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  Author Note


Desolation introduced readers to some sensitive topics that some struggle to handle: alcoholism, child abuse, same-sex couples, and social disorders. Infiltration will certainly continue addressing some of these sensitive topics in a little more depth.
But Infiltration focuses on another topic that I know some readers might find upsetting or disrespectful: the age-old debate of science versus religion.
In particular, two characters stand on opposite sides of this topic until it comes to a head. Once more, I feel it’s important to help readers understand I am not taking a firm stance in one direction or another. When these two characters launch into a debate, each arguing their own side, I don’t intend to make people accept one view or another—just as these characters learn not to do. I hope the result is clear. There is no one acceptable answer, and that’s okay. The important thing is that they learn to coexist despite these differences of principles. 
Also, I feel like it’s important to point out that, while pieces of faith in this book are based on numerous real-life religions, the Book of the Prophet and beliefs of the people who follow it are my own creation. It is not meant as an attack or a degradation against any faith. Please take this aspect of the story in stride as fiction. 
I am a person of faith, and I would never target anyone else for theirs. 






  
  Cast of Characters


Elpis

Paige Powers — Somatic Muscle Memory; Psionic Precognition/Dreaming (and more to come…)
Gavin Powers — Psionic Perfect Memory & Psychic Navigation; Naturalist Matter Manipulation, Mutation, Environment Creation, Electromancy (and more to come…)
Easton Sinclaire — Somatic Strongarm; Kingdom recruit
Harper — FlexVision; returned to Elpis
Doctor Adams — Healing Hands; returned to Elpis
Olivia — Tracker; died in the Battle of Old St. Louis
Ugene Powers — Powerless; Paige/Gavin's dad; current Minister of Elpis
Enid Powers — Environmental Creation; Paige/Gavin's mom
Aron — Visual Linking; data analyst & Gavin's co-worker
Tudor — Parabolic Hearing; Department of Security Specialist; Paige's ex
Higbee — Natural Mutation; Gavin's boss
Bianca Pond — Super Somatic; Department of Security Colonel; Paige/Gavin's adopted Aunt
Director Levi — Levitation; Director of Department of Security
Alex Miller — Electromancy; Paige/Gavin's adopted uncle
Councilwoman Howser — Telekinetic; councilor of Elpis
Director Perlberg — Psychometry; Director of Department of Science & Technology
Captain Wilson — Department of Security Captain
Mat, Carlos, Nate, Sam, Benny, Elly, First Sergent Camden — Specialist training team with Easton/Paige/Tudor
The Haven

Drake — Silencer
Emil — Lie Detector
Minister Charles Garraty — Influencer; Senior Elder
Carmen — Matter Mutation; Resource Elder
Ally — Strongarm; Guardian Elder
Luke — Telepathy; Education Elder
Julia — Healing Hands; Medical Elder
April — Wind Dancer
Dani — Transmutation Conversion
Pippen — Powerless
Mrs. Garraty — Powerless
The Kingdom

Alric Strong the Third — former king; deceased
Alric Strong the Fourth — former Crown Prince; deceased
Queen Elena Strong — Lie Detector; mother of Alric the Fourth, Bronwyn, Cypress, and Dominic
Lady Emry — Blood Cleansing; former king's consort; Zephyr's mother
Lord Baron Strong — Elemental Control; Admiral of Tides; brother of Alric the Third
Bronwyn Strong — Telepathy; princess; second-born child
King Cypress Strong — Item Tracing; third-born child; King of the Kingdom of Tides
Dominic Strong — Influencer; forth-born child; Keeper of Tides
Zephyr Strong — Power Negation; only child of Lady Emry; Captain of Tides
Lord Vincent Greene — Operator; oversees horse breeding and sales
Nat — Energy Absorbtion; friend to Zephyr and his First Mate
Ingrid, Mariah, Helen, & Maddy — Paige's maids/stylists
Officer Cante — Hematology; Zephyr's friend; Easton's trainer
Officer Ody — Scopic Vision; Zephyr's friend; Easton's trainer
Finrik — Operator; mainland recruit
Ian — Aurology; mainland recruit
Jeff — Stealth; fort guard
Tributes

Alice — Environment Manipulation; mainlander
Bella Greene — Nature Manipulation; islander; Lord Greene's daughter
Everly — Telekinesis; islander
Holly — Futuresight; mainlander; left behind her one true love
Ivy — Mimic; mainlander
January — Cellular Manipulation; mainlander
Layla — Psychic Navigation; mainlander
Maeve — Organic Mutation; islander; father operates farmlands on the island
Nora — Hematology; islander; formerly engaged to Alric the Fourth and close with the family
River — Shriek; mainlander
Summer — Sound Amplification; mainlander
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  Kingdom of Tides

First Royal Decree


Ever since the collapse of the known world, humanity has struggled to survive in a desolate world. To the east, the former states have been irradiated. No life beyond that which grows green survives beyond the river and mountain. To the west, the grassland gradually dies out into a desolate wasteland. To the far north, unpredictable climates make the land barren of sustainable life. 
Throughout the surviving grassland between the two rivers, lawlessness has taken hold. 
No longer.
To protect those beyond our island, the Kingdom of Tides will expand toward outer communities. We will protect those incapable of protecting themselves. In exchange for our protection, communities will present all magic-wielding women and children to the Kingdom of Tides. We will train the boys to become the next generation of protectors for the communities. The women will have a chance to become wives to the most powerful men in the Kingdom of Tides, and their children shall inherit the reins to the Kingdom.
In exchange for the services rendered by the boys and women, each community shall be sent parcels of supplies to help sustain life. Soldiers will be sent to protect these communities from the lawless barbarians roaming the grasslands. We will continue to grow, expand, serve, and protect the people of this kingdom.
The Capital will become a stronghold of hope and protection for all our people. 
A new structure of tradition and order has been created and must be maintained by the royal family and its’ descendants.
King of Tides
Only the eldest heir to the current king and his direct descendants have claim to this title. As King of Tides, he assumes the responsibility for maintaining order in the Kingdom of Tides, protecting the people, and ensuring growth which allows the Kingdom to repopulate the earth.
Prince of Tides
Only the eldest son of the current King of Tides may hold this position. He will be raised and trained to assume the crown upon his father’s death or abdication. When the times comes to take a wife, he will have first pick of the magic-wielding women offered as Tributes by the outer communities. This ensures unbroken magical strength in the royal line to allow the Kingdom of Tides to continue offering protection to the people. 
In the event there are no royal sons to carry on this position, the King may select his successor from among the noble lords in the Capital. They will then take up the mantle and assume a position as the new royal family.
Admiral and Captain of Tides
Upon maturity, the second-born son shall assume the position of Captain of Tides, where he will learn to take over military operations that offer necessary protection to the mainland communities of the Kingdom of Tides. Upon the Admiral’s retirement or death, the Captain will become the next Admiral. 
In the event there are no royal second-born sons to assume this position, the King may select his successor from among the noble lords in the Capital with military training. They will hold this position until a royal son can resume the title.
Keeper and Devotee of Tides
To maintain our history, culture, traditions, and longevity of the Kingdom of Tides, the youngest royal son shall assume the position of Devotee of Tides, where he will study our history, traditions, and laws so that he can serve as the King’s primary council. Upon the Keeper’s retirement or death, the Devotee will become the next Keeper. 
A Keeper and Devotee shall be sworn to devote every aspect of their lives to these positions, and shall vow to live completely in service to the King and Kingdom until their retirement or death. To keep them devoted utterly to their positions and avoid outside distractions, they shall never marry. They live to serve the Kingdom.
In the event there are no royal last-born sons to assume this position, the King may select his successor from among the noble lords in the Capital with military training. They will hold this position until a royal son can resume the title.
By royal decree, as the first king of the Kingdom of Tides, I hereby swear myself and my descendants to this noble endeavor. We live in service to protecting what remains of humankind.
Signed,
King Alric the First






  
  1
Ugene


The world around me slows as I digest the news. Heaviness in my chest threatens to drag me under. My eyes burn and my vision blurs. I blink rapidly a few times to fight off the anguish, the tears. 
Enid has no such reservations. Tears roll silently down her pale cheeks, but she doesn’t make a sound. I can see it on her face: the news has broken her. I can’t bear facing her grief. It would be the end of me, my final undoing.
The call for us to report to the Department of Security building had created a pit in my stomach that slowly grew larger the closer we drove to the building. I tried to tell myself that the team was back, and they just wanted me there to greet my kids. Enid and me.
I knew better, but I couldn’t accept what the truth may be. Now, I can’t think straight. I can’t imagine the next step forward. I can barely breathe. 
“Ugene?” Bianca furrows her brows. How can she be so calm? I want to punch her. Not that it’s her fault. 
I did this. I proposed Project Restoration. I set up the parameters for selection. I knew Gavin, at least, would be selected—though I had expected him to refuse. He hates change.
Now he’s gone. A lump lodges in my throat. I fight to force it down, but it only makes matters worse. 
And Paige. I didn’t think her performance in the Specialist program was anything exceptional. But after her selection, I reviewed her records, stunned to see how high her performance scores were. I didn’t expect them to choose her. And once they did, nothing I said or did would have stopped her. She’s too stubborn.
Enid fights off a sob, gripping the arms of her chair until her knuckles turn white. I reach over and wrap my hand over hers. She jerks it away, and my heart breaks all over again. 
The meeting room is warm, inviting, and makes me sick to my stomach. Across the conference table, Doctor Adams slouches in his seat, fidgeting with his hands on the tabletop. Harper won’t stop crying and hugging herself. The sound grates on my nerves. I clench my jaw. What does she have to grieve over? These are my children! The thought isn’t fair, but I can’t help my anger.
Miller leans forward in the chair beside me, eyeing Bianca, then Levi, who stands on the other side, behind the remaining two team members. “So, what’s the next step?” Miller asks.
Bianca and Levi exchange glances I can read all too easily. 
“Nothing.” The bitter anger in my voice makes Bianca flinch. 
Miller scoffs, shaking his head. His blond locks wave with the motion. He needs a haircut. “Bullshit,” he snaps. “Put together another team. Send them to the last known location and have them search from there. We know where that signal came from. We know where we need to go. Covert ops, right? You have it. Send it out and get those kids home.”
An argument ensues. I can’t seem to focus on their words. Instead, I watch Doctor Adams. I don’t know what I’m looking for—if I’m even looking for anything at all. My stare makes him shift uneasily in his seat.
Their report fills me with both hope and grief. Easton sent a message to the two of them while they were guarding the truck. About the Haven, and a warning about the Kingdom and what they wanted—girls like Paige and boys like Gavin. The next morning, Easton reported they were under attack. He did everything by the book: coordinating a rendezvous, setting a limit, sending survivors back once that limit passed no matter what. We don’t know anything beyond that. Except that no one made the rendezvous. Harper and Doctor Adams waited an extra day, and all they found was Olivia’s body.
Paige and Gavin could be dead, along with Easton. Or they could be captive. 
“You don’t know shit!” Miller surges to his feet, startling me. The lights in the room flicker, a sign of Miller’s barely contained rage.
Enid startles, raising her gaze for the first time since they told us the news.
Miller slams his fist against the tabletop. Sparks fly out of the nearby outlets. He stabs an accusatory finger at Bianca and Levi. “They could be on their way back on foot, for all we know! They could have escaped!”
Levi flinches. I should be angry—I’m glad Miller is thinking straight because I certainly can’t—but I can’t blame Levi or Bianca, either. Their hands are tied. And they love my kids just as much as Miller does. This isn’t easy for any of us. 
“Sit down, Miller,” I say, my voice empty of emotion. 
He waves a hand in their direction, turning his fierce blue-gray eyes on me. “You’re just going to sit there and let this go?”
Enid pulls her arms tighter to her sides but says nothing. What could we say or do? 
“We are working on a plan of action,” Levi reassures us. “But we have to pass it through the Council of Representatives. The truth is, we have no clue what the Kingdom is capable of. But if they seek Powers, then we have to assume their force is formidable. We can’t just launch a rescue mission without examining the potential dangers to the entire city.”
“We love those kids. We care about them,” Bianca reassures us, “and we will do everything we can to bring them home.”
Miller snorts, crossing his arms. “What a crock of fucking bureaucratic bullshit.” Then he snatches his jacket off the back of the chair and storms toward the door. 
Enid rises and follows him out like a wraith. I rise as well, but watching my wife turn inward without a single response makes my legs weak. I have to be the strong one. I must help her through this.
Bianca edges cautiously toward me, as if afraid I will lash out. Funny. She’s the one with unfathomable strength. “Ugene, I promise we will figure something out. And I will organize a team to listen to the radio waves for any signs of s—” She chokes on the last word.
I clench my fists. “Say it.” 
She pales.
“Say it, Bianca. Say survivors.” 
Her jaw slackens as if she wants to comply, but she can’t get the word out. Agony shines in her copper eyes. She and Paige were—are—close. How can she just stand there and act so clinically about this?
I shake my head in disgust and storm out of the room. 
I can’t deal with this right now. 
I have to get my kids back. 
Somehow.






  
  2
Paige


As the ship docks, the men aboard launch into action. They move to unload the carriages and tie off the ship to the dock. I stand on the rear observation deck, taking in the Capital as we back into place. A gust of wind sweeps across the deck, but I barely feel it. My Department of Security uniform is designed to keep me warm despite the chilly wind. 
White flakes swirl gently along the crystalized beach as the wind picks up. Two, three, and four-story buildings line the waterfront flanking several massive docks. Up on a hill, overlooking the water and the sprawling waterfront, is a walled complex with watchtowers that clearly mark out the fort. That is where their military trains. My gaze sweeps over the view in front of me again, but I can no longer see the palace Zephyr had pointed out to me earlier. 
“Time to go,” Zephyr calls to me from the stairwell. 
I give the Capital one more glance before jogging to the stairs. 
“What do you think?” he asks as we descend.
“I would rather be at home.”
He chuckles. “Your home is better than here? I find that hard to believe.” His accent is curious, something I can’t quite place. The words are all the same, but his inflections and emphasis differ from those in Elpis.
I shrug. This man abducted me and tossed me into a rolling cell. I’m not about to treat him like a friend. 
Alice and Holly are waiting on the lower deck. Both were taken from their homes, too. Holly left behind her one true love after Seeing his death if she resisted. Alice came along with little fight. Her mother begged her to stay, but Alice knew tragedy waited for her people if she resisted. Once, I asked her for a few more details but she said little else. Both have been standoffish ever since the men mutinied against Zephyr and attempted to steal us. Since then, they keep their distance and only give me cursory peeks. 
I glance apprehensively at the boxed carriage. Moving around on the deck had been nice. I’m not looking forward to being locked in that thing again. The walls are oppressive, blocking off our Powers.
I take a couple of steps toward the carriage before Zephyr’s hand clamps down on my shoulder.
“Where are you going?”
“To the…” I falter, glancing at the carriage. “Wait. Where is Easton?”
“He is in the carriage. You’ll go that way with me.” He points toward the ramp being lowered on the dock. 
We are being separated. My stomach twists as this reality presses down on me. Easton is the only piece of home I have left. I don’t want to be separated from him. Going alone terrifies me. And what will they do to him? “Can I say goodbye to him?”
Zephyr’s lips thin, but he gives a tight nod, then escorts me to the carriage and opens the door.
Easton looks up as the door opens, and his face lights up when he sees me. It’s an odd look for him. 
“Paige!” He shuffles closer, then hesitates when he sees Zephyr holding the door open. His broad shoulders slump. 
I don’t need to ask. I already know we won’t get any privacy. Easton seems to understand. What can I say to him that he will understand? What do I even want to say to him? I just wanted to see his dumb face one last time before we are finally driven apart. How long will it be before I get to see him again? Will I ever see him again?
Easton must sense some of my worry. He doesn’t reach for me. His dark eyes sweep over me like he is trying to memorize everything about me in just a few moments. “This is fine,” he attempts to reassure me. “Remember what we talked about? Stay safe and don’t do anything stupid.”
I snort and roll my eyes. “Right. You’re the idiot here.”
He smirks and shrugs. “If you say so.” He swallows and, for just a second, his eyes dart to Zephyr. “I can handle this if you remember what I told you. Can you promise me that much?”
I remember our conversation right before our kiss distinctly. Be careful. Protect myself. Use my position to save us both. I couldn’t give that promise to him then. Now, seeing the worry in his eyes, I can’t deny him.
“I promise.”
He nods and steps back.
Zephyr seems to understand our conversation is over. He closes the doors and locks them again. His first mate, Nat, nods in some unspoken understanding.
We walk off the ship with the other two girls trailing behind us. He doesn’t say anything, but I can sense some regret. 
A carriage waits at the end of the dock. It’s much nicer than anything we have ridden in up to this point. Holly and Alice climb in with little prompting. I grab the rail to pull myself up but hesitate when I hear the clacking hooves of the horse pulling Easton’s carriage away from us. It turns right and disappears behind the line of buildings.
“Paige.” Zephyr’s gentle command pulls my gaze away. I meet his dark eyes. He nods inside.
Unsure of what else to do, I climb in. The carriage lurches into motion the moment Zephyr climbs in with us. We turn left on the main street—the opposite direction from where Easton has gone. My stomach sinks. Part of me had hoped we would at least be in the same building. I should have known better. The fort was visible from the ship. 
As our plush carriage trundles along the main street, I watch the people going about their lives. They seem happy enough. There are no cars here like in Elpis, but they have some technology like functioning electricity. People walk or ride bicycles to get about. 
A couple of carriages travel down the street in the opposite direction. I assume they belong to the upper class, since keeping horses can’t be cheap or easy. I mean—I would assume. We don’t have horses in Elpis. Once upon a time, we had stables, but the resources to keep the animals outweighed their usefulness long before I was born. The creatures are magnificent, though. And much larger than I imagined.
Considering the destruction we saw in the crumbling old cities on the mainland, the immaculate condition of the island takes me by surprise. It’s almost as if what happened to the rest of the world didn’t touch them here at all. The homes are all in great condition, with clean windows and siding, intact roofs, and perfectly maintained paint. The roads are smooth, and the shops still glow with LED lights. The clothing the people wear is a strange mixture of an ancient world style and pre-collapse coats. I’m not sure what to make of it. 
The carriage turns a couple of corners. I try to keep track of where we are heading—just in case. We pass a fenced-in stable yard with a few gigantic horses grazing peacefully in the small pasture.
People ride those things? I shake my head dubiously as we roll past.
It only takes a few minutes for the palace to come into view from its perch on the hill. 
Alice and Holly murmur their admiration at the view out the side window. I lean over Zephyr to see what they see. An open field of dead grass lightly dusted with snow. And beyond sits the lake, its blue waters a sharp contrast to the snow. It is a stunning view, but I can’t fully appreciate it under these circumstances. 
Once more, the scent of lake water fills my senses, crisp with a hint of fishiness. The warmth from Zephyr’s body seeps into me. I’m too close, and my stomach twists in knots. 
Instead of fawning over the scenery like the other two girls—and not at all because of how close I am to Zephyr—I slump back in my seat and cross my arms, watching people out my window as we pass. They bow at the carriage. Who do they think is inside?
Houses half a mile across a field to my right stand impressive and immaculate against the landscape, visible only through a host of barren trees. 
The road forks ahead. Instead of heading to the palace, as I expected, we continue past. Where are we going? I straighten on the bench, leaning closer to my window. The carriage finally turns through a short tunnel at the back of the palace and stops just on the other side. 
Zephyr steps out first, closing the door behind him. A hushed exchange takes place outside, then he opens the door again and motions for us to exit. 
I peer up at the impressive height of the palace to my left. It’s huge, dwarfing the new government building in Elpis shamefully. Though it can’t be over six stories tall, it stretches to the side across the block like a sprawling mammoth. The pristine white walls show no signs of age or wear. It’s a well-maintained building. 
Alice and Holly huddle close to one another. Their jaws slacken in awe as they stare at the back of the palace as well. Is that what I look like? I focus on clearing the amazement from my expression. 
Zephyr calls for us to follow, then starts up a manicured path that heads away from the palace—in the backyard as my best explanation. 
“You will stay in the cottage for the time being,” Zephyr explains. 
The cottage on the other side of the path is much smaller than the palace. Two stories tall, with many hips, gables, and dormers along the roof. It must be nearly as big as my parents’ house in Elpis. 
“Tomorrow, the physician will come to perform exams. It’s standard just to make sure you are in good health. Nothing to worry about. The other girls are already here and have already done their physicals. We are a little late arriving. I apologize for that.” He doesn’t seem sorry. He does look worried, though. “I must warn you that using your magic against anyone else while you are here is against the law.” His gaze pointedly meets mine. “The punishment is severe, so do your best to avoid it.”
Though he is warning all of us, the way he stares into me makes me feel like it’s meant mostly for me. He is worried about what I will do. As he should.
Zephyr opens the door and leads us inside. 
A chorus of female voices hits me the moment I step inside. The chatter and laughter are at odds with our situation. How can these girls be happy?
He glances at me only a second before closing the door behind us. 
Just off the entryway, two girls clean up dishes in the kitchen, working in amicable silence. I offer them a weak smile. They return it just as hesitantly, their curious gazes sweeping over the three of us. 
Alice and Holly edge into the parlor, where three more girls sit at a long dining table. Their conversation lulls as we enter. 
“Ladies, sorry to interrupt,” Zephyr says. “Alice, Holly, and Paige will join you here.”
“There are only four rooms and already five of us,” a busty girl complains. 
“Two to a room, then,” he says, fixing her with a hard glare. An air of command surrounds him, as if he is used to this sort of thing and knows he has the power to force his will on others.
She clenches her jaw, then turns her defiant gaze to the tabletop. 
“How much longer are we going to be here?” another girl with a youthful face and thin frame asks.
Zephyr says nothing. He simply turns and marches to the door. 
“Jerk,” the girl mutters not the least bit quietly.
His shoulders tense, but he doesn’t respond.
I rush after him. “Wait! That’s it?”
“For now. That’s my job. Get cleaned up tonight. The physician will be here first thing in the morning.” Zephyr ends the conversation there, closing the door before I can say more. A lock clicks into place.
I stare at the door, dumbfounded. While I knew this was a mission they had sent him on, hearing him dismiss me like that wounds me. I don’t know anyone here except Alice and Holly, who haven’t said more than a word or two to me since the mutiny. 
I’m separated from Easton. Now Zephyr is gone. The only two girls I know don’t like me. My stomach twists in sickening knots. I’ve never felt so alone. And to make matters worse, the sound of the lock clicking into place on the door makes the walls of the cottage suddenly seem much closer together. I need to get out of the entryway into a larger space.
I edge into the parlor where the rest of the girls are congregating. Already, they are sorting out sleeping arrangements as the two girls from the kitchen bring out leftovers for Alice, Holly, and me. I examine the other girls. They are a variety of heights, shapes, eye color, hair color, and skin tones. Whatever the King prefers, someone here will probably strike his interest. My gut churns at the prospect. I hope it isn’t me. 
After some discussion, the slim, graceful girl, Layla, agrees to share a room with Ivy so Alice and Holly can share a room. The busty girl, January, mutters something under her breath while glaring at me. It’s obvious she doesn’t want to share a room. Funny, this isn’t my ideal situation, either. 
The parlor is large enough for a long table with eight cushioned chairs. A blue crystal chandelier hangs from the high ceiling above the table. Four white pillars support the sloping pale blue ceiling. A mixture of blue and white furniture lines the outer edges of the octagonal room. It’s an elegant space. But a prison is still a prison, no matter how gilded.
Once I finish eating a meal far too small for how many calories my Somatic muscles need, January pushes away from the table and plants her hands on her hips. 
“Come on then,” she snaps. “Looks like we’re sharing, and you need a shower or you’re sleeping on the couch. I’ll show you to our room.”
I follow her along a hallway lined with full bookshelves. My gaze sweeps the titles. All relics from before the Collapse. 
She turns into the first door on the right and waves me inside. I edge past and peer into the room. Canary yellow walls. A full bathroom. A single queen-size bed. We have to share a bed? I glance at January, and her sneer makes it clear she doesn’t like this any more than I do. Maybe less, even. 
“There’s a closet behind the bedroom door that has a few dresses in it,” January explains. Her eyes sweep over me. “Hopefully, something fits over those muscles.”
I murmur my thanks. She mutters something I choose not to catch and closes the door behind her. 
The shower feels incredible after weeks on the road. I close my eyes and revel in the hot water as it soaks into my hair and rolls down my back. I want to spend all night in this shower but am aware that I have to share with seven other girls. They won’t thank me for using all the hot water. 
Once I’m clean, I wipe off the mirror and peer at my reflection. An angry, scared girl gazes back at me. Is that really what I look like? Face drawn. Thick lips pinched tight. Brows permanently knitted together. I must be a terrifying sight to these girls. I’ll be honest, I’m a little startled myself. I suck in a deep breath.
Easton is counting on me. I need to pull myself together. I need to find a way out of this. And for now, that means I have to make the best of this.
I pick through the dresses in the closet after brushing my hair. All of them are knee-length. I have no interest in wearing a dress, but luckily, I find a few pairs of pajamas in the dresser. Satisfied, I slip them on.
For a moment, I linger at the door, debating whether to venture back out to learn more about the other girls. But I don’t want to be social. I just want to crawl into a hole.
It’s hard to imagine that one month ago, I left the safety of Elpis, certain I would change the world and return home with proof that I’m worthy of being the daughter of the Hero of Elpis. 
Now, I’m stuck on an island over a thousand miles from home with no one I trust around me and no escape plan. 
This reality weighs down on me. Instead of going into the other room to join the girls, I climb under the blankets and let the fear and grief swallow me. 
Dad never wanted me to leave. He knew this would happen. He knew this was dangerous. Yet I had been too stubborn to listen. I close my eyes as tears threaten to spill. 
The day we left, Dad had spoken privately with Easton as we climbed into the solar truck. What had he said to Easton? Will I ever find out? And what was in that black, zippered pouch they found in Easton’s pocket? It wasn’t standard-issue Department of Security gear. Did Dad give it to him?
Fear for Easton overwhelms me. He was right that night in the carriage. They will want information, and I have too much value for them in this ridiculous pageant. They will question him. Perhaps torture him. 
Our training included captive interrogation resistance, so that we would know how to withstand torture and how to answer questions without giving too much away. I had been terrible at it. Easton had done far better than the rest of the team, a fact I had resented him for at the time. Now, I’m grateful for his resilience in training. He can handle himself until I can break us out. He must. For now.
And what about Gavin? What happened to him? Where is my brother now? Is he safe? Is he alive? 
These fears crash down on me all at once, and I cry myself into a troubled sleep.
I dream of Easton tied to a chair, withstanding the burning of a heat lamp as they question him. Of a man in a white lab coat taking skin and blood samples against Easton’s will. Of a man in the shadows observing it all, his mouth twisted in an evil smirk, and his arms crossed over his chest in satisfaction. 






  
  3
Zephyr


The betrayal in Paige’s eyes as I shut the door in her face sticks with me as I enter the palace. It shouldn’t matter. It shouldn’t bother me. It’s just another successful mission. Gather Tributes. Return them to the cottage. Simple as that. Holly and Alice didn’t seem to care, and it doesn’t bother me in the least that neither of them gave me a second glance once they stepped inside. But Paige isn’t like those other girls. In fact, she isn’t like any girl I’ve ever met before. 
I worry about leaving her unguarded from using her magic. What she did in that forest remains vivid in my memory. According to Holly and Alice, Paige used some sort of magic to turn everything around them—including the mutineers—into ash. She burned everything to the ground in seconds. Yet Paige doesn’t remember anything about it. Easton didn’t seem to know what she was capable of, either. So, what does that mean? I can only hope that Paige remains ignorant of this immense magical strength a little longer. 
The palace was once a grand hotel with hundreds of suites before the Collapse. After the Collapse, it became a refuge until the first King of Tides took command of the Capital and turned his eye toward the grand hotel. From that day on, it was the seat of the royal family.
As I round a corner to head up to my suite, a familiar voice draws me up to a sharp stop. 
“You better have a good explanation for what happened, Captain.” 
My stomach drops. I draw in a breath and turn to face Uncle Baron. His thick brows are knitted so tight they look like a solid line across his forehead. The set of his square jaw tells me all I need to know.
Uh oh.
“Can we do this in private, please?” I glance around the hallway. A few servants rush to finish evening tasks farther down the hall. None of them look our way, but I know they hear everything. 
Baron nods for me to follow, then pivots and marches to the elevator doors, leaving me with no choice but to follow him. We ride up to the top floor in silence, and he leads the way to his suite in the far corner of the palace. He prefers this suite over any other because, not only is it one of the largest in the palace, but it also offers him a view of almost all the palace grounds. 
“You were supposed to return when you received my message,” Baron says as he marches across the massive room to his desk. “What you did could be considered treason, Zephyr.” He settles in his high-back leather chair and steeples his fingers together on the desktop. 
I wince, stopping in front of his desk and folding my hands behind my back in resting attention. “Peppers didn’t call for us to return. I didn’t get a sense that it was a command.”
Baron’s jaw twitches. I’ve always respected my uncle. His disapproval cuts deeper than most. But how much of what happened in old St. Louis years ago does he know about? How much of it is he responsible for? 
How much can I trust him? I loathe the rogue thought as it jumps to the surface.
I sigh. “Is Cypress angry?”
“The King? No. He’s dying to know why you disobeyed. Queen Elena is another matter altogether, though.” The way he levels his dark eyes on me makes my insides twist in a knot. I dealt with my father’s anger for years. But Baron’s disappointment cuts deeper. “What happened?”
How do I explain to him I wanted to see my mother’s birthplace, and perhaps even meet people who knew her before she came to the island? That I wanted to see if they received any of the bounty for her position. But he didn’t ask why I went to old St. Louis. I lick my suddenly dry lips. Whatever I tell Baron will sway Queen Elena. She has hated me all my life. I can’t give her an excuse to kick me out of the palace. 
For a moment, I fumble for the right words. “Something compelled me to go to old St. Louis.”
“Something.” His tone is as flat as his lips. 
“The night before we crossed the river, I had a dream. About one of the girls.”
Baron groans and sinks back, dropping his arms on the arms of his chair. “Zephyr…”
“Not like that.” My face flushes. “She was trapped in a cage. I tried to help her when…” I hesitate. Telling them too much about Paige could put her in danger. I think fast. “…when everything started shaking.”
“In the dream?”
I shake my head. “In our camp. We took shelter in some rubble under the bridge, out of the cold. But an earthquake struck. The shelter collapsed.” I can’t tell him about how Paige’s magic drew me right to her. How I’ve felt nothing like it before. It was so strong… 
Baron is family, but I’m uncertain what he would do if he knew the truth. For now, it’s best if no one knows anything until I’m sure how to handle this. 
“So, you carried on with the mission across the river during an earthquake?” Baron huffs. 
“No, it was over by then. And I figured after the cave-in, I couldn’t come back here with nothing to show for it. I knew there were people in the city, so I went to find them. And it didn’t take long, but they were armed.” 
Baron frowns, eyes widening slightly in alarm. Which part of that surprised him? I can’t linger on the thought. 
I slide Easton’s pack off my shoulder and drop it on the desktop. “This was his pack.”
“Whose?” Baron leans over the bag, opening the flap and loosening the ties holding it closed. 
“There was a young man with the girl. He volunteered as a recruit.” I wave a hand at the bag. “This was his.”
Baron pulls out a gun, eyes widening in shock. “Military?”
“I think so. He clearly had training already. And he has quite a bit of strength magic.” I watch the way Baron examines the gun. We haven’t had anything like this in our own arsenal in decades. We left the guns abandoned like most things. Those that had been gathered were rusted and faulty, unsafe for use. That’s why we use swords and magic in combat. 
“Where is he now?” Baron asks, peering into the bag again.
“At the fort with the rest of the new recruits.”
“And the girl?”
“In the cottage.”
Baron falls silent as he continues riffling through the contents of the bag. I wait as patiently as I can. 
“This type of technology clears up how they put up such a fight against so many of our men,” Baron says at last. “Where did they come from?”
The question isn’t really directed at me. He seems to mull something over in his own head. I don’t have an answer, anyway, so I stay quiet. Hopefully, Easton can provide us with something. 
“Tell me more about the girl.” Baron finally meets my gaze. “The men said she is quite a fighter as well.”
I lick my lips. There is one piece of information I can’t hide from Baron. He will hear the truth at some point. “On the way to the Wave Slicer, some men mutinied against me. I don’t know what they hoped to gain. They wouldn’t tell me. But anyway, they took the three girls and locked me in the box. When Nat came around, he got me out. And…that was when another earthquake struck. We followed a trail to the girls and found them surrounded by fire and ash.”
Baron’s brows shoot up his forehead. “Fire and ash,” he echoed, awed.
“Alice and Holly insist Paige burned the men alive. I…I don’t know if that’s entirely true, but the ash around them…” I shudder at the memory. “Paige was unconscious.”
Baron taps his fingers against the edge of the desk, studying me. “You think Paige did it?”
“That’s what the girls say.” I shrug, trying to play it off as no big deal.
“Hysterical, I’m sure.”
I nod. There’s no denying those two girls were hysterical when we arrived. Any of my men would attest to that.
“You are dismissed, Zephyr. For now.” Baron rises to his feet and rounds the desk, placing a firm hand on my shoulder. “Stay in your quarters until I come get you. Is that clear?”
“Yes, sir,” I mutter. 
As I leave his suite, I suppose I should be grateful that my father is dead. Cypress might be curious about what happened, but my father wouldn’t be afraid to beat me bloody. Not that I’m out of the woods yet. Confining me to my quarters when he mentioned treason doesn’t settle well in my gut. Will they really punish me for what happened? I don’t know what kind of king Cypress will be yet. Showing leniency toward me might make him look weak in the future. I need to watch my back.
I slam the door to my suit and march straight for the wet bar. A drink will help calm my nerves before I shower. 
“Zeph?” Mom shuffles out of her room on the far side of the parlor. A frail smile carves its way up her thin face. Has she lost more weight? My heart sinks at the thought.
“Mom.” I turn away from the wet bar to approach her.
She slides her arms around me. “Thank goodness you’re okay. I was so worried.”
“Worried? Why?” I give her a brief hug, then walk her over to a chair. Standing too long tires her out quickly. 
Mom eases down in the blue velvet chair. “First, I worried when the others returned and you didn’t. No one knew where you were. Then I worried when I heard your ship docked with only a fraction of your men. What happened?”
I pour her a glass of water, eyeing the whiskey bottle. My hands shake slightly, but I wait to pour a glass. She murmurs thanks as she accepts the water. 
“If I tell you something, will you promise to keep it just between us?” I ask. If I can’t trust my mother, I’m in serious trouble.
She frowns. “What did you do?”
“Mom.” The firmness of my tone must change her mind. “Just for now, until I know what to do. Please.”
Mom studies me for a moment with those dark, gentle eyes, then nods. “Okay. I promise.”
I drag in a deep breath, then release it in a rush. “I went to old St. Louis to find your birth community.”
The color drains from her already pale face. “Zephyr!”
“They lied to us, Mom!”
Her hand trembles. She sets the glass on the chairside table. “I wish you hadn’t done that. Zephyr—”
“—Are you even listening to me? There isn’t a community! It’s gone, Mom. It’s gone.” I lean forward, silently pleading for her to understand. I’m not sure even I do yet. “They told us your community was receiving a bounty for your position. I’ve loaded the goods on the ships myself. But I went to old St. Louis. I found the broken arch and shelter you told me stories about. There had been a fire. Everything inside was destroyed. The only people we encountered were definitely not from old St. Louis.”
Mom’s hands fidget in her lap. Her face grows paler as worry creases her forehead. “Where do you think are the goods going, then?”
I shake my head. That’s a good question. 
Her chest rises and falls with quick breaths, gaze darting to the darkening sky to her left in some mysterious calculation. Tears well in her eyes and my heart sinks. I rush over and kneel in front of her, taking my mother’s clammy hands in my own. 
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset—”
“What happened to my brother?” she whispers to herself. Mom shakes out of her inner thoughts and meets my gaze. Tears shimmer in her dark eyes, but they firmly fixate on me. “Baron told me my brother was alive,” she says resolutely. “He wouldn’t lie to me.” Pain etches through every word.
I rub her hands to try warming them. “Maybe he didn’t. Mom, it’s been years. We don’t know where they went, or why they’re not around anymore. Maybe there was a fire and they moved shelters. Maybe they moved well before the fire happened.”
“You’re right, Zephyr,” she says, anger blazing in her firm tone. “You can’t tell anyone about this until we know more. I will see if I can learn anything more from Baron.”
I want to tell her not to do this, but even in her weakened state, she is far more stubborn than I know how to deal with. She touches my cheek tenderly, then raises her trembling body and floats back to her room. 






  
  4
Gavin


The Havenites dock the sailboat using April’s Wind Dancing to guild the boat safely into a marina slip. Emil lowers the sails and sets to work making it look like every other boat tethered to the docks—abandoned. A few of the boats slowly sink into the waters or have already capsized. Dani and Drake join me on deck with their packs of scavenged supplies already strapped on their backs. Drake smirks at me as he hops off the boat onto the unstable dock. 
I swallow, glancing at the rocking, rusting metal. It might hold his weight, but what about all of us? 
“We got a long way to go, Gavin,” Drake teases. “Need a hand?”
“I’m fine.” I’m not sure why I feel the need to lie to him. Summoning courage, I awkwardly step over the edge of the boat onto the dock to join the others along the shore.
Then we walk. So far. All day. Paige would love the land around the Haven. A dense forest of pine, oak, ash, and maple surround us. The trees glow with autumn colors. Vibrant hues of red, yellow, and orange spotted with the occasional purple tree. 
My feet scream at me by the time we arrive. It’s going to take a while for the blisters on top of blisters to heal. I don’t realize we’ve reached our destination until Drake leads me through a doorway hidden behind a mess of vines. It’s no wonder they stayed out of the Kingdom’s sights for so long, buried deep in the woods, off the beaten path, hidden from sight.
The city itself—if I can call it such—is nestled inside a series of hills that roll through the forest. They constructed the Haven entirely underground. That part Paige would hate. 
The ground slopes downward from the entrance. Drake leads us on without comment. Lines of lights highlight the path. A few of them have burned out. When I ask Drake in a hushed whisper, he informs me they could not find replacements, and no one has the right gifts to fix them. 
Gifts. That’s what the Havenites call Powers. Their knowledge of Powers is an almost borderline ritualistic religious reverence.
Without thinking much of it, I extend the tips of my fingers down and reach out with my Mutation Power until I can sense the corrosion in the wires. With a few twitches of my fingers as we go, I create cleaner connections in the wires. Lights flicker on, then remain steady. Drake misses a step, his eyes wide as he glances at the lights, and then at my hand. He raises a brow at me but says nothing about it.
Once we’ve ventured deep enough, the path opens into a massive underground town square. Off the square, they attached signs to the wall beside doorways. I glance at a few of them as we pass. Medical. Apothecary. Smokehouse. Wood storage. Wares are on display through open doors or glassless windowpanes. What do they use for currency here?
Leading off the square, more tunnels head deeper into the Haven—no doubt to the homes. 
In the center of the square, dozens of rustic, handmade tables scatter throughout the open space. String lights illuminate the area. Where they are getting power from, I don’t know. It can’t be solar, not with them living underground. Maybe I can get Drake to tell me more.
People wearing various handmade, piecemeal clothing occupy the tables. It makes me all too aware of how much my well-crafted Elpis clothing must make me stand out, dirty as it is. Dani and April bid me a quick farewell be for darting off to join people they know. I shift closer to Drake, worried that he, too, will abandon me. 
Our arrival catches a lot of attention. Hundreds of sets of eyes lock on me. Despite the warm greeting the Havenites receive upon return, the people eye me warily, instantly marking me out as a stranger and a threat. I want to run and hide.
Emil whispers something to a man in brown robes. Both watch me as they maintain their hushed conversation. 
“Drake, you’re back!” A girl our age barrels into him, giving Drake a tight hug. 
He grins and hugs her back. A flash of jealousy rushes through me. “Hey, Pip.”
I adjust my pack on my shoulder, staring at my shoes. Maybe if I don’t make eye contact, people will ignore me.
“We were so worried when we heard the Kingdom was prowling for Tributes,” Pip says in a rush. 
The reminder of my sister makes me flinch. My grip on the strap of my pack tightens and I fight off the wave of grief that rushes through me. 
“Who’s your new friend?” she asks.
I can feel her eyes weighing me. It makes me even more anxious. I shuffle my feet, wanting to flee but having nowhere to run. 
“This is Gavin.” Drake pats me on the shoulder. “Gavin, this is my friend Pip.”
I offer her a shy smile, but my heart isn’t in it. All I can think of is Paige. And the thousands of eyes on me. I want to melt into the floor. But I also don’t want to be rude. 
Before offering her my hand, I wipe the sweat off on my pants. Her smile is warm and welcoming—much different from everyone else around us. 
“Nice to meet you, Pip,” I say.
“You made it back just in time for dinner,” Pip says, turning her attention to Drake. “I should have known you would.”
He grins, running his hand through his dark hair. “You know me.” He elbows me in the arm. “Come on. Let’s get some food.”
I want to ask where I can get some rest, just so I can escape all the people staring at me, but my stomach rumbles loudly as the smell of hearty spices reaches me. 
The three of us collect our bowls of stew and bread, then settle at a table. The others already sitting shoot me a curious look but say nothing. It takes great effort to eat around the lump in my throat. 
Pip is a curious girl. She asks dozens of questions about home, all of which I carefully answer. Easton seemed to think that telling others too much might be dangerous to the city. The Haven is small by comparison, but who knows how many other communities are out there, let alone ones they have connections with? Until I know more, caution is my ally. 
Drake interjects in the conversation a few times. When she asks about his trip, he tells her about their failed attempt to find what they were looking for in old Minneapolis, so they moved downriver to old St. Louis, which was where they met me. I make a mental note of the city names. Maybe if I can map out the old world in relation to this one, Elpis might find more communities like the Haven. 
When Pip brings up the Kingdom again, Drake steers the conversation away, watching me from the corner of his eyes. I appreciate his efforts, but I will have no choice but to face the bitter truth. Paige is gone, and I must get her back. Ignoring that won’t solve anything, even if the wound is still fresh and very painful. 
Emil stops beside me. A hush falls over everyone at our table. “Gavin?” 
I set down my spoon and lift my gaze to meet his. My hands are shaking. Hopefully, no one notices. 
“The Elders would like to speak with you,” Emil says.
So soon? I’m not ready. Suddenly, eating doesn’t seem like such a great idea. The stew turns into lead in my gut. I had some time on the boat to consider what I would say to them, but I’m not like Dad. I can write a mean proposal, but when I have to present it, I fall apart from the pressure. What a terrible idea.
Yet what choice do I really have? If I refuse, will they kick me out the door? If they did that, I’m not sure I could find my way back alone. Never mind that I don’t know what is out there waiting for me to stumble across it.
Drake shifts to stand. Emil presses a hand down on his shoulder, pinning him to the bench. Instead, Drake slides my nearly empty bowl toward his own. “I’ll take care of this for you.”
“Thanks,” I mumble.
As I rise, my toe catches on the bench. I stumble. Drake catches me with one hand on my chest. I catch myself on his shoulder, and heat rushes to my face, painfully aware of his hand.
Emil leads me through the square. All eyes watch me for sure now. My heart races and my mouth goes dry. I avoid eye contact with anyone, strolling alongside Emil with my gaze fixed on his shoes to predict when we are turning. Sweat prickles my neck. Every part of my body trembles now, making each movement short and jerky. 
We turn down another lit tunnel for exactly nineteen steps—along which I count another five lights burned out, but I don’t have the courage to focus on fixing them—before Emil walks through an open doorway. I pause at the door and take a moment to collect myself. Confidence. I need to tap into whatever scraps of my dad’s confidence I have within me. The fate of the city—and my sister—depend on me.
Squaring my shoulders and raising my chin, I stride into the room. 
Five sets of eyes lock on me the moment I step through the doorway. One of the men motions toward the door. For a moment, it confuses me. I glance back, alarmed that I hadn’t even noticed the two men guarding the door. They pull two heavy wooden doors closed as they back out, sealing me in the chamber.
Stunning wood panels engraved with elaborate images cover the walls. They fascinate me. I wish I had time to study those images, to learn what they mean to these people, but a soothing male voice calls me to attention.
“Take a seat, please, Gavin,” he says. “I’m Charles Garraty, the Minister.”
So, he’s like my dad, then? This might not be so bad, after all. 
He motions down the line, making introductions as he does so. “This is Luke, Julia, Ally, and Carmen.”
I lick my lips and step around the only chair facing the five Elders. They remind me of the Council of Representatives. Are they elected officials like our council? 
Their chairs have high backs made from wood—like everything in this place seems to be—but each seat has a unique symbol carved in the center of the high back. I may not know what those symbols mean, but I understand they must represent different aspects of life each Elder oversees. 
The Minister in the center folds his hands in his lap. I mimic him, hoping it makes me appear as calm as he does. The truth is my hands are sweating profusely and I can’t stop them from shaking.
“Emil informs us you are eager to forge an alliance with your own community,” the Minister says. 
I swallow the lump in my throat and nod. “Yes, sir.” Should I wait for them to ask me questions, or launch in some sort of explanation now? 
My gaze sweeps along the line of Elders. Three women and two men, all varying ages. I match up the names to the faces for later. I had expected them all to be graying, since they are called Elders, but the young woman, Ally, doesn’t look much older than me. Once
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