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          The Midnight Meeting

        

      

    

    
      In hindsight, maybe meeting in a dark alley hadn’t been such a great idea.

      After the Dark Queen’s defeat and disappearance, the Sentinels were restless and paranoid. They knew some soulless had escaped, and they focused on capturing them all.

      Patrols increased. People were strip-searched for no reason. Everywhere you looked, Sentinel squads marched forward.

      It was madness, and I was just trying to survive it all.

      I looked down at the note in my hand. It read: I have information about the soulless. Meet me at a quarter past midnight in Grace Court Alley. Come alone.

      The letter, sent to me, had no return address or signature. I’d read it over a hundred times, searching for a clue. So far, I had nothing.

      Deep down, I really wanted it to be from Caleb. In case it was, I told no one of my secret meeting. I hadn’t seen him in six months since the Sentinels had cleared out the Underworld, and I was getting worried with each passing day. I remembered our last moment like it was yesterday—Caleb had thanked me after helping me fight the Dark Queen—his mother—and her servants. Then he’d disappeared into the darkness, leaving me with more questions than answers. With the Sentinels increasing security, it couldn’t have been easy for him to maneuver the city. Wherever he was, I just hoped he was okay.

      I made it to the location and waited around for a few minutes. The streetlamps illuminated the darkened back alley as I waited in the rain and the cold. Shivering, I tightened the buttons on my jacket and glanced down at my watch.

      12:15 a.m. I was right on time.

      A few minutes later, I heard footsteps approaching. I reached for my Deathblade and gripped it between my fingers, just in case of an ambush. Dying in a dark alley wasn’t how I wanted to go.

      “I knew you would show up. The Sentinels are so predictable.”

      The voice emerged from the shadows, followed by several armored men and women. They were soulless, judging by the darkness in their eyes. There must’ve been at least ten of them, hiding behind face masks.

      “Who are you?” I asked. “Were you the ones that sent me this letter?”

      The woman removed her mask, but I still didn’t recognize her. She was young and beautiful, with glossy hair as white as snow.

      “You don’t know who I am, do you?” she asked. “You wouldn’t—we went unseen in the Underworld. We are the nameless. We are the discarded. We are the Remnant.”

      “The Remnant?” I asked. “What’s that?”

      “The soulless you couldn’t find,” she replied. “The soulless you weren’t able to hunt. We escaped.”

      “You said you had information on the soulless,” I continued. “Tell me what you know.”

      The girl smiled and stepped forward, and little glass shards circled around her. Behind her, the other soulless displayed their powers, ready for a fight.

      “We lured you here with that letter,” she began, “and it worked. You’ve hurt the soulless long enough, Stark. It’s time to answer for what you’ve done to us.”

      Before I had the chance to lift my Deathblade, a ring of fire surrounded me, protecting me from the angry mob. The Remnant looked around in confusion for a moment before their eyes lingered on something above me.

      I followed their stare to find a darkened figure on the roof of the nearby building. The person hid behind layers of dark fabric, but I could recognize his stagger anywhere.

      Caleb.

      He slid down the fire escape of the building before landing in front of me. He threw up a fist at the soulless, causing little embers to ignite on his skin.

      “You don’t want to fight me,” Caleb said. “Run and hide, Remnant. It’s what you do best.”

      The soulless wasted no time. They took off running in the opposite direction, and the fire extinguished around me. I walked through the smoke to reach the mysterious young man.

      “Caleb! Is it really you?” I asked.

      He lowered his dark cloak and grinned. “How did you know?”

      “The fire kind of gave it away.”

      He pulled me into a passionate kiss, one that I didn’t want to end. It held all the emotions we couldn’t put into words—longing, relief, and adoration. Once we pulled away, I saw the sadness written on his face.

      “It’s been hard staying away from you all these months. I have so much to tell you,” he said. “You need to know about Doctor Zero. Riley, you have to stop him.”

      The blare of police sirens startled us both. For a few moments, we had completely forgotten about the dangers around us.

      He took a few steps back. “It isn’t safe to talk here. There are too many Sentinels and cops around.”

      “I need to know everything about this Doctor Zero—like who he is, for starters,” I replied. “And how do you know the Remnant?”

      He retreated into the darkness. “I know you have questions, but I need to go. I promise I’ll tell you everything later. You’ll see me again soon, Riley.”

      As he vanished into the night, I wished I believed him.
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          The Council

        

      

    

    
      It was a cold, dreary day on the streets of Washington, D.C. It had only been a few days since I’d seen Caleb in the dark alley, but the time apart felt like centuries. Rain trickled against the window of our limousine as we pulled up to the White House. General Frank Grissom nodded before he opened our door.

      “We’re here. Please follow me, Miss Stark,” the General said, as he took a step out onto the wet pavement.

      As soon as we exited the vehicle, a group of rowdy journalists swarmed us. They pushed and shoved as the General grabbed my arm to escort me towards the presidential mansion.

      “General, are the citizens of the United States truly safe?” a journalist asked, shoving a microphone in his face. “The Sentinels failed to protect its people in New York. If the soulless attack again, what will you do? Can you do anything?”

      “Will any reparations be paid to the people of New York?” another journalist asked. “Don’t you think you should compensate them for their suffering?”

      It didn’t take long for the famous journalist Amelia Rayne to push her way through her fellow reporters. No matter where we went, that red-headed snake seemed to follow.

      “General Grissom, the people of the United States don’t trust the Sentinels anymore,” Amelia began. “How will you raise their confidence? And do you really think you’ll be able to detain the soulless for good?”

      The General was calm and collected and refused to answer. I was almost jealous of how little it bothered him. I sighed in relief once I noticed the ivory gates of the White House in the near distance.

      Several men in black suits let us pass, before standing behind us and repressing the wave of nosy journalists. Their presence didn’t stop Amelia, as she stood on her tippy-toes to shout at us.

      “The soulless are too powerful to hold back, General! We both know we haven’t seen the last of them!” Amelia bellowed. “And this time, Mira Stark’s heir won’t be able to save us!”

      “Ignore them, Miss Stark,” the General said, as we stood on the deserted North Lawn. “They’re only trying to get a reaction out of you. Mr. Ramsey was right—the journalists truly are vultures.”

      I trailed behind the General as we approached the chamber doors of the building. “Why did you ask me to come with you, General? What was so important that I had to leave New York City?”

      “You’ll see in a few minutes, Miss Stark,” the General replied. “This is too important not to include you.”

      I had never seen the inside of the White House before, and I was in awe. Portraits of past presidents hung on the creamy white walls, and a red carpet decorated our path. The mansion was aflutter with busy personnel and security guards, and they stopped us once we took a step forward.

      The General handed the stoic guard his badge. “We’re here to see the Council. They’re expecting us.”

      The guard nodded and pointed towards the northwest corridor. “The meeting room is that way. The Council is already in session.”

      A million questions flitted through my mind as I followed the General. Why was I here to see the Council? With most of the soulless behind bars, why were they holding a meeting? Was it about the escaped soulless or something else?

      The General stopped at a large boardroom and gently pushed the creaking door open. As I entered, I noticed President Miranda Lang sitting at the front of a wooden table, with Angela Grissom by her side and the Council around them.

      “Ah, there you two are,” the president said, standing up to greet us. “You’re late, General.”

      “My apologies, President Lang,” the General replied. “Traffic was heavy, but we’re ready now.”

      One of the men at the table, a middle-aged blond man with a blue suit and tie, stood up to shake my hand. “It’s an honor to meet the hero of New York City. Everyone is grateful for your service.”

      I nodded, remembering who he was. “Thank you, Vice President Vaughn. I was only doing my job.”

      “I’m sure you remember your mayor, Harvey McClain,” the president said.

      The large and sweaty man rose to his feet, shaking my hand. “It’s nice to see you again.”

      “And of course you remember Angela Grissom, my assistant and second-in-command of the Council.”

      Angela nodded at me. “Hello, Miss Stark. I take it you’re behaving? No more colluding with soulless?”

      I gritted my teeth. “Of course not.”

      “Miss Stark has been a great help these past few months,” the General said. “She’s assisted the Sentinels with cleaning up the Underworld and keeping watch over our city.”

      “I’m glad to hear it,” the president replied. “We need all the help we can find.”

      “What’s going on?” I asked. “Why are we here?”

      President Lang sighed. “These past few weeks, we’ve been getting reports. Large masses of people have been vanishing.”

      The General nodded. “And we haven’t been able to find out why. We were hoping the disappearances would end after the Dark Queen’s death.”

      “The Dark Queen isn’t dead,” I replied. “We both know a fall can’t kill a soulless—only a Deathblade can.”

      The president scoffed. “That’s preposterous, Miss Stark. It’s been six months. If she wasn’t dead, I’m sure someone would’ve seen her by now.”

      “How do you explain the letter I told you about? She’s working with someone named Doctor Zero—she admitted it. And I bet they’re behind this.”

      “The Dark Queen is dead, Miss Stark. The letter was probably a hoax, sent by someone trying to frighten us.”

      I shook my head, stepping forward. “I don’t think so. Something big is coming—and we need to prepare for the worst.”

      The room was quiet. They didn’t want to admit to the possibility their greatest enemy was still alive and causing trouble.

      “Whether or not that is true, we have another matter to discuss. Public outrage has grown ever since the people of New York City were captured,” the president said.

      Angela nodded. “The United Nations is afraid. They’ve lost their confidence in the Sentinels.”

      “Though we’ve captured most of the soulless, the Underworld is deep and vast. We’ve heard rumors of stragglers and hidden soulless on secret levels,” the General said.

      I nodded. “I’ve heard things about the soulless left behind. They’re called the Remnant. They’re angry for what you’ve done to their people.”

      I couldn’t tell them about the midnight meeting. I didn’t want them to be able to trace Caleb back to any of this.

      “Speaking of soulless, we must decide what to do with the ones at our facility. While our efforts have been on placating them, we need a permanent solution now,” President Lang said.

      “A permanent solution?” I asked. “You’re not suggesting we kill them, are you?”

      “Why not? We have the perfect opportunity to rid our world of them. It would certainly minimize our danger.”

      “But Dahlia’s Purity Stones could help them,” I replied. “The soulless can be better if you give them a chance!”

      Angela Grissom shook her head. “I told you we shouldn’t have included Miss Stark, ma’am. For whatever reason, she’s grown too attached to the soulless. I blame that Caleb boy—and I question her ability as a Sentinel.”

      I balled my fists. “I know more about the soulless than you ever could!”

      “Miss Stark, calm down,” the General said. “The Council has the best interests of our people at heart.”

      “The soulless are people too,” I replied calmly. “I won’t let you kill them for no reason.”

      President Lang tried to reply, but the White House rattled beneath our feet. In the distance, we could hear screams and cries for help.

      “What was that?” I asked, peering out the window. I couldn’t see anything.

      “We should find out. Angela, protect the president at all costs,” the General said. “Come with me, Riley.”

      We hurried through the endless corridors with guards and Secret Service trailing behind. Once we stepped outside the White House, we saw the carnage for ourselves.

      A horde of dark-eyed individuals in long, sweeping cloaks swarmed the gates. They knocked them over and plowed through the security guards. They had powers of all kinds and were too great a match for the Secret Service that tried to take them down.

      “Madame President, we must leave!” I heard Angela shout.

      “No. I want to see what’s happening for myself,” the president said, as she joined my side. “Are they…soulless? How is this possible?”

      “There shouldn’t be this many left behind,” the General replied, wide-eyed. “I don’t understand it!”

      “Since you know more than us, Miss Stark, how do you explain this?” Angela asked, scoffing. “Or are you willing to admit the soulless are unpredictable and dangerous?”

      “Stop!” I bellowed, approaching the soulless. “Who are you? Why are you doing this?”

      “Threatening the White House and the president is a serious crime,” the General snarled, taking a step forward. “I’m placing you under arrest and escorting you back to our facility.”

      One of the soulless in the crowd stepped forward. He stood out the most, with golden cuff-links and an infinity symbol across his chest. He flicked his wrist, and in the blink of an eye, the General turned to stone. He was like a statue, frozen in place.

      “General Grissom!” I wailed. “What have you done to him?”

      “What was necessary,” the soulless man replied. “I am the Herald. We are the Exemplars. This is our destiny—your destiny.”

      “Who or what are the Exemplars?” I asked.

      A tall individual appeared out of thin air. His dark hair matched his black eyes, hidden behind a red cloak. He was burly and muscular, and he seemed familiar the more I looked at him, but I couldn’t identify him. He had the same infinity insignia on his robe.

      “I believe I can answer that,” he replied. “The Exemplars were soulful who revered the soulless and aspired to be more like them. With my help, they are now. They’re the first in a long line of converted soulless.”

      My jaw dropped. “You figured out a way to turn soulful into soulless? I thought it was impossible!”

      He shook his head. “Nothing is impossible. If the Dark Queen can turn soulful into Phantoms and Hollows, it was only a matter of time before I cracked the code for creating new soulless. But where are my manners?” He extended a hand covered in a grimy laboratory glove. “My name is Doctor Zero. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Riley Stark.”

      I refused to shake his hand. “You’re…Doctor Zero? The Doctor Zero?”

      “Then the letter was true…” Vice President Vaughn muttered.

      “I can’t believe it,” the president replied. “Where is the Dark Queen?”

      He shrugged. “Oh, she’s around…somewhere. Probably convincing more of your people to become soulless. It’s much easier when you agree.”

      “I don’t believe anyone would want that,” the president argued. “You must’ve done something to them! You’re controlling them somehow, just like King Lucius!”

      He laughed. “You really believe that? There’s so much you don’t know, lady. There is power in being soulless—it’s liberating. I can do so much more now than I ever could as a soulful. If you were smart, you would join. You can’t blame these people for seeing the truth.”

      “The last time I saw the Dark Queen, she tried to kill me and everyone I loved. She had no interest in helping people. She wanted slaves,” I replied. “Why the sudden change of heart?”

      “All she needed was a little…persuasion to realize this is the best thing for her people. With everyone soulless, the world could live in peace. There would be no need for wars or Sentinels.”

      “So that’s your big plan? To turn everyone soulless?” I asked.

      He nodded. “It’s been working so far. Let me tell you what’s going to happen—more people are going to wake up and see the benefits of being soulless. Then, the whole world will be converted—including you, Riley Stark. It’s inevitable.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Look around you, Riley—the soulless are the pinnacle of evolution. Powerful, immortal, and brilliant. We could cure death and disease. All the Exemplars with me today were on death’s door—some were homeless, others sick, old, and weak. I saved their lives with a simple change to their DNA. It’s the perfect solution!”

      “Who is the Herald?” I asked.

      “The Herald is my right-hand soulless,” Doctor Zero replied. “Other than that, you don’t need to know who he was before. He’s where he belongs now.”

      “The soulless are animals,” Angela said. “Of course you don’t see the problem! You’re one of them! You’re evil!”

      “Are we really evil?” Doctor Zero asked, shaking his head. “The Renegades were civil. They helped Riley defeat the Dark Queen, yet you still locked them away. You turned the soulless into enemies when they could’ve been allies.”

      Seconds later, Amelia Rayne caught up to us, exhausted and panting. The soulless didn’t stop or attack her—they waited for Doctor Zero’s orders first. He watched her in amusement as she lifted her video camera, keeping Doctor Zero in the frame at all times.

      “Doctor Zero, you said? You’re a former soulful working for the Dark Queen?” she asked, shoving a microphone in his face. “What else can you tell us?”

      “Working with the Dark Queen, soulful, not for,” he replied. “This is a partnership. It’s the future of our two people becoming one—a metamorphosis, if you will.”

      “Do you have anything to say to the people?”

      He smirked. “Change is coming soon—don’t fight it. The White House is just a warning. Once we take over New York City, we’ll be back. The whole world will be soulless.”

      With that, soulless in the crowd conjured an explosive fire between their fingers. Like extra limbs, the fire extended towards the White House, causing it to burst into flames. It crumbled and burned as quickly as a house of cards.

      “No!” President Lang cried. “You can’t do this!”

      “Oh, but I can,” Doctor Zero replied. “Soon you’ll be free from the chains of a soulful body—and thanking me for giving you a new life.”

      With the flick of his wrists, Doctor Zero, the Herald, and the other soulless vanished in the blink of an eye. I didn’t even have time to reach for my Deathblade. Behind me, the General’s rocky exterior faded away, and he fell to the ground, gasping for air.

      “General Grissom, are you all right?” I asked, rushing to his side.

      He nodded. “What happened?”

      “It was the soulless—the Exemplars, they called themselves,” I replied. “And we haven’t seen the last of them.”
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      As the flames flickered and danced around the White House, we watched helplessly as the people inside burned. Since the White House had its own fire department, firefighters were quick on the scene, but the explosive fire the soulless had used proved too strong to put out easily. Black smoke billowed above the mansion, lingering towards the sky, sending a bad omen over the rest of the country. For the hundreds of lost lives inside, the Sentinels had failed them.

      I had failed them.

      “How could they kill all those people inside?” I asked.

      “That’s what they do, Miss Stark. The soulless will pay for what they’ve done here,” President Lang said, balling her fists. “This will not go unpunished.”

      Angela nodded. “I’ll be placing the country on high alert. Nowhere is safe now.”

      “Are you sure you’re okay, General?” I asked. “That soulless turned you into stone!”

      The General coughed, but said, “I’ll be fine, Miss Stark. We need to get back to New York City and inform the others. War is coming, and we must prepare.”

      “We really should get you to Air Force One, ma’am,” Angela said to President Lang. “Your safety is our first priority.”

      The president shook her head. “No. All of us will be returning to the headquarters in New York City. I believe it’s the safest place to be right now. In the meantime, call the Sentinels in Los Angeles. I want everyone in the same place to discuss our next course of action.”

      “Shouldn’t we get a crew inside to recover as much as they can?” Vice President Vaughn asked. “Such as our documents and artifacts?”

      “It’s too risky. The soulless could return at any time,” President Lang said. “Tell everyone to stay away. In the meantime, I’m relocating my office to the Sentinel Headquarters.”

      “The White House was just destroyed,” the General said. “The very heart of our country—gone! I can’t believe it. The people will be terrified.”

      “I need everyone to stay calm—especially you, General. Panicking helps no one, so we must try not to cause riots and paranoia.”

      Angela shook her head but didn’t argue. In the distance, we heard footsteps approaching through the wet grass. I whipped my head around, rolling my eyes once I noticed who it was.

      “What about me? You’re not just going to leave me here, are you?” Amelia asked, crossing her arms.

      The General sighed. “You can come with us, Miss Rayne—but no questions. We don’t have time for interviews right now.”

      “I’ll play along—for now,” Amelia replied. “Eventually, you’re going to have to talk to the public.”

      Several guards protecting the president led us to the back of the disintegrated building, where a Navy helicopter waited. One by one, we crammed into the helicopter as the flames crackled behind us. I’m surprised it didn’t topple over from the weight of us all.

      “Attacking the White House was a bold move,” the General said, as the helicopter ascended. “The Exemplars are confident. What I’m wondering is, how did they know we’d be meeting here today? And what were they trying to prove?”

      “Do we have a mole again?” I asked, over the harsh whirl of the wind.

      “It’s possible. I shudder to think who it could be this time. We were blind to it once, and I was hoping we’d never have that problem again.”

      “Why did they destroy the White House?” I asked. “They said they wanted to turn us all soulless. How does burning a building help them do that?”

      “They’re terrorists like any other, Miss Stark. They were trying to make a statement. They probably hope the public will see how little protection we can offer, and rush to join their cause,” he replied. “If they can destroy the White House, what else are they planning for us?”

      Peering out the window, I saw the destruction below. The new soulless had crumbled buildings, set cars on fire, and destroyed roads and bridges. People scrambled on the streets, searching for a place to hide. Amelia was busy recording it all and broadcasting it live on her news station.

      What would happen to them? Could we save them before it was too late?

      “Do you think the soulless will win?” I asked. “Will they be able to turn us all into soulless too?”

      The General sighed. “I certainly hope not, Riley—but what I’ve learned is to expect the worst from them.”
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      I breathed a sigh of relief once I saw my home city again, and it looked untouched from war. New York seemed normal enough, except more people crowded the streets and drove out of town. They were afraid, just like I was.

      The helicopter came down on the roof of the Sentinel headquarters, and we waited until its wings came to a halt before we jumped out. Patrick Ramsey and my father, dressed in full uniform and looking like an official Vanguard, rushed over to us.

      “Riley, are you okay?” Dad asked, pulling me into a hug. “We saw what happened to the White House on TV.”

      “We’re glad you made it, kid,” Patrick said, patting me on the shoulder before he noticed Amelia. “Wish I could say the same for everyone.”

      Amelia smirked. “Without me, you wouldn’t have seen the explosion or the soulless on TV. You’re welcome, by the way.”

      “The public mistrusted us before,” President Lang said, glancing over the side of the roof at the citizens below. “With the White House destroyed, I’d be surprised if we still had their support.”

      The General checked his cell phone before he glanced up at us. “I’ve just received word that the Sentinels from Los Angeles are here. We should hurry inside.”

      Patrick nodded. “Good idea. Probably not safe out here anymore. Who knows when the soulless will show up here?”

      We followed the General down the nearby staircase and into the headquarters, which were more crowded than usual. People from all walks of life stood huddled with their families, carrying small backpacks and suitcases. They looked frightened and unsure, and some children were crying and cowering behind their parents.

      “We’ve made the Sentinel Headquarters a shelter for now,” the General said, motioning towards the people. “Many have come here, desperate for protection after the attack. Some people still think leaving New York is their safest bet, but I disagree.”

      I spotted my family within the boisterous crowd. My mother, Claudia, my best friend, Spencer Holland, his sister, Elaina, and her fiancée, Violet Alvarez, a surgical doctor for the Sentinels, were here. I rushed over to them and pulled them all into a big group hug.

      “I’m so glad you’re okay, sweetie!” Mom said, caressing my hair. “When I saw the White House catch fire, I was so worried you were hurt!”

      “Riley’s a badass. I knew she’d make it,” Spencer said, reaching for my hand. “I’m glad I was right.”

      “I hate to say it, but all this commotion is good for business. We’ve had a huge increase in applications,” Violet said. “More people want to become Sentinels now than I’ve seen in years.”

      “I’ve never seen people this scared,” Elaina whispered. “It feels like the end of the world.”

      “Not if I have anything to say about it,” I replied. “What are you guys doing here?”

      “Your father thought we’d be safer here than anywhere else,” Mom replied. “We didn’t know where else to go.”

      I nodded. “It’s probably for the best. I don’t want you guys to go too far.”

      Spencer nudged me, pointing at someone through the crowd. “Hey, guess what? Starla Sky is here. Do you think I should go over there and introduce myself?”

      I laughed. “Do you really think you have a chance with a pop star?”

      “Good point. I wouldn’t want to embarrass myself during the apocalypse. Actually, there’s someone else I want you to meet. Follow me?”

      We pushed through the crowd and came to a stop at the end of the room. A petite blond girl stood there who looked to be around our age. She spoke to an older, burly man—who I assumed was her father—and they were arguing about something. Spencer cleared his throat and they hushed immediately.

      “This is Rachel Price,” Spencer began. “We’re taking journalism at NYU together—well, we were before the soulless attack.”

      Rachel smiled and shook my hand. “It’s nice to meet you, Riley. Spencer’s told me so much about you. Everyone in New York City admires you. This is my dad, Michael.”

      He shook my hand a little too hard, and I winced and pulled back. “Nice to meet you, Riley. It’s always good to see a Sentinel.”

      There was something about Rachel and her father that I didn’t trust. I couldn’t explain it, but I had a bad feeling. I chalked it up to nerves and faked a smile.

      “It’s nice to meet both of you. Try to stay safe.”

      As Spencer and I walked back to my mother, his sister, and her fiancée, I cleared my throat. “So, Rachel… Are you interested in her?”

      He was quiet for a moment. “Oh, uh…I don’t know. Would you be okay with that?”

      I sighed. Was I okay with it? Now that Caleb was…gone or whatever, I could figure out what I felt for Spencer. With all my duties lately, I hardly had time for a romantic life.

      Before I could answer, the General pushed through the crowd. “I’m sorry to interrupt, Miss Stark, but we have a meeting with the Sentinels from Los Angeles. They’re waiting for us in the conference room.”

      I gave my family one last hug. “Duty calls. Stay safe, okay? Don’t split up.”

      After we said our goodbyes, I followed the General, Patrick, and my father to the large conference room. When I arrived, I saw more Sentinels inside than ever before.

      I noticed my Phoenix Squad had gathered around the table—Marissa Gomez, Tyler Malcolm, Damon Forrester, Tom Tanaka, and my partner, Iris Snow. With them were the rest of the Sentinels and Vanguards, along with Mira Stark, Doctor Tabitha Sullivan, Dahlia Cohen, and her nephew, Jacob.

      My eyes trailed over to the unfamiliar Sentinels in the room. Their armor was shinier, they stood taller and with more confidence, and they seemed calm and reassured. One of the Sentinels in particular—she looked a few years older than me, with brown hair, green eyes, and light freckles—stood out the most. I couldn’t help but notice our resemblance.

      The General cleared his throat, and the room turned silent. “While I’m sure you’d all rather be spending time with your family, we still have work to do. There are soulless out there, and as Sentinels, it’s our duty to stop them—with lethal force, this time.”

      The president, Angela, and the rest of the Council trickled into the room afterward. Everyone stood up straighter and saluted.

      “I couldn’t have said it better myself, General,” President Lang replied. “The time of research is over. The soulless that ally with Doctor Zero must be found and killed immediately. We can’t risk it.”

      “Now we’re talking,” I heard Iris mutter. “I’ve been waiting to kill them my whole life.”

      Doctor Sullivan nodded. “Dahlia Cohen has helped us integrate a lot of their technology into ours, like their Restrictors and crystals. We should be better prepared for war this time.”

      “Before we discuss our future plans, we should get the formal introductions out of the way,” the General said. “I’d like all our recruits to meet the Sentinels of Los Angeles. Their numbers are much smaller than ours, but they’re just as adequate and well-trained. They were created as a backup, in case New York was lost—and we need them now more than ever.”

      A tall, balding man stepped forward, in military uniform with many medals across his chest. “Thank you for inviting us, General Grissom. My name is General Robert Reynolds. Our squad, Eagle Patrol, is honored to be here fighting with you.”

      The young brunette woman who looked like me stepped forward. “My name is Lara Brooks. As the leader of Eagle Patrol, I’ll do my best to help.”

      “Speaking of Miss Brooks, we’ve elected her mother, Amanda, as our new spokeswoman. Her former career as a state attorney adds to her credibility. It’s her responsibility to improve relations between the public and the Sentinels, and right now, things are troubling. She and the other Sentinels will be staying here with us.”

      The middle-aged woman, Amanda, resembled her daughter. She shook hands around the room. She paused for a moment once she reached my father, and there was a mysterious twinkle in her eyes that I didn’t miss.

      “It’s…nice to meet you, Miss Brooks,” Dad sputtered. “I’m Vanguard Jeffrey Stark.”

      The woman smiled before she quickly cleared her throat. “A pleasure to meet you.”

      Dad’s jaw went slack. The room was silent as their hands remained connected. I elbowed him in the side, and he took the hint and released the woman’s hand. Did he know her from somewhere? Why were they acting so strangely?

      “I know who you are,” Lara said, interrupting my thoughts. “You’re Riley Stark. You stopped the Dark Queen and saved New York City. You’re like, the greatest Sentinel ever. No offense, Mira.”

      I still found it hard to believe my ancestor, the legendary Sentinel, stood a few feet away. She had once been transformed by the Dark Queen into the Reborn, a powerful soulless, in retaliation for capturing the Queen’s husband, King Lucius. Mira had then brought his body to the Sentinels, where they’d kept him in cryo-freeze to study him until the Dark Queen had discovered he hadn’t gotten killed and let him out. I had freed Mira and given her a new life—a life in the twenty-first century.

      Mira shook her head. “None taken. I’m proud to know Riley. She’s a true American hero.”

      “Thank you—both of you,” I replied. “I only hope I have the same luck this time around.”

      The General cleared his throat. “Well, now that that’s over, we must decide on our first assignment. President Lang, do you have your orders?”

      She nodded, stepping forward. “First, I want our Sentinels to escort civilians to a secret bunker we built decades ago. Project Sanctum was created in case of a soulless emergency, and I think this counts as one. We must protect our people first.”

      “Done. We also need to talk about the Trials—and it can’t wait,” the General said.

      “The Trials?” Marissa asked. “What are those?”

      “Every year, our Sentinels undergo a series of tests to prove they’re still fit to serve. It’s too important to skip, even during a time of war. We want to make sure all our recruits are prepared for the coming days.”

      “You want to test us now? Seriously?” Tyler asked.

      Tom nodded. “Yeah, don’t we have bigger things to worry about?”

      “I think it’s a good idea, sir,” Damon said.

      I rolled my eyes. He was always such a suck-up.

      “Like it or not, it’s mandatory by the law,” the General said. “Before we proceed, I want all available Sentinels to bring the remaining people of New York to the bunker. With most of them already gone or fleeing, it shouldn’t take long. We’re safer if we move in numbers. After that, we can speak about the Trials.”

      “Wait,” I said. “Before we go, I need to say this. We should ask the Embers and the Renegades for help. They aren’t like Doctor Zero and the new soulless, and I know they wouldn’t support them. Plus, they have powers that could come in handy. Who better to understand and stop the soulless than soulless themselves?”

      The room broke out in a series of gasps and murmurs. No one—especially not the new Eagle Squad—had expected me to defend the soulless and propose an alliance.

      Iris rolled her eyes. “There you go again with wanting to work with the soulless. Don’t you remember what happened last time?”

      The president crossed her arms. “I’ve already given you an answer, Miss Stark. The soulless are not our allies. We have new problems to worry about, and we can’t risk any further issues. King Bane and his followers will remain where they are—in prison.”

      My cheeks burned with anger. How could they be so stubborn? The Embers and the Renegades could help us. They might even be our best chance at surviving this war. Did the Sentinels want us all to die?

      Patrick cleared his throat. “All right squads, look alive. Eagle Patrol, my name’s Patrick Ramsey, Vanguard of Phoenix Patrol. Good to have you aboard. We have a lot of people to evacuate, so let’s get started.”

      As we left the meeting, I heard someone call my name. I turned around to see Jacob and Dahlia, motioning for me to come over.

      “Hey guys,” I said as I approached them. “What’s going on?”

      “We heard what you said in there, and we agree with your solution. We need the Embers and the Renegades,” Dahlia said. “And we’d like to help you get them back.”

      “What she means to say is that we’re going to break the Embers and the Renegades out of jail,” Jacob said. “Are you in?”

      I looked over my shoulder before leaning in closer. “But we could get in trouble! They could execute us for this!”

      Jacob smirked. “That’s what makes it so much more fun.”

      Dahlia sighed. “I don’t advocate for disobeying the Sentinels, but I understand this is necessary. Besides, the Sentinels have been walking down a dark path. We can’t trust them. We must find our own way to stop Doctor Zero.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      She reached into her pocket and retrieved a glowing crimson gem. “Do you remember what this is, Riley?”

      “Of course—it’s a Power Crystal. It gives adrenaline to a Sentinel if they use it, but it can be addicting. What about it?”

      “The General told me that recently, the Sentinels have been conducting experiments…on their own recruits. It has something to do with the Power Crystal and its true potential. He says it’s top secret and refuses to mention it any further.”

      “What kind of experiments?” I asked with a furrowed brow.

      Dahlia shook her head, stashing the crystal in her pocket. “I’m not certain, but I believe it’s dangerous. The Sentinels are reckless and desperate.”

      “They have their secrets, and we have ours,” Jacob said. “We need the others. They’re our best shot at stopping that psycho Doctor Zero.”

      “The last I heard, the General moved the soulless to a secret lab for safekeeping—jail, they call it,” I replied. “I wouldn’t even know where to look.”

      “Did you really think we wouldn’t have a plan? My aunt stole the information from Patrick Ramsey. He’s so lovesick that he didn’t even notice.”

      Dahlia frowned. “I didn’t enjoy lying to Patrick. He’s a good man, but I had no choice. I can’t let the Embers and the Renegades suffer for no reason when they want to help us.”

      “If we break the soulless out, the Sentinels will think I had something to do with it,” I replied. “I haven’t exactly been silent about how I feel.”

      “Don’t worry about that right now, Riley. I have a few ideas that could make you look innocent,” Dahlia replied.

      I took a moment to think. Could I really do this? I had disobeyed the Order before when I’d entered the Underworld to rescue Tyler, but this was different. The soulless were our enemies, and none of the Sentinels would forgive me for this.

      I took a deep breath. “Let’s do it.”
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      The three of us watched as the Sentinels equipped their Deathblades and double-checked their armor. The crowd of weary citizens waited in the lobby for their instructions, with Dad, Patrick, and General Grissom nearby. Soon, it would be time to leave and escort the people to the bunker.

      Jacob, Dahlia, and I knew we had to act quickly. It was our only chance.

      “Are you sure you’re up for this?” I whispered. “You don’t have to be involved if you don’t want to.”

      Dahlia nodded. “I want to help. The Embers were my responsibility, and I failed them.”

      “Yeah, I know what you mean,” I muttered.

      “You should come with us,” Jacob said. “We could use your help at the facility.”

      “I’m afraid I would only slow you down. It’s best if you two go alone so it doesn’t look too suspicious. Don’t worry—you’re both more than capable.”

      I nodded, taking a deep breath. “Okay. I’ll start. Whenever you’re ready, do it just like we planned. Good luck.”

      Dahlia smiled to reassure me, but I could tell she was nervous too. She pushed her way through the swarm of people until she reached the exit door. I took a large breath and approached Patrick.

      “Hey, Patrick?”

      He turned around, still fiddling with his armor. “What is it, kid?”

      “Have you seen Dahlia? I can’t find her anywhere.”

      He shook his head. “She was just here a few seconds ago. Couldn’t have gone far.”

      After a few seconds, that was when we heard it—the bloodcurdling scream. The room turned quiet and everyone’s head twisted in Dahlia’s direction. I had to hand it to her—it was convincing.

      “Wow, that woman can act,” I mumbled.

      Jacob chuckled. “My aunt can do anything.”

      The crowd thinned out, leaving a gap between them so we could see Dahlia. She looked terrified, and I swore a few tears slipped out of her eyes.

      “Dahlia! What’s wrong? Are you all right?” Patrick asked, as he rushed to her side and embraced her.

      She shook in his arms. “The soulless were here, Patrick! I stepped outside for some fresh air, and…their army marched by. They asked me to give the Sentinels a message.”

      Patrick’s face turned red with anger. “They’ll pay for this.”

      “What did they say to you? Where did they go?” Dad asked, coming over with the president.

      “They said something about Central Park,” Dahlia replied, taking a deep breath. “Someone named the Herald was planning to go there. I think they might attack New York.”

      President Lang nodded. “The Herald is one of Doctor Zero’s allies. We can’t pass up an opportunity to learn more about him. We need to stop the soulless before they destroy our city too.”

      “Then we must get a team to investigate as soon as possible,” the General replied.

      I rushed forward. “I’ll do it. I’ll go to Central Park.”

      The General nodded. “Very well. Phoenix Patrol can assist you.”

      “Actually, I’d rather go with Riley,” Jacob said, as he joined my side. “They scared my aunt. It’s personal now.”

      Dad shook his head. “No, it’s too dangerous to go alone. You’ll need a squad for backup.”

      “Dad, I know you want to protect me, but just listen for a minute. We need all the Sentinels to make sure the people of New York get to the bunker safely. The soulless could be trying to distract us.”

      “I don’t know about this, Miss Stark. It’s awfully dangerous,” the General said. “Everyone here knows how strong you are, but this seems like a bad idea.”

      I started to panic. If Jacob and I couldn’t get away from the Sentinels, it would ruin our entire plan. We couldn’t risk getting caught.

      “You Sentinels worry too much. Have you forgotten who I am?” Jacob asked, opening his trench coat to reveal a slew of crystals. “I’ve got enough crystals in here to build a bomb the size of Texas. We’ll be careful.”

      I nodded. “How about this? Jacob and I will check out the park. If we see something dangerous, we’ll call for backup. Besides, bringing a squad of Sentinels right away could scare the soulless off. We need to be careful and quiet to find out what they’re really doing.”

      The General and my father looked at each other for a moment. I crossed my fingers and held my breath, hoping they would say yes.

      The General sighed. “Fine. Since you’re so adamant about doing this, I’ll allow it. Your orders are to go to Central Park, take a quick look around, and report back here immediately. Take one of our trucks.”

      Dad sighed. “Don’t underestimate these soulless. Watch yourself out there, Riley.”

      “I will.”

      As Jacob and I turned around and began walking towards the exit door, I felt guilty. I didn’t like lying to them, but I knew we needed to break King Bane and his soulless army out of prison. I told myself that over and over again, trying to justify it.

      Before we left, Mom, Spencer, Violet, and Elaina rushed over. Mom pulled me into a big hug.

      “Please be careful, sweetie,” she said. “I almost lost you once. I couldn’t bear it if something terrible happened to you.”

      “If she survived the Mindfield and Room 66, this should be a walk in the park for her. Literally,” Violet said.

      I smiled. “Thanks for believing in me. I promise I won’t do anything stupid.”

      “Take care of her, all right?” Spencer said to Jacob. “Make sure nothing goes wrong.”

      Jacob nodded. “Cross my heart and hope to die.”

      “Just focus on staying safe and getting to the bunker,” I replied. “We’ll be fine. Let’s go, Jacob.”

      Dahlia pulled us aside as walked by. “Good luck to the both of you. I know you can do this.”

      The streets were eerily quiet as we left the Sentinel building. The wind rushed through my hair as I hopped in the driver’s seat and Jacob sat beside me. I sighed, staring at the steering wheel for a moment.

      “Hey, I know you don’t like lying to people,” Jacob began, “but it’s for the best. The Sentinels would never agree to let the Renegades go.”

      “I know, but it doesn’t make it any less difficult. Do you know where the secret lab is?”

      “It’s on the edge of town. You’d never suspect the soulless were being kept there. Just drive and I’ll point the way.”
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      Half an hour later, we approached a recycling plant on the edge of town. It was a large building that seemed to stretch on for miles, deserted and stinking to high Heaven. Jacob tapped my shoulder and pointed at the tall facility.

      “This is it. Pull in here,” Jacob said, and I followed his instructions.

      After I parked the truck, I looked up at him with confusion. “Are you sure this is right? The soulless are being kept here? This place is a dump—literally.”

      Jacob laughed. “I told you that you wouldn’t expect it. It’s kind of genius, actually. No one would think the soulless were here, and who would want to break into a garbage dump, anyways?”

      He had a point.

      We exited the vehicle and approached the main door. Jacob bent down and started fiddling with the computer console beside it. He frowned and looked up at me.

      “Well, there’s good news and bad news. Which one do you want to hear first?”

      I shrugged. “Uh, the good news?”

      “The good news is that there won’t be any guards on duty. They’re being taken to the bunker as we speak with the remainder of New York. No one’s going to stop us.”

      I nodded. “That’s great, but it seems too good to be true. What’s the bad news?”

      “This place is armed to the teeth. We’re talking security cameras, lasers, and locked doors. It is a prison, after all. They didn’t want to make it too easy for the soulless to escape,” he replied, sighing. “I can’t believe I thought this would be simple. Luckily, I brought something that might help.”

      He reached into his pocket and retrieved his cell phone.

      My eyebrows furrowed in confusion. “Your phone? How is that going to help?”

      “Before I became a Scout, I was a computer hacker. I loved it. I might be a little rusty, but I think I’ll be able to disable any security measures we come across. There’s an app on my phone that helps me do it.”

      “Let’s get moving, then.”

      “Here, I’ll disable the first set of security cameras,” he said. “There. We’re good to
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