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When the light of the human species vanished, there was a girl and a spark.




A century has passed since they arrived. Human history has been erased. Children are enslaved on Alien plantations. Some have heard whispers of the existence of a rebel band of humans who roam free in the forests. Most slaves dare not speak of the rebels for fear the mutant guards will grab and make an example of them.

Eighteen-year-old Freya is pulled away in the night not by the mutants, but by her old friend Finn, to join the Saviors, the mythic band of rebel teens. Her bliss fades when she discovers she is the only Savior without a special ability. She is the odd one out, slowly pushing Finn away, defying Damian, the leader of the Saviors, and antagonizing the fierce and beautiful Daphne. In her despair Freya reaches deep within to discover a dark destiny, a truth so heavy it threatens to destroy her.
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THE VISOR TIGHTENS against my face and the world goes black. Not the gentle dark of night where starlight and moonlight sneak through—no. This is absolute.

Good. They can’t see me. Not yet.

My breath echoes in my ears as I step forward into the simulation with the virtual pulse gun steady in my grip. A faint, metallic buzz hangs in the air... false, synthetic. The ground feels soft and slick like wet clay.

My heart hammers against my ribs, a frantic drumbeat that echoes the distant, rhythmic thud of boots. The Sliman mutants are coming.

We are a desperate, forbidden hope. We are a dark promise. We are legend. We are the Saviors.

That’s what we call ourselves anyway. The word feels hollow now, a childish boast in the face of evil. As if a handful of desperate kids could really save anything.

“Freya, the sequence!” Theo’s voice crackles in my earpiece, yanking me from the shadows and back into the stifling confines of the simulator pod. “One plus one plus one! You need to move faster if you want to—”

“Yeah, I get it,” I mutter. One plus one plus one doesn’t equal three. It equals assault, hope and a knot in the stomach.

One, I yank down the lever to my left.

Two, I slam my palm on the big, pulsing red button in front of me.

Three, I check the flashing numbers on the goggle display, confirming the sequence.

One, two, three. Go time.

The simulated world explodes into my vision, filled with the nagging whine of energy weapons. I’m standing in the middle of Plantation-9, a dozen hostiles aiming at my avatar. Tactical pulse rifles glint under the harsh artificial sun, spitting bolts of blue energy. Shock bows hum with the tension of magnetic arrows. And then there is the KA-1 Plasmer with its ominous glow promising complete disintegration.

My fingers fumble for the shield activator. A wash of purple light envelops me just as the first shot strikes. The impact jolts through my virtual bones.

Another hit. And another. The shield flickers.

A warning display blinks in the corner of my visor: SHIELD AT 50%.

One more hit and the shield’s gone. Every shot counts now.

“Concentrate!” Damian’s voice booms. He’s not in the simulation—he doesn’t need to be. His sharp words always ring in my ears like he lives in my head. “A shield is useless if you don’t activate it on time.”

Shut up, Damian.

I fire into the void. One blast, then another. A shape darts ahead—a Sliman, massive and predatory yet uncannily human looking. Possibly the deadliest hand-eye coordination in the galaxy. Those emerald eyes can track a dust mote at fifty yards, paired with reflexes fast enough to shame a striking cobra—an apex predator engineered with DNA from three different planets to be the ultimate killing machine. My shots clip his shoulder.

He snarls, lunging with a lethal magnetic knife, his eyes burning with fury. His chameleonic skin ripples from green to a mottled brown as he charges at me, a wall of muscle and genetically modified rage. Even in simulation, the raw power rolling off him makes my throat tighten. His movements blur with impossible speed.

“Freya!” Theo’s voice again, sharper this time. “Pull left—now!”

I duck and twist, the knife grazing past my ribs. My hand shoots out on instinct, firing a wild blast at the Sliman’s exposed flank. He staggers, but before I can finish him off, another emerges.

I sprint for the nearest row of army green tents, weaving through the chaos. A magnetic knife whizzes past my ear, close enough to feel the pull on my hair. I duck again, spin and fire three blind shots. One connects, hitting the Sliman in the leg.

Too late. He’s on me, his blow a crushing force that sends my virtual world spiraling into darkness.

Dead again.

Damian won’t be happy. “Never performs to her full potential.” His words sting even in the simulated world. I can picture his disappointed frown, the way his jaw tightens when I fail to meet his impossible standards.

It wasn’t by accident that we started calling him Red. The nickname fits like a glove.

The pod hisses as it opens. I rip the visor off and unbuckle the straps. The stale, recycled air prickles my nostrils. Sometimes I can’t believe our luck, stumbling onto these abandoned alien facilities then watching Theo and Zoe work their tech magic to get them to function again. Other times, like now, I feel a creeping sense of dread. Are we playing with fire? Tempting fate? Either we’ll live long enough to regret it, or we won’t live long enough at all.

“That went well,” Theo deadpans, scrolling through the data on his touchpad.

And there’s... Damian, arms crossed, filling the doorway with his broad shoulders and stormy blue eyes, messy dirty blond hair falling across his forehead.

He steps into my path as soon as he sees me. “Do you know how many shots you missed? You’re lucky this is a simulation.”

Gods, he really is here. This is not a bad dream.

“Yeah, well, lucky me,” I mutter, rubbing my temples where the neural feedback throbs like a second heartbeat.

“Your shield failed at forty-eight percent integrity,” Theo says, tapping the screen. “You didn’t calibrate your angle—again.”

Traitor. “It’s hard to aim when something’s trying to rip your throat out, Theo.”

Damian exhales hard. “Out there, excuses get everyone killed, not just you.”

I force my expression to stay neutral. I’m used to this. Damian’s disapproval is mostly background noise now, like the hum of the facility’s ventilation system.

“You’re done for today,” he says, heading for the door.

“Good talk,” I mutter under my breath.

Theo finally looks up, his hazel eyes too knowing. “Come back later. I’ll fix the calibration and set up another run. Something easier. Maybe target practice.”

Bossy sixteen-year-old genius boy with his stupid messy black hair that’s practically begging to be ruffled. I resist the urge. “I’ll try, Theo.”

He frowns. “Do better than try, Freya. None of us are ready. Not even close.”

I grab my touchpad and shove past Damian at the door without looking back.

Theo’s right, of course. We aren’t ready for real combat. And I’m trailing dead last in a group of twelve.

“Lacks confidence. Confidence improves focus.”

Damian, ugh. Get out of my head. His voice echoes in my skull like a splinter I can’t dig out even as I put growing distance between us.

Finn’s words on the other hand are always kind, always reassuring. “You’re as special as any of us, Freya, or you wouldn’t be here. It takes courage to even imagine a life beyond the plantations.”

Sweet, steady, stubborn Finn. My best friend. My rock. The problem is I know the truth. I know I clung to the idea of freedom back at the plantation not because I was brave, but because I was desperate, terrified of spending another day under alien control. “Knowing one’s weaknesses is the ultimate strength,” Finn always says. But sometimes knowing you are the weakest link just confirms what you’ve always feared: you’re the one who might get everyone killed.

Outside, the camp sprawls beneath the canopy of redwoods, a mix of alien tech and makeshift survivalism. Rabbit darts between dummies in the combat ring, practicing evasive maneuvers. The sharp clang of metal echoes from the tech lair. Zoe, Theo’s partner in crime, is probably knee-deep in another experiment that might blow us all sky high.

I need air. Space. Anywhere away from drills and tension and Damian’s constant glare.

Before I can disappear into the trees, Rabbit intercepts me. His usual energy bounces off him like sparks.

Right. I promised to teach him different types of knots today. One of my few useful skills—water knots, square knots, Palomar knots. Give me a piece of rope, and I’ll bend it to my will.

The old alien facilities consist of eight separate buildings arranged in a perfect semicircle around an open space that we use for training. We call it the combat ring. The invaders cleared a chunk of the forest to make room for their austere architecture.

We’ve made these facilities our home for two years now. Best we can figure, the aliens abandoned them long ago because the dense forest canopy scrambled some of their precious frequencies, making communication with the plantations shaky at times.

They relocated their operations a hundred miles south, where they built their new headquarters, leaving us an unintentional gift—forgotten technology that our tech people, Theo and Zoe, coaxed back to life with their endless patience and clever minds. Even better, the same forest that disrupted alien signals now shields us from their radar sweeps and tracking systems. Nature, it turns out, makes a pretty good ally when you’re trying to stay invisible.

“What’s your battle score this time?” Rabbit asks, bouncing on the balls of his feet. His rope is looped around his neck like a scarf.

I force a smile. “Never mind that. It’s peaceful out here, isn’t it?”

He doesn’t push, holding up his rope instead. “Knots today, right? You promised.”

I sigh, glancing toward the forest. “Yeah, sure. And try to dial down the bouncing. It’s making my head spin.” Truth is his endless energy helps drown out the nagging little voices in my head.

We leave the facilities and head back to the surrounding forest. The path to our tents winds through towering redwoods with branches that interlace overhead, filtering the sunlight. Six hundred steps to the place we call home.

Rabbit chatters beside me about silly dreams and impossible plans. He’s good at that—making you forget reality for a moment. He can spend twenty minutes gushing about the way morning dew catches light as if the alien invasion never happened.

“Just wait until we take Plantation-6,” he says, his voice bubbling with excitement. “Kicky and Mendy, their eyes are gonna pop right out of their heads when they see me!”

Plantation-6. The place where he’d been harvested, trained and punished for breathing wrong. We all carry our own custom-made plantation horror stories with our names on them.

Except they weren’t names. His friends, Kicky and Mendy, were really 6-57849A76 and 6-57940A57. We’ve all been tempted, at one point or another, to give names to the friends we left behind and imagine the day we’ll march back and set them free.

Our alien masters didn’t permit names. We were numbers branded on the backs of our necks in precise black script. Those numbers identified us to the guards and determined our work detail. That’s why they kept our hair cropped to two inches—nothing could hide those numbers. Nothing could hide what we were.

As we reach the east edge of the camp, we go straight to my tent, which is nestled between Finn’s and Rabbit’s. I need to get more rope and strings for our lesson. Our three tents are the only ones occupied here. The other Saviors keep to the west side, near the water well and the crops and the escape tunnel, hidden beneath layers of vines.

Rabbit looks smaller than usual in his dirt-smudged shirt and pants.

“Have you been running in the hills again?” I ask.

He shrugs, which is answer enough. He can’t resist scaling the southern bluffs despite Damian’s endless warnings. Up there, where our compound shrinks to a toy village, he finds something we lost long ago—freedom. Or at least the illusion of it.

Rabbit’s the youngest Savior at thirteen, undersized for his age, all whipcord muscle and restless energy. What he lacks in size, he makes up for in pure speed. He dreams of the far-off lands where cheetahs once roamed free, of wide-open spaces where nothing could catch him.

He can outrun everything—the wind, the Sliman patrols, the nightmares of Plantation-6. He is our own cheetah, our fleeting hope in a world that feels increasingly dark.

Outside my tent, I show him how to tie a water knot, but his fingers move ahead of my instructions, tying and untying with fluid grace. He’s grown so much since Finn and I took him under our wing, drawn to his infectious optimism.

There are fifteen plantations in our district. Beyond that? We might as well be blind. More plantations? Other rebels? The toxic craters surrounding the district make sure we’ll never know. If it weren’t for the library ruins in Lost Town—a treasure trove of knowledge the first Saviors stumbled upon years ago—we wouldn’t even know for sure there was a before.

Everything in our district has been destroyed, pulverized, brought down by the alien invaders and their mutant armies, the terrifying Sliman. To survive, we must stay out of their way. We ghost past areas with surveillance cameras, dodge radars and are extremely careful to never run into Sliman patrols. They might not know about our plans or what we call ourselves, but they know we are gone, and they are always on the hunt.

“What do you think it’s like?” Rabbit asks suddenly.

I pause mid-knot, glancing at him. “What’s what like?”

“Freedom.” He stares toward the forest, where the trees stretch endlessly. “Real freedom. Not just running, hiding. Actually living.”

His words twist something in my chest. “I don’t know,” I say finally. “But I guess it starts with not giving up.”

Rabbit goes still. His attention shifts to something behind me.

“It might take everything we have to win back the world,” Damian’s voice cuts through the quiet, “including a few lengths of rope.”

I turn to see Damian striding toward us with Daphne at his heels.

Huh... These two are thick as thieves and rarely venture to our side of the camp, the wrong side, too far from the facilities and their precious escape tunnel... too close to the wild heart of the forest.

What they don’t seem to get is that this corner is ours because it works for us. The trees keep us cool when summer bakes the compound. When the deer that graze nearby run, we are alerted to possible danger. We’ve carved out our own slice of almost-normal, even if it’s just pretend.

Daphne’s eyes catch on the rope in my hands, then drift to my half-carved boat on the ground, its hull curved like a crescent moon. I can read the judgment in her eyes, the unspoken accusation that I’m wasting time, wasting potential, and dragging Rabbit down with me.

“So, this is how the alien empire falls?” Daphne says, her lips curled into an arrogant smirk that only she could pull off.

I roll my eyes and finish the noose I’ve been working on since I saw them approaching. I’d love to test it on those perfect legs of hers and drag her down for once, but I’d need Damian’s strength for that. And probably his permission too.

Daphne’s smirk fades. We’ve never been best friends, far from it, but I can’t deny what she is: the strongest girl I’ve ever seen, deadly with any weapon she touches. She dominates most of us in training, taking us down with brutal efficiency. And then there’s her real gift—psychic abilities that can save us from fatal mistakes in battle or strip our thoughts bare like peeling paint. It frustrates her to no end that her powers slide right off me like rain, leaving her blind to whatever’s in my head.

“If you’re so interested in what we do, Daphne, why don’t you move over here? We could always make room.” I toss her my freshly tied noose with a sweet smile.

She holds the noose up, her eyes widening a little before she tosses it aside. “You’re such a child.”

Damian shakes his head. “Meeting in twenty minutes, in the Armory.”

At twenty-one, our fearless leader is the oldest in the group—probably the oldest free person alive. Tall with strength to match the Sliman mutants themselves, he’s brilliant at strategic planning, but diplomacy? That’s a language Damian never learned.

Rabbit blasts away in a blur before I can even get to my feet. We all watch as leaves settle in his wake, dancing back to earth.

“I’ll be there,” I say, gathering up the practice knots.

“Don’t be late,” Daphne sneers. “Though with your track record, you’ll probably miss the one meeting that actually matters to you.” She stalks after Rabbit, her long strides eating up the distance between them.

That... was more bizarre than usual.

Damian steps closer. “Nothing’s been decided. We wanted you involved in the process,” he says, a rare tenderness in his tone.

“Damian, what is it?”

My question confuses him. “I thought—we assumed Rabbit told you.”

“Told me what?” A sinking feeling settles in my stomach.

“Finn is missing.”
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“FINN’S TOUCHPAD SIGNAL has gone static,” Damian says. His voice echoes off the Armory walls lined with our precious few weapons and ammunition crates. “No movement. He should’ve been back hours ago.”

The words don’t make sense at first. Finn? Static? Finn is never late. Never still. Keep moving is practically his motto.

My fingers press against my temples. “What do you mean he’s not moving?”

Theo shoves his touchpad into my hands. A single red dot pulses at the edge of our district, dangerously close to the toxic mud crater that separates us from the wastelands and whatever lies beyond them. Way too close.

“His last check-in was here,” Theo says. “Then nothing. He’s just sitting there.”

“That’s impossible,” I mutter. “He knows better than to go anywhere near the crater. He wrote the damn protocols on crater safety.”

“There are no crater protocols,” Rabbit pipes up from a corner.

I glare daggers at him. He just shrugs.

Twenty-four hours. Finn’s been gone twenty-four hours on a routine perimeter scan, volunteering like he always does.

“Just a quick two-mile sweep,” he said before he left, that crooked smile of his making it sound like a casual stroll in the park. “Mapping out changes, looking for unusual activity.”

Standard stuff. Safe stuff. Or it should have been.

I glance at Damian and Daphne, the two most seasoned members of the Saviors. They stand apart, both stronger, more skilled and more lethal than any of us. They should have been the ones out there with their enhanced reflexes and battle-tested instincts. But that’s not how Finn operates. His sense of duty is a force of nature—constant, unrelenting, impossible to argue with. Where Damian leads with a level head and plans with cold precision, Finn leads with his heart, shields us with his entire being. It’s what drives him. What makes him Finn.

I shouldn’t be upset that he’s willing to take risks. We’re all walking targets anyway, every second of every day. Yet, anger sparks within me. At Finn for his constant need to put himself in danger. At myself for always letting him. For needing him.

My reaction is a little hypocritical, because Finn has protected me all my life. He’s the reason I’m even part of the Saviors. Without him, I’d still be just another number.

Where he is, I should be. That’s the one truth I’ve never doubted. And now he’s out there, alone, and I’m stuck here, useless.

Damian crosses his arms. “If he doesn’t show by nightfall, we’ll go looking for him. The Sliman have been edging too close lately.”

“Nightfall? No, no way.” The words leave my mouth before I can stop them. “We have to find him now.”

Damian’s eyes narrow. “In broad daylight? And risk exposing ourselves? We could be walking right into a trap. You know the stakes, Freya.”

“We can’t just leave him out there, Damian.”

“Freya,” he snaps, his tone ice-cold. “We wait. That’s an order.”

“Finn wouldn’t wait.”

“That’s why I’m the leader and he’s not.” Damian turns to Theo. “Set up another sweep of the perimeter. If there’s movement, I want to know about it immediately.”

My hands clench into fists. Rabbit shoots me a worried glance, but I’m already moving. If I stay in this room one more second, I might actually throw something at Damian.

The air outside is thick and heavy with late summer heat. Sweat forms at my temples and slides down the back of my neck.

Finn and I come from the same breeding village and the same plantation. We were transferred separately to Plantation-8 when we turned seven years old, Finn a year ahead of me, leaving our mothers and younger siblings behind in the breeding village, where children were born and sorted like products on an assembly line. Ever since, Finn has been there for me, has given me part of his food ration when I felt weak, has tucked me in and stroked my hair when I couldn’t sleep.

Finn escaped the plantation when he was fifteen, trusting that the whispers about a rebel band of teens were true. He ran, and for over a year, I didn’t know whether he was alive or dead.

Life without Finn was a hollow grind. I performed my duties—cleaning, cooking, and endless combat training under the Sliman guards’ watchful eyes. We were fed pills and booster shots, drilled on how to strengthen our bodies through mental control.

We went through relentless testing—physical endurance, mental sharpness, combat precision. We learned to read and write. Every failure brought swift and brutal discipline. The Sliman guards wielded their sensory receptor devices like instruments of torment. Electricity and invasive lasers delivered pain sharp enough to drop us to our knees but never left a mark.

On the outside, I was a perfect cog in their system. But every night, my fury boiled over. I would punch my pillow, bite it, scream into it, releasing everything I couldn’t show during the day. Trapped in that hellhole without Finn, survival felt like a slow death.

Still, I was happy for him. He’d escaped. I clung to the hope that he had found something better, something worth the trouble. But when he came back for me, risking everything, I realized that he wasn’t just looking for something better. He wanted to share it with me.

The night Finn returned, I was nearly fifteen, my childhood stripped away by years of training and control. Hope was a distant, fragile thing I no longer dared to reach for.

I had just stepped into my dorm room, the one I shared with four other girls. It was late in the evening, and the others were still in the common area, squeezing out the last scraps of our allotted social time. I wasn’t one for socializing, and Finn had bet on that.

He grabbed me from behind before I could see him, his hand clamping over my mouth.

“It’s Finn,” he whispered urgently, his breath hot against my ear. “Don’t scream.”

The name meant nothing to me. He loosened his grip, spinning me around to face him. I almost let out a cry despite his warning.

“Ace!” I whispered. “Why do you call yourself Finn?”

We used to call each other names when no one else was listening. Ace for his quick reflexes, Tick for my ticklishness. It wasn’t fair—his nickname was cool, mine wasn’t—but it was our secret.

He scanned me from head to toe, his green eyes sharp, assessing as if trying to determine whether it was truly little Tick he had in front of him.

“No time to explain,” he said at last. “We have to get out of here.”

“Out of here? You mean the plantation? That’s impossible. They have rotating scanning cameras now. Everything’s changed since you escaped.” My voice broke. “Because you escaped.”

“Everything is possible, Tick. Just tell me one thing. Do you trust me?”

I looked at him, really looked. He wasn’t the boy I remembered. He was taller now, harder, his frame lean but strong, his skin bronzed from sun and wind. His eyes burned with a confidence I barely recognized. But he’d come back for
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