want to stick around to find out. I took off running into the distance, but there was nowhere to go. This place was like an endless maze, and the more you struggled in its grasp, the further it pulled you in.

      My boot snagged on a rock, and I fell, collapsing in front of a pond. When I lifted my head and looked into it, my eyes were still black in the reflection.

      I screamed. I had never wanted this to happen.

      “Don’t fight it, my Prodigy,” the voice continued. “This is your destiny. We will rise up together to conquer this world.”

      “Who are you?” I heard myself ask.

      “You will find out soon enough,” the person replied. “And you’ll see we are more alike than you think.”

      And with that, everything faded to darkness again.
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      When I finally woke up, it was to a sea of concerned faces hovering over me. Mom, Dad, and Patrick were on my left side, while Caleb, Dahlia, and Lara stood on my right. The only person who wasn’t here was Spencer, and my heart ached for my best friend.

      But Spencer was still missing. During his surgery to become a Sentinel, the power had gone out thanks to Doctor Zero, and it had given him brain damage that had changed his personality. He had become angry and spiteful of the soulless, and had eventually left me and joined the General to destroy us. After their defeat, he’d joined up with a group of strangers, warned me about someone named the Cardinal returning, and disappeared. As the days passed, I lost hope that I’d ever see him again.

      I groaned, sitting up. My body ached and my skin felt like it was on fire, but I didn’t have the urge to kill and destroy anymore. The Primal’s voice was silent, and I was back to normal.

      Well, as normal as I could be.

      “What happened?” I whispered, my throat scratchy and raw.

      “You attacked me last night,” Caleb replied. “I had to use my fire to restrain you. Your eyes, Riley… Let me show you.”

      Caleb handed me a small mirror, and I took a long look into it. It hadn’t been just a dream. I was really soulless, and there wasn’t a thing I could do about it.

      I noticed the Purity Crystal around my neck, gleaming in the dim light of the medical bay. Dahlia nodded. “The crystal is the only thing that can give you a conscience, Riley. I’m glad you kept one. If you remove it, you will be just as dangerous as the Dark Queen.”

      “This is unbelievable!” Patrick said. “How could this have happened, kid?”

      I sighed. It was time I told them the truth. “When I confronted Doctor Zero on the bridge…he injected me with his soulless serum before I killed him.”

      “Oh, my baby…” Mom said, with tears in her eyes. She reached for my hand and squeezed it. “I wish this had never happened to you.”

      “But the bridge attack was weeks ago,” Dad said, glaring at me. “How could you keep something like this from us?”

      “What was I supposed to say?” I asked. “I was afraid you’d look at me differently. Besides, I wasn’t sure if the serum had worked or not. I didn’t want to scare you for no reason!”

      Dad was quiet for a moment before he spoke again. “My daughter, as a new soulless… I don’t think I can look at you right now, Riley. I need some space.”

      He stormed out of the medical bay, and I sighed. Now was not the time to argue, not when the General and his Sentinels were still out there. The entire world was dangling in the balance, and we needed to work together.

      “We still support you, Riley,” Lara said, reaching for my other hand. Everyone in the room nodded. “Soulless or not, you’re the best Sentinel we have. The color of your eyes means nothing to the people who love you.”

      Patrick nodded again. “We got your back, kid. But if it’s been weeks, how come it took so long to make your eyes turn all black?”

      “I think I have the answer,” I replied. “Doctor Zero mentioned something after he injected me. He told me it was a small dose, so it would take longer to affect me. He also said I…was becoming a Red Sentinel. He thought he was saving me from that fate.”

      Mom gasped. “But Violet said you were fine. She promised that strange Power Crystal wasn’t in your body anymore!”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know if he was telling the truth, but it doesn’t matter anymore. What’s done is done. I’m soulless, and we have to accept it and move on.”

      “There’s only one thing I’m wondering,” Caleb began. “Your power. Every soulless has one. What will yours be?”

      “No idea. I don’t feel any different. All I know is that it can’t be fire, or your flames wouldn’t have hurt me.”

      “Caleb’s got a point, kid,” Patrick replied. “We need to figure it out. Could be useful against the General.”

      They were right. I was already powerful with my Sentinel implants, but my soulless power might give us the edge we needed. All we had to do was figure out a way to bring it to the surface.

      “I’ll be in the courtyard, setting up dummies to practice on,” Caleb said. “I have a few ideas, but I want to ask Wanda for help. Whenever you’re ready, meet me out there.”

      As he left the room, the others started to clear out. Mom gave me a kiss on the cheek before the room turned empty, and then Lara was the only one left.

      “What?” I asked, noticing how intensely she was staring at me.

      “Spill it,” she replied. “You look like you just saw a ghost. And don’t even think of lying about it, Riley. A sister can always tell.”

      “I…had a nightmare,” I muttered. “It’s probably nothing, and I feel stupid for even bringing it up, but…I was stuck in this gray fog. There was a loud voice above me, and whoever it was called me their Prodigy.”

      “That’s…totally creepy,” Lara replied. “Any idea what it could mean?”

      I shook my head. “No, but thinking about it now…it can’t be a coincidence. It could be important.”

      “If it is, I’m sure you’ll figure it out, Riley,” Lara said, approaching the door. “It could just be a stress dream. Don’t worry about it now. Just focus on getting better, okay?”

      I nodded as she left the room, giving me a little privacy. As I fumbled to put on my underclothes and old Sentinel armor, I thought more about the nightmare and the little information it had given me.

      I was sure the nightmare was a warning. But for what, I didn’t know yet.

      When I left the room, Dahlia’s nephew, Jacob, was leaning against the wall in the corridor. As soon as he saw me, he grinned.

      “Not bad,” he said. “You know, I think the dark eyes suit you.”

      I rolled those eyes. “I’m glad you think so. Is there something I can help you with, Jacob? I’m a little busy.”

      I was probably being ruder than usual, but I had a lot on my mind. The last thing I needed was someone wasting my time when I had a million things to do.

      “Violet wanted me to come get you,” he said, as we began walking side by side. “It’s about Wanda, and I think it’s serious.”

      “Oh? Is she okay?”

      Jacob shook his head. “You’d better see her for yourself.”

      Jacob led me into a dark room at the end of the corridor. Wanda lay on the bed, mumbling words under her breath. A gleam of sweat coated her skin as she tossed and turned, and Violet stood nearby, scribbling words on a clipboard.

      “Hey, Riley,” Violet whispered once she saw us. “It’s good to see you up again. After I heard what happened to you…well, I never thought you’d make it. At least, not as the person we knew.”

      I pointed at the Purity Crystal. “Don’t worry, this stone will help me. How is Wanda doing?”

      “Not well,” Violet replied, looking over her chart. “She’s been having nightmares, judging by her increased rapid eye movement. And her vital signs have been falling. I don’t understand it. Her condition is getting worse, and I can barely keep up!”

      “She told me when the Dark Queen is strong, she’ll be weak,” I replied. “They were connected when she sent Wanda into the Mindfield. Do you think her sickness is related?”

      “It’s possible,” Violet replied. “The Dark Queen hasn’t been seen in weeks, not since she fled the bridge. God only knows what she’s doing now.”

      I sighed. This was not good. Wanda, as the Dark Queen’s mother, was the most experienced soulless here, especially since she had been a Master of Old—a soulless teacher. I needed her to teach me about myself and help me win this war.

      And her illness was an omen that one was definitely coming for us.

      “Oh, and Caleb stopped by. You just missed him,” Violet said. “He wanted to ask Wanda about some power test, but I told him she was too drowsy to speak to anyone right now.”

      “Right. I have to meet him in the courtyard,” I replied. “Let me know if Wanda’s condition changes, okay?”

      “I think I’ll stay here,” Jacob said, searching through the pockets of his trench coat. “Maybe the Healer and I can find a crystal that works.”

      I nodded as I left the room, walking down the damaged, scorched hallways. The building was still in rough condition, with debris and dust everywhere. The Golems were doing their best to help us rebuild it, but there was only so much we could do with limited resources.

      As I passed the civilians of New York City down the hallway—some of them living in spare rooms of the headquarters, others living in the barracks—they froze in fear at the sight of my black irises. Was I really that frightening? Seeing soulless should have been a normal occurrence for them by now. They had spent the past few weeks sleeping, eating, and living with them.

      But they had come to see me as a hero. Witnessing me turn into one of the soulless had to have been traumatic for them. If it could happen to me, what did that mean for the rest of them?

      I caught King Bane’s eyes in the crowd, and he nodded in approval. At least I knew some people would support me.

      The courtyard was quiet and empty when I arrived, with birds chirping in the distance and sunlight shining. Caleb was setting up some practice dummies, and I prayed they would reveal something. As for my power, I didn’t really care what it was, as long as it could help us.

      “Hey,” Caleb said, smiling once he saw me. “How do you feel?”

      “Much better. Being soulless takes a little getting used to, but I think I’m learning.”

      He took my hand in his and kissed it, gently. “I was worried about you, Riley. While you were unconscious, I thought I’d killed you. Or worse, that if you woke up, you wouldn’t be who you were before.”

      “Everything’s okay. I’ll be fine, as long as I keep this crystal on,” I replied. “Despite everything, there’s one advantage to me becoming soulless.”

      He scoffed. “Like what?”

      “I feel like I finally understand you, Caleb. The struggle your people face, the Primal’s voice, the raw power… If anything, it’s brought us closer.”

      “I guess you’re right. Still, this is a burden I never wanted you to carry,” he replied. “I just want you to know my feelings for you haven’t changed. I saw how your father reacted, and how upset you were. I hope you know I still see you as the same Riley.”

      “I know, and I still feel the same way for you,” I replied. I gestured to the small training course. “Now, how does this work?”

      “I thought I’d expose you to several different powers, in an attempt to see if you can recreate them. I asked for help from some of the soulless. But I have to warn you—it could hurt.”

      “Do it anyway. This is something we need to know.”

      Caleb nodded, just as King Bane, Ruby, and Jade exited the building. They joined us in the courtyard, getting their powers ready for the test.

      “Miss Stark, I am glad to see you’re awake,” Bane said, bowing. “We were all very concerned.”

      “And now you’re soulless, no less,” Jade said, with a smile on her face. “It’s about time. Maybe we’ll get a little more respect around here.”

      Caleb cleared his throat. “Riley, let’s start with the dummies. Are you able to move them with your mind?”

      I lifted my hand, aiming it at the dummies and concentrating as desperately as I could. I frowned when nothing happened. “I guess my power isn’t telekinesis.”

      “Focus on me,” Caleb said. “Are you able to read my thoughts? Maybe you can even project your own onto me?”

      I looked at him, trying to connect our minds. I heard nothing besides the squawking birds, and I sighed again. “Nope, that’s not it.”

      “What about improved strength, like what Severin had before he died?” Ruby asked. “Attack the dummy and we’ll see.”

      I took a running start before I lunged at the dummy. With my bare fists, I punched as hard as I could. It fell apart after a few minutes, sending pieces of fabric everywhere, but I wasn’t convinced.

      I shrugged. “I guess I could have better strength, but there’s no way to tell between my implants and my soulless power.”

      “May I interrupt?” Bane asked, stepping forward. “While I am not as knowledgeable as Wanda or a Master of Old, I do believe you’re forgetting something about soulless powers.”

      “Really? What is it?”

      “Two soulless rarely have the same power,” Bane replied. “If you doubt this, take a look at the soulless among us. We are unique and strong in our own ways.”

      Caleb shook his head. “I’ve seen soulless with the same power before.”

      Bane nodded. “I said rarely, but it’s not impossible. For two soulless to share a power, they must be spiritually connected—whether from birth or forged by an event. Think of them as two arms belonging to the same body. They move in sync, like twins.”

      “Are you sure it’s rare?” I asked. “Doctor Zero’s soulless all had powers of fire, ice, and electricity. I agree with Caleb.”

      Bane chuckled. “I’m talking about natural, original soulless from birth—not those artificial imbeciles Dr. Zero created. True soulless powers aren’t normally duplicated.”

      I paused. “Aren’t I one of those artificial imbeciles? I took Doctor Zero’s serum too.”

      “No, I don’t think so,” King Bane said. “There’s something…different about you. Off, even. Perhaps the fact that you were becoming a Red Sentinel first—unlike his other test subjects—has something to do with it.”

      “Look, we’re getting off track here,” Jade said, rolling her eyes. “Let’s just try everything. What do we have to lose?”

      For the next hour, we put our heads together and made a list of possible powers. Bane electrocuted me, which did nothing but cause me pain. Jade transformed her arm into a sword again and gave me a small cut on my bicep. I bled for a few minutes, but I didn’t have the power to heal myself. Ruby’s gravity did little but make me float in the air. I was unable to resist or replicate their abilities.

      I discovered what my power wasn’t, but not what it actually could be. I took a seat on a nearby bench, panting and tired. The others looked just as exhausted, even if they wouldn’t admit it.

      I sighed. This had been a waste of time. We weren’t any closer to finding out what my power was.

      “Maybe I’m a Defect, like the Embers,” I said. “There are some soulless who don’t have powers.”

      “You’re right about that,” Caleb began, “but I don’t think you’re a Defect, Riley. My father was right before. There’s something different about you—something powerful. I can feel it.”

      Bane nodded. “And I vow to help you discover it, no matter how long it takes us.”

      Patrick bolted out of the building, scanning the courtyard. When he saw me, he rushed over. I finally saw a crooked smile on his face again.

      “Good news, kid,” he said, and I rose to my feet. “Jacob managed to get us a signal. Don’t know how he did it, but he’s a whiz at that stuff. We have Internet and telephone access.”

      “That’s good. What is the world saying about us?”

      “Nothing. They have no clue what the hell is going on in New York City. All they know is that the White House was destroyed and the president is missing, but they’re scared shitless to investigate,” Patrick replied. “Jacob said we got an incoming call. You better take it.”

      “Why? Who is it?”

      “The United Nations—and they ain’t too happy, from what I’ve heard.”

      I gulped. Trying to explain my black irises and the General’s disappearance wasn’t going to be easy. Would they understand, or declare me a traitor?

      I took a deep breath and nodded. “Lead the way, Patrick. The world needs to know the truth…even if they don’t like it.”
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      Caleb trailed behind me as I followed Patrick into the conference room. It had been one of the first rooms repaired, but it was still dusty and cluttered. Jacob crouched next to the television screen, fiddling with one of the computers, and he looked up once I entered the room.

      “Whenever you’re ready, Riley,” Jacob began. “Just let me know and I’ll connect you to the United Nations.”

      “Good luck, kid,” Patrick said, clapping a hand on my shoulder. “Tell me how it goes, okay?”

      “Wait a minute. You’re not going to stay?” I asked. “What if I mess up, or don’t know what to say next?”

      Patrick scoffed. “Look at me, kid. I’m just an old soldier. The well-dressed bastards at the U.N. don’t want to hear a peep from me. I promise you’ll do fine. And if not, we’ll just never call them again.”

      I groaned. Patrick really needed to work on his pep talk skills.

      He closed the door as he left, leaving the three of us inside. The room was dead silent, and I took a few moments to calm myself down. If I made a mistake, the United Nations might take away their support.

      And we needed moral support more than anything right now.

      “What about me, Riley?” Caleb asked. “Should I leave as well? I don’t want to frighten them.”

      “No. The soulless are our allies now, and I want the United Nations to know about it,” I replied. “If they don’t like it, too bad.”

      Caleb reached into his pocket and pulled out a set of colored contacts. They were green, just like my eyes before they’d turned black. “You might want to wear these, Riley. If they have trouble accepting me, I can’t imagine they’ll be thrilled to learn their greatest Sentinel is now soulless.”

      I nodded, taking a few minutes to insert them into my eyes. It was tricky, but I managed to do it. “This reminds me of the old days when I used to sneak into the Underworld to see you. Do you remember?”

      Caleb chuckled. “How could I forget? It was the best time of my life. A lot has changed since then.”

      “Yeah, I know.” I took a deep breath. “Go ahead, Jacob. Make the connection.”

      Jacob nodded and pressed a button on his computer. The television turned to static before the giant United Nations building appeared on the screen. I saw dozens of world leaders, and they all shared the same small look on their faces.

      Fear. I had grown to know it so well.

      A week after Doctor Zero’s attack, the United Nations had fled their headquarters in New York City for Geneva, Switzerland. They had deemed it too dangerous to stay—but they were perfectly fine with us risking our lives.

      “Miss Stark, is that you?” the Canadian prime minister asked. “We’ve been trying to contact you for weeks, but there hasn’t been a signal coming out of New York City. We wanted to send soldiers, but we were afraid the soulless might’ve taken control of your country already.”

      I shook my head. “They haven’t. There’s a simple explanation for everything, sir. Doctor Zero destroyed New York City and the White House. He wanted to turn everyone soulless. We stopped him…but it cost us a lot.”

      “Is that so? Where are the General and President Lang?” the prime minister of Great Britain asked. “We must speak to them.”

      “The General and the Sentinels were doing terrible experiments on their people, and now they’ve gone into hiding with President Lang. We don’t know where they are, or what they’re doing,” I replied. “I wanted to tell you, we aren’t the Sentinels anymore. We’re calling ourselves the Samaritans now.”

      “Why? What makes you different?” the prime minister of Australia asked. “You’re still hunting the soulless, right?”

      I shook my head, gesturing toward Caleb. “Not really. Meet Caleb. He’s soulless, and one of my closest allies.”

      He stepped closer to the screen, moving into view. He nodded as everyone’s eyes went wide. “Hello, United Nations. It’s nice to meet you.”

      The room broke out in a series of gasps and murmurs. Whatever they had expected me to say in this meeting, I was sure it wasn’t that.

      “Your…closest ally?” the Canadian prime minister asked. “The war between the Sentinels and the soulless has been going on for more than a century. You can’t possibly be telling us you’re on the same side now!”

      “I am. They’re not all bad,” I replied. “If given the chance, the soulless can help us. They’re already helping us rebuild the headquarters, and they’ve agreed to an alliance.”

      “That’s preposterous!” the British prime minister said, slamming her fist on the table. “The soulless are enemies of the world, not just the United States. This is the way it’s always been. They’re dangerous and bloodthirsty. We won’t ally with them!”

      “You have no choice,” I replied, taking out my contacts. “If you don’t want them as allies, I guess you don’t want me, either.”

      Instead of gasps, no one said anything. I thought they were too shocked to speak. When the room remained quiet, I cleared my throat and decided to explain myself.

      “Before I killed Doctor Zero, he turned me soulless. But with the Purity Crystal, I can have a conscience again. As both a Sentinel and a soulless, I can lead the world to peace. Isn’t that what we’re fighting for?”

      The world leaders looked around at each other, breathless.

      “We must think on this, Miss Stark,” the Canadian prime minister said. “It’s a lot to take in. Without a president or the General, the United States is in jeopardy. We must do something to protect it and our own countries. We’ll get back to you shortly.”

      The television screen turned to static again, and Jacob looked to me. “Okay, they’re gone. You can talk freely now.”

      “I don’t think that went well. It’s clear my power isn’t calming other people,” I muttered, sighing. “Maybe I shouldn’t have told them I was soulless.”

      “And hide who you are?” Caleb asked, shaking his head. “You said it yourself, Riley. The soulless and soulful are allies now. If we want to have peace, the first step is honesty.”

      “Jacob, can I talk to Caleb alone, please?”

      He nodded, rising to his feet. “No problem. If you need anything else, just let me know.” As he tugged on the door, he looked over his shoulder. “And Riley? Don’t stress about the meeting. You did fine. If the U.N. can’t handle it, that’s their problem.”

      When the door closed, Caleb turned to me. “He’s right, you know. Are you okay?”

      “No. I really need to talk to you about something,” I replied. “I avoided mentioning it to them until I learned more. It’s about the Cardinal.”

      Caleb’s face went pale. He looked down at the floor, trying to avoid my eyes. He always did that whenever I brought the Cardinal up, which wasn’t often, but often enough to notice his strange behavior. “I told you already, Riley. I know nothing about the Cardinal.”

      “You say that, but I know you, Caleb,” I replied. “I can tell when you’re lying. When I ran into Spencer, he mentioned something about Darkhunters and fighting the Cardinal. If another war is coming, shouldn’t I know about it?”

      Caleb sighed. “I don’t know anything about the Darkhunters, but the Cardinal? It’s not easy to explain. It’s…somewhat of a taboo.”

      There was a rough knock at the door. A second later, Patrick poked his head inside. “Sorry to interrupt, kid, but we’re having a meeting out here. Care to join?”

      I nodded, following him out into the hallway. Caleb came with me, staying silent. If he thought our discussion was over, then he didn’t know me very well. I needed to find out more information on the Cardinal, and without Spencer around, Caleb was my only hope.

      We walked into the main area where the lobby had been. There was a cluster of people here, all ex-Sentinels dressed in full armor, including my old squad. As I scanned the room, I didn’t see Dad anywhere. It was strange. He always liked to be in the loop, especially during meetings.

      “Amelia Rayne set up a TV out here so we could watch the U.N. call,” Patrick said. “Hope you don’t mind.”

      I shook my head. “Not at all. What’s this meeting about?”

      “Well, we heard what the leaders said,” Marissa said shyly. “Especially the part about how we don’t have the General or the president anymore…”

      “What she means to say is that we need a leader,” Tyler said. “You know, someone to guide us when it looks like we’re screwed.”

      “Which, by the way, seems to be right now,” Tom added.

      “You’re right. We’d operate better with someone in charge,” I replied. “Any ideas on who it should be?” When the entire room looked at me, I shook my head. “No, absolutely not. I’m just a soldier. I can’t be the new General when I barely have experience!”

      “Don’t sell yourself short, kid,” Patrick replied. “You stopped the Dark Queen and Doctor Zero. We’re all just trying to keep up with you. Hell, you make me look like an amateur.”

      “I agree with them, Riley,” Caleb said. “Everyone, soulless and soulful, respects you here. No one else has earned that kind of trust to lead us.”

      I took a moment to think about it. Being in charge meant everything was my responsibility—both our successes and our failures. It was a lot of stress and pressure. But on the other hand, no one knew the soulless like I did. And everyone was already taking orders from me.

      “Okay,” I replied, but it didn’t seem like I had a choice. “I’ll be your new General.”

      The group cheered. They had more confidence in me than I did.

      “Welcome to your first official day on the job, General Stark,” Patrick said, patting my shoulder. “And it’s a damn pleasure to work for you. General Grissom always made my skin crawl.”

      I smiled. “Mine too. And please, just call me Riley. The General reminds me of Grissom, and he’s the last person I want to think about right now.” I paused, and remembered something.“Hey, where did Dad go?”

      Patrick looked around and shrugged. “No clue. Saw him an hour ago, though, and he looked pissed. Thought he’d be by your side again.”

      I shook my head. “No, I haven’t seen him in a while. Not since…anyway, I’ll go find him.”

      As I left the group, they went back to work—repairing the building, taking care of our garden, and increasing our security defenses. I hadn’t seen Dad in hours, and the last time had been when he had found out I was soulless. I should’ve known he would have a problem with it.

      Becoming soulless had probably ruined my relationship with him forever, as if it hadn’t been in trouble already.

      I decided to look for Mom instead. If anyone knew where Dad had run off to, it would be her. They had started to talk again, trying to fix their relationship after the cheating revelation and the shock that Lara was my half-sister. While I was trying not to get my hopes up, it did seem like they were heading in the right direction.

      I entered the barracks, seeing Mom sitting on her bed, reading a book and sipping a glass of water. Some of the other civilians were also in here, playing cards and telling stories to pass the time. They looked up at me but didn’t say a word. Dad wasn’t the only one who struggled to accept the new me.

      “Sweetie, there you are,” Mom said, putting her book away. “Patrick told me he was going to ask you to be the new General. I’m so proud of you, Riley.”

      I nodded. “Thanks, Mom. Have you seen Dad anywhere?”

      “He said he was going out for a little while. When you turned soulless, it really upset him,” Mom replied, sighing. “While I can’t say I’m happy about it, you’re still my daughter. I love you no matter what. As for your father, it’ll take him some time to accept you. He’s spent his entire life fighting the soulless, you know.”

      I nodded again, relieved she was still on my side. But Dad leaving was out of the ordinary. Since we’d made our home here a few weeks ago, he had never left. No one had, actually. There was always too much work and too little time—and nowhere else to go.

      When I left the barracks to check up on Wanda, I ran into Amelia instead.

      “Good, I’m glad I found you,” she said. “I have a proposition.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I’m really busy, in case you hadn’t noticed. What is it now, Rayne?”

      “Don’t be like that. I have a good idea,” she said, pointing at the video camera in her hand. “Since your meeting with the United Nations was a disaster—and I’m sorry to say that, but it was—I know how we can fix it.”

      “Really? Since when did you become an expert on peace talks?”

      “I’m a journalist. I know how to manipulate the public’s opinion. Let’s head back to the conference room,” she replied. “I have a few tricks up my sleeve to get you out of this mess. Aren’t you glad you have me?”

      It was probably best I didn’t respond.
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      Twenty minutes later, Amelia was putting the finishing touches on my hair and makeup. Despite my protests, she had practically forced me to sit in the conference room chair while she groomed me.

      “You don’t want the world to think the soulless are unkempt, now do you?” she had asked.

      When she’d finished poking and prodding, she rushed behind the video camera she had set up. “If the United Nations decides to turn against you, maybe we can get the public’s support instead. Do you know what you’ll say to the people?”

      I shrugged. “I guess I’ll just speak from the heart. Honesty is the best policy, right?”

      “What? You can’t do that,” she replied, rolling her eyes. “The world needs to see you as a leader, Riley—both capable and confident. You can’t treat them like a friend.”

      “Fine, whatever,” I replied. “Just start the broadcast. I want to get this over with.”

      She pressed a button on the camera, and it started to blink red. She took a seat beside me. “Welcome, everyone. I’m Amelia Rayne, and I’m here with an urgent message from General Stark.”

      It was a bit intimidating knowing the entire world was seeing this. I sat up straighter and cleared my throat. “Hello, world. My name is Riley Stark, and I’m the leader of the Samaritans. I know you’re probably afraid of my black eyes, but I’m here to tell you the soulless aren’t our enemies anymore.”

      “They’re not?” Amelia asked. “Then who are our enemies, Riley?”

      “General Frank Grissom and his Sentinels,” I replied. “They can’t be trusted. If you see them, contact us immediately. Their experiments are criminal, and they’ve become irrational and frantic.”

      “It appears we have a caller. It says they’re…in New York City,” Amelia said, glancing down at her phone in confusion. “Hello there. What is your question?”

      “Does Riley Stark believe she has won this war?” a familiar voice asked.

      “Dark Queen…” I muttered, rising to my feet. “What do you want? I thought you’d disappeared for good like a coward.”

      The Dark Queen laughed. “Disappeared? I fled to survive. If I had stayed, you would’ve killed me on the bridge. You may have defeated Doctor Zero, but a much stronger foe is coming.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “The Cardinal,” The Dark Queen replied. “He lurks like a beast in the night. And believe me when I say I understand his power like no one else. I will be the least of your worries if you cannot stop him.”

      Amelia pressed a button on her phone and the line disconnected. I glared at her, wanting to hear more about the Cardinal. “I’m afraid that’s all we have time for today, world. Any last words, Riley?”

      I nodded. “I won’t rest until New York City is rebuilt and this world is safe again—for soulless and soulful. You have my word.”

      Amelia shut off the broadcast. “This is probably the first time I’ve ever said this, but I think I made a mistake. That interview definitely didn’t help.”

      “What the hell, Amelia? Why did you cut her off?” I asked. “The Dark Queen could’ve had information!”

      “Because everyone is already afraid, in case you haven’t noticed. We can’t let the Dark Queen scare them even more.”

      While I was still fuming at Amelia, Violet burst into the room. “Riley, we have an urgent situation. We need you out here—and it can’t wait.”
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      I followed Violet down the hallway, glad to get away from the cameras. No matter how hard we tried to make the situation better, it seemed to be getting worse—and I wondered if the public supported us anymore.

      Violet finally stopped at the medical bay doors, where I peered into the room. Someone was lying on a hospital bed, and their blood had stained the white sheets. When I walked closer, I noticed it was Lara. Part of her torso was bandaged.

      “Lara!” I said, rushing to her side. “What happened?”

      She grimaced. “It was totally my fault. Patrick and I were just sparring, and we got a little too into it. Then I ended up stabbing myself with my dagger. So stupid.”

      “Sorry, soldier,” Patrick said, placing a hand on Lara’s shoulder. I hadn’t even realized he was in the room. “Didn’t mean to hurt you. Guess I pushed you too hard, wanting to make sure all our soldiers were trained and ready.”

      “Will she be okay?”

      Violet nodded. “There wasn’t any internal damage, and we managed to stop the bleeding. She’ll need to rest for a day or two in order to recuperate, though.”

      “No offense, but what’s the problem?” I asked, crossing my arms. “If Lara’s going to be okay, why did you run into the room to get me like that? I thought there was something wrong.”

      Violet sighed. “There is. Lara might be fine, but this ties into a much bigger issue. We’re running low on food and supplies. I was surprised I had enough bandages left to dress Lara’s wound.”

      “Supplies I can understand, but why food? Aren’t some of our soldiers taking care of the garden?”

      Patrick nodded. “Sure, but hundreds of us are living here. We’re bound to run low sometime, and some of the folks are complaining to me. For my sanity, you need to make it stop, kid.”

      I sighed. “I’ll take care of it. I think I saw a few ransacked shops a couple of blocks from here. Technically, theft is against the law…but I don’t think we have a choice. This city is empty, anyway. We’ll have to salvage what we can.”

      “I wish I could go with you,” Lara said. “Good luck trying to find anything edible, and watch out, okay? That crazy General could be anywhere.”

      “I’ll be fine. I’ll take Caleb with me. By the way, have any of you seen my dad?”

      Violet shook her head. “No. I’ve been here all day, so I’m not the right person to ask.”

      When Lara and Patrick both shook their heads, I sighed. “Then we’ll have to declare him missing. No one has seen him for hours, and it isn’t like him to up and leave—especially not in a crisis.”

      “Missing?” Patrick asked, wide-eyed. “But…where the hell could he go? You said it yourself, kid—this city is a damn ghost town. Have to be crazy to run away now.”

      “I don’t know, but I have a bad feeling. Dad was the only one who had a big issue with me being soulless. Mom said he wasn’t taking it well,” I replied. “Any news on Wanda’s condition?”

      Violet nodded. “Her health is getting worse. It’s almost like…her body is eating itself from the inside. I gave her a sedative so she could get some rest. Her symptoms are strange, and I can’t make a proper diagnosis, but I know this for sure: She’s dying, Riley.”

      I glanced over at Wanda, who was sleeping peacefully on a nearby bed. Her mumbling and jostling had stopped, but that wasn’t a good sign, either. After the Dark Queen’s call on our broadcast, it made me realize one thing.

      “The Dark Queen needs to die. If not, it’ll be Wanda instead.”

      As I said my goodbyes and left the medical bay, I ran into Jacob. He stood near the front desk, trying to make our signal stronger. Without him, we’d be completely disconnected from the world.

      “Hey, Jacob. When I had my interview with Amelia, the Dark Queen called us. Amelia’s caller ID said she was in New York City, but it didn’t know the exact location,” I said. “Since you’re good with that stuff, do you think you could trace the signal of her call?”

      “Sure. I don’t know what I’ll find, but I can try. Hey, I heard you were hunting for food and supplies. Mind if I tag along?”

      “Won’t that interfere with your signal tracking?”

      He chuckled. “Multitasking is one of my talents, Riley. Besides, don’t you want a little extra protection?” He opened his trench coat, showing me his large collection of crystals.

      I sighed, relenting. “Fine, you can come—but on one condition. Don’t get yourself killed, okay? And no heroics, either. You’re the only hacker we have, and we need you.”

      “I’ll try not to do anything stupid, but you know me,” he replied, fiddling with a crystal in his pocket. “I can’t resist showing off.”

      I found Caleb waiting by the front doors. “Patrick told me we’re supposed to be hunting down supplies and food,” he said.

      I nodded. “If we want to keep this community alive, we’ll have to make some supply runs. And by the way, I want us to look for my dad while we’re out there. Mom said he disappeared, and no one has heard from him since.”

      “There’s no way someone could have captured him. Our defenses are secure, and everyone else is accounted for,” Caleb replied. “I hate to think the worst of your father, but…”

      “I know, Caleb. And if Dad really did abandon us, I’m sure he knows desertion is a crime.”

      “I heard General Grissom used to kill Sentinels for it,” Jacob said. “Would you do the same, Riley?”

      “No,” I replied, gazing out the window. “But Dad wouldn’t like my punishment, either.”
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      We took one of our military trucks and rode in silence the entire way. I drove, carefully avoiding the parts of the road with debris and fallen trees. We ended up taking a lot of backstreets, and I looked out the window at the destroyed stores as we passed. Most of them were just heaps of brick and dust now, without a person in sight.

      “What are we looking for again?” Caleb asked.

      “Joe’s Corner Store. I remember seeing it down here,” I replied. “It should have the basics of what we need. I think my dad took me there a few times when I was a kid.”

      A lump formed in my throat at the mention of Dad, so I turned quiet. I was angry at him, and I had a million burning questions. How could he leave us, especially now? Even if he didn’t support my soullessness, didn’t he realize how much I’d need him to lead this city?

      “And if the store was destroyed?” Caleb asked, pulling me out of my thoughts.

      “Then we’ll have to find another one. We can’t fail, Caleb. Our people need us.” I glanced in the rearview mirror. Jacob sat back there, still fiddling with his phone. “How is the signal tracking going? Did you find the Dark Queen yet?”

      “It’s triangulating,” Jacob replied, meeting my gaze. “I hope we’ll have a location soon.”

      “Any idea where your mother might be, Caleb?”

      He shook his head. “Your guess is as good as mine. I’m surprised she made contact at all. If I were her, I’d probably want to keep my head down.”

      Not the Dark Queen, I thought. She’s still out for revenge, and more powerful than ever.

      Down the block, I finally noticed the flattened road sign. We had made it to Joe’s Corner Store, and it still looked like it was holding together. However, some of the roof had collapsed, and the front door was completely busted down.

      “Here we are,” I said, parking the car and opening my door. “Let’s grab a few flashlights and check it out.”

      The store was dark and cluttered, but as I shone my flashlight at the racks, I smiled. Nonperishable food items were still plentiful on the shelves. I saw some basic medical supplies too—like bandages, disinfectant wipes, and gloves. This place was a goldmine.

      Finally, something was going right.

      “Collect everything,” I said. “Take as much as the truck can hold. I think we’ll have enough for now, but we might need to come back in the future.”

      Caleb and Jacob nodded, grabbing handfuls of food and supplies and bringing them to our vehicle. While they were gone, I decided to check out the rest of the store, just in case there was something we’d missed.

      I heard groaning coming from the back office. When I approached the door and twisted the handle, I found it locked. I was about to chalk it up to paranoia when I heard the groaning again, much louder now. I kicked the door down and reached for my Deathblade.

      The room was pitch black. As I passed my flashlight around the office, I noticed how disheveled the room had become. Someone had tipped the desk over, cut the phone in half, and left claw marks on the back of the door.

      I saw a figure out of the corner of my eye. I dodged out of the way as the person in the dark lunged at me, snarling like a wild animal. When I shone the light on their face, I saw who it was.

      Iris Snow growled in front of me, my old partner in Phoenix Patrol. She wasn’t as I remembered. Her dark hair and Gothic makeup were gone, and a red glow emanated from her entire body. Power Crystals protruded from her skin, jagged and sharp.

      I gasped. She was a Red Sentinel!

      “Iris, what happened to you? Did the General do this?”

      “I tried to save him,” Iris muttered. “His body couldn’t handle it. He was weak.”

      Iris looked like she was fighting a hard battle inside her mind. Her face scrunched up, and I could tell it was taking a lot of effort to resist the urge to attack me while we spoke.

      “Save who? Are you talking about the General?”

      Iris shook her head, pointing behind me. I turned around, taking a quick glance in case Iris decided to attack me again, but she didn’t. She wanted me to see the dead body on the floor.

      It was Damon Forrester, another member of Phoenix Patrol and Marissa’s former partner. He had also become a Red Sentinel, judging by the number of red crystals poking out from underneath his skin. He was almost unrecognizable.

      The stench of death was ripe, and I felt like I would vomit. He had been dead for a long time. Damon had been a good Sentinel, always following orders and wanting to do the right thing. I hadn’t known him that well, but I knew he deserved better than this.

      “Iris, you need to tell me what happened. Maybe it’s not too late. Maybe I can still help you.”

      “You can’t help us. There’s no cure for being a Red Sentinel,” she whispered. “It’s over. I lost everything.”

      Despite everything, I felt bad for her. As long as I had known her, she had argued and fought against me, but she didn’t deserve this fate, either. No one did.

      My brain was abuzz with questions. I didn’t know how this had happened, but I knew there was only one solution.

      “I’m sorry to do this to you
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