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PART ONE

THE SHALLOWS





CHAPTER 1

ZEPHYR


It’s going to be a dark night.

Weeks ago, the darkest nights were the worst. Bodies dropped like flies around the Shallows, and blood dried in rivers all over the streets. The Dark Time meant dread. It meant the Murder Complex and its Patients came out to play.

That hasn’t changed. If anything, the deaths have gotten worse.

But something good will happen tonight.

It’s a new moon, and black clouds are gathering over the tops of the crumbling buildings. The thunder and lightning and the Dark Time combined make for the perfect distraction, the perfect storm.

And that means Lark Woodson will come out of hiding.

I’ve been tracking her for weeks, but every time I’m about to find her, she disappears. Like the wind.

Not tonight. Tonight, I’m going to catch her.

As I run, I see Meadow’s face in my head. Her gray eyes, determined and cold as steel. Her dagger in her hand, slicing Patients and Leeches as she fights her way through the Leech Headquarters from the inside out.

It’s been three weeks. She has to be alive. I’d know it if she were dead, wouldn’t I?

Maybe not. Maybe she is dead. Like Talan.

Oh, god, Talan. My best friend. Dead, because of me. I try to shove the guilt away, but it’s too strong.

“Damn it!” I growl and sprint harder, faster, down the streets of the Shallows. The gun sheathed at my thigh bobs with every step. I skid around the corner of an alleyway and stop. Fade into the mass of people heading for safety before the Dark Time takes over.

The Leeches are out in packs, searching, but they won’t find me easily.

I pull a baseball cap low over my eyes. My arms are covered in temporary tattoos, drawn on just this morning.

Hiding in plain sight is exactly what the Leeches wouldn’t expect me to do.

The crowd moves along, and I walk with them. I keep my head on a swivel, searching. Always searching, for the woman who created me. Turned me into a monster.

Five minutes, and the Night Siren will go off.

There’s a crackle in my left ear, the only good ear I have left, where a stolen Leech earpiece sits. Take the alley directly across the street. And hurry up. My little sister runs faster than you.

It’s Rhone, the guy from the Resistance who was so interested in sending Meadow into the Leech Headquarters in the first place. Now she’s gone, stuck inside. And I can’t reach her.

Zero, move! Now.

I do what he says, shove my way through way too many people. Running is still hard since losing my ear, and my balance isn’t quite right. But I can’t stop now. I wobble on my feet before I leap over the train tracks, then dive into the alley to my left. The setting sun disappears, and suddenly it’s dark.

And quiet. Too quiet, almost like it’s the Silent Hour.

I stop and look around.

There’s a Leech lying all bent and broken up against the brick building to my right. His rifle lies on the concrete at his side, and there are empty bullet casings all over the place. But no other body, which means if Lark was here . . . she’s gone. I take a step closer to him. Fresh blood drips from a slit in his throat, a perfect line of red, like a smile. The Leech chokes, lifts a hand for help that he’s not going to get.

“She was just here,” I say into my wrist mic. “Slit throat, like all the others.”

We’ll get her next time, Zero, Rhone says, and I want to believe him, but he’s been saying the same thing for weeks. 21 days, and 7 hours, to be exact. I’m on my way.

I sigh and run a hand through my hair. I have to find Lark. When I do, I’ll take her to the Leeches, knock down their front door, and hand her over in exchange for Meadow. I’ve thought about killing Lark instead. But in the chaos that will come afterward, I might not get to my moonlit girl.

Trading Lark for Meadow is best. We’ll be together again, and we’ll find some way, any way, to leave the Shallows behind. Find where the Leeches have taken her family, set them free.

I promised her I’d rescue them.

But I won’t leave without her. I refuse.

The Leech groans, one last time. He takes a rattling breath and dies.

“You deserved it,” I say to his body. I lean down to grab his rifle, and that’s when I see it.

A bloody footprint, just a few feet away from him.

And then another, and another, heading out of the alley, toward the exit that leads to the beach. The footprints are small, but not small enough to be a child’s. They could be Lark’s.

I lift my wrist to my mouth. “Rhone, I think she’s hurt. She couldn’t have gone far from—”

The Night Siren goes off.

It starts as a whoop, dipping low, and then goes so high it’s like a piercing scream. I cover my ears and drop to my knees. My whole body shakes, all the way to my fingers and toes. I hear a voice in my head. Lark’s voice, welcoming me to the Murder Complex.

And suddenly I want to kill, destroy, give in to the pull of the system in my mind. I feel myself slipping away, feel my heart turning cold and solid as stone, see a victim in my head, their Catalogue Number, 65098, in bright red numbers.

But I think of Meadow. I think of one word, with four letters, and it’s stupid as hell but I don’t care.

Because love is what saves me and sets me free. It’s still working, for now, but each night it’s becoming harder. If I don’t save Meadow soon, I’m afraid of what I’ll become.

I shake the Murder Complex from my mind and sprint into the darkness.




CHAPTER 2

MEADOW


Something is different tonight.

On normal evenings, when the sun begins to set into the sea, the waves are calm and quiet. They whisper and crawl and collapse onshore, as steady as a heartbeat.

Tonight, the sea is angry.

The waves crash harder than ever against the rocks. Sea spray erupts into the sky, stinging my skin. Out in the water, the shipwrecked boats rock and groan like they are begging for mercy.

“Meadow?”

I blink and look down. My little sister Peri sits beside me on the sand, her silver curls dancing in the wind.

“Yes?” I ask. My voice sounds hollow. Empty.

“How much longer?” Peri asks me. She grabs my hand, entwines her fingers in mine. They are so cold that I flinch. “I want to go home.”

“I know you do,” I say, as I look back out at the sea. “Me, too.”

There is a storm on the horizon, a promise that chaos is soon to come. We should go home, back to our houseboat where my father and my brother Koi wait. But something tugs at my mind, begs me to stay. The gray clouds rumble just beyond the Perimeter. The Pulse blinks in time with the lightning, and the hair rises on my arms. I shiver.

“Just wait,” I say. “A few more minutes.”

Peri shifts beside me. “What are we waiting for?”

“I . . . I can’t remember,” I whisper. My breath comes out in a puff of fog. Something that has never happened before in the Shallows. It is whisked away by the wind, carried into the bleeding sky.

The colors of the sunset are the same, reds and oranges and pinks, like the citrus my mother used to love. But still, I sense it.

Something is different tonight.

Seagulls dip and dive, screeching a warning. But a warning for what?

“I’m cold,” Peri says. She leans against me, and her body is like ice.

A voice tugs at the back of my mind, whispering my name over and over. Meadow, Meadow. Wake up. Pay attention, Meadow. The voice sounds like my father’s.

Peri starts to sing. Her voice is soft and lovely, and for a moment I close my eyes and let it roll over me like the wind.

Somewhere in the distance, the Night Siren goes off. It is a wail that belongs to those who mourn the dead. A warning that soon, something will come.

But what? I can’t place it, and everything feels off.

Peri stands up, suddenly, whirls around to look at the beach behind us. Sand sprays my face. “Is that what we’ve been waiting for?” she asks.

 I can hear a sound, like shuffling feet moving across the top of the sand. But I don’t want to turn. Something begs me not to.

“Meadow!” Peri tugs at my hand. “Meadow, look!”

I take a deep breath and turn, slowly, and in my head I hear my father’s voice again. Wake. Up.

And that’s when I see them. A wave of Patients stumbling toward us in the sand.

“Run,” I hear myself say. “Peri. Run!”

But when I turn to look at her, my little sister is gone.

In her place sits a puddle of fresh blood.




CHAPTER 3

ZEPHYR


I sprint into the trees at the edge of the alley.

“Lark,” I say. My voice is strong and steady. “I know you’re in here.”

Movement in the overgrowth catches my eye. I stand up just as Lark appears in the tall grass. She stumbles toward the beach like a wounded animal. At the sight of her, I lose what’s left of my sanity.

I fire the gun in her direction. And curse it all, I miss.

So I run, sprinting across the jungle floor, the wind blowing into the hole in the side of my head where my ear should be.

“Stop!” I scream, voice ragged. Lark trips, and I close the distance between us. I dive, fingertips grazing her ankles. I land on top of her and she cries out, her eyes reflecting the craziness that’s inside of her.

“You left us to die!” I spit. “You left your daughter to die!” I whirl her around so we’re facing each other. For one second, seeing her is like a punch to the gut.

She looks so much like Meadow.

“They can’t touch my daughter, Patient Zero,” Lark says, smiling with blackened teeth. “She’ll live.”

I punch her in the face, and she groans, then bursts into laughter. “Go ahead and kill me,” she says. “Kill me and drag my body back to the Initiative. Do you think they’ll hand Meadow over then?” She laughs, and her breath is so bad I want to puke. “You’re a murderer, and you always will be. I made you perfectly in that way.”

“Then this will be easy,” I say. I turn the gun, level it at her forehead, right over her Catalogue Number. I’m ready to do it. Ready to kill willingly, and I’m not afraid. As soon as her heart stops, the fail-safe she put into the Murder Complex will activate. The Patients will turn their attacks onto the Leeches, and the Shallows will erupt into chaos.

Should I do it? Do I kill Lark, and use the chaos to help me rescue Meadow . . . or do I carry Lark in, alive, and use her in exchange for setting her daughter free?

“You’re a fool,” Lark spits up at me.

I’m about to squeeze the trigger when she looks right into my eyes and whispers something, a string of words and numbers and things that don’t make any sense. But she seems to know exactly what she’s doing, and she smiles as she finishes speaking.

That’s when the pain comes. I see a bright white light in my head, and suddenly, Lark’s voice whispers from deep inside of me.

Welcome back to the Murder Complex, Patient Zero.

Initiate Termination.

Lark squirms under my body. I roll away from her, clutching my skull. I’ve already fought the system tonight. I can’t do it again, not twice, not when I’m exhausted, not when my stomach is empty and I haven’t slept in days. I need Meadow near me, close by, to fight it.

We’ve been separated for way too long.

Before the system takes over, I see Lark stand up and stagger away, a trail of blood in her wake.

“Stop . . .” I groan. “We have to . . . Meadow . . .”

But it’s too late. The pain intensifies, and my sight goes.

Somehow, the Murder Complex has me in its grip.

I have enough strength to lift my wrist to my mouth. “The beach,” I gasp to Rhone.

Then darkness pulls me under as the system takes control.




CHAPTER 4

MEADOW


I wake up screaming for my father.

Someone has dumped a bucket of ice-cold water over my head, and it feels like knives against my skin.

“Where is your mother?” a man’s voice asks. I try to get my bearings, figure out where I am, but my head is heavy. My mind is a million miles away.

“Where is Lark Woodson?”

I don’t answer. More water. Cold, so cold that I fear I will never be warm again.

I cough, gasping for air. I try to wipe the water away from my face, but my hands won’t move. I try to sit up, but something holds my body down, my arms and legs, a heavy weight on top of my chest. It is like I am inside of one of my old nightmares, back on the houseboat with my family when I was younger. All I had to do was wake up, and I would be safe. But this time, the nightmare is real.

There is no waking up.

“I asked you a question,” the voice says.

I groan, lift my head as far as I can. I am strapped to a metal table. Around me are gray walls. And thick bars.

Movement shifts behind my head, and someone steps into view. It is a man, pale faced and dark eyed, wearing the all-black uniform of the Initiative.

“Where is your mother?” he asks me. A name tag on his chest says Interrogation Expert, SPC. Scientific Population Control. “Where is Patient Zero?”

“I . . . don’t know,” I whisper. The fragments of my nightmare are still dancing around me, making me shiver and shake.

“Where is the Resistance?”

“I have no idea.” My voice trembles, my teeth chatter like rattling bones. The man dumps another bucket of cold water over my head.

I gasp. The pain draws forth a memory, flashes of a mission, gunshots, a dying dark-haired girl.

My little sister Peri, stolen. My brother Koi and my father, gone.

My mother . . . a murderer.

And suddenly the truth comes back to me, I remember exactly where I am. What I am.

I am a prisoner of the Initiative, with a connection to the Murder Complex in my brain. I came here to destroy the Motherboard, shut the system down for good, until I discovered that I am the only one who can end the Murder Complex. If I die, the system dies along with me.

That is the only way.

I gave myself up so that Zephyr could escape and set my family free. I wanted to die fighting the Patients, die so that the Murder Complex would die, too. A brave death, something my father would be proud of.

My plan failed. My mother escaped, my partner Sketch is nowhere to be found. The last time I saw her, she was bleeding out, close to death.

I look around the room at the dirty walls of the cell, the ceiling tiles overhead, now patched with bars that weren’t there before. The details fall into place.

I am stuck inside of the very same room that holds the very same cell where my mother was once kept.

Now I am a prisoner, behind enemy lines.

And I am completely on my own.




CHAPTER 5

ZEPHYR


Lark’s voice is in my head.

This is the Murder Complex.

I reach for a vision of Meadow, her lips against mine, her calloused hands on my shoulders. I’m angry that I’m not with her. I try to fight the system, try to force my way out of it.

I have flashes of here, and now. The rain falling from the sky, splashing onto my face.

And then I am sucked away again, back into the Murder Complex, unaware of what I’m doing. Where I’m going.

Back and forth, in and out, and I can’t get free, can’t fight it.

But then I remember the words that Rhone told me, weeks ago, see flashes of memories, us hiding out in the Graveyard, practicing. My body, chained to a steam tower, screaming at the world.

You can choose your victims, Zero. Just channel the power of the system. If you can’t fight it without Meadow, then use it to your advantage. Bend it to your will.

I have to kill, feel the need and want deep down in my soul. I can’t stop the Murder Complex inside. But I can angle it, turn it around.

Now I can choose my victim. I can be aware of my surroundings. I can focus and choose who to kill.

I imagine I’m a boy again, standing in the mirrored room in the Leech Headquarters where Lark used to work with me. I picture the Motherboard is there with me, a giant screen of numbers and codes and lines, beating in time with Meadow’s heart.

“I choose my own victims now,” I say to the screen.

It flashes bright red. Catalogue Numbers flash by, but they’re all citizens. And this time, I want Leeches.

I try to change the numbers. Beg the system to give me someone I really want. It fights back against me, and I hear Lark’s voice again, commanding me to follow orders.

But her orders are to kill, destroy, no escaping, no turning back. As long as my night ends in blood and bones.

“I choose my own victims,” I say again. I shake the vision away, come back to the here and now.

I whirl around, look for Lark.

She’s gone, somewhere in the trees. Her blood trail disappears in the shadows of night. She won’t resurface again, not after I’ve come this close.

I run toward the city instead. People sprint past me, heading for the shadows. They don’t know that there’s no place to hide. If a Patient wants to find someone . . . we will.

We always will.

Weeks ago I’d have gone after anyone in front of me. Innocents. But tonight, I’m going to do what Meadow would do.

Take out the Leeches. I grit my teeth. Focus, hard, until I taste blood in my mouth. “I . . . choose . . . the Leeches,” I hear myself say. And then I feel the freedom. I feel the system release a part of me, the part that begs to listen to its every order. The release is only for a second. A lightness in my skull, like a breath of fresh air.

But it’s enough, and it’s like I flip a switch in my head. The hunger for killing citizens becomes a hunger for Leeches, and suddenly the Murder Complex agrees.

The train rattles past. I leap, grab a hold, and hang on tight. It drops me off in front of the Rations Hall, right in the middle of the Shallows. I roll to my feet, then run for the alley.

Kill. Destroy. No escaping. No turning back.

There’s a Leech locking the door, probably some ChumHead who came to steal rations for himself. Like he doesn’t have enough already. Kill, my brain tells me. Obey.

I’m silent. A predator. I pick up a piece of pipe, broken on the cracked pavement.

Then I slink up behind him, a shadow in the night, and thrust it through his back, so hard it breaks the skin. Pierces his black heart. The guy drops, and I know I’ve won.

I stoop down and grab the rifle from the Leech’s lifeless body.

Purge the Earth.

This is the Murder Complex.

I can’t stop. I have to kill. I have to spill blood.

I turn and run down the alley, past two citizens huddled on the ground. Too obvious. The Leech Compound is just ahead. Stupid, to think they’re safe.

I stop outside the gates. Touch my hands to them, and I’m shocked backward, blown to the ground like a bullet from a gun.

I stand up, body wobbling, but I don’t feel pain. Not when the Murder Complex has a hold of me. I’m strong. Stronger than ever.

I aim the rifle through the gates, look through the scope until the red dot lands right on the second-floor window. I breathe out. Steady. My heart rate slows. I squeeze the trigger.

The window shatters, and I keep shooting. Lights shut off, exploding from fired rounds. Screams come from the inside. I keep shooting, until the trigger clicks beneath my finger. I’m out of ammo.

I drop the rifle.

“You can’t control me!” I scream, even though I’m wrong. They still control me; I just have a new way of dealing with it. “Screw all of you!”

I’m seeing Meadow in my head, drenched in blood as we tried to escape the Leech Headquarters together, and it makes me go crazy. I beat the fence with my palms. It blows me backward again, and I can see Leeches pouring out of the building, sprinting toward me. A part of my mind whispers that I need to run, hide. But I shake it away. I snarl, ready for the fight, needing it.

Someone tackles me from behind. I feel something wet, over my mouth. I try to get away, but there are too many hands, and then there’s the feeling of . . . falling.

Slowly.

I sink backward, the world disappearing into a funnel of black, until all I can see is a girl’s face hovering over me. Dex, Rhone’s little sister, the only light in my world right now.

“Too easy,” Dex says. “Take him.”

My eyes close, and I’m gone.




CHAPTER 6

MEADOW


My father taught me how to be strong.

He gave me a lifetime of lessons in how to kill with a hardened heart. Peri and Koi and Zephyr taught me how to love, how to reel myself back in, to be soft again.

It is my mother’s influence I will rely on now.

Because she taught me how to lie.

“Tell us where the Resistance is,” the Interrogator says. He stands above me in my cell, pacing back and forth, arms clasped behind his back.

He has been doing this for twenty-one days.

I have marked the time with twenty-one gashes on my calf, using my fingernails to carve a bleeding line into my skin with every day that passes. Twenty-one perfect, solid scars. They remind me of how long I have stayed strong.

Today, the Interrogator’s hands are clean. Soon they will be stained from my blood again. A part of me wants it. I deserve to be tortured. I deserve to feel pain, for messing up, losing my family when they were so close. I remember Peri, screaming for me as an Initiative soldier dragged her away. I remember the fear in her eyes, the way she looked so small. So helpless. The memory hurts more than the torture ever could.

Pain is good, my father’s voice tells me. Use it to become stronger.

I look up at the Interrogator and give him my coldest smile. “The Resistance?” I ask. The Interrogator nods. I think of the Cave, the underground facility where the Resistance is hiding out.

We failed to destroy the Motherboard, because I was the Protector. I am the Protector, and I feel it inside of me like a curse. It is because I still live that the Murder Complex lives on, too.

I think of Zephyr, his eyes the color of the outside. The tiny glimpse of freedom I saw as Peri was carted away. I hope Zephyr has gone back to the Resistance. I hope they are working up a new plan to take down the Initiative. Then I hope he will escape the Shallows, go and save my family from the Ridge up north.

I gave myself up for the cause.

I will give nothing else away today, or tomorrow, or however long they keep me here.

“I don’t know who the Resistance is,” I say. “But if there is a Resistance, it sounds like you have bigger problems than interrogating a sixteen-year-old girl.”

“Oh, you’re much more than that.” The Interrogator grins. “And I guarantee, you’ll spill all of your secrets in due time.”

He turns to a metal table. There are all kinds of devices on it. Things that should be in a hospital, not in a dirty cell in the belly of the Initiative Headquarters. Sharp things that I don’t want anywhere near me.

“Do you know, Miss Woodson, what the heretics fork method is?”

I do not speak.

“No, you wouldn’t. Uneducated, as all the Shallows citizens are. Worthless mutts without any real importance to this dying world.”

“Is that how you justify the mass murder of thousands of innocent people?” I ask.

He ignores me. “This is the heretics fork,” he says, holding up a metal fork with two red prongs on each end. A collar is attached to the center of the fork, as if it were made for being strapped around someone’s neck. “A beautiful device, used all the way back in the Medieval Era. Do you know what that is, Miss Woodson?”

“Does it matter?” I cannot look away from the fork. The prongs are as sharp as knives.

“Everything matters,” the Interrogator says. “You see, this clever little invention is something your mother would’ve loved to use. I’ll show you how it works, in just a moment.” He holds it up to the light, tilts his head. “Unless you want to tell me where your mother is?”

“My mother is dead,” I say. I look right into his cold, black eyes.

“That, my dear, is where you are wrong.”

I refuse to look away. He continues.

“We know about your mother’s fail-safe. If she dies, the Initiative dies, too.” He paces back and forth, shiny black boots on pale gray pavement. “Just as we know about the connection in your brain. We’re working to reverse the connection your mother has to the system. But your connection, Miss Woodson, is something beautiful.”

“So you know that you have to keep me alive.” I hide my fear from him. I refuse to be weak. “How long are you going to torture me, Interrogator? How long are you going to try to make me scream, beg for you to stop until I give you the information you want?” I swallow, then laugh the way my mother would have. “It’s been far too long. I haven’t bent. I haven’t broken. You can burn me with fire and pierce me with knives, but I will never tell.”

“Our doctors are working on a surgery,” he says. “We might not be able to remove the connection from your brain. . . . Your mother’s work was beautiful. Brilliant.” His eyes glitter, like he worships my mother. I imagine most of the Initiative does, in a way. “But in due time, Miss Woodson, we might be able to control you. Patient Zero, as you may well know, could use a perfect counterpart. You are in our top group of candidates.”

I stop breathing. Stop feeling fear.

Now it is only hate.

He kneels down in front of me and puts his hand on my cheek. I will not flinch. I will not show weakness. “They said you were a strong one, and you’ve proven them all right.” He taps the tip of my nose with the fork. It’s cold. “This method isn’t for you.”

The Interrogator stands, lifts his arm to his wrist before he speaks again. “Bring her in.”

Cold sweat trickles its way down my back. I wait, and as minutes pass, I hear commotion outside of the room. A voice shouting, and the sound of Initiative boots on hard ground.

The door outside of my cell swings open, and two guards drag a hooded, writhing girl into the room.

“Just wait till I get my hands on you, you fluxing ChumHeads!”

I recognize that voice. I haven’t heard it in . . .

I press my face to the bars as they rip the hood from her head, and the sight of her, alive, is enough to bring a smile to my face.

It’s Sketch.




CHAPTER 7

ZEPHYR


When I come to, it’s dark.

And wherever I am, it smells like crap.

The Graveyard.

I sit up. My head wobbles like crazy. I have flashes of what I think are memories from my time under the Murder Complex. Lark’s laugh, her wild eyes. Blood on my hands, a trigger squeezed, a scream splitting the night.

Somewhere in the distance I hear voices, a twang and a smack that sort of sounds like someone throwing knives. Then footsteps, coming toward me.

I lie back down and pretend like I’m still out of it, because I don’t want to talk right now. I don’t want to explain myself.

Someone flips on a lantern.

“You can stop pretending,” a voice says. It’s light and airy, a young girl. Dex.

I groan and open my eyes. Dex has blonde hair, in dreadlocks that hang to her shoulders. She’s small but strong, and she might be half insane. She’s several years younger than me; maybe fourteen at the most. And she has two different colored eyes. One blue like Talan’s, one green, like mine.

Dex sits down next to me and sets the lantern right by my head. It’s too bright.

“Get that thing out of here,” I groan.

“So the kamikaze awakens,” Dex says. She bites her bottom lip, tilts her head sideways. “You know, I warned Rhone that you weren’t ready to go out so close to the Dark Time alone. You think you’ve got a hold on the system, Zephyr, but you’re wrong. You’re getting weaker, the longer you’re away from Meadow.” She sighs, cracks her knuckles. “Ah, whatever. You’re back to normal now, I guess. It’s all in the eyes.”

I’ve been living with Dex for weeks and it only now hits me that she reminds me of Talan. A mouth that just won’t quit. “Where’s Rhone?” I ask. My head feels heavy. “I need to talk to him.”

I can see now that I’m back in what we call the Shack. Rounded tunnel walls, water dripping down the sides. The awful smell of sewage. And in the distance, the sounds of the Graveyard. Seagulls cawing, the hisses and clicks of cockroaches, and sometimes, faraway screams.

I relax. At least I’m safe. For now.

“How did you find me?” I ask.

Dex smiles. “I’m always watching you, Zephyr.”

I laugh. If anyone else said something so creepy, I’d be freaked out of my mind. But Dex is just . . . Dex. There’s something sort of comforting, something Talan-like, about the crazy side of this little girl. It shows up at random and usually inappropriate times. She’s the comic relief in the middle of such a dark, screwed-up world.

Dex points beside me, on the concrete floor, where there’s a half-eaten chunk of bread. I scoop it up and devour the thing. It’s dry and it tastes terrible, but as soon as it’s gone I want more.

“Anyways . . .” Dex says, giggling at me, “I’ll get Rhone.”

“I’m already here,” a guy says from the shadows. He comes closer to the light. Black hair. Piercing blue eyes. Solid Leech-like shoulders.

“Rhone,” I say, and I try to stand but my legs buckle. Dex helps me back down, pats my head like I’m her pet dog. “I controlled it. I finally got to choose my victim, like we’ve been practicing.”

Rhone chuckles under his breath, runs a hand through his dark hair. “Yeah, that’s great and all, Zero, but you chose the entire Leech Compound as your victim.”

“I . . . what?”

I try to piece together what happened last night, but it’s all fragments. That’s something that will probably never change. I think I remember. . . .

“Lark,” I whisper. “She triggered it a second time on me. It was like she used some sort of remote trigger on me. Some sort of phrase or something.”

Rhone nods, scratches his chin, and in reality that means he’s thinking, Yeah, okay, Zero. Suuuure.

Dex giggles again. “It’s lucky we found you before the Leeches did. I wasted my last ounce of chloroform on your sorry self, you know.”

“How did you even get that?” I ask. Then I remember Lark again, our encounter on the beach. “Did you find Lark?”

Rhone shakes his head. “I would have. But your little episode sort of took the lead on the mission, Zero.” He shrugs. “You should rest. We’ll regroup later today.”

He’s wrong.

I don’t need to rest at all. I have a rescue mission to plan. I have Leeches to kill, and Lark, the creator of the system, to find.

“We have one week left,” I whisper, as Rhone turns to leave.

“Actually, we have six days,” Dex corrects me.

Rhone throws her a look that could kill.

I think back to weeks ago, when Meadow was first lost to me. I barely made it back to the Resistance, to their Headquarters underground, with a gaping hole in my head. Dex, and the nanites in my system, nursed me back to health, and when I was ready, I recounted everything that happened inside of the Leech building.

How our partner, Sketch, was left behind, bleeding out. How Lark escaped, and is nowhere to be found. How Talan died. The way the light in her eyes went out, the way she shouted her daughter’s name with her very last breath.

But I held one detail back.

I didn’t tell them what I still hold close to me now, the one thing I swore to myself I’d never tell.

Meadow is the Protector of the Motherboard. If she dies, the Murder Complex dies, too. That’s the only way.

“We’re running out of time,” I say.

“I know, Zero.” Rhone sighs.

I asked for an army, for a chance to attack the Leeches and get Meadow back.

I remember Orion’s words. One month, she said.

One month for what? I asked.

She looked at me like I was an idiot. You can take some of my people. A small group, and go to the surface. Search for Lark . . . Find her and bring her to me. If you do that, I’ll have the entire Resistance help you.”

It is her final words that still stick with me now, because I’m afraid she is right. Do me a favor, would you, Zero? Don’t screw this up.

Now I try to stand and fall back down.

“Rest,” Dex says. She puts her hands on my shoulders and forces me to lie down.

“Okay,” I say. “I’ll rest. But once I wake up, we’re going hunting again.”

Rhone nods. There’s that look in his eyes, the one that says he doesn’t believe it will really happen.

And I’m starting to think he’s right.

I fall asleep thinking of Meadow, a girl with moonlight in her eyes.

But in my dreams, they turn a deep, bloody red.




CHAPTER 8

MEADOW


The Initiative is going to torture Sketch in front of me.

I am surprised she’s still breathing. The last time I saw her, she was unconscious on the floor of the Motherboard room, wounded from some perverse red knife my mother invented. It was supposed to make her bleed out.

But Sketch is strong, and there is fresh skin on her arms and legs, almost as if the Initiative patched her up on purpose. To keep her alive.

“Sketch,” I say. I am not alone after all, and seeing her is such a relief that I almost break down. I want to reach through the bars, grab her hand, feel the warmth of another person who is on my side. But I can’t. I must stay steady, and still, and pretend like this girl does not matter to me.

They won’t hurt her if they think I don’t care.

Right?

“Don’t just stand there. Bring her in!” the Interrogator barks. The guards haul Sketch to her feet and drag her inside of my cell, dump her on the floor across from me. I wish I could crawl to her, but I’m bound to the bars.

They do the same to Sketch, circling her wrists with MagnaCuffs, then attaching them to the metal bars behind her back.

Up close, I can see how swollen her face is. I wonder if they’ve already been beating her, letting her heal, then starting it all over again.

“Don’t tell these asshats anything,” Sketch says. She spits blood on the floor, so close to the Interrogator’s boots that I smile.

“There’s nothing to tell,” I say.

Sketch winks a swollen eye, and the Interrogator bursts into laughter.

“Look at the two of you. Comrades, all the way to the end.” He snaps his fingers, and another guard scurries forward.

“It’s warm in here, soldier,” he says. “Why don’t you turn the air down a bit?”

The soldier nods, crosses to the wall and taps on a little screen embedded there.

There is a beep and a hiss, and suddenly the air vent overhead turns on. Cool air blasts my face, makes me feel a little more alive.

“Colder,” the Interrogator says. “Bring the winter to us.”

The soldier obeys.

For a while, the air reminds me of fall mornings on the beach, like the wind rolling in from beyond the Perimeter, raising the hair on my arms. Peri used to love the cool air.

But then it gets colder.

And colder.

So cold that my teeth begin to rattle and my fingertips begin to shake. The torn, bloody rags I am wearing are not enough to keep me warm. Soon, I can see my breath forming in puffs in front of me. Sketch trembles across from me. Our eyes meet. We simply sit and stare.

The Interrogator laughs again, claps his hands. “This is more like it, girls.” A soldier brings him a coat, and he shrugs it on over his shoulders, nestles into it and sighs. “Do you know what a Cold Cell is?”

He looks to me, then Sketch.

“No, I didn’t think so,” he says. “We used it back during the Fall. A simple way to break a man, when the room is so cold his blood threatens to freeze.” He makes a show of shivering, pulling the coat tighter around his body. I look away. “You’ll enjoy this tactic for the remainder of your stay.”

I think he is going to turn and leave, but instead he pulls the heretics fork out of his coat. I prepare myself for the pain, open my heart up to it the way my father taught me to.

But the Interrogator turns to Sketch, kneels in front of her. “I’d say I’m sorry about this, but . . . that would be a lie.”

He grabs her by the chin, thrusts her head up so she’s staring at the ceiling, her throat fully exposed. She tries to fight him, but he’s too strong. He takes the fork, and levers it so that one end of the prongs is positioned beneath her chin, the other end pointing down, against her chest. Then he straps the collar around her throat and buckles it tight.

“Now be a good girl, and don’t move an inch,” the Interrogator says. “Because if you do . . .” He pushes down, hard, on top of Sketch’s head. She screams as the prongs break through the skin on both ends of the fork. The Interrogator laughs, presses harder, until Sketch’s blood drips steady and bright. He looks over his shoulder at me, a snarl on his face. “You see, Miss Woodson? You see what the Initiative can do to those you care about?”

Sketch’s eyes find mine. They are wide, full of tears that splash down onto her cheeks. She shakes her head, the movement so small I hardly catch it.

But I know what she means.

I take a deep breath and smile at our torturer. “She means nothing to me,” I say. “You can kill her right now, if you’d like.”

His smile falters. He releases Sketch. Her gasps are so terrible I almost can’t take it.

But I do. I must.

He crosses to me. Leans down, grabs me by the hair, and pulls. I force my groan down to the pit of my stomach. “I’ll do whatever I can to hurt you,” he promises. “And you will hurt.”

I look right into his eyes. “Go ahead. I dare you to try.”

“We’re only just beginning,” the Interrogator says. “You’ll break soon enough.”

He stands, and as he passes, I make a promise to myself, and Sketch.

The second I get a chance I will kill this man with my bare hands.




CHAPTER 9

ZEPHYR


The Graveyard isn’t bad in the morning.

Sometimes, if you can get past the smell and the flies and the fact that you’re standing in the middle of a pile of crap, it’s kind of peaceful.

Rhone and I are making our daily rounds, searching for food, items to trade.

Before the failed mission, I came here with Meadow.

I kissed her for the first time.

As Rhone and I walk side by side in silence, looking for something worth gathering, it kills me. Because it’s like I can see Meadow in everything that moves.

A little girl who practices fighting moves with her dad, like a younger Meadow.

A boy who carries a dagger on his hip. The sunlight catches it, reminds me of how she used to flip her weapon across the tops of her fingers.

We pass by one of the steam towers, and I swear I can actually hear her voice in my head.

You can kiss my ass, Zephyr James.

Stars, I miss her so much it hurts. It wasn’t supposed to end up this way. We were supposed to be together and free, and now the Leeches could be doing anything to her.

I clench my fists and shove her face from my mind. It doesn’t do anything but piss me off right now, because a part of me hates her for what she did. The other part loves her even more.

And sometimes, love really sucks.

“There,” Rhone says when we reach the edge of the Graveyard. It’s not much, an old hunk of metal sticking out of the trash pile like an arm, but it’s sharp. We could shape it into a weapon, something Rhone is good at. He can turn anything useless into something lethal.

And the Gravers like lethal things.

We take it, spend a while searching for a few more bits and pieces.

In a few hours’ time, Rhone has fastened a blade. He whirls it in his hand, slices the air with it.

“Not bad,” I say.

“Genius, actually,” Rhone corrects me. “Let’s go dig up some Gravers.”

They usually only come out at night. Unless you’re crazy enough to summon them, and Dex is the perfect sort of crazy.

We’re in the middle of the Graveyard, by one of the steam towers. Dex stands in front of me and Rhone, holding the new blade high over her head.

“Gravers! Come out, come out, wherever you are,” Dex says, in a singsongy voice. It makes me shiver, feel like there are bugs crawling under my skin.

“I don’t like this,” I whisper. “What if they just . . . kill us?”

“They know things,” Rhone tells me. His fists are clenched, and he looks side to side, staring into the alleys of trash. “We’re running out of time. We need to do something drastic.”

“Attacking the Leech Compound wasn’t drastic enough?” I say.

“Just shut your mouth and keep your eyes open, Zero.”

While we wait, there’s a buzzing overhead. A black orb comes into view, floating overhead, like a bird without wings.

“Cam!” Dex shouts.

We all dive for cover, bury ourselves in the trash, cover ourselves with whatever we can find. I play dead, a body lying facedown, my hand over my Ward Mark on my neck, a bold, black X.

I can hear the whirr of the Cam as it spins in place, recording. The Leeches started sending them out only hours after we attacked their Headquarters.

They’re looking for Lark. For the Resistance. For me.

They won’t find any of us.

Finally, the Cam disappears, soars away into the outer parts of the Graveyard. We come out of hiding, regroup together in a cluster. I rub dirt from my eyes, and when I turn to look at Dex and Rhone, something catches my attention.

It’s a man only a few feet away.

He wasn’t there before.

His body is covered in the armor of the Gravers. Pieces of trash, woven together to make a breastplate. His long dark hair is laced through with coins and beads, like tokens.

“You called,” the Graver says.

Behind him, two other Gravers emerge from the trash, holding spears made of old metal pipes. They could have been there all along, perfectly disguised, and we never would have noticed them. The Gravers have become one with the trash, wasted parts of the world that they’ve found use for all over again.

“We want to make a trade,” Rhone says. He motions for Dex to hold up the blade. She lifts it high. The sunlight glints off of it, gleams like fire. It’s a good blade. Surely the Gravers will want it. “The blade for information. We’re searching for someone.”

The Graver man laughs, but it comes out more like a wheeze. He is probably in his fifties, but his arms are strong. I bet he could put up a solid fight. “We know who you seek,” he says. “The songbird woman. Lark.”

“You know?” I ask.

Dex giggles. “The Gravers hear everything and watch everything. Sometimes, they talk to me at night.”

Rhone puts a protective hand on her shoulder, then addresses the Graver leader. “Do you know where Lark Woodson is hiding?”

“We can offer more than just a blade,” I say. “We can offer food. Stolen Leech items, when we come across them.”

The Graver points to my good ear, where the Leech earpiece sits. He points to Rhone, too, who has the other part of the pair. “The machines,” he says. “We want them.”

I look at Rhone, raise an eyebrow. He nods. We remove our earpieces and throw them across the gap. They roll to a stop in front of the Graver leader’s feet. His two companions rush forward, scoop them up.

“The blade, too,” the Graver says.

Rhone tosses it.

We wait.

A cloud covers the sun for a second, and in the shadows, the Gravers look even more haunting. I clench my fists, hope for answers.

“We don’t know where Lark hides,” the Graver says.

“What the hell? Then give us our stuff!” Dex takes a step forward, but Rhone pulls her back.

The Graver laughs again, that same horrible wheeze. “You should join us, little one. You would do well to learn patience from the Gravers.” He stares at Dex for too long, before looking back at Rhone and me. “We don’t know where Lark Woodson is. But we have something else, someone else, that might be of interest to you.”

He clicks his teeth, lifts a hand.

The Gravers behind him disappear into the tunnel between two trash mountains. Minutes pass. Finally, they reappear, but this time they aren’t alone. They’re dragging a body between them, one that fights weakly to get away.

“You will find good use for this one,” the Graver leader says. “She thinks she can steal from the Gravers. She is wrong.”

The Gravers hauling the body come closer, until I can see it’s a woman, bound in chains.

Her hair is dark, matted to her head, and when they throw her to the ground, she lets out a horrible whimper that sounds like an animal on the verge of death. The woman’s limbs are too thin, way too weak for fighting. What use could someone like her be to us?
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