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This book contains material relating to:

underage alcohol consumption,
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drug abuse,
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sexual assault,

human trafficking,

& attempted suicide.
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To the burdened, the fractured, and the lost








  
  







  
  







For Eleanor, Teddie, and Finley

You make me proud every day.

And for Carlos.

You balance my chaos.
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Georgie wasn’t afraid of the outside. 
Of course, that wasn’t completely true. Everyone was afraid of the outside. But the low hum of those normal, logical fears wasn’t what made her hesitate now. It was the empty building just past the copse of pine trees—the backdrop of her nightmares for the past year.
A whole year. It was hard to believe it had been that long.
She craned her neck, eyes following the sheet-metal wall up, her clammy palm wrapped around the metal key as it dug into her skin.
If her dad found out she broke the law and went outside, he’d never let it go. Another thing to add to her long list of fuckups. She could already picture that familiar look of disappointment on his face.
Georgie tried to swallow, but her mouth had gone dry.
Stupid and sentimental.
She unlocked the weathered door, and as she tugged it open, the rusty hinges screeched, reverberating through the desolate parking lot like a cat with its tail caught. Nobody used this door. It was an emergency exit at the far edge of town. Most didn’t even know it was here. There were no houses or shops or even guard towers in this direction, but she still checked over her shoulder before slipping outside.
Ten minutes was all she could risk.
The tall grass caressed the hem of her dress as she stepped away from the safety of the wall, the warm breeze sweeping through her hair, carrying the sweet smell of wildflowers and the faint buzz of insects.
She kept her head down, focusing on the wooden crosses, studying each one as she passed. A tattered teddy bear was nestled against one. A worn baseball cap hung from another. But despite her efforts, the building tugged relentlessly at the edge of her vision, the pull of it like a hand beneath her chin, turning her head against her will.
The brief glimpse of gray siding through the branches slammed the unwanted memory forward. Red splattered across a concrete floor. The staccato sound of gunfire.
Georgie shook it away, returning her attention to the crosses, reading the carved names as she walked. When she found the grave she was searching for, she settled into the grass and cheated a glance back at the wall. She avoided looking toward the trees again, but it made no difference. The memory had already crept in and made a home at the forefront of her mind. The building was there behind every blink.
The back of her neck was damp beneath her hair. What was she doing? Talking to a spot on the ground wasn’t going to give her any answers.
Stupid and sentimental, she thought again.
Her dad’s words echoed in her head: Make your decisions with reason, not emotion. The same words he’d told her a thousand times.
When Georgie was fourteen, she ran away from home. Spent the night wandering around Chicago with her best friend, Mabel.
Her parents were both tied up with work, as usual, and she’d outgrown the need for a nanny, so they didn’t even notice she was gone until an officer brought her home early the next morning.
Those were the first words out of her dad’s mouth. Apparently, running away hadn’t been a reasonable decision.
Georgie shrugged off her backpack and pulled a spiral notebook from inside, the front worn from the constant handling. She flipped through pages of handwritten formulas and graphs she’d seen hundreds of times. Unsurprisingly, nothing had changed. No sudden answers had miraculously appeared. Everything was the same as it was before.
She set the notebook on her lap and examined the intricate flower sketches accompanying the descriptions, each one beautiful and drafted with  precision.
Her mom’s love for plants went beyond her job, overflowing into every aspect of her life. Planters filled with lush foliage and vibrant flowers had made their high-rise apartment in the city feel like a garden. Georgie would hide away in her mom’s study, surrounded by the gentle scent of flowers and freshly turned soil, struggling to stay awake until her mom finally came home from work.
She flipped the page, cringing at the glossy photos paper-clipped inside. Documentation of infected patients with long, pale stalks pushing through their eye sockets and mouths like thin, spindly fingers. A chill ran down Georgie’s spine as she nervously scanned the field. The infection wasn’t a huge concern this far out, especially without people left to spread it, but the pictures still put her on edge.
The thought of dying that way—the pain, the paralysis…
She groaned and set the notebook aside, then pulled out a leather-bound journal and flipped to the dog-eared page. An entry from a few months before her mom’s death. The reason Georgie was out here.

June 28th, 2057
We’d written Batch 72 off as a failure just before the lockdown. It had shown immense potential until the subjects’ inexplicable deaths on the twelfth day. Initially, I speculated that the deaths could be attributed to an exaggerated immune response triggered by the plant’s antifungal proteins. However, I have since discovered new information that leads me to believe the vaccine cannot be held accountable for the deaths. The plant was ready, and the vaccine was successful. Our focus should now shift toward reclaiming Haven, as doing so will allow us to initiate the essential procedures for developing and distributing a vaccine.

Now, if only Georgie could make any sense of it. She had searched relentlessly, and she could say with complete confidence—not a common occurrence for her—there were no notebooks with batch numbers. She had no way of knowing which plant they’d used or if it was even here at Haven. When the world locked down a little over two years ago, she was only nineteen, still pre-med, and barely passing her classes. This was far beyond her abilities.
“There are over four hundred residents here all depending on two medics,” her dad had said when she showed him the journal entry. “The vaccine search can wait. I need you to focus on your training. If something happened to Grayson, where would it leave us?”
Screwed, she thought now, imagining the sort of disasters that would unfold if she was left in charge at the med center.
Grayson Williams was the only doctor left at Haven, and though he was kind of an ass, he was a decent teacher. If Georgie didn’t feel like she was constantly drowning under the pressure of it all, she might have actually enjoyed her job.
She’d spent her entire life straining under the pressure of impossible expectations, and unfortunately, not even the end of the fucking world was enough to release her from them.
It was the consequence of being born to high-achieving parents. Because they were impressive, she must be too.
Elaina Wicks wasn’t just a biologist. She was at the top of the agricultural biotechnology field, working alongside government scientists and doctors.
Keith Wicks wasn’t just a major general. He was Special Forces, gone for months at a time, probably saving lives on the other side of the world.
And Georgie wasn’t just an inexperienced medic. She was an anxiety-ridden former pre-med student with a crippling fear of failure.
She could barely keep her own head above water, let alone take care of anyone else. But it was what was expected of her, so she hid the panic attacks—which seemed to be happening a hell of a lot more often lately—and she did her job. Or at least tried to.
But she refused to give up on the idea of a vaccine.
“What am I missing?” Georgie asked the wooden cross, her voice cutting through the still silence around her. This little outing obviously wasn’t helping. Why had she thought it would? With a sigh, she gathered the notebooks and shoveled them back into her bag.
She took a moment to sit in the grass and relish the feeling of freedom. To let herself take her first full breath in a long time, momentarily free of the weight on her chest. Nobody expected anything of her out here. She could just exist.
Georgie glanced down at her watch. Fifteen minutes had come and gone without her noticing. She had to get back inside.
“I’ll figure it out,” she said as she shouldered her backpack. Her attention drifted one more time to the cluster of trees before she pulled in a breath and rushed back inside, still as far from an answer as she had been this morning.

      [image: image-placeholder]Georgie waited outside the military base grounds, fidgeting with the strap of her dress as the soldiers changed shifts. Every day, at the same time, they went through the motions in their matching fatigues—a smooth, choreographed dance routine. Today, however, the dance seemed different. Offbeat. Like a frenzied anthill. It set her nerves on edge.
What was different?
A soldier with chestnut hair emerged from one of the tents, and the thought dissolved.
Jaxon Hale was the type of person you’d expect to still be around after the rest of the world crumbled. He was good at everything, and nothing seemed to ever scare him. He was courageous and dependable, and infuriatingly rational.
Georgie was overwhelmingly mediocre at everything she tried. She cracked under pressure and made rash decisions. Heights made her squeamish. And snakes. And dark water. She had scrawny arms and wide hips, and thighs that rubbed together when she walked. Her parents were the only reason she was still here. The government wanted them alive, so they offered them a spot, and voilà, here she was. She didn’t earn any of it.
Jax had grown up in this town, back before it was designated as a Haven.
Their friendship was built on a foundation of shared trauma and loss—they’d both lost a parent during the attack last year—but despite the rough start and the long list of differences, somehow they fit perfectly together.
He was the first real friend she’d had since Mabel, and the fear of losing him too was always there, nagging at the back of her mind.
Jax neared a small group of soldiers loitering at the base entrance. Guys who, like her, were only here thanks to wealthy or indispensable family members. Georgie had dated one of them, Caleb Patterson, for a while right after moving here, mainly as a distraction. She’d been desperate for something familiar—the sense of security that came with the ordinary when the world she once knew was in ruins. For a short time, it worked, but when things at Haven started to shift, he made it clear what kind of person he was.
As Jax passed the soldiers, Caleb muttered something she couldn’t hear.
Jax’s forehead creased, but the frown vanished when he saw her, his angled jaw softening. “Wow.”
“What?” Georgie smoothed her linen dress. “Too much?” She didn’t get many chances to dress up anymore, so she may have gone a little overboard.
“No, sorry, I just thought you were someone else,” he said, his head tilted. “But you can’t be Georgie, because she told me she hates parties.”
She rolled her eyes. “Shut up.”
The truth was, there was a time when she’d loved parties. She and Mabel would spend too long picking their outfits and always wore a bit too much makeup. But Jax didn’t know that version of her. This Georgie worried constantly and kept everyone at a distance, too afraid of losing anyone else.
The humor vanished from Jax’s face, his voice smooth like molten chocolate. “You look amazing.”
Her pulse stuttered. How did he always do that?
She brought her hands to her hips, the corners of her mouth quirked. “Is that what you’re wearing?”
“Sorry, my tux is at the dry cleaners,” he quipped. He tugged off his camo overshirt and shoved it in his bag, leaving a green T-shirt pulled snug across his chest and shoulders. “Better?”
She gave him a playful, scrutinizing look. Jax’s skin had taken on a warm golden hue over the past summer, in contrast to Georgie’s, which remained winter pale, covered in a thick dusting of freckles and a permanent flush of tomato-red sunburn. “It’ll work.” Georgie looked back at the other soldiers. “What’d he say?”
Jax shook his head. “Let it go.”
“You know you could shut him up without breaking a sweat.”
“I know.”
“But you won’t.”
“Nope.”
“I wish I had your restraint.”
“No, you don’t.”
She wrinkled her nose. “No, I don’t. It looks exhausting.”
He laughed, his moss-green eyes morphing into half-moons. Jax carried a severe expression most of the time—tense, like he was always waiting for something to go wrong, for the other shoe to drop. So on the occasions when it thawed, it was difficult to look away.
The sky darkened as they walked in step past the handful of shops, the aroma of rosemary and garlic floating through the open bakery door intertwining with the subtle scent of livestock. Freshly plucked chickens hung side by side in the butcher’s window, a display stand of cured meat sticks on the sidewalk outside.
When they made it to the front of a white two-story house, they both came to a stop.
Music spilled out as someone opened the front door and disappeared inside, and a handful of girls a few years older than Georgie sat on the front steps, engrossed in a deep conversation that seemed too serious for a birthday party. She recognized one of the girls by the dark hair cropped just above her ears. Wren Nazeri. Her dad was on the council with Georgie’s.
The house was a beautiful Victorian with a stained-glass window on the top floor. She couldn’t help but wonder whose house this was before Project Noah showed up.
Project Noah was a government-run fail-safe to protect the most important members of society in the event of a large-scale disaster. It was a last-resort option set up nearly a decade before the collapse. No one expected to actually use it, which was probably why the residents of the selected towns agreed to the terms.
Two years ago, when the pandemic took a turn for the worse, Project Noah was initiated. The selected towns—one in each state—were activated as Havens. The walls were erected, and the local residents were evacuated from their homes to make room, crammed together in a warehouse and expected to be grateful for the protection.
“Did you go outside today?” Jax asked, shaking her from her thoughts.
“What?” Her eyes flicked up to meet his, her heart stammering. “No.”
He studied her skeptically, his eyebrows cinched.
Finally, she conceded. “All right, yes. But it was only ten minutes. Nothing happened.”
“I could’ve come with you.”
“It’s against the law to leave the walls without permission,” she reminded him.
“You did.”
“Yeah, and it was a stupid risk.”
“So why’d you go?”
Georgie shrugged. “I thought maybe it would help. Change of scenery, fresh perspective.”
“Did it?”
“Not even a little.” She avoided his sympathetic gaze, the disappointment of the failed outing catching up with her. “I’m never going to figure out this damn vaccine. I’m not her.”
“You’re right,” Jax agreed. “You’re not her. You’re Georgie freaking Wicks. Badass medic and party enthusiast.” 
She breathed a laugh as he nudged her with his shoulder. 
“And I like you better when you’re not trying to be someone else.”
Georgie’s cheeks flushed, and she quickly turned back to the house.
“Besides,” he added, “it’s not on you to figure it out. Give yourself a break.”
But she couldn’t.
If she gave up on this vaccine, she’d have to carry the guilt of every new death caused by the infection, knowing she had the chance to stop it. That, coupled with the fact that without it, they were stuck at Haven for the foreseeable future, and being confined to this town and this job for the rest of her life might actually kill her.
“I wish they would’ve moved this to a different night,” Jax said. “Would’ve been the decent thing to do.”
It was the first anniversary of a brutal massacre—seventeen people gunned down, including her mom and Jax’s dad—but it was also some Vital kid’s birthday. And, of course, he couldn’t be bothered to change the date of his party.
Georgie shrugged. “I’m grateful for the distraction, honestly.”
“Yeah. I guess.”
She took a long, steadying breath, and finally, they headed inside.
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Georgie sat perched at the kitchen island, swirling her glass of something brown and potent, watching Jax make his rounds. The bass from the speakers shook the cold marble countertop beneath her arms, rattling the glasses and half-empty bottles cluttered across the surface. 
So far, the distraction of the party had been working, the music drowning out everything else. But the more she drank, the more her mind drifted. The house, the music, the alcohol. It all reminded her of Mabel.
Her eyes followed Jax, careful not to let him out of her sight, the memory of that night making her paranoid.
The night Mabel died, they had been at a party similar to this one. It felt like another life entirely. In a way, it was.
Mabel had disappeared with some guy, and when Georgie found her in the morning, she wasn’t breathing. If Georgie had been with her, she could’ve gotten help. Called an ambulance. Tried to keep her awake. Something. But she’d let her out of her sight, knowing how much she’d had to drink.
Alcohol poisoning at sixteen.
Georgie set down the glass a little too hard. That was enough drinking for tonight.
She pretended not to notice the glances from a group near the door as Jax set his bag on the counter and plopped onto the stool beside her.
“You look miserable,” he said over the music.
“How could I be miserable when I have snacks?” She plucked a mini chocolate cupcake from a tray on the counter and shoved it into her mouth.
Her eyes flicked to the group again. Old acquaintances—other Vitals.
Since the beginning, Haven had been divided into two groups; the fundamental new residents from Project Noah, who labeled themselves Vitals, and the original residents of the town, the Locals. Her parents were part of the former, Jax and his dad the latter.
Six months after the initiation of Project Noah, supply shipments stopped coming. The verti-farms would’ve been enough to keep them all fed—Georgie’s mom and her team had worked for years prior to the pandemic to ensure it—but people panicked. They turned on each other. Some of the Vitals decided the Locals should be cast out to conserve supplies.
Governor Hudson, the one in charge at the beginning, tried to fix things by cutting the Locals’ rations, but that was like throwing gasoline over the flames. It drove an even larger wedge between the residents.
Things were better now, but the prejudice was still there, hidden just beneath the surface.
A soldier with a tight ponytail rushed up beside Jax as he grabbed a cupcake from the tray. With striking white-blonde hair and blue eyes, Piper Alvear was hard to forget.
“General needs you on the northeast tower,” she said, her eyes jumping momentarily to Georgie when she mentioned her dad.
Jax’s shoulders dropped. “Seriously? I just got off a shift.”
“Sorry, Hale. You know we’re shorthanded.”
Jax opened his mouth as if he was going to argue, but he must’ve thought better of it. He gave a resigned sigh and turned to Georgie. “Don’t let me ruin your night. Stay. Enjoy the party.” The corner of his mouth lifted slightly. “And the snacks.” He popped the cupcake into his mouth.
“I will.” But that wasn’t true. Without him, Georgie had no reason to be there. She wasn’t this person anymore.
“Later, Georgie.”
It didn’t occur to her until after he was gone to ask why they were shorthanded. Jax had never had to work back-to-back shifts before. She stuffed another cupcake in her mouth, the creamy frosting sticking to her teeth as she pushed up from the stool.
Her expression darkened when she saw Jax’s bag still on the counter. That wasn’t like him.
“Hey, Georgie.”
She jumped, surprised by the voice beside her.
Caleb leaned against the counter, his proximity already making her temper flare. “How’ve you been?”
Was he seriously making small talk?
“Fine.” Georgie flung the bag over her shoulder. “On my way home.”
“You just got here.”
“Jax got called back in.”
Caleb bristled at the name, his relaxed demeanor suddenly gone. “You know you deserve better, right?”
She scoffed. “And you’re better?”
His mouth lifted into a pompous grin. “Than one of them? Obviously. And I remember you being pretty fond of me, too.”
“I guess my tastes have changed.” Georgie surveyed him with a swift glance from head to toe. “Entitled jackass isn’t really my type anymore.” A twinge of satisfaction as his smile vanished.
Caleb angled himself closer. “Hale’s an insignificant hick, and he’s lucky he’s still permitted to live here.”
“Careful. You’ll hurt yourself using your whole vocabulary in one sentence like that.” As she shoved him away, he grabbed her outstretched arm; not enough to hurt, but enough to make her blood boil.
Georgie had taken self-defense classes sporadically for most of her life—the result of a paranoid military father. She’d quit during her freshman year of high school—her afternoons were already filled with other lessons—but she could still hold her own.
She reacted impulsively, grabbing Caleb’s wrist and twisting.
His friends lurched forward as he yelped, but she shot them a glare and they stopped mid-step. It was her dad they were afraid of, not her, but she was grateful anyway.
“As far as you’re concerned, Hale and I no longer exist. Understand?”
Silence.
She twisted harder.
“Okay!” he bellowed.
She released his arm with a hard shove.
Caleb’s eyebrows knitted as he rubbed his arm. “You’re such a bitch.”
“Ouch.” She rolled her eyes and pushed past him.
“Just like your traitor mother,” he shouted over the music.
The words sent a jolt through Georgie’s body, and before her common sense could catch up, she was back in front of Caleb. She swung hard, the impact snapping his head to the side. As he curled in on himself, his friends finally rushed to his side.
Georgie bolted through the door, ensuring she was out of sight before she allowed herself to react to the pain. Her knuckles throbbed as she spat a string of curse words, bouncing up and down in the middle of the street.
She’d never actually punched anyone before. It hurt like hell.
When the initial pain subsided, panic seeped in, taking its place.
Her eyes dropped to her hand.
Shit.
The skin on two of her knuckles had split open, the shallow cuts red and raw. Cuts of any size were to be taken to the med center for a thorough cleaning. No exceptions.
She’d have to explain to Grayson what happened.
Georgie ambled away from the party, the music still ringing in her ears. Without consciously making the decision, she passed right by the medical center and didn’t stop until she was at the base of the northeast tower, where Jax was stationed.
When she made it to the top of the ladder, his face lit up. “I thought you were staying at the party.”
“I hate parties,” she reminded him. “Plus, you forgot your bag.” She shrugged it off her shoulder and set it on the lone metal chair. They really didn’t put any effort into making the soldiers comfortable.
“Thanks.” He turned and draped himself over the railing, staring out at the horizon. “I didn’t even notice.”
She joined him, tucking the injured hand behind her back.
The guard towers were simple wooden platforms that stood a few feet higher than the wall. Georgie hated the climb up, but the view was always worth it. Aside from the chattering of the birds, it was quiet up here. The overgrown fields sprawled for miles and miles, and the last glimmer of sunlight was fading into a deep navy sky. A soft breeze sent waves billowing across the tall grass and scattered cornstalks, morphing the farmland into an ocean. Georgie breathed in the crisp evening air, letting herself uncoil, the stress of the day melting away.
“What happened to your hand?” he asked, a crease touching his brow.
Dammit. She gnawed the inside of her lip as she inspected the injury again. “I cut it.”
“Obviously. On what?”
“Caleb’s teeth, I think.”
He pushed away from the railing. “I asked you to let it go, Georgie. I don’t need you to defend me.”
“It wasn’t even about you.” At least not completely.
A beat of silence passed before he nodded at her hand. “Are you gonna get it looked at?”
“I’m fine.”
“You’re bleeding.”
“It barely broke the skin.”
“What if it gets infected?”
“I’m a medic, Jax.”
“Just…” His jaw clenched as he looked back at the field. “Keep an eye on it, okay? You know how low our supplies are.”
Georgie had known about the dwindling medical supplies for a while. For months, the council had been sending soldiers to trade with the Haven in Indiana, where they had the means to manufacture all kinds of medicine.
When the supplies suddenly stopped coming to the med center, she’d asked her dad about it.
“I’m not sending my soldiers out to die from heat exhaustion,” he’d said dismissively.
But the heat wave had subsided weeks ago. The air was still thick and muggy, a far cry from the usual crispness of September in Illinois, but the temperature was manageable. He must have sent out units by now.
“They’ll be back soon with more,” she said.
“What if they’re not?” His face flickered with something, but he composed himself before she could figure it out.
“What’s going on?”
“Nothing.” He ran a hand over the stubble on his face. “Just tired, I guess.”
“You’re a terrible liar.”
Georgie watched as he shifted his weight, and when his eyes finally met hers, goosebumps lifted on her arms.
Jax was afraid.
The low supplies, the mood at the base, his double shifts. This wasn’t about a little cut on her hand. This was big.
What was he hiding? “Jax—”
“Okay,” he interrupted. After a brief hesitation, he continued, his voice so low that she had to strain to make out the words. “Three trade groups are missing.”
“What?” Her mind sputtered as it tried to catch up. “How many people? How long?”
No answer.
“Dammit, Jaxon! How many people are missing?”
“Sixteen.”
Her eyes went round. How could they lose sixteen people without the news spreading through town like another pandemic? It would take a deliberate effort from the council to keep something like that quiet. Why were they covering it up?
Georgie grabbed the railing, steadying herself.
Because this would cause mass panic, she realized. Trade wasn’t just important. Since the government shipments had stopped, it was critical. Something like this could bring them right back to how it was. Her mind flooded with images of Locals dragged from the warehouse, closed-door trials, family members in tears as they watched their loved ones executed.
Georgie’s stomach churned as a sour taste rose in her throat.
“When?” was all she could manage to get out.
“The first group went missing two weeks ago.”
The sucker punch of his betrayal knocked everything else away. “You kept something this big from me for two weeks?”
“Your dad just thought it was best if—”
“If what?” The words crashed from her mouth, razor-sharp.
“He worries about you. And so do I.”
Her nails dug into the soft skin of her palms. “That’s a bullshit excuse, and I’m getting really sick of hearing it.”
“Georgie, I didn’t—”
“Fuck you, Jax.” She shoved the chair aside as she stormed away. It clattered over, spilling his bag onto the floor.
Before he could respond, she was on her way back down the ladder.
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On the rooftop of an apartment complex south of Chicago, Adam stood with the toes of his boots hanging over the edge, considering the distance between the two buildings. The wind ruffled his hair, the sun warm on his face. As his gaze dropped to the street four stories below, he spotted a figure, but only for a fleeting moment before it disappeared behind a pickup truck. 
With a determined grin, Adam took four steps back, squared his shoulders, and ran.
He’d made far wider jumps, but his pulse still stammered as the surface beneath his feet fell away. He landed on the roof of the next building with a soft thud, then hurried to the opposite edge. There was a clear view of Washington Park from here, the tennis courts partially hidden by sprawling branches.
He checked the street again. The rows of cars.
Nothing.
Where'd he go?
Adam closed his eyes, slowed his breathing, and listened. He filtered out the wind. The rustling leaves. The birds. But there was nothing else.
It was impossible to keep track of Oliver when he moved so quietly. They should’ve stuck together.
Adam flipped his sniper rifle around and searched through the scope.
The thrill of the jump quickly faded, replaced by a heavy, sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach.
“Come on,” he whispered, pushing the hair off his forehead with a quick swipe of his hand. “I need to see you. Don’t disappear on me.”
One more sweep of the street below, then Adam let the rifle hang across his chest.
Okay. Fine. I’ll come find you.
He spun on his heels as the entrance to the roof swung open. In half a breath, his rifle was back in his hands, his finger on the trigger.
“It’s me!” Oliver yelped.
Adam’s breath hitched as he lowered the gun, his heart beating wildly. Holy hell. He was jumpy today. Unfocused. How was he supposed to function on such a low dose? “What are you doing up here?” he asked on an exhale.
Oliver tucked his hands in his pockets. “We haven’t searched this building before. I thought we could start from here and make our way down.”
He’s okay.
Adam flipped the rifle around to his back, closed his eyes, and pulled in a deep breath to steady his pulse.
He never flinched at the thought of his own death. In fact, he’d welcomed the end wholeheartedly on multiple occasions, only to be denied at the last second. But the thought of losing Oliver terrified him.
When he opened his eyes again, Oliver was right in front of him, his soft features tight with worry.
“I’m sorry. I should’ve warned you before coming up here.”
Adam cupped his face in both hands, and when their lips met, a wave of warmth spread through his body, melting the tension away. He flashed a smile as they separated. “I forgive you.”
“Oh! I almost forgot.” Oliver’s ice-blue eyes widened, their usual heaviness vanishing in an instant. He dug through his messenger bag and pulled out a small flat rectangle. “Look what I found.”
“What is it?”
“This,” he stated dramatically, “is a 20,000 milliampere-hour miniature solar power bank. It’s not the newest model, of course—”
“Of course,” Adam chimed in playfully.
“—but it’s in perfect condition. And just the right size for BUG.” He dug a metal cube from his bag, holding the power bank up next to it. “See? I can replace the broken one and get him working again. And this one ha—” He stopped suddenly, eyes sweeping the roof like he’d just realized where they were, and his cheeks flushed. “Sorry. We need to clear this place. I’ll tell you about it at home.”
“I can’t wait,” Adam assured him with a smile.
Oliver had built the robot before they met. It was a tiny thing, about the size of a baseball, with wheels from an RC car and an oval head with green light-up eyes. He named it BUG, but Adam could never remember what it stood for.
After Oliver tucked both items back in his bag, they headed into the dark building, down a set of stairs. At the opposite end of the hall, muted daylight filtered through a dirty window.
Adam took a second to get his bearings, the way he always did when entering a new place.
Check the corners.
Count the doors.
Plan an escape route.
His eyes breezed over a glowing green patch on the far wall.
“You take left, I’ll go right,” Oliver said, pulling a small kit from his bag. Adam was good at lockpicking, but Oliver knew how locks worked from the inside out. His door was open before Adam had even started on his own. 
When Adam’s finally clicked, he pulled open the door, squinting against the sudden sunlight.
Quick scan. Count the doors.
One.
Two.
Three rooms off this one.
A layer of dust rested on every surface. Nobody had cleared this building yet. It had been a while since they found one of those.
He made quick work of searching the living room, then the kitchen, popping open cabinets and tossing anything useful into canvas bags. Cans of food, water bottles. The next stop was the bathroom. Toothpaste, soap, toilet paper, medical supplies. After emptying the medicine cabinet, he rifled through the other rooms, filling a duffel bag with clothes and shoes, batteries, and an unopened box of matches.
The two continued down the hall, searching each apartment before moving to the next floor below. Another window at the end of this hallway. When they’d finished the sweep of the second floor, Adam had a total of three full bags. Not a bad haul. They’d go through what they found back at the Campus, but as always, he’d already picked out a few of his favorite meds and added them to his personal supply.
When he reached the lobby on the ground floor of the building, Oliver was already waiting, propped against the open door leading to the street.
Adam tilted his head, soaking in the way he looked silhouetted by the evening sun.
Like most days, Oliver wore a flannel button-up—today it was a mix of navy, burgundy, and beige. The breeze blew past him, stirring his dark hair, and he raked it back with one hand, the other firmly gripping the handles of two canvas bags. In the shadows, the dark circles under his deep-set eyes were barely noticeable.
When he noticed Adam staring, he gave him a questioning look. “What?”
“We made good time,” Adam responded with a tilted smile.
Oliver smiled back. “Yeah. We did.”
“Still a couple hours until sunset, and we have this whole place to ourselves.” Adam propped his bags against the grimy wall, but when he looked back up, Oliver’s expression twisted into a frown.
“Ow, what was…” The words trailed off as he blinked hard.
“Oliver?”
The bags fell from his hand, spilling cans across the entryway as his eyes rolled back in his head.
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“No, no, no,” Adam stammered, drawing his pistol and training it on the entrance as Oliver slid slowly to the ground, unconscious, his back still against the open door. 
Deep breath.
Find the threat.
He stepped past Oliver into the doorway, his eyes searching the street outside.
Focus.
Where are they?
He didn’t dare close his eyes this time, but he focused on the sounds, listening for footsteps. For whispers. For rustling. Anything that hadn’t been there before.
His eyes jumped to a car across the street as he swapped the pistol for his rifle. He grabbed a can from the floor of the lobby and heaved it across the street. It landed with a dull thud near the tail end of the car, startling the person hidden there and sending them running.
A sharp smile flickered on Adam’s face.
There you are.
Slow breath in. He followed a man in dark clothes through the scope, lining up the shot as he released the breath, pausing long enough to pull the trigger. A muted pop.
The man’s head jerked forward, and he tumbled to the ground.
But Cassira would never send one alone.
Move. Now.
Swinging the rifle to his back, Adam grabbed Oliver’s hands and dragged him away from the doorway, the messenger bag dragging on the floor beside him. He slammed the door shut, but the lock was busted, so he searched the lobby for something to barricade it, forced to settle on a flimsy wooden chair with thin legs. He wedged it under the door handle. It wouldn’t hold, but it would buy them time to get out of sight.
Abandoning the bags on the floor, he wrapped his arms underneath Oliver’s, lifting him just enough to haul him to the staircase. Adam struggled with each step, his breathing too fast.
It took way too long, but they finally made it to the second floor and into an apartment. Adam locked the deadbolt and moved Oliver behind the couch.
He crouched, cursing under his breath as he pulled the tiny dart from Oliver’s neck. He’d be out for a while, but they should be safe here. The tranquilizers were the cult’s way of avoiding casualties. On both sides. The Shinies were careful. Deliberate. Didn’t take unnecessary risks. They wouldn’t search the building. It’d be too dangerous to come inside knowing he was armed. If he waited long enough, they’d move on.
Deep breath. He’s safe.
But Adam’s thoughts were scattered, his head a mess. He tugged a small plastic bag from the top left pocket of his tactical vest and dumped a few pills into his gloved hand.
No, he thought, exhaling sharply. I don’t need them.
He’d been on a lower dose for a week now. If he took more today, it would undo all that progress.
His gaze jumped to Oliver, studying the sudden chalky look to his already pale skin, the slow rise and fall of his chest.
I don’t need them. We’re okay.
He closed his eyes, dragging his tongue along his teeth, trying to get his mind to focus on just one thing at a time, but his attention was split a hundred ways. Something rattled downstairs, and Adam’s eyes popped open.
The front door. They were trying to get inside. But that made no sense. Why were they so determined to—
Oliver, he realized. They must’ve recognized him. It had been over half a year. Was Cassira really still looking for him?
A clawing in the back of Adam’s mind pulled his attention back to the pills in his hand. Just one. It would be fine. He searched through the pile.
Xanny to numb. Oxy for pain.
There. Addy for focus.
He plucked a blue circle from the pile and popped it in his mouth.
It wouldn’t take much for them to break the chair. At least there were dozens of apartments to search.
But he'd left every other door wide open.
Adam rolled his eyes. Real smooth.
With a sigh, he swallowed another blue pill.
He’d worry about that later.
Adam put the rest back in the bag and shoved it in his pocket.
They’d be inside soon.
He dug a pair of pliers and wire cutters from Oliver’s bag before hopping up and racing to the kitchen, pulling open drawer after drawer until he found the one he needed. With shaky hands, he grabbed a fork and used the pliers to bend the tips of the prongs, then cut off the handle.
Opening the front door just a crack, he wedged the bent prongs into the latch and closed it again, then put the handle of the fork through the prongs to block it from opening.
Adam took a step back, admiring his work. He'd used this trick before, so he was pretty confident it would hold.
Satisfied with the extra security, he dropped back behind the couch, flipped his rifle around, and waited, his finger impatiently tapping out a rhythm on the trigger guard.
When the rattling downstairs stopped, he fixed his gaze on the door, listening for any movement inside the building. The silence stretched on forever, and just when he started to wonder if they’d given up, he picked up the sound of footsteps on the stairs.
A minute later, the handle rattled. He pulled back the bolt handle on his rifle, the shell clinking on the hardwood floor beside him.
“Hi, sweetie,” a woman’s voice cooed from the other side of the door. “It’s okay. I’m here to help you.”
Adam gave a condescending snort. Sure you are.
“You’re hungry,” she pushed. “I have food an—”
The wood splintered as his bullet pierced the center of the door, cutting her off mid-sentence.
“Whoa, well fuck you too!” She was quiet for a moment, then tried again. “Listen, it’d make Cassira real happy if I brought back that boy, so I can either drag you both back with me, or you can open the door and I’ll let you walk away.”
He pulled back the handle, sending the casing flying. A minute passed. Then another. Even if she could, she wouldn’t come in here. Not after seeing the dime-sized hole in the door.
“I can wait all day,” she said, confirming his thoughts. “So can the three others at the front door.”
Adam picked up the rifle and peered through each window until he found the best one—a bedroom window with a clear drop to the grass below. He slid it open and stuck his head out. Too high. There was nothing outside to climb down, and he’d break a leg if he dropped.
He turned back to the room, taking in the bed buried under an absurd amount of dusty throw pillows.
That’ll do, he thought with a smirk.
Adam gathered every pillow and blanket he could find and dropped them straight down, forming a small pile on the grass before swinging his legs out the window. He dropped his rifle first, aiming for the edge of the pile, then twisted and lowered himself, clinging to the windowsill with his thin fingers.
With Oliver momentarily out of harm’s way, he spared himself a second to savor the fresh rush of adrenaline thrumming in his veins, then he closed his eyes and dropped onto the pile.
Adam was immediately back on his feet, gun slung over his shoulder, edging toward the corner of the building. He stopped and listened. Two separate voices. But she said three. Was she counting the one he’d shot already? Either way, he was outnumbered. If something happened to him, Oliver would be on his own.
He backtracked around the rear of the building, then crossed the small alley to the next, ducking inside through a broken patio door. He darted up the stairs to the second floor.
Please have a side window.
No such luck. The hall was pitch black. Adam pulled a small flashlight from his vest and held it under his arm as he picked the lock to the apartment on the far end. Inside, there were windows facing the alley, but none of them lined up with the one he needed.
He moved on to the apartment across the hall, and it only took him a second to find her shape through the dirty hallway window of the next building. She was pacing. Adam lifted the rifle and steadied his breathing.
Inhale, find the target.
Exhale, line up the shot.
He pulled the trigger, and the sound of shattering glass cut through the silence. She dropped.
Two down.
He cocked the gun again and waited. Seconds later, two figures popped out from the stairwell, drawn in by the noise.
One well-aimed shot to the chest of the one in front, and they both fell.

      [image: image-placeholder]When Oliver recovered, they headed back to the Campus to tell Kye what had happened. As expected, she was pretty rattled. The cult never used to come this far south. They were getting too close, and the tiny settlement didn’t have the defenses to stop them. They’d been banking on the distance to keep them off Cassira’s radar.
So much for that.
When Cassira first started gaining a following, they weren’t much of a threat, but over the past year, they’d grown enough to send the rest of the monsters of the city into hiding.
“We need help,” Kye said, her arms folded on the table. “We can’t take them on ourselves.”
Adam’s eyes wandered as she spoke, drawn to the dancing flames of the tiki torches lining the paths. He was already struggling to focus again.
After Oliver had woken up, they’d hung around the apartment until the grogginess wore off. By the time they made it back to the Campus, the sky was turning dark, and they’d missed dinner. The tables were all empty, and Winston, the sour-faced man working the kitchen, was scrubbing the last of the dishes in a tub of water. Usually, if you missed a meal, you waited until the next. Kye had a good heart, but she was uptight about her rules. Today, however, Adam and Oliver had a good reason for being late, so she’d made an exception.
Kye was twenty-four, only six years older than Adam, but everyone here looked to her when things got tough. Without her, this place would fall apart. He and Oliver had stumbled across the Campus over the summer. Kye let them in but kept them under close watch. Trusting outsiders was always a risk, even before the cult. And like everyone else in the city, they’d been struggling.
With Adam’s sniping skills and Oliver’s finesse with all things mechanical, they were already worth keeping around, but when she realized they were immune to the infection, they became invaluable. They could go places she wouldn’t send anyone else.
For a short time, it was comfortable. Adam had hoped he could settle in there, but like every other place, the walls started to close in. He never felt like he belonged, and the mask he wore to pretend he did was draining. He only stayed because of Oliver.
He stirred the pale broth in his bowl, absently watching the current pull chunks of vegetables in quick circles. He wasn’t hungry. When Adam looked up at Kye, her lips were moving a hundred miles an hour, but his brain couldn’t focus on what she was saying. The sounds around him pulled his attention in every direction. A conversation from a nearby bench, the banging of dishes, the tapping of a hammer from somewhere he couldn’t see.
When he noticed Oliver watching, he took a small spoonful of broth and forced it down, pretending to listen to the conversation. Oliver didn’t know about his slipup, and he hoped to keep it that way.
“We’ll keep our distance from downtown.” Kye’s words pushed through the chaos in his head. “I just need a few days to make plans and sort some stuff out.”
Adam perked up, suddenly interested. “You’re leaving?”
Oliver frowned. Clearly, Adam should’ve already known that.
“Desperate times,” Kye replied. “I’m hoping you two are up for it.”
He didn’t know any of the details, but Adam immediately agreed. Why not? Whatever the plan was, it was better than sitting still.
Kye gave Oliver a concerned look. “We can ask Flora if you don’t feel up to it.”
Oliver shook his head, eyes still on Adam. “No, I’m okay. We’ll both go.”
“Great.” She stood up from the table. “There’s half a box of .308s in the armory. They’re all yours. Make ’em last.” When Adam grinned, she added, “They’re for shooting, not trading. I don’t want to see them end up at the bar before we leave.”
Ugh. “I’d never,” Adam said.
“Uh-huh.”
“Night, Kye.”
She nodded and turned to leave.
When they were alone, Oliver leaned forward, his gorgeous eyes narrowing, soft lips pursed.
Don’t give him a chance to ask. Adam really didn’t want to lie to him. He would, but he didn’t want to.
Hopping up from the bench, he handed their trays to Winston.
“How are you feeling?” Adam asked as they walked through the courtyard. He tugged his fingerless gloves up, covering the tattoos on his wrists, then took Oliver by the hand.
Oliver’s face softened. “I’m okay.”
“You sure?”
“Yeah. I mean, it’s not ideal that Cassira’s still searching for me, but I’m glad you were there.”
“Me too.”
Oliver stopped suddenly and squeezed Adam’s hand. “You know I’d never judge you, right?”
Adam’s eyes dropped.
“Cutting your dose was your idea,” Oliver pointed out. “We knew it’d be difficult.”
“I know.”
“Then stop being so hard on yourself, okay? You’re stronger than you think.”
Adam tugged Oliver close, the space between them vanishing. “I don’t deserve you.”
Oliver’s cheeks flushed.
A bonfire in the center of the common area caught Adam’s attention. His gaze shifted as he watched the handful of people pass around a nearly full bottle of liquor.
“We can stop by, if you want,” Oliver said, though Adam knew he was hoping to go straight to their tent.
But it was still early, and he could really use a drink. “Ten minutes, max.”
He smiled. “Sure.”
As they joined the group, a boy with cropped black hair swiveled to face them. Reese was a year older than Adam, slender, with a long neck and defined arms.
“Adam!” he called too enthusiastically. This must not have been their first bottle. “So tell me, is it true?”
Adam grabbed the bottle from Reese’s hand and took a large sip. It burned the whole way down. “You’re gonna have to be more specific,” Adam mused, cocking his head. “Is it true your taste in alcohol is terrible?” He took another sip and cringed, then handed the bottle back. “Ugh. I’d say yeah.” A shiver slid through him as the warmth settled in his stomach. “Is it true your sister hates me? Definitely yes, though I don’t know how she could.” He shot Reese a quick smile. “I’m adorable.”
Adam’s eyes jumped to a girl with the same dark bronze skin as Reese. Both of their faces were flecked with mesmerizing patches of beige, but his were mainly over his forehead and the right side of his nose, whereas Flora’s stretched down her neck and across her shoulders. They were twins, both strikingly beautiful, with strong features and golden-brown eyes.
“Is it true,” Reese clarified, leaning closer, “that the cult’s at our doorstep?”
Adam pulled his legs up, sitting cross-legged on the metal chair, and gave a casual shrug. “They’re not anymore.”
Reese's eyebrows shot up.
“For the record,” Flora said, giving Adam a withering look as he took the bottle again, “I don’t give enough of a shit to hate you. But I could definitely do without that arrogant face you make.”
A half smile tugged at the corner of his mouth.
“Yeah, that’s the one.”
“Goes to show how different you and your brother are,” Adam replied with a dismissive wave. “He seems to like my face.”
It was low, using Reese’s crush to make her mad, but the result was worth it every time.
Flora’s eyes flashed with anger. “You want to know what I really think of you, Kulyk?” she asked, her tone sharp.
His smile widened. “Do I ever!”
She bristled at his sarcasm but answered anyway. “I think you’re a manipulative, conniving little shit with the catastrophic potential of a tornado, and I’ll do whatever I have to do to keep my brother out of your path.”
“Ugh. Mean.” Adam took one last sip, the sharp edges of his nerves pleasantly dulled, then passed the bottle back to Reese, who was slouched sheepishly in his chair.
Time to go.
Oliver's tired eyes were glued to the ground, his mind somewhere far away. He pinched the bottom of his flannel shirt, his thumb sliding back and forth over the material, something he did to ground himself when he was feeling overwhelmed.
Adam set a hand on his knee, and he flinched. “You sure you’re okay?” A stupid question. He obviously wasn’t.
Oliver blinked. “What?”
“Let’s go.” He helped Oliver to his feet and gave Reese a playful wink, savoring the hostility in Flora’s glare.
The catastrophic potential of a tornado. Adam snorted a quick laugh. I like her.
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Georgie stood in front of the general’s tent at the center of the military base, building the nerve to go inside. 
Her anger had dissipated, and the guilt had settled in. Her outburst was justified. Jax had kept a secret from her. For two weeks. But he was just following orders. She couldn’t blame him.
If she was going to be angry with someone, it should be the one giving the orders.
She tucked her copper hair behind her ears and took a deep, steadying breath before pushing through the flap, pretending not to notice as the handful of soldiers turned to stare. They were in the middle of something. Her dad was at his desk, absorbed in a conversation with Lieutenant Vega.
For a long, uncomfortable moment, she waited there, but when neither acknowledged her presence, her frustration flared. Why was it always so easy for him to ignore her? To pretend she didn’t exist?
Georgie slammed her palms on the desk, rattling everything on top and bringing the discussion to a sudden halt. “I need to talk to you.”
Her dad finally looked up, then. With his hardened, square face, he was intimidating by default. He clenched his jaw, scratching his neatly trimmed salt-and-pepper beard, and Georgie’s gaze dropped, her courage doused like a flame under a wet towel.
He nodded once at the soldiers. “0500 tomorrow. Dismissed.”
When the tent emptied, he leaned back in his chair, arms folded across his black, medal-laden coat. The council must have met today. On normal days, he preferred his basic fatigues. He was less intimidating all dressed up, though not by much.
Georgie swallowed hard, then crossed her arms back at him, wincing as she bumped the raw skin on her knuckles. Sweat pricked her skin. The heat from the day lingered inside the tent, and she imagined broiling inside an oven would feel comparable.
“How bad is it?” she asked, summoning every bit of conviction she had into her voice.
He gave her a knowing smile. “Your boyfriend has a hard time following orders when it involves you.”
“It wasn’t Jax,” she lied. “And he’s not—” Focus. “That’s not the point.”
“What is your point?” His voice was steady, eyes slitted.
“Sixteen people are missing. How are we going to fix this? Does the council have a plan?”
“This may come as a surprise to you,” he muttered as he pushed out of his chair, “but I’m not obligated to run the council’s plans by my twenty-one-year-old daughter.”
“As a medic trying to keep these people healthy, I deserve to know what’s going on.” Her eyes followed him as he gathered items from the shelves around the room and piled them on his desk: a satchel, a gas mask, a metal water bottle.
“It’s under control. Don’t worry. You’ll get worked up and have another episode.”
Wow. “I haven’t had a panic attack in three months,” she lied, swallowing back the overwhelming urge to yell. “I’m responsible for these people too, you know. I want to help.”
When he stopped in front of her, his expression softened almost imperceptibly. She didn’t think anyone else would’ve noticed the change.
“I know you do,” he said. “You’re so much like your mother.”
Georgie flinched. She’d been prepared for a fight, but the sudden shift left her disarmed. Shaken. The one thing she and her dad had in common was their skill for avoiding uncomfortable conversations like this exact one. He wasn’t warm and fuzzy, and usually, when he used the loving father voice, it was to give her bad news.
Things were worse than he was letting on.
The silence rang in her ears as she studied his face, searching for answers. Save for the deep lines around his, their eyes were nearly identical. The same upturned shape, the same shade of brown—almost hazel in the right lighting. But as usual, his were impossible to decipher.
She sank into his chair, chewing her nails as he continued combing through the shelves. “What’s going on, Dad?”
“I’m going to figure out what’s happening, and we’re going to fix it.” He added a hunting knife to the pile. “We leave in the morning.”
“No!” Georgie shot to her feet so fast, her head swam. “You’re on the council. They need you here. You can’t just leave.”
“My first priority is to keep you and Haven safe.” The harshness she was accustomed to had returned. “My place on the council won’t matter if we don’t fix this. Nothing I’m doing from here is making any difference. I’ll have six of my best soldiers with me, and we’ll be back in a week.”
“Then I’m coming with you.”
He let out a dry, patronizing chuckle. “No, you’re not.”
“I can help.”
“You’re not a soldier.”
“But I’m a medic.”
“You’re a trainee,” he corrected her. “I need you here to help Grayson. And I’m trusting you’ll keep this to yourself. We’ve got enough to deal with already. I don’t need the whole town panicking.”
“But I—”
“Go home, Georgina,” he interrupted, and when she opened her mouth to argue, he added, “That’s an order.” The edge to his voice made it clear he was done listening.
With a huff, she pushed through the tent flap, barreling down the small side street toward home. The shops were closing up for the evening, and soft light spilled through the open windows, casting shapes on the sidewalk as a chorus of crickets drowned out the muffled voices inside.
By the time she made it to the front porch, her boiling anger had reduced to a thick sense of unease.
Something was happening to their soldiers, and her dad was about to follow in their tracks. The stability of the town around her was crumbling, the safety and security of the walls suddenly nothing but an illusion.
From the yard next door, her neighbor hummed cheerfully, the melody slightly off-key. Lucille was the type of person who went out of her way to help without needing to be asked. She was also diabetic, which meant she needed insulin to survive. Without it, she wouldn’t last a week.
How long would everyone else last? Without antibiotics, things that were once easily treated would become life-threatening.
Everything would unravel.
It won’t come to that, Georgie told herself as she slipped through the front door. Her dad knew what he was doing.

      [image: image-placeholder]Georgie stood in front of the carousel at Brookfield Zoo watching animals on poles rise and fall in slow, steady motions while distorted music played from a speaker nearby. She’d been to the zoo a few times on field trips and once with Mabel’s family, but she knew this was a dream because her mom and dad were there with her. They never took her to places like that.
She was younger. Ten, maybe eleven.
Her mom turned and smiled as she held out an ice cream cone nearly as big as her head. Chocolate and mint. Georgie's favorite. “For you, baby.”
“Seriously?”
Her mom’s smile dropped. “Have I not demonstrated how serious I am?” The words were strange—completely out of character, but eerily familiar.
The dream shifted then, the change sudden and jarring, like the words were a password to some hidden door, and Georgie found herself unwittingly on the other side.
She stood inside the building behind the cluster of trees, frozen in the doorway, overthinking, hesitating. The scene was never clear—her brain at least spared her the gruesome details—but she knew the blurred shapes on the floor were bodies.
Four indistinct shapes stood motionless, their faces away from her, unaware of her presence. She could see her mom in the space between two of them, the only part of the dream in crisp focus. Panic flickered just behind her eyes as they jumped from Georgie to the door behind her, silently begging her to turn and run.
Do something! Georgie screamed at herself. But she was always stuck there, watching as one of the figures took something from her mom’s hands.
You’re going to let her die. Just like Mabel.
“Wait!” her mom shouted as the figure lifted an arm.
Bang!
Georgie shot upright, gasping for air, the sound of that final gunshot still ringing in her ears as she struggled to catch her breath.
Eventually, her pulse settled. The house was quiet, the morning sun already warming her bedroom. She checked her watch. It was almost nine. Her dad had left hours ago.
She should’ve told him goodbye.
Last night, she had been sulking at the kitchen table, poking at a mushy pile of lentils when he got home. The microwave beeped, then hummed to life, but she kept her eyes glued stubbornly to her plate.
“Hale asked to go with us,” her dad said as he sat at the table beside her.
Georgie’s heart sank. “What’d you tell him?”
“I told him I need him here.” When the microwave beeped, he stood and grabbed his plate. “I’m eating in my office. Lots to do before tomorrow.” He planted a quick kiss on the top of her head, the smell of cigarette smoke clinging to his clothes. “I’ll see you in a week, kiddo.”
He lingered a moment, possibly waiting for a response, but she didn’t give him one. She was still upset. It was stupid and childish, and now it was too late.
Georgie pushed away the thought. He’ll be back in a week.
The blaring of her alarm clock filled the room as she fumbled for the button to turn it off. Still groggy and disoriented, she dragged herself out of bed. She couldn’t be late for work.
The groaning of each step carved through the silence of the empty house. She stepped through the front door, and the humid air clung to her skin like a blanket, sweat pricking the back of her neck as she set a quick pace through town toward the med center.
Georgie spent most of the day distracted and on edge. She tried to focus on the book Grayson had assigned on the basics of trauma surgery, but her mind slid over the words, not actually retaining any of it until, eventually, she gave up and focused instead on cleaning and organizing.
Despite her efforts, her attention wandered, her hands pausing mid-task. She leaned against the counter, staring blankly at a stain on the wall, gripping an unopened box of medical gloves.
Would her dad make it back? What happened to the missing soldiers? How long could they last on the supplies they had left?
She planned to stop by Jax’s house after work and find out what he knew. She shouldn’t have gotten so angry. It wasn’t his fault. Georgie had yelled at him before, but never like that.
He deserved an apology.
“Wicks.” A voice pricked her ears from somewhere behind her.
With a start, she remembered where she was and spun around. “Sorry, what?”
Grayson stared impatiently, waiting for her to piece it together on her own.
Wren Nazeri was sitting on the hospital bed, a young girl on her lap. Her daughter, Cyrina. How long had they been here?
“What happened?” Georgie asked, eyes snagging on the bloody washcloth around Ciri's hand.
Grayson groaned and stomped away to the back room of the med center.
Wren smiled. She had a tough exterior that contrasted her warm personality. Fierce features, all straight lines and sharp angles. Her dark hair, the same shade as Ciri's, was half buzzed, the other half wavy, hanging to her ear. “Not a big deal. Ciri was cutting with scissors and nicked her finger.” She lifted the girl off her lap and set her on the bed before pushing to her feet. “Can you let Georgie see your finger?” Wren signed with her hands as she spoke, and Ciri watched with dark eyes that monopolized her round face.
Ciri hesitated before cautiously offering her hand.
The cut was tiny and had already stopped bleeding, but there were protocols to follow. Her eyes dropped to the bandage around her own hand as the thought entered her mind. She’d spewed a lie about catching it on the edge of the counter when Grayson asked. She was a terrible liar, but his indifference made it easier. He didn’t bother with further questions.
“Crafting is dangerous business,” Georgie said as she grabbed a bandage and antiseptic. 
Wren signed her words to Ciri, whose mouth pinched into an almost smile. As Georgie stepped in close, the girl recoiled. 
“I know it’s scary, but I’m just going to clean it,” she explained with a sympathetic smile as Wren forwarded the message. “What were you making when you were so viciously attacked?”
“She’s been decorating her bedroom,” Wren answered, still signing, and Ciri grinned, oblivious to Georgie’s careful cleaning of the cut. “Covering every wall with paper flowers.”
Georgie set the antiseptic down, blotted the cut dry, and wrapped the finger in a bandage. “That sounds amazing. My mom loved flowers. Do you have a favorite?”
Wren’s hands stopped as Ciri replied, then she forwarded her answer. “The purple ones.”
“Me too.” Georgie smiled and took a step back. “There, all done.”
Wren helped Ciri down off the bed and gave Georgie a knowing look. “Don’t let him get to you.” Her eyes flicked to the back room. “You’re doing great. If he pushes you too hard, come find me.”
Georgie’s cheeks flushed. “Thanks, Wren.” She waved to Ciri, who responded with one of the few signs Georgie knew: thank you.
They disappeared through the front entrance, the sounds of a busy Saturday morning tumbling in before the door fell closed behind them.
“Wicks,” Grayson barked. 
Georgie flinched—her nerves still tightly wound—and knocked the bottle of antiseptic to the floor. Half the bottle spilled out before she could grab it.
“Shit.” She grabbed a wad of clean washcloths and frantically sopped up the mess. When she straightened, Grayson was there, watching with an exasperated expression. “Sorry. I—” she started, but he turned and walked away before she could say more. “Shit,” she repeated, throwing the washcloths in the bin.
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Georgie spent the walk to Jax’s house trying to figure out what she was going to say, but when she arrived at his front door, she froze. 
She sucked at apologies.
The humidity was still hanging on, even as the sun sank partially behind the wall.
Most of the Locals lived on the outer edge of town where box-shaped houses stood pressed against the western wall. They were newer than the rest of the homes, built with wood from a nearby lumberyard, but they were significantly smaller. A sort of peace offering from the new council for the ones who’d been evicted from their homes at the beginning.
It was a step up from the warehouse, but not by much.
Georgie knocked, and a moment later, Jax stood doe-eyed in the doorway, his hair tousled from sleep, flannel pajama pants hanging loosely from his hips. Her eyes lingered as he pulled a shirt over his bare chest, completely blanking on why she was there.
“Didn’t think you’d ever want to talk to me again,” he muttered.
Oh, right. That.
She tried to appear nonchalant as she shrugged, but it was an uncomfortable and forced gesture. “It’d take way too long to break in a new best friend.”
“Fair enough.” He opened the door further, motioning her inside.
They sat on mismatched wooden chairs at a table in the sparsely decorated space that made up the kitchen, bedroom, and living room. Daylight filtered in through the off-white bedsheet hanging across the single window, casting a golden warmth across the room. Jax didn’t have much, but the house somehow still felt crowded.
Georgie swallowed hard, drumming her fingers on the table. Just say it, she urged herself silently. This wasn’t the first time she’d almost screwed up their friendship with an impulsive reaction, and knowing her, it wouldn’t be the last. She opened her mouth, trying to conjure the words, but then closed it again.
She really sucked at apologies.
Georgie bit at her thumbnail, the tension making her uncomfortable. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have gotten so mad at you.”
“I deserved it.”
A thick silence crept in, the gravity of the situation weighing on them. His face was more tense than usual. It was driving them both crazy to be stuck here doing nothing instead of helping.
“No double shifts today?”
He set his elbows on the table and dropped his chin into his hands. “No, Banks is taking the bullet today.”
She tensed at the name. She’d known Chris Banks for the entire twenty-one years of her life. He had despised her for the past five of them.
“How was work?”
She shook her head. “Don’t do that.”
Jax lifted his head and gave her a quizzical half smile. “I was just asking about your day.”
“Don’t pretend everything’s fine.”
“I’m not.”
“How bad is it?”
He let out a long breath before answering. “The first unit checked in when they made it to Chicago, but after that, radio silence. The second never checked in at all. After a few days, they sent a third unit with extra soldiers and bigger guns. They took a different route, a little further south, and checked in every hour.” His gaze drifted to the covered window as he scrubbed a hand across the back of his neck. “On the second day, the check-ins just stopped.”
“What happened to them?” Georgie asked. Maybe they were infected and stayed away to protect Haven. But all of them? And if that was the case, why not radio back and say so?
“Not sure. One minute, everything was fine. Next, nothing.” Jax shoved to his feet, grabbed a bottle of something dark brown from the mini fridge and two metal cups, then returned to his spot. “And now we’re out of options. This is the last attempt to make it to the Indiana Haven. If something happens—” He paused briefly, pouring equal amounts into each cup. “If we lose contact this time, Lieutenant has orders to stop all travel in that direction.”
He passed Georgie a cup, and she pulled it in close. Whiskey, from the smell of it.
“And do what?” she asked. “The Wisconsin Haven’s gone.”
“I know.”
“Missouri isn’t interested in trading.”
“I know.”
“We haven’t had contact with any of the others since—”
“I know,” he interrupted, his voice sharp. He pushed back his hair. “I guess we push Missouri. Find their pressure point. They gotta be running low on something.”
Georgie knew one thing they’d be willing to trade for. If she could finish the vaccine, they’d have leverage. “And the missing soldiers? Are they sending anyone after them?”
Jax frowned into his drink. “We’re to assume they’re dead.” The last word hit hard.
There were no people left outside the Havens, and the soldiers had enough training to avoid exposure. How could that many soldiers just vanish? What was her dad walking into?
“If anyone can fix this,” Jax added with a strained smile that didn’t reach his eyes, “it’s General Wicks. He’ll make it to Indiana, and we’ll have a full stock of meds by the middle of next week.”
“Yeah,” she agreed, though his words were about as convincing as his expression. “Everything will be fine.”
It had to be.

      [image: image-placeholder]Over the past two days, Jax had kept Georgie updated, letting her know whenever they heard from her dad. As of yesterday morning, they were just south of the city. Expected to reach the state line by tonight.
No signs of trouble.
The mood on base had been hopeful. Business as usual. But today, the grounds were practically deserted, and she tried to ignore the knot in her stomach.
Everything’s fine. They’re just busy. Her dad could handle this.
She pushed through the flap of the tent to find a dozen soldiers crowded around the desk. Vega sat with the ham radio, his face rigid, brows drawn together as he looked up toward her. The silence was suffocating.
Jax was beside her a second later, but he said nothing, which, in a way, said everything. Tension pushed in around her, nobody willing to be the one to tell her.
“When was their last check-in?” Georgie asked, the question catching in her throat.
Jax was quiet for a beat before answering. She kept her eyes straight ahead, but she could see him shift his weight in her peripheral vision. 
“Yesterday afternoon. We’ve been trying all night.”
No. This wasn’t happening.
Georgie whirled around and shot back outside, desperate to get as far away from that tent as possible. A sharp pain stabbed through her side as she ran, but she kept going.
Home.
She wanted to climb back into bed and fall to pieces where nobody could see. She could feel it coming, that awful, all-encompassing sense of dread she’d become too accustomed to facing. As the house grew closer, she ran faster, her breath coming in short, frantic gasps, her legs threatening to give out.
On the way up to the front porch, her foot caught on the top step, and her hands and knees slammed against the wooden planks. Her chest tightened, and her heart bounced against her rib cage like a trapped bird.
Everyone can see you here. Get up.
But she couldn’t. Her muscles weren’t responding to her orders, like the connection to her brain had been severed. Georgie rolled onto her back, closed her eyes, and forced her lungs to pull in a few deep breaths. Sometimes she could bring herself back down before the feeling paralyzed her completely.
Breathe in, two, three, four.
It wasn’t working. And how could it? Her dad was gone. People here were going to die.
Breathe out, two, three, four.
It was useless. Her legs no longer existed. Her arms had vanished, too.
Panic blotted out everything around her as it pinched her windpipe closed, a noose wrapped around her throat. An invisible force pushed down on her chest. This had happened enough for Georgie to know she wasn’t actually dying, but she couldn’t help feeling like this was the time her heart would just give up and stop beating altogether.
At an excruciatingly slow pace, the feeling returned to her limbs. It felt like hours had passed, but the sun had barely moved. Her arm was too heavy to lift to check her watch. Her pulse slowed little by little, as did her breathing, and when Georgie’s strength finally returned, she climbed to her feet, feeling like she’d just run a marathon.
What was she going to do? Lieutenant Vega wouldn’t be sending anyone else. The council was just giving up. Whatever happened, wherever her dad was, he wasn’t coming back.
Growing up, she’d had to say goodbye to her dad more times than she could count. He’d be gone for months, and she’d never have any clue where he was or what he was doing. To make it easier, she’d started pretending he was secretly a superhero, off to save the world from certain destruction. She had to let him go for the good of everyone else.
But now he was in trouble, and nobody was going to save him. It wasn’t fair.
But what could she do?
Make your decisions with reason, not emotion.
She couldn’t go after him. She couldn’t…
Her eyes lifted to the clear sky above, a bruised feeling in her chest.
With her dad gone, there was nothing to keep Haven from falling apart. There was no backup plan.
Haven was slowly, but surely, going to crumble.
The Vitals would take precedence. The last of the meds would go to them.
A small outbreak of something, and the Locals would be the first ones to die. That was if the Vitals didn’t panic and kick them out to conserve supplies.
One thought overwhelmed the rest: if she did nothing, she could lose Jax.
She was back on her feet, clambering inside and taking the stairs to her room two at a time. She snatched her tattered backpack from a hook on the wall and shoveled a few pieces of clothing inside.
Georgie’s eyes landed on the mess of notebooks on her desk. She had to leave them here. If she disappeared, those couldn’t vanish with her.
She stacked the notebooks neatly in the center of her desk, then hurried back downstairs, nearly losing her footing. She threw a handful of supplies in the backpack—food, water, a flashlight, extra batteries—then swung by her dad’s office to grab the 9mm Glock tucked in a soft leather holster in his top drawer. He’d taught her how to shoot it when she was seventeen, or at least he’d tried to.
It turned out shooting was one of the many things she wasn’t good at.
Georgie ran a finger over the cold metal, unsure why she’d even need it if there was nothing left outside. But the soldiers were always heavily armed when they left, so she tucked it away in her bag.
She pulled in the scents of leather and cigarette smoke as she gave the room a once-over. The walls were bare, the built-in shelves organized methodically beneath a thin layer of dust. Neither of them put much effort into cleaning.
A gas mask rested on the bottom shelf. She wiped the layer of dust from the lenses with her thumb before strapping it to her belt loop and heading down the hallway.
There was one more thing she couldn’t leave without.
Georgie paused at the entryway closet and dug out a faded green jacket. Her mom’s favorite. It took up too much space, and it was still too hot to wear it, but Georgie shoved it in her bag anyway. She needed it with her.
Stopping at the front door, she cast one last look around the living room.
That was a mistake.
Hesitating left space for doubt to creep in. The warm familiarity of the house pleaded for her to stay. Her legs tensed as every muscle resisted the move she was about to make. She stayed in that doorway too long, letting her thoughts simmer. Fear unfurled somewhere deep inside her, spreading through her veins like a poison, cementing her feet to the floor.
What if the mask didn’t work? What if she was exposed? She couldn’t come home. She’d have to suffer through weeks of pain all alone.
All she was going to accomplish was getting herself killed.
Haven would be down to one medic and no medical supplies.
She couldn’t do this.
Georgie pressed her palms to her temples as her dad’s voice filled her head, chiding her about responsibility and logic, and suddenly, she felt like nothing more than a terrified child.
There was so much at stake. What could she do to help? She didn’t even know what she was up against.
She wasn’t a superhero. She wasn’t a soldier. She wasn’t even a real medic.
She was just Georgie.
And she wasn’t strong enough to handle this.
She thought back to the helicopter they’d taken from the city. The last time she’d seen the skyline. She’d been terrified and guilt-ridden, tears streaming down her face as Chicago disappeared over the horizon.
All her classmates. Her teachers. The local shop owners in the city she’d grown to love. She was abandoning them. Leaving them to die.
“We can’t save everyone,” her mom had told her. “Not right away. But nothing is ever hopeless. The darkness won’t last forever. Things will get better.” She wrapped her arms around Georgie’s heaving shoulders. “We’ll make sure of it. You and I, we’re as strong as steel and as stubborn as mules. Maybe even more stubborn than your father.” 
Georgie had breathed a tearful laugh. 
“Nothing is going to stand in our way.”
Now, a sudden, sharp pang of grief pierced through her, wrenching her from her thoughts and bringing her back to the present. Georgie stared at the empty house, her hands at her sides, clenched into determined fists.
She had to get ahead of the fear. Outrun it.
She couldn’t save Mabel or her mom. But she could do something now.
Before her common sense could make its counterargument, she pulled open the door, and then she was running, her bag bouncing against her back. This time, when she made it to the side exit in the outer wall, she didn’t dare stop, even for a second. She couldn’t afford to.
She unlocked the door, and the hinges squealed as she pulled it open.
“Georgie!”
She whipped around so fast, she nearly lost her balance. Jax was headed her way, his eyes wide with disbelief. Three soldiers followed close behind.
“You scared the hell out of me!” Georgie snapped, urging her heart to slow down before it ejected itself across the empty parking lot.
“What the hell are you doing?”
“Going into cardiac arrest at the moment. Jesus, Jax!”
“Are you seriously going after your dad? Alone?”
Georgie opened her mouth, but she couldn’t for the life of her think of a response that didn’t make her sound completely insane, so she just shrugged.
The soldier beside Jax scoffed, his contoured jaw set in a harsh line. Chris Banks was slightly taller than the others, mid-twenties, with sleeves rolled halfway up his defined, umber-toned forearms. He’d become a colder, more cynical version of himself, but she couldn’t help but see the version of him she’d known before. Mabel’s sweet older brother.
She met his gaze, but the anger and resentment she found there made her immediately look away.
Mabel had lived in the same building as Georgie, and they had been inseparable for as long as she could remember. Her dad was the attorney general of Illinois, her mom a teacher, and her two brothers, Chris and Levi, were always well-behaved and kind. Georgie would spend entire weekends there, immersed in the comfort of a normal home.
They had been like a second family to Georgie.
Until they weren’t.
“Do you have a plan?” Jax asked. “You even know where you’re going?”
No and nope. “Yeah, of course I do.”
“I plotted out the route that each group took, every town they planned to go through. Every street they were supposed to take. Were you just going to wander through the city hoping for a clue?”
Her gaze dropped. She hadn’t thought that far ahead.
“What about the people here?” he continued. “Did you even stop to think about how it’d affect them? Dr. Williams can’t handle the med center on his own.”
“Grayson will be fine. I get in his way more than I actually help.” 
Jax shook his head, but she continued before he could argue.
“My dad’s missing. If I do nothing and he ends up dead…” She looked down at the tips of her black-and-white canvas sneakers. The guilt over the deaths she’d failed to prevent was heavy enough on its own. She couldn’t live with any more on her conscience.
“It’s not your responsibility,” he said. “We’ll handle it. It’s what we’re trained for.”
“You were given specific orders not to go.” Georgie peered at the others over Jax’s shoulder. “All of you.” Two quickly averted their eyes, trying to hide their eavesdropping, while Banks watched impatiently, arms crossed. “Why are they even here?”
“Some of them owe the general their lives,” Jax answered. “Besides, the med cache will be dry within the month. We’re all willing to disobey orders for this.”
As much as she hated the idea of Jax being out there, the thought of having him with her was comforting. “Fine, but I’m coming.”
“No.”
“My training can help.”
“She’s got a point.” 
Georgie’s eyes flicked to a soldier with a chin-strap beard and a warm smile. 
“Having a medic with us wouldn’t be the worst thing.”
She stuck out her chin defiantly, eyes back on Jax, who was staring daggers at Ortega. “See,” she said. “It’s settled. I’m going.”
Jax growled and threw his arms up. “For fuck’s sake, Georgie. Can you stop and think for once. This is stupid!”
Ouch.
She shot him a scowl.
“I’m sorry.” He pinched the bridge of his nose. “I di—”
“Just stay out of my way, Jax.” She adjusted the bag on her shoulders, then turned and stomped through the door, leaving Jax muttering a string of curse words behind her. 
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A spectrum of vivid colors covered the landscape like a blanket, bright wildflowers and erratic weeds overtaking fields once lined with tidy rows of cornstalks. Even the crumbling blacktop under her feet gave way to the occasional vibrant green patch of persistent grass. 
The empty farmhouses seemed out of place—pallid and lifeless in comparison. Relics left behind by a near-extinct species. The dark windows seemed to watch as she passed, and Georgie avoided letting her eyes linger too long. She reached into the tall grass beside the road and plucked a lacy white flower, inspected it, then let it fall to the ground as a bright red barn pulled her attention away.
Georgie finally allowed herself a backward glance at the soldiers, relieved to see they had nearly caught up.
The next hour went by in silence, but eventually the tension began to melt away. Banks and Jax were a few feet ahead now, leading the way, both alert and watchful. Ortega was close behind them. He turned to give her a bright grin. His camo gear matched the other soldiers, save for the worn black graphic tee peeking out from beneath his unbuttoned overshirt, the word Ramones hovering over a circle with an eagle in the center. He was older than Jax, but he hadn’t been a soldier as long. Georgie used to see him helping out at the butcher shop in the center of town, always bright-eyed and happy. She wondered what made him decide to enlist.
Before the collapse, he was part of Project Noah, but she wasn’t sure what his role was. He didn’t work with Georgie’s mom. Her team was small and closely knit. Two older scientists, Art and Isaiah, who’d made it to Haven, and a younger one, Desmond, who hadn’t. She’d never met any of them before the Collapse, but when her mom was home, she talked a lot about work. About their verti-farms. The team had poured everything they had into the project for years, perfecting the intricate irrigation and purification systems. When things started locking down, they were reassigned to the vaccine effort. It ended up being the verti-farms that kept the Havens afloat when the shipments stopped.
Alvear fell into step beside her. “This your first time out here?” he asked. “I mean, since the pandemic.”
“Yeah. It is.”
“Same. I still got two weeks of training to finish before I’m allowed on runs.” Zane Alvear was the youngest of the group, and his baby face and blonde hair made the difference seem drastic. Georgie thought of Piper, the soldier from the party. His younger sister. They were Locals, and their parents were in the first round of public executions. “I think what you’re doing is really brave,” he said quietly. “Not a lot of people have the nerve to come out here. Even trained soldiers.”
Georgie gave him a grateful smile. “The jury’s still out on whether it’s bravery or stupidity.”
He laughed. “Why not both?”
As the day wore on, the scattered rural towns were replaced by densely packed outer suburbs. Ivy tendrils crept up the sides of the buildings, climbing in through shattered windows. Long wooden planks fortified the door of a little tobacco shop, and a handwritten sign hung from a jewelry store that read: Closed – Looters will be shot.
Georgie had already been at Haven when the looting and riots hit, but she’d watched a news reporter bludgeoned to death on live TV. Martial law was declared the next day, and two weeks later, the news reports stopped completely.
She peeked inside the open door of a pharmacy as they passed. Shattered glass blanketed the floor, glimmering in the sunlight, empty shelves tipped onto their sides. Three skeletons rested on the gray linoleum tiles.
Georgie shuddered and quickened her steps, careful not to look inside any more doors. She found herself listening for the little everyday things that should’ve been all around them—car engines roaring to life, dogs barking, kids playing—but there was only a heavy, haunting stillness.
As the afternoon light slowly dimmed into evening, exhaustion burrowed into her muscles, a dull ache permeating every inch of her body. Her shirt clung uncomfortably to the wet skin on her back.
She and Jax were walking side by side now, still reflexively finding their way to each other despite the uncomfortable tension, but his frown hadn’t faltered, lines still etched deep into his forehead. Georgie may have been quick to anger, but he clung onto it like a life raft.
Her eyes were drawn to a breathtaking stone church on the corner of a large intersection. Cement planters lined the steps, brimming with white and yellow flowers, the sweet fragrance saturating the air. She’d been to a wedding at a church just like this one. Her aunt’s. Zoe had worn a gown with a gorgeous sweetheart neckline, the same stark white as the massive cake. Georgie wasn’t sure that crisp white existed anymore.
Zoe had lived in Nashville, and Georgie only saw her on special occasions, but she’d always send the perfect birthday gifts. That wedding was the last time Georgie saw her. Zoe got sick at the beginning of the pandemic, back when everyone believed it would blow over. Everything locked down shortly after, so they couldn’t even attend her funeral.
“Guys,” Alvear called from behind them, his tone low and urgent. 
Georgie spun to face him as he inspected the label on a black shoulder bag identical to the rest of theirs. 
“It’s Gordon’s.”
One of the missing soldiers.
Jax’s frown deepened.
“Split up and search the buildings,” Banks ordered. “Alvear, with me. Ortega, check that side. Keep your weapons ready and your masks on.”
They slipped their gas masks over their faces, leaving only their eyes visible behind the lenses.
“Hale, I need you here with Wicks.” He spoke like she wasn’t there, without so much as a glance in her direction. “Stay alert. We lose our medic, the council’s going to blow a damn fuse.”
Jax nodded and hooked his mask back onto his belt as the others rushed in separate directions. He folded his arms, the crease still carved in his forehead.
The minutes ticked by silently as Georgie chewed her thumbnail, stubbornly waiting for Jax to break the silence.
But she cracked first. “Are you just not going to talk to me the whole trip?”
He kept his eyes fixed straight ahead. “What do you want me to say?”
“I want you to stop being mad at me.”
“I’m not mad.”
“So this is joyful brooding, then?” Georgie gave him a tight smile and pushed a strand of hair behind her ear as his deadpan eyes met hers.
At that moment, Alvear’s voice echoed through the open church doors. The words weren’t clear, but the panic was.
Jax instinctively pulled on his mask and grabbed his rifle with both hands. “Stay close. If I tell you to run, I need you to actually listen.” 
Georgie’s eyes jumped from his gun to the church across the street. 
“Georgie?” he snapped. “Did you hear me?”
She nodded and pulled on her mask, then followed him across the street and up the stairs into the church. Giant stained-glass windows painted fiery colors across the floor—warm reds, oranges, and soft blues tinted her skin as she crossed the expansive room. Her eyes followed the windows down to where Banks and Alvear were standing.
Alvear slumped onto a wooden bench, unslung his rifle, and propped it against the seat.
“What happened?” Jax asked, coming to a stop beside Banks, his voice strange through the ventilator.
Banks motioned to a door along the back wall. “See for yourself.”
Georgie stood beside Jax as he pulled it open. The air inside the tiny room was opaque, thick with dust that gave it a hazy, greenish hue.
No, not dust. Spores.
Two decaying bodies were sprawled across the wooden floor, glowing stalks reaching from inside their gaping mouths, patches of fuzz covering their rotting skin.
Oh shit.
She skirted backward, flattening against the wall. She’d never actually seen the fungus in person. This thing had killed billions, and she was just standing here staring at it. Her muscles vibrated as she fought the urge to run back through the front door, tear off her mask, and pull clean air into her lungs. To be as far away from that room as she could get.
“We did a sweep of the church, and it seemed clear,” Banks explained as Ortega joined them. “Alvear took his mask off for a drink and wandered off without putting it back on.” He shook his head. “Opened the door and inhaled God fucking knows how much of that shit.” Banks turned, his next word directed at Georgie. “This is what ignorance gets you out here. It’s not a fucking joke.”
Georgie was too busy trying to get her lungs to work to reply.
“I’ve never seen the air look like that,” Jax said as he closed the door, his eyes veiled by shadows behind the lenses of his mask. “The number of spores it would take…” His voice trailed off.
They crossed silently back to the bench where Alvear was sitting.
“It was only open a few seconds, right?” Ortega asked.
“You know it doesn’t matter.” Alvear tossed his mask on the ground, his eyes unreadable. “I’ll be dead in weeks. Contagious enough to infect each of you in a day or two.” His words cut through the charged air, bouncing off the high ceiling.
Georgie had studied lumycosis enough to know he was right.
For the first few days, it would seem like he had a bad cold, but being anywhere near him would be a death sentence. The pain would grow worse every day as the infection attacked his nervous system, until it was so excruciating, he’d probably beg for death if he could, but by this stage, it would have paralyzed every muscle, trapping him inside his own body.
She jumped as Alvear shoved off the bench and drew a pistol from his holster. He flipped it around and held the grip out toward the others, his blank eyes locked on the weapon.
“Dammit, Alvear!” Ortega staggered back a step. “No.”
“You seen how it works.” Alvear’s voice quavered, shattering the calm facade. “I won’t be responsible for this mission failing. It’s too important. You gotta make it back.”
Georgie swallowed hard. “No. We’re all going to make it back.”
But she knew that wasn’t true, and so did the others. They all knew what exposure meant. It was over. There was nothing they could do.
“We’ve lost enough people,” Ortega argued, his eyes flicking from Alvear to the other soldiers.
Alvear didn’t budge, his outstretched hand still holding the gun barrel. “Please,” he whispered. “I don’t wanna die like that.”
Georgie shuddered. She couldn’t blame him.
“I can’t—” Banks said, sounding suddenly unsure. “Maybe we can give it a day.” 
Alvear dropped his arm to his side, defeated, as Banks bobbed his head toward the exit. 
“Let’s get the hell out of here. This place gives me the creeps.”
As they turned to leave, an ear-shattering crack reverberated off the walls.
Georgie spun around in time to watch Alvear crumple to the ground.
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A shrill, involuntary sound escaped Georgie’s lips, her eyes glued to the crater in Alvear’s forehead. Blood spread through his light hair as crimson rivers snaked outward through the crevices in the rough wood floor. 
Jax lowered his pistol and marched past the others without a word.
“Fuck,” Ortega muttered, his voice breaking over the word.
She swallowed back the lump in her throat. Her feet were rooted to the spot. She couldn’t breathe.
Her mom’s face was there at the front of her mind, eyes full of fear and panic.
Georgie flinched as a hand landed on her shoulder.
“Come on,” Ortega whispered.
They stepped out into the evening light, and both tore off their masks. Georgie plopped down on the steps, then stuffed her trembling hands between her knees.
“You did the right thing,” Banks told Jax. “You followed protocol and gave him a merciful death.”
“I know,” Jax answered, the steadiness of his voice unnerving considering he’d just shot someone. One of their own people. How the hell was he so calm? How was everyone so calm?
Breathe, Georgie.
“I should’ve been the one to do it,” Banks said. He was quiet a moment, then added, “Wicks, Hale can still take you home. It’s not too late.”
She folded forward, pressing her forehead to her knees, wishing she could disappear as she felt their eyes on her. A quick shake of her head was the only answer she could manage.
She couldn’t see Banks’s reaction, but he didn’t argue.
Silence hung over them as they each processed what had happened. Georgie counted down from ten, first in her head, then in whispered breaths.
Jax’s low voice was right beside her. “Do you need me to do anything?” It was the question he always asked when he noticed her spiraling.
She nodded, then closed her eyes.
“All right. List the states in alphabetical order.”
Georgie nodded again, swallowed hard, then focused. “Alabama.”
“Keep going.”
“Alaska. Arizona. Arkansas.” Slowly, her pulse steadied, her mind occupied by the task, and by Missouri, her muscles had relaxed, just a little. When she was sure the worst had passed, she opened her eyes and looked around. Ortega was farther up the stairs, staring down the street.
Banks stood and disappeared into the church, and when he returned, Alvear’s rifle was slung over his own. “We’ll bury him on our way back,” he said, pulling the door closed behind him. Contaminated bodies couldn’t be buried in Haven’s graveyard.
“Better?” Jax asked her.
She nodded. He gave her a slight smile, then got to his feet.
“Jax?” she started as he took her hands and helped her up.
“Yeah?”
“Thanks.”
He nodded once. “Anytime.”
The soldiers kept their hands on their rifles as they walked. Any enthusiasm they’d carried earlier was gone. They were all on edge.
Her dad’s pistol now rested in the holster on her hip opposite the mask, within reach. It wouldn’t do any good against the fungus, but it made her feel some semblance of control.
Georgie thought of Piper again. Her brother was all she had left, and now he was dead. If they’d had a vaccine…
She sighed, letting the thought dissipate, because ifs wouldn’t do anyone any good. They didn’t have a vaccine, and she was nowhere near figuring it out.
Jax stayed close to her side as they passed through another town. “Please, let me take you home. I can’t keep you safe out here.”
“Seriously, Jax,” she snapped. “Enough. I’m not going home.”
“What if it’d been you?”
Georgie gave an irritated shrug. “I don’t know. Then I guess you’d shoot me.” She regretted the words as soon as they were out of her mouth. Why couldn’t she think before speaking?
His eyes dropped, his face twisted like she’d just gut punched him.
“I’m sorry, Jax. I didn’t mean it like that. I just—” She tilted her head up, taking in the darkening sky. “I have to do this, and it’d be nice to have you on my side instead of constantly fighting me.”
Nobody spoke again until Banks suggested a place to stay for the night.
After a thorough search of the old restaurant—and then a second search, just to be sure—they dropped their bags on the floor, pulled off their masks, and collapsed into the padded booth benches. The smell of stagnant, musty air filled her nose.
“I’ll take first watch,” Banks offered as he slid a chair to the large front window.
Georgie let her restless eyes wander, studying the decorations as the last of the daylight faded, trying not to think about what had happened. Vintage advertisements and metal street signs lined one wall. Photographs and newspaper articles were tucked into mismatched frames on another.
Her eyes caught on one: a photo of a man with a kind, leathery face in front of this restaurant, holding a plaque of some sort. She plucked it from the wall, pried it free of the frame, and added it to her backpack. It seemed wrong for such a happy picture to sit, forgotten, in a place like this.
She tried her best to sleep, but Alvear’s face was there waiting every time she closed her eyes. The sound of the gunshot rang in her ears.
The others shifted endlessly as the shadows overtook the room, their shapes barely visible.
“He was only eighteen,” Ortega murmured.
“It wouldn’t have stopped him, knowing he wouldn’t make it back. Alvear was fearless.” Banks slouched back in the chair, silhouetted by silver moonlight. “He was one of the first to agree to fight against the governor.”
“I thought Locals weren’t allowed to be soldiers back then.”
“Wasn’t officially. Hale either. They trained with General Wicks at the safehouse.”
It was Georgie’s mom who discovered the building they turned into the safehouse. An old storage building just outside Haven’s walls. That was back at the beginning of the resistance.
The governor had arrested and executed nearly seventy residents over the span of eight months, mostly Locals, all under the pretense of keeping the town safe. Her parents started smuggling people out, saving them from execution orders.
For a long time, that was the extent of the resistance. A few dozen people doing what they could while everyone else ignored what was happening. But the attack on the safehouse was the tipping point.
And the bastard wouldn’t even admit he had anything to do with it.
“Your dad’s a damn good man,” Banks said. “Most would’ve shot the governor right there on the spot. I know I would’ve. And it would’ve felt fucking great. But the general, he never strayed from the mission. Even after losing Elaina, he was determined to give the governor a fair trial. Justice, not revenge. His words.”
Georgie stared at the shadows on the ceiling, Banks’s words whirring in her head.
After the trial, the governor was sentenced to death, and anyone who fought with him was offered a choice: accept the way things were or leave. Most stayed, but some were too bullheaded to agree to the change. Haven lost some fundamental people, including three of their doctors and the two members of her mom’s team. Nobody realized until weeks later they’d taken a huge portion of Haven’s supplies with them.
Georgie glanced at the bench on the other side of the booth, studying Jax’s profile. He hadn’t said a word in hours. Even in the dark, she could see the turbulent expression on his face.
Eventually, the soft buzz of snoring filled the room, lulling Georgie to sleep.
It felt like only minutes had passed before the same violent dream shook her awake. Her heart thumped like a drum as she flipped onto her side, facing an empty bench.
“Jax?” she whispered, dread already taking hold, her head spinning through a hundred horrible possibilities.
Where was he?
She shot up, her eyes landing on a shape outside, sitting propped against the dirty window. Jax must have taken second watch.
She slipped silently through the front door, pulling the cold damp air into her lungs as she sank onto the sidewalk beside him.
“Nightmares?” he asked, keeping his eyes forward.
“Yeah.” She tilted her head to look at him. “Are you okay?”
He shrugged.
Georgie looped her arm through his and rested her head on his shoulder. “You know Banks is right. You did the right thing.”
“Doesn’t feel like the right thing.”
“You were brave enough to make a hard decision.”
He laid his head against hers. “The moment our town became a Haven, they stripped away our rights. Treated us like garbage. I watched the people I grew up with executed. Lost my home. My dad. I couldn’t do a damn thing about any of it. But now, I have a chance to make my own decisions, to make a difference, and…” He paused, his fingers nervously tapping against the concrete as he searched for the right words. “I’m the only thing in this fucked up world I have some sort of control over, and sometimes I’m terrified I’m messing it up.”
Georgie slipped her hand into his. She knew that feeling well. “You’re not messing anything up, Jax.”
Quiet settled in around them, and her mind drifted back to the church. That room. The green glow of spores. The same thought repeated in her mind: If they had a vaccine, Alvear would still be here. Jax wouldn’t have had to make that horrible decision. Nobody else ever would again.
But what else could she do? There were no more notes to search through. No answers to uncover. She’d hit a dead end. It was clear she was missing something, but she’d searched everywhere.
At least everywhere at Haven.
Her brow cinched. What if the notes she needed weren’t at Haven?
Her mom never would’ve left something that important at their apartment. But she might have left it at her lab.
A surge of excitement coursed through her. They were already out here. When would she get another chance?
She had to try.
“Jax?”
“Hm?”
“After we find the missing soldiers, I’m going to my mom’s lab.”
He didn’t answer right away, and for a second, she wondered if he’d fallen asleep.
“I’m not sure the others—”
“No, just me,” she interrupted. “They can go on to Indiana with my dad.”
“You think she left something there?” Jax asked.
“I don’t know, but I’m out of ideas. I feel like I’m missing something big. Like there’s a giant puzzle piece missing.”
He lifted his head. “I’ll go with you.”
She didn’t argue. The thought of being out here alone was unbearable.
“You know it’s not on you to save the world, right?” he added.
Georgie wished that was true. She was so tired. But this was a chance to do something good. Something that could save the lives of everyone left. Something her mom had worked so hard to accomplish.
Her mom was gone. Her team, too.
If Georgie didn’t figure it out, who would?

      [image: image-placeholder]In the morning, they all packed up and set off again before the soft light absorbed the last visible star. The air was heavy with a lingering fog from the cool night. Georgie stopped in the doorway, digging the jacket from her backpack. She threw it on and zipped it up as she stepped out onto the street.
As they walked, the soldiers told stories from their past—memories of the pre-collapse world sparked by the hollow remains around them. Georgie listened intently, desperate for a reprieve from the events of the day before.
They followed North Avenue east through Melrose Park, Ortega’s hometown. He pointed out all his favorite places—the burger place with a sauce he couldn’t find anywhere else, the movie theater he’d worked at through high school. He seemed to come alive a little more with each story, his lighthearted demeanor slowly returning.
“I’d just bought myself a red Mustang before the lockdown. Only got to drive her twice. I wonder if she’s still there.” His eyes drifted down a side street, a thoughtful smile on his face. “Man, what I’d give to take her out again.”
“Probably wouldn’t run,” Jax said plainly. “Tires lose air and rot. Batteries die. We can barely keep the few we’ve got at Haven running, and that’s with constant upkeep.”
“Even if it did,” Banks added, “a lot of the roads are blocked this close to the city. Not to mention, we’d draw a whole lot of unwanted attention. Think we’re walking by choice?”
“Guess not.” Ortega sulked for a moment before something else caught his eye, then he was back to his tour.
Georgie frowned. Attention from who? There was nobody out here.
The closer they got to the city, the more unsettling the silence became. Before Haven, when Georgie and her parents lived downtown, this kind of quiet didn’t exist. Even in the dead of night, after the traffic had slowed and the streets had all but emptied, there was always movement. Always sounds and lights, signs the city was still alive. The wail of ambulance sirens, the roar of the L train, the rumble of airplanes overhead. Comforting. Constant.
She hated the quiet.
A tall chain-link fence stretched along one side of the road, a large faded sign that read M.P. Quarantine Zone hanging near a closed gate. Just inside the barrier, remnants of white tents flapped in the breeze, torn and yellowed and frayed from the harsh winters and relentless winds. Ortega’s expression darkened as he took in the tarp-wrapped mounds strewn across the ground.
There were hundreds of them.
How many of Ortega’s friends and family members were there, she wondered, left to rot inside that fence?
Their pace quickened, eager to distance themselves from the field of corpses.
After a quick, mostly silent lunch at a picnic table in a park, they gathered their bags and continued down the road. The fog had dissipated, but the sky was hidden behind a thick layer of murky gray rain clouds, the chill still hanging in the air. It was finally beginning to feel like September.
The others were a few steps ahead, but Jax stayed beside her, their feet hitting the pavement simultaneously, like the steady ticking of a clock.
“I’m sorry I yelled,” he said. “Much as I wish you would’ve stayed home, I understand why you didn’t.”
Georgie opened her mouth to respond, but a cry bellowed down the empty street, cutting her off. A woman’s voice.
The soldiers all stopped at once, their guns at the ready.
“Keep moving,” Banks said, casting Jax a wary look. “Eyes on the alleyways.”
Jax gave him a quick nod.
Ortega’s face contorted. “Someone needs help. We’re just going to ignore it?”
“It’s not our problem,” Jax said, already moving again.
Georgie shook her head. “What the hell do you mean, not your problem?” It had to be one of their soldiers. And she sounded injured.
“I’m going after her,” Ortega snapped.
“We can’t risk—” Banks began, but another chilling cry cut him off. The word help was clear this time.
Georgie was off like a shot, racing toward the sound. She whipped around a corner into a narrow alleyway two blocks from the others and skidded to a stop. Other than the mountains of garbage bags and large dumpsters, it was empty. She was alone.
Common sense caught up quickly, and she realized she had no idea what she was up against. What if something had attacked this woman?
What if it was still there?
Georgie pulled the pistol from her holster, her heart pounding in her chest as fear set in.
What the hell was she doing?
Ortega was beside her a second later, gripping his rifle tightly. “I don’t—”
They both jumped as a woman popped up from behind a dumpster, matted brown hair framing her sickly face. She was wafer-thin with spidery limbs, her clothes hanging loosely from her sharp edges, and an angled collarbone protruding from beneath the neckline of her shirt.
Ortega let his rifle hang from the strap. “We’re here to help. Are you hurt?” He spoke in a gentle, compassionate tone.
Georgie’s stomach plummeted as an arm clamped around her neck, just tight enough to hold her in place.
A man with dark eyes and grimy gray skin appeared behind Ortega, a pistol pressed to his head.
“What big hearts you have,” the woman said with a grim smile.
The arm holding Georgie tightened. “I need you to drop the gun, sweetheart,” a gravel-rough voice behind her said.
Georgie may not have stuck with any of her self-defense classes for long, but getting out of this hold was something she’d learned early on in every one of them.
She bent her knees, took a small step forward, then turned in toward the man, causing him to lose his grip. As soon as she was free, she slammed the butt of her gun into his nose, cringing at the sickening crack.
A hard kick between his legs sent him to the ground.
Georgie pointed her pistol at his bald head as blood poured from both nostrils. “I need you to drop yours.” Her eyes flicked up to the man behind Ortega, clarifying that she meant both of them. “Now!”
Her heart pounded madly in her chest, a proud smile playing on her lips.
She barely had enough time to register the grin on the bald man’s face before something struck her in the back. Her backpack muffled the impact, but the force slammed her forward, the gun skidding across the ground.
She landed hard, the blacktop digging into her hands and knees.
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“Fuck,” Georgie spat, slowly dragging herself to her feet, legs wobbly beneath her. 
A third man stood in the center of the alley, his thin lips stretched into a wide smile. He smoothed back his shaggy hair with one hand, the other twirling a wooden baseball bat, his cut-off sleeves flaunting his wiry muscles.
Asshole. She shot him a glare as more people appeared in the alley around them. Georgie counted them in her head. Seven men, plus the woman. And they were all armed.
The bald man was back on his feet, a small one-handed shotgun pointed at her chest, his free hand pinching his nose, trying to staunch the bleeding. “Make our lives a hell of a lot harder if we gotta kill you here,” he said, “but one more fucking move like that, and that’s how it’s gonna go down.”
Georgie’s gaze swept down the alley, listening for the sound of the other soldiers’ footsteps. Did they follow?
The top of the baseball bat pressed into the small of her back. “Move.”
“Fuck off.”
The bald one backhanded her hard enough to make her vision explode with stars. She stumbled to the side before catching her balance.
“Manners,” he growled.
The one behind her chuckled. “I may have to keep this one for a while. I love fiery women.”
Georgie clenched her hands into fists, carving crescent moons into the skin of her palms.
“Don’t give a shit which one we start with,” another replied. “I’m fucking starving.”
The words sent a chill skittering up her spine. “What?” Her voice was a whisper.
“Aw, don’t worry,” the bald one said, amusement sparking in his eyes. “Be weeks before we kill either of you. Meat lasts a lot longer when you’re alive.”
Her breathing stuttered as her eyes darted from one side of the alley to the other, landing on an open door hanging crooked from one hinge.
Just run.
She had to get away from here. She had to make it to that lab. Had to help Haven. Her dad.
But she couldn’t leave Ortega.
Short bursts of gunfire echoed off the walls, and one of the strangers beside her fell to the ground.
Jax.
It had to be.
Another round of gunfire and one more dropped.
Georgie’s chest tightened as fear and relief collided. She spun, trying to find him, but the bald man grabbed her arm and pulled her flush against his chest.
The gunfire stopped as abruptly as it had begun, the sound still ringing in her ears.
“You got ten seconds to drop the weapons,” the gravelly voice said, “or I paint the wall with her brains.”
Every muscle in her body tensed as he shoved the cold double barrel of his gun under her chin. She pulled in an unsteady breath and held it.
“Wait! Okay!” Jax popped out of cover, hands up. “I’m setting it down.” His movements were slow and deliberate as he placed his rifle on the blacktop in front of him.
No, you idiot, run! She couldn’t watch him die. She couldn’t lose him too.
Every muscle begged her to fight back, but the cold steel beneath her chin reminded her she couldn’t.
She squeezed her eyes closed, and Mabel’s face flickered there in the dark, her makeup done so well, she could’ve passed as sleeping. She was beautiful, surrounded by the plush white silk of the casket, her crimped raven hair styled into a wide halo around her head. Mabel was fearless. Unbridled and audacious. Always flirting with death. Daring it to try. Georgie had naively assumed if it got too close, she’d be there to protect Mabel. But she’d failed.
With a sharp inhale, Georgie opened her eyes. She wasn’t going to let anything happen to Jax.
The bald man’s breath was warm on the back of her head. He was short. His face would be at just the right height—
She slammed her head back, a sharp flash of pain in the back of her skull as she made contact. The man yelped and let go. If his nose wasn’t broken before, it was now.
“Run!” she shouted to Jax as she bolted for the open door, nearly tripping over her own feet. She stopped and spun around when she made it to the dark doorway.
Jax was gone. But Ortega was still in the center of the alley.
The sleeveless man swung his bat, sweeping the soldier’s legs out from under him. Ortega landed hard on his back as the man lifted the bat.
Shit, shit, shit! Do something!
Georgie’s panicked hand reached for her pistol, finding only an empty holster.
Fuck.
A rapid burst of gunfire tore through the man’s chest. The bat tumbled from his hands as the rest of the strangers ducked into cover. In a breath, Ortega was on his feet, snatching Georgie’s gun off the ground as he raced toward her.
They darted through the door and into the darkness of the building, avoiding the shadowed obstacles inside, then busted through the unlatched front doors, spilling out onto the sidewalk.
“Go!” Jax shouted as he met up with them, Banks close behind.
After making a few random turns to be sure they lost the strangers, they stopped and took a collective breath. The dark clouds were spitting rain, and Georgie looked up, eyes closed, letting the water cool her burning skin.
They made it. They were okay. Jax was okay.
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She focused on the soothing cold of the floor through her pant legs as she tried to slow her thoughts, to process what just happened. She’d never been on that side of a gun barrel before, and she really wasn’t a fan. 
Bastards.
Where the hell did they come from?
They’d been told there were no people left outside the Havens. So who were they? And how did the council not know?
Unless they did. They seemed to be okay with lying.
She looked over at Jax, almost afraid to ask. “Did you know?”
He was sprawled out on his back a few feet away, his arm under his head, still catching his breath. “Know what?”
“That there are still people out here.”
He propped himself up on his elbows and met her gaze. “I did.”
“Does the council know? My dad?”
He nodded.
“What the hell?” Georgie hadn’t intended to yell, but she was so fed up with being kept in the dark. “Why would they lie about that?”
“To keep everyone safe. You saw for yourself what’s out here.”
Georgie thought of what the men in the alley had said, and her anger melted, overpowered by a sick feeling in her stomach. “They don’t actually—” She stopped before she could finish the sentence. She must have misheard them. That wasn’t something people did. Not in real life.
“Yeah,” he muttered. “They do. I’ve heard stories from other soldiers. They used to target solo travelers, so they’ve never really been a threat to us. They must be getting desperate.”
She shook her head and looked around at the others.
Ortega paced the length of the store, mumbling something in Spanish, too fast for her to understand.
“Sit down, Ortega,” Banks ordered from his spot at the front of the store.
Ortega stopped pacing, but he didn’t sit. “I should’ve reacted faster. I let them get the jump on me. Almost got us all killed.”
“You didn’t almost get us killed,” Banks argued. “She did.”
Georgie glowered at him.
And just like that, the floodgates opened.
“We’ve all gotta risk our necks to keep you alive,” he said with a pointed glare. “Haven has two medics, Wicks. Two. You think they’re gonna let it slide if we come back without you? They’d hold us responsible. Because of you, not only do we have the mission to worry about, we have the added responsibility of playing babysitter. When you ignore everyone and make stupid decisions like the shit you just pulled, we can’t just walk away and say good riddance, like we should.”
Jax and Ortega were both frozen, their wide eyes bouncing between her and Banks.
“I’m not helpless,” Georgie said. “I can take care of myself.”
He scoffed. “Yeah, clearly.”
“All right, that’s enough,” Jax interjected.
“You know what, Chris,” she snapped, “fuck you. I’m trying to help.” She shoved to her feet.
“Then you should’ve stayed at Haven where you might actually be useful.” His words were acidic, bitter, and she knew this was about more than her choices at Haven.
“Banks!” Jax grabbed the edge of the counter and pulled himself to his feet. “I said enough.”
Georgie kept her voice low, her cheeks burning. He had every right to be angry about Mabel, but she wasn’t some irresponsible kid anymore. “My dad is missing. If anyone is justified in being out here, it’s me. So if you’re afraid of the council, you feel free to go home. If not, then just focus on the damn mission.” When he opened his mouth to argue, she asked, “What if it was your brother?”
Banks tensed. “Don’t bring my family into this. You have no fucking right.” His eyes flicked to Jax without turning his head. “I’m going to do a sweep. Make sure we’re clear.” He stormed through the front door.
Nobody spoke for a long time.
She pretended not to notice Jax’s questioning look. He didn’t know about Mabel, and she really didn’t want to talk about any of it.
After an excruciating half hour, Jax shouldered his bag and his rifle. “Still got a couple hours of daylight. We shouldn’t waste them.”
Georgie followed Jax and Ortega through the door and onto the sidewalk out front.
The rain had stopped, and past the line of charcoal clouds, pale pink brush strokes painted the cerulean sky. The scent of damp earth and wet concrete filled her nose. She’d expected to find Banks waiting, but the street was empty.
Jax’s entire body tensed. “Banks?”
No reply.
“Did he go on without us?” Ortega asked. “He was pretty pissed.”
Jax took three steps in one direction, then turned, his eyes narrowed. “No, there’s no way.”
Georgie searched the street, a sense of unease rising in her chest. “Do you think…” She didn’t want to say it, because saying it would make it real. But when she looked into Jax’s panicked eyes, the thought was there, hanging in the air between them.
The people from the alley must have followed them.
Be weeks before we kill either of you. Meat lasts a lot longer when you’re alive.
The horrifying image of Banks being eaten alive slammed to the front of her thoughts.
“They won’t kill him right away,” she spat. “We can save him.”
She watched a crease form between Jax’s eyebrows as he struggled with the decision.
“This has to be what happened to the others, right?” Ortega asked.
Georgie’s eyes widened. He was right. What else could it be? Her dad had to be there.
“We don’t know that,” Jax said, shaking his head. “We can’t be sure.”
“Well, we’re sure Banks is there,” Georgie said. “And I know you wouldn’t leave him.”
The soldiers shared a look before Jax gave a decisive nod. “We’ll zero in on their location, then contact Lieutenant Vega for backup.”
It didn’t take long to track the strangers down. Their voices carried through the silence, leading the way to a large brick school.
Georgie, Jax, and Ortega scouted the building from a distance, then settled in behind a garage across the street to contact Haven. The sun was hidden behind the distant buildings, the shadows growing deeper shades of gray.
“Vega’s gonna be livid,” Jax muttered. He took a deep breath before lifting the radio to his mouth. “ILH-V3, this is ILH-H5. How do you copy? Over.”
Georgie leaned in as they waited for a response. 
After a few seconds, Vega’s voice cut through the speaker. “ILH-H5, this is ILH-V3. Copy loud and clear. Where the hell have you been? What is your position? Over.”
“Oak Park, sir. I have Private Ortega and Georgie Wicks with me. Private Alvear was infected and handled following protocol, but Private Banks has been taken. I believe these people are also responsible for our missing soldiers. We’ve got evidence that suggests our soldiers are still alive, and we’re launching a rescue effort to bring them home. They’re in an elementary school about five minutes south of North Avenue. We’d really appreciate some reinforcements. Over.”
“You disobeyed direct orders, Private. Return to base immediately. There will be repercussions. Over.”
“Roger. Wilco. We’ll head back as soon as we’re done. Can we count on those reinforcements? Not sure we can do this without them. Over.”
“Goddammit, Hale! I gave you an order. Return to base. Now. Your disobedience has already gotten one soldier killed. I will not be sending reinforcements. Acknowledge.”
Jax hesitated a moment, his brow furrowed. “Roger,” he muttered. “We’ll handle it ourselves, then. I’ll keep you updated. Out.” He scrubbed a hand over his mouth as he released the button and turned off the radio. “That went well.”
“We’re still going after them, right?” Georgie asked.
“I am,” Ortega said.
Jax nodded, adjusting the rifle strap. “We’re clear this is stupid, right?”
Georgie gave a nervous laugh, her stomach in a knot. “Yeah, that’s pretty clear.”
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It was midmorning when Adam and Oliver reached the front gate of the Campus. Kye was already there waiting, two knives tucked into leather holsters on one side of her belt and a pistol on the other, her face set with impatience. They were late. Adam’s fault—he’d thrown the stupid alarm clock out of the tent—but he didn’t bother explaining. He was running on three hours of sleep and didn’t have the energy. 
The grogginess followed him like fog, but he was at least freshly medicated—well, half-medicated. Taking more had completely screwed up his progress. Days later, his body was still begging for more.
They headed out, and on the way, he asked Kye to recap the plan. This time, he paid attention. There was apparently a small group of survivors holed up in a block of houses just northwest of the city. Kye was hoping to make a deal. Gain some allies. Their numbers together still wouldn’t be much, but it was better than what they had now.
It was early afternoon when Kye stopped to study the torn section of map. “Two more blocks.” She looked up at Adam. “I know Marcus, but I’ve never met any of the others. You know how I feel about strangers. Give us cover until I get a feel for things.”
Adam studied the hand-drawn circle on the map, then eyed the surrounding buildings. “On it.” He pushed off the ground and raced to a tall house that would offer a decent vantage point. When he made it to the roof, he swung his rifle around and watched through the scope.
It was easy to spot where these people were—a row of narrow houses with black iron fencing. There was movement in the upstairs window of one and a man in a sleeveless shirt on the front porch of another. Adam was across the street, two houses down. If something went wrong, he’d have a clear shot.
The man straightened suddenly and drew his gun. “Stay where you are,” he called. “What do you want?”
Don’t do anything stupid, Adam urged him silently, his reticle hovering over the man’s head as Kye and Oliver slowed to a stop, their empty hands up at their sides. They talked for a moment, their voices too quiet to make out the words, then the man lowered the gun and motioned to the door.
Don’t go inside. I can’t see you if you’re inside.
Oliver looked up at the rooftops, crossed his fists over one another, and separated them like he was pulling a knot tight in the air. He’d taught Adam some sign language while they were on their own. This one was the sign for safe.
Then they disappeared through the front door.
With a sigh, Adam scurried back down to the street, sliding along the houses without a sound. When the calm buzz of conversation assured him everything was fine, he slipped through the front door.
The room went silent as three strangers whirled to face him. After finding Oliver and Kye on a sofa across the room, he flashed the strangers a smile. “Hi.”
“This is Adam,” Kye said.
An older woman with ash-blonde hair returned his smile, her light skin creasing in response. “Nice to meet you, Adam. Please, hun, sit.”
“I’m good here. Thanks.” He leaned against the doorframe and scanned the house. A back door through the kitchen. A staircase on one side of this room. Oliver had a clear path to the front door from where he was sitting, and Adam had his pistol ready in case he needed cover on the way.
“I’m Francis,” the woman said. “That’s Art and Marcus. The rest of us are out back.” 
The two men gave her a wary look.
Too much information, Adam thought. They trust us, but not that much.
How many people were here? His eyes slid to the back door. How outnumbered were they?
“It’s been months since we’ve heard anything from Lloyd,” Francis continued. “I was starting to worry.”
Kye gave an understanding nod. “Losing hold of the city’s been hard on everyone.”
Adam studied their faces. Their body language. Art, a gray-haired man with thin-rimmed glasses, leaned back in a cushioned chair, an open book on his lap. His posture was relaxed, but his eyes were watching cautiously.
Something about him set Adam on edge.
The man who’d been keeping watch out front, Marcus, stood at the edge of the room near the kitchen, arms crossed. He was tall and lean, with bony shoulders and the beginnings of a patchy beard. His pistol was in its holster, but not strapped in.
“We’re doing just fine,” Art said bitterly.
Kye pursed her lips, then forced them into a smile. “Lloyd will be glad to hear that. Are you guys good on supplies?”
“Yeah, we’re okay,” Francis said. “Took in some folks like Art here from the Haven west of the city. They brought enough supplies to last—” She met Art’s glare and snapped her mouth shut.
Adam knew very little about the Havens. They were like urban legends. Everyone seemed to have their own version of what they were like. Running water. Electricity. Hot showers. Twenty-story electrified walls. Endless food. Gold-lined mansions. It was all ridiculous. But he had never actually met someone from a Haven. And for good reason. Whatever they had there, it was better than out here.
He frowned, studying the gray-haired man. Why would anyone leave?
“We’re careful,” Marcus told Kye. “Stay close to home. Keep our heads down.”
“Most of us, at least,” Francis mumbled.
His jaw tensed. “Not the time, Fran.”
“You’re coming and going twice a week. Gonna draw someone right to us because you can’t keep it in your pants.”
Kye lifted an eyebrow, and Adam snorted as he tried to hold back a laugh.
Art straightened in his chair, the leather creaking as it stretched beneath him. “Enough,” was all he had to say, and the woman stepped back against the wall, silent. “Some of our people have a soft spot for the Hub,” the man explained.
Adam’s head snapped up, the name sending a jolt through him, and the cheerful mask he kept firmly in place slipped.
In a flash, he was somewhere else.
A room.
A bed.
A prison.
You are to do as you’re told.
He shook it away, but his heart was still racing like he just popped eight Addys at once. Adam could tell from the look on Oliver’s face—the sideways purse to his lips—that he wasn’t hiding it well. Thankfully, nobody else was paying attention.
Of course the Hub was still around. Why wouldn’t it be? People would always have their vices.
After the world shut down, Adam had spent a few months alone and nearly starving to death on the streets, fighting for his life, but his time at the Hub made those months seem like a vacation.
Marcus shrugged. “Francis goes off on her rants whenever anyone brings it up, but we gotta find fun somewhere, right?”
Adam’s hand went to the pocket with the pills inside, the gesture involuntary and calming. He plastered the smile back on his face.
“I’m glad you’re doing well,” Kye said, steering the conversation back, “but you can’t ignore the fact that the cult’s killing innocent people.”
“The hell we can’t.” Art tucked a strip of paper in his book to save the page, then slammed it shut. “I already lost the spot I earned at Haven because people decided to play heroes. We’re not ruining this one the same way.”
“It’s only a matter of time before the cult takes one of yours.”
Art took off his glasses, deep creases carving across his forehead as he set his book on the coffee table. “I’m not pretending for a second I don’t know the real reason you’re here. You want our help, but frankly, it’s just not our damn problem.”
Not surprising. People didn’t help others unless there was something in it for them.
“If you choose to face this with no allies in your corner, that’s your choice, but those people”—Kye nodded toward the back door—“I hope for their sake it doesn’t come back to bite you in the ass.”
“Don’t worry,” Francis chimed in. “We’ve got people looking out for us.” 
Art shot her another look, but this time she held her ground. 
“What? They could use a little protection themselves.”
“That’s not how it works,” Art snapped.
Curiosity gleamed in Kye’s eyes as she leaned forward. “What kind of protection?”
“There’re some folks holed up along the lake,” Marcus said. “Offered us a deal. We trade some of our supplies, and they keep an eye out for us.”
Adam’s attention was drawn to the uneasy expression on Art’s weathered face. The man was afraid of these people. The other two seemed pretty happy with the arrangement. Why wasn’t he?
“Why you?” Adam asked, and all eyes turned toward him.
Marcus frowned. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Why are these people offering to protect you?”
“I just told you. We trade supplies.”
“And that’s it?” Adam asked, his eyes fixed on Art’s. “I haven’t heard of anyone else being offered this treatment. What makes you so special?”
The old man’s expression hardened. “Old friends,” he muttered, but his tone said otherwise. There was more to the story, but that was obviously all they were going to get.
Adam folded his arms loosely across his chest as he considered the possibilities. Old friends who weren’t friends. A bunch of people brave enough to still be in the city, even with the cult around. Either it was a secure military settlement and Art’s people had something worth protecting, or it was a gang with enough power to pull off the extortion of an entire settlement. Or maybe a little of both. Either way, they were dangerous.
“I think it’s time for you to go,” Art said.
“Yeah, I agree.” Kye popped up from the sofa and glanced at Marcus. “I’ll let Lloyd know you’re still alive.”
“All right, hold on.” Marcus reluctantly pushed away from the wall. “I can send a few things to help. I owe my dad that much.”
That was why Kye had wanted to come here, Adam realized. Lloyd was the professor who helped create the Campus, back at the beginning. He still lived there with his wife, but their son left before Adam and Oliver got there. Kye must have assumed his connection to the place would give him a reason to fight for it. Clearly not the case.
Marcus disappeared, returning after a minute with a handheld radio and a small bag.
“This is a GMRS radio. With the repeater antennae in the area, the signal should be able to reach anywhere within a hundred miles of the city.” He pointed to a button on the front. “It has a built-in scanner, which means if you push this, it’ll search through the frequencies and stop if it finds an active one. Maybe you’ll find another group willing to help. There are a few boxes of ammo and some antibiotics in the bag.”
What he was really saying was they wanted to have someone to call if they did eventually need help. There was always a reason.
Art grumbled as Kye took the radio and clipped it to her belt, then passed the bag to Oliver.
“Thank you,” she told Marcus. “Good luck to you guys.”
He nodded once. “You too. Tell my folks hi for me.”
Adam trailed the others through the room, plucking Art’s bookmark from its spot between the pages and tossing it over his shoulder. Thanks for the help, Arty.
On the front porch, they passed a dark-haired girl in a cropped, hooded jacket and jean shorts leaning against the side of the house. She watched them as they passed, giving Adam a quick smile.
She wasn’t out there when he’d gone inside. Was she? Had she been watching the whole time? When they made it to the street, he glanced back to see if she was still watching, but the porch was empty. She'd disappeared without making a sound. Like a ghost.
Or maybe he’d imagined her.
The thought was intended as a joke, but as he searched the street, he frowned, suddenly uncertain.
He really needed sleep.
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Kye hadn’t said a word since they left to head back to the Campus, but she clung tight to the radio receiver, checking it every couple minutes. The trip definitely hadn’t gone how they’d hoped, and though she was trying to hide it, he could see the tension on her face, the defeated sag to her shoulders. 
The wide berth they gave the city added two extra hours each way, but it was too big a risk to get any closer. Adam didn’t mind the walk, though. Movement helped focus his mind.
The conversation with Art was gnawing at him.
In the months since Kye let him and Oliver in, Adam had pinpointed quite a few settlements and camps throughout the city and suburbs. He’d get a feel for each one and mark them on the maps at the Campus. There were only a handful big enough to be an actual threat, but the cult had wiped out two already, and none of the others were near the lake. Was this a new settlement? Why were they helping Art’s people?
He tilted his head to glance at Oliver, whose face had gone suddenly dark, brow pinched and lips pressed together in a tense line. The same expression he’d worn day after day when they first met.
Adam remembered, for a while at the beginning, being so afraid Oliver would run back to Cassira and leave him alone again. After a week, Oliver finally agreed to leave the safety of their temporary apartment, and to cheer him up, Adam decided to show him his favorite spot in the city.
The path around the planetarium had a view like nowhere else. His older sister, Alice, was the one who’d first brought him, and ever since, it was the place where he felt the safest. Where he could get away when everything was too much.
They sat, feet dangling above the calm water of Lake Michigan, the lifeless skyline spread out across the lake as Adam studied Oliver’s blank expression.
Maybe it was stupid to bring him here. “It was better when the buildings were all lit up. They’d reflect on the water and…” Adam shrugged. “I guess I like it because I can actually breathe out here.” Even in an empty city, he always felt like he was suffocating. Like everything was closing in on him. But not here.
“It’s beautiful.” Oliver wrapped his arms around himself, rocking slightly as he checked the wide walkway beside them. “We’re just very exposed here.”
“You think the Shinies are still looking for you?”
Oliver raked a hand through his dark hair, the sunlight bringing out a hundred different shades of brown. “You don’t know Cassira like I do. She’s going to find me. She won’t stop until she does.”
“I told you I’d keep you safe.”
Oliver sighed. “I know.”
“Do you trust me?”
They’d only known each other for a week, but Oliver nodded without a second of hesitation. “Yes.”
The sun beat down, warm on Adam’s skin. A huge change from the chilled temperature of the past few months. Spring was in full swing but, knowing Illinois, it could switch back to winter at any minute. He tilted his head thoughtfully as an idea popped into his head. “Let’s go swimming.”
Oliver frowned, his face flustered. “What? No. Here?”
“Why not?” Adam set his rifle on the concrete beside him.
“I—I don’t have—It’s not—”
“Okay. Stay here, then. I’m getting in.” He hopped to his feet, pulled his shirt over his head, and tossed it on the ground.
Oliver’s face reddened as his eyes flicked nervously to the side. “It’s barely April.”
“Is it? I haven’t been keeping track.” Adam plugged his nose, pulled in a breath, and stepped off the edge of the concrete path, the water meeting him with a shock of cold. He let himself sink, surrounded by the peaceful silence and the comforting pressure. When he finally broke back through the surface, Oliver’s eyes were wide with surprise.
Adam shoved back his sopping hair and grinned. “Come on. It's not so bad.”
“Fine. Okay.” Oliver stood and shrugged off his flannel button-up, then his white T-shirt, laying them neatly beside Adam’s bunched-up shirt. “But if I get hypothermia, you have to nurse me back to health.”
“Gladly.” Adam gripped the edge, his gaze sliding over the half-inch scars that crisscrossed Oliver's forearms.
“I'm holding you to that.” He stumbled as he fought to remove his shoes, then set them side by side. After a quick survey of the path, he squeezed his eyes shut, pulled in a deep breath.
A moment of hesitation, then he jumped, resurfacing a few seconds later with a loud gasp. “Fudge, that’s cold!”
Adam laughed. “What’d you expect? It’s barely April.” He gave an impish smile, then plunged back under the water. 
When he emerged again, Oliver’s face lit up with a beautiful smile that made Adam’s heart sputter.
“You’re not like anyone I’ve ever met,” Oliver said, his voice light for once.
Adam had a witty reply ready, something dripping with false confidence, but the words died on his tongue, his attention drawn to the shape of Oliver’s lips, overwhelmed with the urge to test whether they were as soft as they looked. He moved closer, drawn in like a magnet, and when their lips met for that first kiss, a spark ignited, more intense than any high Adam had ever felt, and he knew there was nothing he wouldn’t do to keep the smile from disappearing again.
Now, Oliver’s worried frown had resurfaced, a shadow settling over him, and Adam wanted—no, needed—to fix it.
“We need a minute,” he told Kye as he slowed to a stop.
Her gaze jumped from him to Oliver, then back before she nodded. “Of course. I’ll be right over here.”
Oliver and Adam perched on the overpass above the Eisenhower Expressway, feet dangling, the way they had outside the planetarium months before. A flock of birds picked at a fresh corpse on the interstate below. Most of the bodies from before were nothing but bones, but there were plenty of recent ones. Sometimes, a survivor who’d slipped up and got infected or starved to death. But more often, other people were to blame. Adam found one in pieces once, spread across an entire city block.
He reached over and took Oliver’s hand. “What’s wrong?”
Oliver glanced over his shoulder, then leaned in close, keeping his voice low as he spoke. “I think I know the people they were talking about. They wiped out a bunch of people at Union Station back when I was there.”
“So they killed some Shinies. What’s wrong with that?”
Oliver's frown deepened. “They’re dangerous. I think Art and his people are in over their heads.”
“That doesn’t sound like our problem.”
“You sound like Art.”
Adam straightened, surprised at the response. “What do you want me to do, Oliver?”
“I—” He shook his head. “I don’t know. I just have a bad feeling. It’s fine. I’m fine.” He called Kye over, and when she sat beside them, she asked if everything was okay, and Oliver assured her it was.
She handed them each a breakfast bar, then opened one for herself, looking out at the expressway as she took a bite.
Adam’s gaze dropped to the bar, then shifted to the tattooed letters peeking out from under his gloves. He never learned Roman numerals in school, but he knew this one because it was him. His only name during his time at the Hub.
Thirty-six.
You are to do as you’re told.
He shoved the bar in his pocket and tugged up his gloves. He needed to move. To do something. “I’m gonna climb the billboard, see if there’s anywhere worth searching. Back in fifteen.”
Kye nodded, eyes still straight ahead.
It only took a minute for him to make it to the billboard down the street. He climbed the ladder to the top, then flipped his rifle to search the streets. Not a lot out here. A gas station. A hardware store. Both the sort of places that were looted first. Empty after the second week of panic. He didn’t waste time with those anymore.
There were a handful of run-down houses around the corner, but the windows were broken, doors open or busted in. There was nothing left inside those either. Adam took his time, getting a reading on the neighborhood. He didn’t know this part of the city, and he didn’t like the disoriented feeling it gave him.
Movement caught his eye as his reticle floated over the row of houses. A girl on the front sidewalk, hunched over. What was she doing? He studied her a moment before he noticed the blood. She was hurt.
Was she attacked?
He scanned the area again, trying to pick out any other movement. Any possible threats. Nothing. If Kye was here, she’d tell him to leave it. It wasn’t worth the risk. She would’ve reminded him that talking to strangers was like playing with fire, but the warning pulled Adam in like a moth to a streetlight.
He swiveled back toward the overpass where the others were. Kye was still lost in thought and Oliver was digging through his messenger bag.
It would be fine. He’d be back in ten minutes, tops. They wouldn’t even notice.
After he climbed back to the ground, he snuck around the corner, staying hidden behind cars. It was her leg, he realized. Her calf was split open. He closed his eyes and listened for other voices. Nothing. She was alone. It didn’t feel like a trap. That was an actual cut. And a lot of blood. But it wouldn’t be outside the realm of possibility. Desperate people did desperate things.
She was Adam’s age, maybe a little younger, with dark hair hanging in dirty twists past her shoulders, her fair cheeks pink with sunburn.
“Need help?” Adam asked, peeking over the hood of the car. 
Her eyes went round as she fumbled for the pistol beside her. 
He ducked. “Really? If I wanted to shoot you, don’t you think I would’ve done it before I let you know I was here?” When she didn't respond, he lifted his empty hands and slowly climbed to his feet. “You want help or not?”
The girl hesitated, then set the gun on the ground.
Adam was beside her in a second, examining the gash on her calf. “What happened?”
“The window.” She looked back at the house behind her, one of the few with the door still intact. “Cut myself on the way out. It just keeps bleeding.”
He pulled a roll of gauze from his pouch, then took his flask from its holster. When he looked back up at her, she was inspecting him with narrow eyes. “It’s vodka,” he explained. “To clean the cut.”
“Why are you helping me?”
Adam cocked his head. That was a fair question. Why was he?
After the Hub, and before he met Oliver, Adam spent half a year with a large group of survivors who had set up a base on the tarmac of the O’Hare airport. There were a hundred people, at least, and this was what they did. They rescued people. Brought them back. It was the kind of place that built up hope. Made people believe they could rebuild and come back from this mess.
So, of course, it didn’t last. Good things never did.
“Honestly, I don’t know why,” he admitted, pouring a little from his flask onto the cut. 
The girl hissed in a breath.
“Yeah, that part stings.” He took a pull of the vodka, then put it away. “You have somewhere safe to go?”
“My friend and I, we’re staying in a house maybe five minutes north of here. The rest of our group split up months ago, so it’s just us.”
Adam glanced back toward the overpass. He should check in with Kye and Oliver, but that was the opposite direction.
How long had he been gone? He really needed a watch.
“Here, let me help. Try not to put any weight on it.” He wrapped his arm around her back, letting her use him as leverage as they followed the road north. “I’m Adam, by the way.”
“Marlie.”
“What are you doing out here by yourself, Marlie?”
“Looking for food.” She stopped a second, her face tight with pain. “We finished the last of ours yesterday. Bo’s checking the grocery store down the street.”
There wouldn’t be anything left. Grocery stores were too obvious.
“Take this.” With his free hand, he tucked the breakfast bar into her pocket. “I hate these things, anyway.”
“Thanks. What about you? Are you alone?”
“Yeah,” he lied, Kye’s warning echoing in his head. “Just me.”
She pointed to a narrow house as the rain began to fall. “That’s the one, on the left.”
“You gonna be okay here?”
“We’ll be fine. Bo’s a soldier. National Guard. We’re just in a tough spot is all. Actually on our way north.”
“Stay away from downtown.” Adam helped her up the stairs to the front door. “And the north side. If the cult doesn’t catch up with you, the Hub’s collectors will.”
As they stepped inside, the stale scent of menthol filled his nostrils, and without warning, the house slipped away, replaced by Adam’s tiny room at the Hub. Usually, he could get his guard up before the sharp edge of these memories found purchase, but this one had caught him by surprise.
He was slouched on his bed, knees to his chest, a blanket wrapped tightly around him as a stocky man with gelled-back hair took a long drag of his cigarette and threw on his heavy coat. The man blew a cloud of smoke in Adam’s direction, the menthol burning his lungs, and the overwhelming sense of claustrophobia and helplessness made him feel a little like a field mouse in a snake terrarium. He waited for the man to disappear through the door before he threw the blanket over his head and let the tears fall.
“You’re welcome to stay for a bit,” Marlie offered, snapping the house back into place around him.
Adam blinked and forced a bright smile. “Thanks, but I gotta go. Stay safe.”
“You too.”
He took a deep breath, then turned back to the door, met by the barrel of a gun.
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Adam’s eyes jumped from the revolver to the guy’s arrogant grin. He was mid-twenties, his dark hair pulled back in a bun. His nose looked like it had been broken at some point, the shape not exactly crooked but definitely off. 
“You’re such a dick, Bo,” Marlie grumbled. “He saved my ass.”
“He’s gonna save both our asses with all the shit he’s got on him.” His eyes landed on the sniper rifle peeking out from behind Adam. “Hands on your head and get down on the ground. Mar, take the rifle, check for other weapons.”
“I wouldn’t recommend that, Marlie,” Adam said, his voice steady.
Bo laughed. “Don’t take it personal, kid. We’re just trying to stay alive. Marlie, the guns. Let’s get moving.”
Her fox face tightened, eyes avoiding Adam’s as she took the rifle, then the pistol.
With his gun still pointed, Bo emptied Adam’s vest pockets and pouches: the first aid supplies, the flask, a metal water bottle. Something clawed at the back of Adam’s mind—a desperate, violent growl—as Bo took the bag of pills.
Adam gritted his teeth, fighting the urge to rebreak the guy’s nose.
“Thanks.” Bo took Adam’s rifle from Marlie and slung it over his shoulder. “Oh, and I can’t risk you following us, so don’t take this personal neither.” He slammed the butt of his gun against Adam’s temple. 
Pain exploded, and his vision went dark.
When Adam came to, his head was throbbing. He stumbled to his feet and rushed outside.
A blow like that, Adam guessed he was out for a minute at the most. He closed his eyes and listened. Nothing but the sound of rain hitting the asphalt. Maybe he could catch up. Marlie had said they were heading north.
Get it back, a voice growled. Find them and take it back.
Adam slicked back his damp hair and moved noiselessly down the street. After a few blocks, he stopped to listen again. There. Voices. He followed the sound, pulling his knife from its holster when the two figures came into view. It was lucky Bo hadn’t bothered to take it, because Adam was useless in a fight.
He caught up quickly and wrapped his arm around Bo’s chest, the edge of the knife barely touching his throat.
“Hi again,” Adam said cheerfully. “My pistol first.”
Bo’s breathing sputtered as he lifted the pistol over his shoulder. Adam grabbed it and pressed it against the soldier's back before sheathing the knife.
“Now my rifle. And my bag. You can keep the rest. You’ll probably need it.”
Bo slowly unstrapped the rifle, holding it out to the side. Adam grabbed it and shrugged the strap over his shoulder. When the small plastic bag was safely back in his pocket, his muscles relaxed.
“Stupid fucking move,” the guy growled. “You think I won’t find you and take it back?”
Don’t let him, the voice warned.
“I’ll hunt you down,” Bo continued. “It won’t be hard. How far do you think you’ll make it before I find you?”
You’ll lead him right to Oliver. Adam’s eyes flicked back to Marlie, whose face was twisted up with a mix of fear and anger. She was injured. She wouldn’t be able to follow him. Not a threat. But the steadiness of Bo’s voice assured Adam he meant every word.
“I tried,” Adam said flatly, then pulled the trigger.
“No!” Marlie yelped as a loud pop echoed off the buildings around them. Bo stumbled, stayed there for a moment, then crumpled to the ground.
Adam gave Marlie a warning glare, then let his face soften, the mask sliding back into place. He smiled. “Be safe, Marlie.”
He turned and bolted, disappearing down a small side street, the intoxicating fizz of adrenaline tingling through his muscles. He’d killed plenty of people before, but usually they were armed and fighting back.
This was new.
This felt different.
He knew it should bother him. He wanted it to bother him, because that was how normal people would react. But the truth was, it didn’t.
When he made it back to the overpass, Oliver hopped to his feet, his face tight with concern. “What happened?” He touched Adam’s temple. “You’re bleeding. Are yo—”
Adam grabbed his face and pressed their lips together, and when he pulled back, Oliver’s frown faded to a sleepy-eyed smile. 
“I’m great. Just caught the corner of a cabinet. No luck finding anything.” He adjusted the rifle strap on his shoulder, the adrenaline high settling with his pulse. “You guys ready?”
“Yeah,” Kye said. “Let’s get home.”
She and Oliver both used that word. Home. But the Campus wasn’t home. At least not for Adam. He hadn’t called anywhere home since he was nine.
Water dripped from Adam’s hair, sliding down his cheeks as they walked. He smiled at Oliver and shook his head like a shaggy dog, flinging water everywhere.
“Stop,” Oliver said with a laugh, shoving him playfully.
“Sorry. Come here.” Adam used the back of his glove to wipe the water from Oliver’s cheek, the thoughts of the soldier and the girl already fading to the back of his mind.

      [image: image-placeholder]They’d walked for nearly an hour in silence. The rain had stopped a while ago, and the sky was nearly dark. They’d have the cover of nighttime for the rest of the walk. Kye was still holding the radio, glancing down at it occasionally. The numbers on the screen changed every few seconds as it scanned the frequencies, but so far, it was just static. A waste of battery.
“Do you think anyone’s still using these things?” Adam asked when she looked down at the numbers again.
Right on cue, as if taking his question as a challenge, the numbers stopped, and a gritty voice cut through the speaker. “ILH-H5, this is ILH-V3. Copy loud and clear. Where the hell have you been? What is your position? Over.”
Kye’s gaze jumped to meet his, and they all stopped to listen.
A different voice responded. “Oak Park, sir.” 
Oak Park. Whoever these people were, they weren’t far. 
“We’ve got evidence that suggests our soldiers are still alive, and we’re launching a rescue effort to bring them home. They’re in an elementary school about five minutes south of North Avenue. We’d really appreciate some reinforcements. Over.”
“Great,” Adam muttered. “Soldiers.”
“Soldiers who need help,” Kye pointed out.
“ILH.” Oliver pursed his lips as he thought. “Illinois Haven?”
Kye nodded. “That’d be my guess.” 
Stupid of them to announce their location. Being from a Haven, they already had targets on their backs.
“If we help them out,” Kye continued, “maybe they’d return the favor.”
The radio conversation was still going. “Can we count on reinforcements? Not sure we can do this without them. Over.”
When the other voice declined, Kye smiled. “That’s our cue if you guys are willing.”
Of course Adam was. He didn't mind the risk, especially if it meant a chance to wipe out the cult. To keep Cassira away from Oliver. But why was Kye so eager? “What happened to staying out of other people’s business? Avoiding strangers and all that?”
“I’m desperate,” she admitted. “We need this. The Campus needs this. Don't get me wrong. I know there are a hundred ways this could go wrong. You can’t trust other survivors, not even soldiers.” 
Especially not soldiers, Adam corrected her silently. 
“But a whole Haven on our side, I think that’s worth a shot.”
Adam shrugged. “I'm in.”
“Oliver?”
Oliver responded with a worried frown.
“Our people are in danger,” Kye pushed. “More so every day. If we don’t get someone on our side, we’ll lose everything.”
“Fine, okay. But we’ll be lucky if they don’t kill us on sight.”
“You don’t need luck,” Adam said with a wink. “You have me.”
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“We go in through the back of the school,” Jax said, the lines between his eyebrows appearing and disappearing as he spoke. His eyes were tired, and dark stubble had completely overtaken the bottom half of his face. “There was only one guard at the back door. It shouldn’t be a problem. Wicks will stay here with the radio in case something happens.” 
“No, she won’t,” Georgie responded with a scowl, but he ignored her.
“We’ll split up as soon as we get inside. One full sweep, then get out. If we’re lucky, we’ll find the others and meet back here. We don’t have suppressors, so keep your guns in their holsters. If anyone sees you, silence them before they can alert the others. Don’t know how many are inside, but I know we’re outnumbered. If they realize we’re here, it’s over.”
They gathered the things they needed and left the rest at a park a few blocks away, tucked away in the tall grass beneath a slide before heading back toward the school. The gray clouds were dissipating, exposing patches of a darkening cobalt sky. A pale half-moon hung low above the buildings, the last of the daylight fading fast.
“How likely is it we can pull this off?” Georgie asked when they ducked behind a house, though she wasn’t sure she wanted to know the answer.
“There’s only three of us. It’ll take a long time to search the whole school. I did mention this is stupid.” He sighed. “I really wish you’d wait here.”
“I know.” The truth was, she’d love to stay out here. The idea of stepping foot inside that place terrified her. She could still feel the barrel of the gun pressed beneath her chin. Georgie had been so sure the man was going to pull the trigger.
So walking in there, knowing the horrible way it would end if things went wrong, it was…well, it was a lot.
But going back was her idea.
Her dad could be in there. Banks definitely was.
Her mom never would have left someone behind. She’d never hide while others risked their lives.
Georgie thought of the anger in Banks’s voice. The way he spoke to her like he hated her. If he didn’t make it out, Levi would lose the only family he had left. He didn’t blame Georgie for Mabel’s death, but if she did nothing now, if she stood back and let his brother die…
No, Georgie was going to help get Banks out.
Jax stood a few feet away at the front corner of a house, his shoulder pressed against the white wooden siding as he examined the school down the street. The air was thick with tension as they braced themselves for the dangerous move they were about to make.
Ortega pulled a necklace from beneath his shirt, clutching it tightly in one hand. His eyes closed as he whispered something she couldn’t hear, and when he let go, a simple golden cross hung over his chest.
When he noticed Georgie watching, he gave her a dejected half smile. “Got a dinner date this weekend with Wren. If I leave her hanging”—he shook his head—“ella va a estar furiosa.”
Georgie smiled back. “I can’t handle a furious Wren, so you better make it out of here in one piece.”
“I’ll do my best.” He tucked his hands into his pockets. “Tú hablas español?”
“Solo un poco.” Georgie shrugged. “Most of my free time was filled with language tutors and music lessons.”
“Yo también. Clarinet and French.”
“Piano, violin, Spanish, and Irish. I sucked at them all somehow.”
Ortega gave a half-hearted laugh. After a moment of quiet, he said, “We’re going to be fine.” It wasn’t a question. Not exactly. But the tone of his voice begged for reassurance.
“We are.” Georgie’s gaze flicked to Jax, and her heart jumped into her throat as a shape emerged from the shadows—a boy with dark hair, a pistol in his outstretched hand.
“Jax!”
He turned quickly, stopping in place when he noticed the gun.
“We just want to talk,” the stranger said gently. He held the gun like something fragile, his grip loose, finger far from the trigger.
Jax’s hand hovered over his holster.
“I wouldn’t,” a girl’s voice warned from behind her. 
Georgie pulled in a sharp breath as something pressed against her back.
“Okay, easy.” Jax raised his hands. “If you hurt her—”
“We’re not hurting anybody,” the voice interrupted. “We’re talking. Did you make a radio call earlier?”
“We contacted our military base to let them know our location.” It was a thinly veiled warning. They know where we are.
“You’re here to find others, right? More soldiers?”
“We’d like to.” Jax eyed the boy’s gun pointedly.
“Sorry,” the girl said. “Can’t be too careful. You never know who’s going to shoot before you get close enough to talk.”
As soon as the girl took away her gun, the boy lowered his.
In a breath, Jax and Ortega had the two strangers in their sights, their fingers on the triggers. Georgie spun to face the girl.
“You don’t want to do that.” The girl’s mouth curved into a warm smile as her large eyes lifted to the house next door. To a shape on the roof. “As I said, you can’t be too careful.”
The soldiers followed her gaze, hesitated, then lowered their guns.
“What do you want?” Jax growled.
“To help.”
He scoffed. “Bullshit.”
“It’s not out of the kindness of our hearts. Believe me, if I had any other options, we sure as hell wouldn’t be here. I’m not big on favors. Especially idiotic ones like this.” She nodded toward the school. “You do know the kind of people in there, right?”
“Then why?” Jax asked, ignoring her question.
“Our settlement could use some allies.”
Settlement? There were more people out here? Georgie watched Jax for a reaction, but he seemed unfazed.
“The people at ours aren’t big on making friends,” Jax replied. “And I’ve got no pull there.”
“Fair enough. But the soldiers you’re trying to rescue might be a bit more inclined to lend a hand.”
Jax hesitated, the shadows on his face shifting as his jaw tensed.
“I’m not asking you to sell me your soul,” she said. “It’d just be nice to have a few capable soldiers on our side.”
He and Ortega shared a look, and after a moment, they both holstered their pistols.
The girl waved over the figure on the roof. Her warm russet face was both delicate and fierce, her crow-black spirals tied tight in a mound on top of her head, a few loose pieces hanging deliberately just past her jaw.
“We’ll help if we can.” Ortega held out his hand to shake hers. “Dan Ortega.”
“I’m Kye. That’s Oliver.”
Oliver seemed to shrink into himself. Even in the dim twilight, his somber eyes shone a captivating pale blue, with shadows beneath that highlighted the sallowness of his skin.
The boy from the roof was by his side now, a long sniper rifle slung across his back, too big for his lanky frame. “Hi!” he chimed, a smile illuminating his boyish face as his caramel hair fell haphazardly over his forehead.
“And this is Adam,” Kye added.
Oliver handed him the pistol, which he tucked into the holster on his belt.
It would be stupid to turn down help, but could they really offer anything in return? If her dad was here, would he be willing to help strangers? Her gaze lingered on Jax for a moment before shifting to Kye.
“We’d really appreciate the help,” she told Kye. “I’m Georgie.”
Jax sighed. “Hale.” The introduction was barely more than a grunt.
“You’re sure they’re here?” Kye asked. “Your missing soldiers?”
“They’re here,” Georgie answered. They had to be here.
“All right.” Kye pushed back her shoulders. “I guess we’re doing this. Just know, if this goes south, we’re not dying for any of you, so don’t do anything stupid.”
Jax nodded once. “Same.” He went through the plan again, assigning sections of the school to search once inside.
Georgie stared grimly at the shapes outside the school. When they’d checked the perimeter earlier, there was only one guard. Now, two figures were positioned on the lower part of the roof, two more on the ground.
Jax and Adam stood flanking her, their dispositions so starkly different that it probably would’ve been funny if she wasn’t currently struggling to keep her last meal down.
“I really wish you’d wait here,” Jax muttered.
Was he ever going to give this up? She lifted her chin and narrowed her eyes. “And I really wish you’d stop being such a pain in the ass.”
Adam chuckled.
“What now?” Ortega asked. “There’s too many.”
Getting inside was supposed to be the simple part.
“On it.” Adam disappeared around the back of the house.
“It’s fine.” Jax gripped a hunting knife in one hand, while his other passed Georgie a small folding one. “We’ll improvise. I’ll take this one. Ortega, the one by the door. If we time it right, the ones on the roof won’t notice.”
Ortega nodded, but his eyes were wide, his shoulders stiff. “Right.”
There was a faint pop from the roof, so subtle she almost didn’t catch it. The closest of the figures dropped. Another quiet pop, and the other tumbled out of his chair. Then one of the guards on the roof. The last spun around but was down before he could react.
A few seconds later, Adam was back. “All clear.”
Surprise flickered on Jax’s face, but he blinked it away before tugging on his gas mask. “Let’s move.”
Georgie pulled her own over her face and followed Jax inside.
The school was dark, save for a few strategically placed candles casting an orange glow on the tile walls. When she turned back, the others were gone, already swallowed by the cavernous hallways.
She and Jax moved forward, sticking to the right side of the school, moving as quietly as possible.
Jax peeked through the window of the first classroom. His flashlight clicked on for a second, then went dark again, leaving white circles dancing in Georgie’s vision as her eyes readjusted.
The next door, the same procedure.
It went on like that until they reached an open entrance at the end, a feint light coming from inside. They crouched down on opposite sides, their backs against the wall, and Georgie held her breath as Jax twisted to peek into the room. She studied his reaction, not daring to breathe until he gave her a nod and ducked inside. He shut the doors behind them.
It was a cafeteria lined with long tables. Georgie walked the length of the room to the set of double doors at the far back. The kitchen, she guessed.
She was actually grateful when Jax told her to wait there. Her imagination was spinning images of body parts and bloody tools—scenes from horror movies she’d snuck into with Mabel—and it made her stomach churn.
Please be careful, she thought as he disappeared inside.
She paced the room, her eyes bouncing between the entrance and the kitchen doors, checking her watch intermittently. A minute passed. Then another. By the time the numbers changed a third time, her heart was racing.
Why wasn’t he back?
Something was wrong. She had to go after him.
Georgie pulled in a sharp breath, and before she could think it over, she pushed through the doors into a stainless-steel kitchen. She scanned the room. Pots hung above the counters, neatly organized by size. Dishes were stacked on shelves.
No dismembered bodies. No bloody saws or butcher knives. It was just a kitchen.
And it was empty. No Jax.
Light seeped out from beneath a door on the back wall, the sound of something shuffling behind it. The light shuddered as a shadow passed across it. Georgie exhaled, the warmth of relief radiating through her body. There you are.
As she yanked the door open, a voice behind her whispered her name.
Georgie’s head whipped around, terror crashing over her when she found Jax on the opposite side of the kitchen. He wasn’t the one behind the door.
She turned back to the small room, where an electric lantern illuminated rows of mostly bare metal shelves. A skeletal figure stood in the center, the shock on his concave leathery face instantly warping into a smile.
“Where’d you come from?” He scratched the scalp beneath his sparse gray hair.
Jax’s instructions blared in her head. If anyone sees you, silence them before they can alert the others.
“It’s okay,” the man croaked. “Look at me. I’m not dangerous.”
She gripped the knife in her pocket but hesitated. Come on, you coward, her mind screamed. Do something. Stop him!
A slow step back. Then another.
He mirrored her movements until she was backed against the island in the center of the kitchen. The harsh light from the stockroom poured over the tile floor, surrounding his thin frame in a white glow.
Georgie’s eyes flicked to the spot where Jax was before, but he was gone. Her breath caught. How could he just leave her there?
She was on her own.
She screwed up. Again. And nobody was going to bail her out this time.
She pulled out the knife and flipped it open, embarrassed at how much her hand was shaking as she pointed it at the man. “Stop. Please. I don’t want to hurt you.” Her voice sounded so small, echoed by the metal surfaces.
As he took another step toward her, a hand clamped over his mouth. His eyes bulged, and a second later, he slumped forward, landing on the floor at her feet.
Georgie swallowed back the bile in her throat as Jax wiped his knife on his pants and stuffed it into the holster on his belt.
“We need to move,” he said, an edge to his voice.
“I—I didn’t—”
“I asked you to wait, Georgie.”
She bristled. Was he seriously mad at her right now? “I couldn’t. I thought—”
“You didn’t think. That’s the problem.”
Wow. She closed the knife and shoved it back into her pocket, her anger pushing back the panic. “What the hell did you expect me to do? You were gone a long time. I couldn’t just wait around doing nothing.”
“Why? Because you don’t trust me to handle it?”
“Because I can’t lose you too!”
Jax’s forehead creased, but something pulled his attention away. “Goddammit.”
He tore a small box from the man’s bony hand and tossed it to her.
A walkie-talkie. And it was on. Had the man been holding the button the whole time? Did they know they were here?
She should’ve stopped him.
Jax’s wide eyes met hers. “We need to go.”
They’d just made it to the doors when a man crashed through, a gun in his hand.
Jax’s reaction was instantaneous. He grabbed the man by the arm and twisted, and a thunderous bang filled the room, amplified by the metal cabinets.
Georgie staggered back, a dull pain coursing through her leg.
Jax was beside her a second later.
Was he talking? His voice was drowned out by the shrill ringing in her ears. Georgie glanced down at the blood soaking her pants. The bullet had grazed her thigh, but she couldn’t tell how deep.
Jax hoisted her arm over his shoulder and pulled her forward through the cafeteria, but her steps were shaky. They abandoned the plan, beelining toward the exit.
Four armed men were already waiting.
She still couldn’t hear Jax’s words, but she knew he was shouting, his lips forming the word run before he shoved her away from him.
Georgie spun clumsily and scrambled back the way they came, using the wall as leverage, not stopping until she came to the top of a staircase. A single lantern hung on the wall, the tiny flame flickering as she hobbled down the stairs to the basement. Through the whining in her ears came the distorted sound of gunfire.
She whirled around, surprised to find the staircase empty. “Jax?”
For a moment, she was frozen, her fingers wrapped tightly around the railing.
She had to go back. But three steps were all she could manage before her head started to spin. She was going to pass out.
Jax just ran in a different direction. He was okay. She had to get somewhere safe and deal with the bleeding, then she’d find him, and they’d get the hell out.
Georgie fumbled her way to the closest door, pulled it open, and plunged inside a pitch-black room. As her flashlight clicked on, the beam glinted off the rows of tools draped neatly across a pegboard wall. Axes, saws, knives, cleavers. In the center of the room, a large metal table with thick leather straps.
That couldn’t be good. The back of her neck prickled.
Along the back of the room, hooks the size of her head dangled from the ceiling. She followed them with the flashlight, the beam pushing away the darkness as it illuminated something hanging in the back corner.
Banks’s eyes locked onto hers, a roll of fabric stuffed into his mouth and tied around his head. A large zip tie cut deep into the skin of Banks’s hands, securing him to the suspended hook, blood dripping down his thick arms.
Georgie jumped back, the shock like the crackle of electricity. She lost her footing and crashed to the ground, the flashlight launching from her hands. It rolled to a stop, the beam pointed back at her, plastering her shadow onto the floor.
That was when the pain fully hit. Agonizing, like a hot piece of metal pressed against her thigh. Her jaw snapped shut, her hand clapping over her mouth, but a loud groan still found its way out.
An onslaught of panic and pain immobilized her.
The flashlight beam shifted behind her as someone lifted it up off the ground. She turned, squinting against the brightness, expecting Jax to be standing in the doorway, but another familiar face stared back at her.
The bald man smiled, his nose swollen and contorted. “Hey, sweetheart.”
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Georgie’s pant leg was soaked through. She shivered against the chill of the basement floor, the pain unrelenting. 
She’d found Banks, but how the hell was she going to get them out of here?
A beefy man in a tank top guarded the door, his expression almost bored as the bald man from the alley pulled off her gas mask. A mix of putrid egg and rust filled her nostrils.
“You don’t need that. There’s no glow here.” He slid her gun from its holster and crossed the room to the table, clicking on an electric lantern to inspect it in the harsh white light. “Nice of you to come visit.”
Georgie’s chest heaved with each panicked breath as her gaze drifted back to the wall of tools, her head a whirlwind. “Go fuck yourself,” she said, the words strangled and quiet.
The man looked up from the table, feigning a pout. A deep purple had overtaken his nose, fanning out beneath his eyes. “Aw, sweetheart. That’s not very polite.”
She should’ve shot him when she’d had the chance.
Georgie glanced at the door. What happened to Jax? Where were the others? She could feel herself sinking, feel the panic climbing up her limbs, pressing against her like quicksand.
She was going to die. That was the only thought she could grab ahold of. Her mind screamed to get up, to fight back, but her muscles refused to respond. Her throat tightened, and she gasped, trying to pull oxygen into her lungs.
Do something!
The man tucked Georgie’s gun into the back of his pants and pulled a dingy piece of cloth from his pocket before crouching in front of her. “Should pro’ly stop that bleeding.” 
She winced as he wrapped it around her upper thigh, tying it tight enough to slow the circulation. The pain made her vision swim, dragging her back and snapping her thoughts back into focus. When his hand lingered too long on her thigh, she shoved it away.
His face darkened, and his eyes flicked to the large man at the door. “Careful now, sweetheart.” The guard was alert now, his hand on the gun at his side. The bald man pulled a zip tie from his pocket, and the plastic bit into Georgie’s skin as he bound her wrists together.
The crackling sound of static cut through the room—a muffled voice from a walkie-talkie. He stood and grabbed it from the table and, after mumbling something in response, clipped it to his belt.
Crooked yellowing teeth appeared behind his lips as he smiled. “Sorry, sweetheart. I gotta help someone with somethin’. When I get back, we’re gonna have a nice intimate chat about manners.”
The guard stepped to one side to let him pass, then his hulking shape returned to the doorway.
Silence again.
Her attention pulled toward Banks, and she had to use every bit of willpower she had not to look. She was barely hanging on and seeing him strung up like an animal at a butcher shop would send her over the edge.
Calm down, she told herself, swallowing back the sick and trying to focus on her breathing. Name the states. She only made it to Arkansas before her mind went to Jax. To the sound of gunshots and that empty stairwell. A cold numbness crept up her arms. He had to be okay.
Focus. She needed to find a way out.
Georgie jumped at the sound of footsteps on the stairs. When the guard’s attention turned to the door, she took advantage of the distraction. She bit the loose end of the zip tie and pulled until it cut off circulation to her hands, then she brought her fists up and slammed them down hard against her knee. It hurt like hell, but the zip tie was still intact.
She’d done this once in her self-defense classes, so she knew it should work.
Try again.
Gritting her teeth, she brought her fists down again, this time with more force, and the plastic tie snapped.
The guard stepped aside to let the bald man back in, but as the door crashed open, Ortega and Adam spilled inside.
Ortega reacted instantly, slapping a hand over the man's mouth and slamming him against the wall, lodging his knife hilt-deep in his abdomen. They stayed there a moment, locked together, before he lowered the guard silently to the ground. When he straightened again, he stared wide-eyed at the motionless body. One hand drew an invisible cross over his chest, and he closed his eyes, muttering something under his breath.
Adam searched the items on the wall before grabbing a long knife and sticking it through the door handle. He was beside Georgie a second later, helping her to her feet. “Hi again.”
She frowned, taken aback by the airiness of his voice. “They know we’re here.”
“Yeah, I’ve noticed.” His attention slid to the back of the room. “One of yours?”
Ortega’s eyes popped open at the question. “Banks! Jesus Christ.”
Georgie grabbed Jax’s knife from the table and ran to the back of the room. Ortega untied the gag as she cut through the zip tie, and when Banks dropped the few inches to the ground, his legs crumpled beneath him.
More footsteps pounded down the stairs.
“Stay here,” Adam whispered, then grabbed Ortega by the arm and dragged him into a shadowed corner of the room where the lantern light didn’t reach. Georgie’s muscles tensed as the door rattled against the knife. It was holding, but there was no other way out.
Her mind screamed at her to hide as Adam stepped out in front of the door and grabbed the long knife. What was he doing? She shot him a glare, and he responded with a slight tilt of his head and a sly grin. Trust me, it seemed to say.
Bait, Georgie realized. He was using her and Banks as bait. Her head spun, pulse kicking up again. Or he was using them as a distraction so he could get away.
“No, wait!” Her panicked words were lost beneath the pounding on the door.
Adam pulled the knife from the door handle, ducking back out of sight as it slammed open with a violent bang.
The bald man’s gaze jumped from the dead guard to Georgie, his face twisting with anger. “How the hell?” He stomped over and grabbed a fistful of her hair, too distracted to notice Adam approaching behind him. “You don’t like the zip tie, maybe I’ll stick the hook through your fucking hands.” His putrid breath was warm on her face.
“No, you won’t,” Georgie said, her eyes slitted, chin raised defiantly.
Adam’s knife pressed against his throat, pressing in just enough to draw blood, and the man released his grip.
“Wait,” she snapped.
Adam peeked around the man’s head, eyes bright with curiosity.
She plucked her pistol from beneath the man’s shirt with an unsteady hand, fighting to stay upright. “Where—” The word caught in her throat, the thoughts fluttering wildly as she tried to pluck the right one. The soldiers. Her dad. She swallowed and tried again. “Where are the rest of our people?”
The bald man pulled back his top lip. “You think we’d be setting up ambushes if we had a stockpile? This is it, sweetheart.”
The room swayed. “Okay,” she muttered to Adam, averting her eyes as the bright-eyed boy executed the man without hesitation.
He fell to the ground beside her with a sickening thud.
“We need to go,” Adam warned, completely unshaken.
Banks was on his feet a second later, already back to his usual indestructible self, leading the way out of the room.
They made it up the stairs and started down the hallway toward the exit, the searing pain in Georgie’s thigh more intense with every step. She flinched as gunshots rang out behind them. Adam drew his pistol and whirled around, the motion quick and fluid. He fired three shots, one right after the other, then shoved it back in the holster.
The hallway was quiet again.
“So you weren’t actually sure they were here,” he said as they reached the exit.
“Seventy-five percent sure,” she answered.
He shot her a sideways grin.
They burst through the exit, making it a few feet away from the school before Georgie stopped.
“Wait. Jax! We have to go back.”
Ortega’s face set with determination. “I’ll find him.” He turned back toward the school as Jax staggered outside.
Thank God.
“The others?” she asked as Jax made it to her, out of breath.
“They’re good,” Adam said. “Follow me.”
They met up with Kye and Oliver in a residential area a few blocks away. Georgie waited on the front porch of a two-story shell of a townhouse while Kye and Oliver did a thorough sweep of the inside. Jax and Ortega were on their way back to the park for the rest of their supplies, and as usual, Banks was keeping watch. Her head was spinning, and her limbs felt too heavy.
Adam dropped soundlessly beside her, sitting cross-legged, his sniper rifle flat across his lap. “So that went well.” He handed Georgie her gas mask. “You forgot this.”
“Thanks.”
“Are you gonna be okay?”
“I haven’t bled out yet, so yeah, probably.”
He watched intently as she opened the folding knife and cut the grimy rag from around her leg. She peeled her wet pant leg away from the skin before carefully piercing the fabric and cutting around the thigh, exposing the raw skin beneath her jeans. The wound was filthy, caked with coagulated blood and dirt and God knows what else, and it was still oozing blood.
The bullet had grazed the soft tissue. Enough to hurt like hell and bleed a whole lot, but a few stitches, and it would be fine. She hadn’t brought anything to clean it, though. Grabbing a bottle of antiseptic to go would’ve brought up a few questions.
She dragged her eyes up to the street as a flashlight beam escaped through the front window of the house, briefly illuminating Banks in the center of the street. The edges of her vision started to darken, her eyelids heavy.
“Hold on.” Adam hopped to his feet and disappeared into the house, returning a moment later with a roll of gauze. “Can I?”
Georgie nodded sleepily.
“I had a flask of vodka for situations like this,” he grumbled, mostly to himself. 
She tensed as he wrapped the gauze tightly around her thigh, her teeth clenched like a vise as the pain cut through her.
“Done.”
“Thanks.” She blinked hard, her thoughts sluggish. “I don't…”
Everything went black before she could finish her sentence.
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Thanks, Adam, she thought groggily. Her eyes searched the room. Speaking of…
It was too quiet. Where was everyone?
“Jax?” she called nervously.
He popped eagerly through the front door. “I’m here.” For a moment, he stood in the entrance to the living room, the familiar lines etched between his eyebrows as he eyed the bandage.
“Stop looking at me like that,” she grumbled.
“You know, you’re gonna have to actually get this one checked out when we get back.”
She let out a quiet chuckle. “We’ll see.”
“How’s it feel?”
“It’s fine.” Truthfully, it hurt like hell, but she was alive. They all were. That was pretty incredible considering, so a little bullet graze was nothing.
He slumped beside her on the sofa and dug a can of soup from his bag. Something with noodles and vegetables. “Here. This place still has some supplies. I put a few cans in your bag.”
The image of Banks hanging in the basement forced its way to the front of her mind. She shook it away, but the knot in her stomach remained. “I’m not hungry.” She set the can down on the side table. “How’s Banks?”
“Fine. He’s updating Vega.”
“Where’s everyone else?”
“Ortega’s out front with him. The others headed home right after sunrise. A settlement at some college south of the city.” 
Georgie couldn’t help feeling a little disappointed she didn’t get to say goodbye. 
“We’re going home too,” Jax added.
She glowered at him. “That’s it? We’re giving up?”
He shoved back to his feet. “You almost died, Georgie! I can’t handle any more of this.” He shook his head, his expression heavy with exhaustion. “Plus, Vega’s threatening not to let us back in if we don’t head back now.”
“He’s full of shit.”
Jax sighed. “It’s time to call it.”
After all that, they were just giving up? Crawling back home with nothing to show for it? Alvear died for this. For the chance to make a difference. To save the people at Haven. And they were just giving up? They still didn't know what happened to the missing soldiers. Or her dad.
“What about the lab?” she asked. “You agreed to go.”
Jax grabbed her hand. “We’ll go to the lab. I promise. But we need bigger numbers.”
If they went back to Haven now, she’d never get another chance. The council wouldn’t agree to any of it. “I need to change. I’ll meet you outside.”
After Jax headed back out front, she threw on a clean pair of blue jeans and a black T-shirt, then strapped the belt with the holster overtop.
She could go to the lab on her own. Sneak out right now. Keep searching for her dad. But whether she wanted to admit it or not, she was tired. She’d had no idea what the outside was like when she left Haven. Would she have had the guts to walk through that door if she’d known? She pulled on her mom’s jacket and hugged it tight around her. It didn’t smell like home anymore. 
She missed her house. She missed the comfort and safety of Haven.
Georgie stood in the living room of a stranger’s house, taking in the floral wallpaper, the paintings of woodland landscapes hanging overtop. Dusty toys spread across a tan rug. A sippy cup on the coffee table. A family portrait caught her attention. A woman and man, both beaming, one holding a young girl, the other a fluffy white dog. In a single picture, everything Georgie had wanted. Everything she knew she’d never get to have.
She used to want a family. Two kids. A cat and a big dog. A house in the suburbs. She wanted to be the type of mom she never had growing up. To prove she could be better than her parents, at least in one way. But in a world of violence and cannibals and a fungus that can kill you by proximity, it was stupid and selfish to think about bringing more people into it, so she’d tossed the dream out.
Georgie pulled the photos from their frames and tucked them in the front pocket of her backpack before flinging it over her shoulders and meeting the others outside.
Enormous trees towered over the houses, branches stretching up and out at wild angles, the leaves starting to darken and change. A landscaping trailer sat with its back open, the nearby yard getting its retribution as it swallowed the riding lawn mower whole. The air was muggy, and the sun was already directly overhead.
She checked her watch. Quarter after one. Jax shouldn’t have let her sleep in. They’d already lost half a day.
“We’ll be back tomorrow night,” Banks said into the radio, his tone somber as he paced in the street. “Friday morning at the latest. Over.” His wrists were bandaged where the zip ties had cut into his skin.
Jax leaned against the house, arms folded, listening to the last of the conversation while Ortega sat on the steps with a thousand-yard stare.
“Roger,” Lieutenant Vega responded. “Be careful, soldiers. Out.”
They all looked like they’d been dragged through hell. This whole thing was a huge screwup.
Before Banks had a chance to switch off the receiver, a different voice came through the speaker. “ILH-B5, this is ILH-G2. Over.”
The soldiers all straightened, gawking at the radio.
The call sign was like the others, Georgie realized. A soldier from Haven?
Ortega sprung to his feet as Banks grinned and brought the radio back to his mouth. 
“Dave fucking Gordon,” he said, throwing out the radio etiquette he’d used with Vega. “What the actual shit? Where have you been?”
“Banks! Man, I’m happy to hear your voice. You’re not alone, are you?”
“I’m not.” The excitement disappeared from Banks’s face as quickly as it had appeared. “You didn’t answer my question, Gordon. We thought you were dead. Where the hell have you been? Why haven’t you contacted the base?”
Their eyes were glued to the radio, waiting impatiently for a response.
“I know,” Gordon finally replied. “It’s a long story, but we’re okay. Look, man, you’ll understand when you see it, I swear. It’ll make sense. I’ll tell you everything, but not over the radio. Just meet me on Canal Street, in front of Union Station.”
“Can you walk on it?” Ortega asked, turning to Georgie.
“Yeah,” she said, nodding enthusiastically. They’d found the missing soldiers. How could they say no? “I’m fine. Let’s go.”
Banks and Jax shared a weighted look.
“We kind of have to,” Jax said.
Banks pushed the button on the receiver. “Heading there now.”
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They followed the interstate toward the city, the jagged teeth of the skyline growing closer at an excruciatingly slow pace. Military vehicles formed a blockade on the westbound side—a metal dam holding back the river of abandoned vehicles—but the lanes into the city were wide open. 
With the pain in Georgie’s leg, the walk took far longer than it should have, and they’d lost a lot of daylight by sleeping in. It was already after four by the time they made it downtown.
The city was nearly unrecognizable. Trees grew unhindered from the circles in the sidewalks, their branches jutting out in every direction. Tall chain-link fences topped with quarantine-zone signs blocked off roads, separating entire neighborhoods from the rest of the city. Her eyes followed the buildings up. They felt so much larger than Georgie remembered. A couple of years ago, these were all packed full, each window leading to someone’s home.
The thought seemed ludicrous now. Were there even enough people left in the world to fill a single building? She honestly wasn’t sure. Until yesterday, she’d thought the only people left were the ones in the Havens.
Georgie tried to keep her expectations low as they got closer to the train station, but it was hard not to be excited.
We’re okay, Gordon had said. There was a chance her dad was with him. This could be it. After everything that had happened, they might actually get a win. Maybe she could even get to that lab.
“Since we’re already in the city,” Georgie started, but Jax gave her a weary look. “We’re already here. The lab’s just a little north of the train station.”
“Georgie—”
“I can go on my own.”
“I said we’ll go. And we will. Just not right now. We’ll get Vega to send a unit there when we get back.”
“And if he says no?”
“Well, apparently, I’m not good at following orders anymore. If he says no, we’ll go on our own, but we’ll be better prepared.”
She considered the offer. “Promise?”
“I promise.” He turned to Banks. “Let’s take a quick breather before we get there.”
Georgie settled on the grass in a small park, her leg throbbing as Jax sat beside her, posture rigid. Banks leaned against a tree, vigilant eyes scanning the streets around them, and Ortega, who hadn’t said a word in hours, paced in the street.
She plucked a tiny purple flower from the grass, then dropped it beside her leg, and Jax’s stiff soldier demeanor slipped away as he watched.
“Do you remember these?” he asked as he picked one and spun the stem between his fingers.
Her cheeks flushed. Of course she remembered.
Last spring, Haven had set up a makeshift movie theater in the town center to celebrate six months since the liberation. Georgie hadn’t planned on going, but when Jax asked her, she agreed. He ended up having to work, but he was supposed to be there in time for the second movie.
The town square hummed with activity as people gathered on blankets and chairs, others swarming the booths brimming with sweet treats and savory snacks. The nostalgic scent of fresh buttered popcorn and sweet cotton candy filled the air as she settled onto a blanket lined with pillows. As the sky slowly transformed from a deep azure to a velvety black, the flicker of the projector illuminated the screen, sending a ripple of excitement through the crowd.
She hadn’t spoken a word to Caleb in months, so she was a little thrown when he sat on the blanket beside her. Her first instinct was to tell him to leave, but she didn’t, and they actually ended up having a good time. They talked through most of the movie—shallow conversations about trivial things—and stuffed their faces with sweets. She didn’t mind his company until the jackass kissed her.
She pulled back, her anger flaring. “What the hell?”
“I think we should give this another shot.”
Georgie spat a sharp laugh. “You’re joking.”
“We were good together.”
“You worked for the governor.”
“So?”
Her face darkened. “Caleb, he had my mom killed!”
“That’s not true. I already told you Governor Hudson had nothing to do with that.”
“Bullshit!”
“Plus,” he added, “I’m still here, aren’t I? I agreed to the new rules. What more do you want?”
Georgie scoffed. “I’m gonna go.”
He grabbed her hand before she could climb to her feet. “Are you sleeping with him?”
Her muscles tensed as she yanked her hand away. “That’s none of your damn business.”
Georgie stood and stomped her way to the row of food vendors, buying a large homemade chocolate bar from one, which used up the last of her income tickets. Rounding the corner of the bakery, she sank into the trimmed grass of the vacant lot, hidden from view. She shouldn’t have given Caleb a chance. She knew exactly what type of person he was. 
She took a huge bite of the chocolate bar, the rich, velvety taste soothing her anger. A few minutes later, Jax settled onto the ground beside her.
“How’d you find me?”
“I know you,” he said plainly. She could feel his eyes on her, but she kept her own fixed on her lap. After a long silence, he spoke again, his voice low. “Are you okay?”
“I’m fine. Don’t let me ruin your night. You could still catch some of the second movie. Definitely try the cotton candy.”
But he didn’t leave.
They sat together, passing the chocolate bar back and forth as the dreamy melodies from an old musical drifted through the town, a blend of upbeat dance numbers and slow, sensual ballads. Eventually, the movie ended, the sounds of laughter, chatter, and applause slowly fading into a peaceful silence.
“I’m sorry I missed most of the night,” Jax said.
Georgie shrugged. “I’m sorry I made you miss the movie.”
“I’ve seen it.” He picked a flower from the grass, a tiny purple one, and held it out to her, his face ethereal in the moonlight. “Can I still be your date?”
Her mouth curved into a smile as she took the flower. “The movie’s over, Jax. They’re probably packing everything up.”
He lifted a shoulder coolly. “I like it better here anyway. Who needs cotton candy?”
“You bite your tongue. Everyone needs cotton candy.”
He laughed, a musical sound that made her pulse soar. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to offend you.”
He’d barely finished the sentence before Georgie leaned in and kissed him. The warmth of his lips sent a shiver through her body, shaking her from the dreamy haze. She pulled back almost instantly, her cheeks burning.
“That was stupid,” she whispered. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done that.”
His head dipped as he tried to meet her gaze. “Why not?”
Georgie ignored the flutter in her stomach. In her head, the answer was obvious. You’re the most important person in my life, and if I mess this up—which I will—I’ll lose you, and it’s very possible losing someone else will actually kill me. She could never tell him that, though.
“Because you’re my best friend,” was the best she could manage. “Can we just forget it happened?”
“Okay.” His response was gentle and unruffled.
If she had more sense, she would have left it at that. But she didn’t, so she added, “It was just a stupid mistake.”
The words sent a flicker of pain across his face, but he smiled softly. “No worries. If that’s what you want, it’s forgotten.”
Georgie fought back the urge to kiss him again. She’d already caused enough damage.
“Do you need some space?” he asked. “I can leave you alone. I mean, if you want me to go.”
“Do you want to go?” Please say no, she added silently.
“Of course not.”
“Then I want you to stay.” She had smiled then and settled back in the grass, her head on his leg.
“I’m not going anywhere,” he’d whispered.
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Ortega stopped pacing and cast him a questioning look.
“What’s that?” Jax asked, dropping the purple flower back into the grass.
“Why didn’t Gordon make contact earlier? Why now? It’s been weeks. What about the others? Why didn’t they check in?”
“I don’t know,” Jax replied. “But I mean, it’s Gordon. I’ve known him since we were kids. There’s gotta be a good reason.”
Banks nodded once, but none of them seemed sure. “Just be ready for anything.”
Georgie and Jax climbed to their feet.
“Are we close?” Jax asked.
Ortega bobbed his head toward the intersection. “Three blocks that way.”
As they approached the wide building lined with tall pillars, the soldiers kept firm grips on their rifles.
“You should be able to see from there.” Jax pointed across the street to a row of large planters, then looked at Georgie.
“Are you fucking kidding me?”
“I’m with Hale,” Banks interjected. “You’re a civilian. We can’t afford the distraction. Plus, I don’t trust your judgment.”
Her hands closed into fists.
“You’re injured,” Jax added, his pleading eyes disarming her. “Please, just five minutes.”
“Fine. Five minutes.” Georgie crossed the street and slouched onto the stairs, feeling stupid as she watched through the planters like a nosy neighbor.
Her finger tapped impatiently on her leg. What if it was a trick? What if the voice on the radio was lying? What if something happened? She pulled her pistol from its holster, staying low to the ground as she moved closer, hiding behind a white sedan in the center of the street. They were maybe twenty feet away from her now. If something happened, she’d be ready.
Georgie frowned. Ready for what? Her fuckups had already nearly gotten them killed twice now. She rushed into a trap, and then she hesitated and let that guy live, blowing their cover. Every decision she made was the wrong one.
Her eyes dropped to the gun. It felt strange in her hand. The thought of pulling the trigger turned her stomach.
She looked up as someone pushed through the doors of the train station. A familiar face. It wasn’t a trick. She let out a long breath and holstered her gun.
Gordon was dressed in a slim-fitting plain black T-shirt and dark jeans, his clean, reddish-brown hair parted neatly to one side. Banks shook his outstretched hand, then Ortega. Jax ended his handshake with a brief hug and a hard pat on the back.
Moving his hands enthusiastically, Gordon spoke while the others listened without interruption. Georgie couldn’t make out the words, but the conversation seemed light.
She checked her watch again. Two minutes left.
It was pointless to stay hidden now.
But all at once, the mood shifted.
Banks threw up his hands. “Seriously?” he shouted.
Gordon planted his hands on Ortega’s shoulders like a parent lecturing a misbehaving child and said something. Ortega took an abrupt step back, clasping a hand over the side of his neck. His face tightened into a frown, but it melted away as his arms dropped to his sides, his rifle hanging from the strap.
Georgie blinked. What just happened?
“Ortega?” Jax shouted. “Dan!” 
A second later, the soldier crumpled onto the concrete. 
Jax grabbed his rifle and pointed the barrel at Gordon. “What the hell’d you do?”
There was something in Gordon’s hand. A gun of some sort. He lifted his arm, aiming it at Jax, but Jax fired first, putting three rounds in his chest and dropping him.
Georgie bolted forward and skidded to her knees beside Ortega, automatically flipping into medic mode, checking his pulse.
Slowed heartbeat, but it was still strong.
Jax and Banks crouched beside her.
“Where’s he hit?” Jax asked.
“I don’t know.” She did a quick sweep, trying to figure out where the bullet hit, but there was no blood. “He’s still breathing.” As she pushed back to her feet, she drew her pistol with a shaky hand. “What happened? What’d he say?”
Jax just shook his head.
Her brain was still sputtering, trying to catch up, when she caught movement behind them. She spun and pulled the trigger without thinking. A man in dark clothing stumbled backward.
Oh God.
As the man lifted his surprised gaze to her, his head kicked violently back, splattering red across the wall behind him. Georgie recoiled, slapping her free hand over her mouth.
Jax was on his feet beside her in a breath, his tense face searching the street for the shooter, gun ready.
“I—I didn’t mean to,” Georgie stammered.
“Don’t worry,” a voice behind her said. “A 9mm to the side is the least of his worries.”
She whipped around, her heart leaping to her throat. “Dammit, Adam!”
Jax scowled and lowered his rifle. “That’s a good way to get yourself shot.”
“I see that.” Adam glanced down at the body, and a smile flashed briefly on his face. “We gotta move.”
“Guys,” Banks mumbled, the word strangely drawn out. He swayed for a second, then his eyes rolled back as he dropped to the concrete, his head hitting hard.
Oh, fuck.
“Grab him,” Adam told Jax. “They’ll be out here any minute. Georgie, help me lift.”
She shoved her gun in her holster and grabbed Ortega by the legs. It was a struggle, but they got the soldiers around the side of a nearby building, where Oliver was already waiting. The pain in Georgie’s thigh drummed in rhythm with her heartbeat as they entered the mouth of a parking garage a couple blocks away, climbing the ramp to the second story.
She sank onto the cold cement between a pickup truck and a minivan, her breathing ragged as she took the soldiers’ pulses. Both steady but slow. She pulled Banks’s eyelids open one at a time, shining her flashlight in each one. No concussion, but he was going to wake up with one hell of a headache.
Oliver and Adam sat together on the ground.
“What the hell just happened?” she asked.
“I don’t know,” Jax answered. “They just dropped.”
“How?”
“Intravenous sedative-hypnotic agent to induce general anesthesia,” Oliver answered nonchalantly as he studied a tiny metal box.
Jax frowned. “What?”
Adam held up a small dart between his fingers. “Tranq darts.” He pulled another from Ortega’s neck and tossed them both under the truck.
“How do we wake him up?”
“We can’t,” Georgie said. She didn’t know much about sedatives, especially not anything like that, but she knew they’d wear off on their own. “We just have to wait.”
“It’s a specialized drug,” Oliver explained. “A little like ketamine but significantly faster, with a lower risk of overdose. The effects usually last between twenty to thirty minutes.”
That was pretty fucking specific. “How do you know all this?” she asked.
He and Adam exchanged a subtle look, but he shrugged and dropped his eyes back to the box. “It’s just what I’ve heard.”
There was clearly more to it, but Georgie left it at that.
“What did Gordon say to you?” she asked Jax. “Why would he do that? Who was the other person?”
Jax shook his head. “Gordon was different. Said he wanted to save us. Then Ortega dropped. I thought he’d killed him.” He pressed the heels of his palms to his eyes. “I didn’t know they were sedatives. I thought—I shouldn’t have shot him. Why would he use tranq darts?”
“The Shinies need their captives alive,” Adam answered.
“I don’t—what—” Georgie stammered, a dozen questions buzzing in her head like angry wasps. “Why?”
He tilted his head, studying her incredulously. “Because you can’t recruit dead people.”
Recruit people for what? She was so lost.
“What are Shinies?”
“It’s what I call the cult crazies. The spores on their clothes make them easy to spot in the dark.” He shrugged. “Shinies.”
She felt like she was losing her mind. The rest was hard enough to believe, but people covered in glowing spores?
The garage fell eerily silent, except for the sound of Jax’s footsteps as he paced back and forth, gun clutched tightly in his hand, keeping watch.
Oliver continued working silently on the object in his hand, and Adam sat with his legs crossed and eyes closed, finger tapping endlessly against his knee, brow cinched, like he was listening to a sad song nobody else could hear.
Georgie checked the unconscious soldiers’ vitals again, then turned back to Adam and Oliver. “I thought you guys were going home. What are you doing here?”
“We were home,” Oliver grumbled without looking up. “I was nearly finished refitting BUG. Your terrible decisions have incredibly unfortunate timing.” He shook his head.
“Who’s BUG?” Georgie asked.
Oliver perked up at the question, pivoting his entire body to face her as he lifted the box in his hand. “BUG. Balanced Utility Gadget. He has GPS tracking, radio transmission capabilities, a 160 Lumen flashlight, and a video feed with—” He stopped abruptly when he met Georgie’s bewildered stare. “You asked.”
The corner of Adam’s mouth quirked, his eyes still closed. “Kye heard the radio call. I can’t believe you agreed to meet at the train station.”
“How were we supposed to know?”
His eyes popped open. “How did you not? This part of the city’s been hers for months.”
“Who?”
Adam studied Georgie’s face with narrowed eyes. “You’re serious.”
She threw her hands up in frustration. It was like every answer left her more perplexed than before. “Yes. I’m serious.”
“Cassira Vaughn,” he answered. “The queen of the crazies.”
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Adam focused his senses, listening for any movement around them while Georgie remained fixated on BUG, her eyes unblinking. The garage was steadily losing light, and he guessed they had an hour, maybe two, of daylight left. 
“Does that really work?” Georgie asked, and Oliver frowned, clearly offended.
“Of course he works.” 
He set BUG on the ground and pulled the controller from his bag, his lips pursed to the side as he focused—which made Adam smile. He loved watching Oliver work. Especially when he made that face.
“If the replacement power bank had any significant charge left, it should boot right up.” Right on cue, the two circles came to life, glowing neon green. Oliver perked up and shook his hands excitedly—another thing that Adam loved about him—then cycled through some commands. “I recycled pieces from a downed drone,” he said as BUG twirled in place. “The controller just needed some reprogramming. I placed the camera inside, and it feeds to the screen. It reaches around twenty miles before losing signal, but I have a few ideas to expand the distance.”
“Amazing.” Georgie gave an appreciative tilt of her head. “You did this all yourself?”
Oliver shrugged like it was no big deal, but he was beaming. Adam knew how proud he was of BUG.
Georgie met Adam’s gaze, eyebrows raised, and he responded with a grin.
I know, right?
He remembered Oliver explaining how he’d had a meticulously mapped career path since he was fourteen, with the aim of studying mechanical engineering at MIT.
“Engineering?” Adam had responded, voice tinged with surprise. He’d never met anyone with goals that big. “So, you’re like a genius then?”
Oliver had laughed, a little too amused at the question. “No. Not even close. I’m completely clueless about a lot of things. Most things, really. I just like taking things apart and making them into something better.”
When the quarantine went into effect, Adam had been struggling his way through sophomore year. He'd never given the future much thought. Never expected to make it long enough for it to matter. But if things had been different—he wasn’t sure. There was a brief time, when he was a kid, that he wanted to be a firefighter, but he grew out of that pretty quickly. He had no desire to be a hero. Most of the people he’d met throughout his life weren’t worth saving.
“How long before they can walk home?” Georgie asked, pulling his attention back. He should've been listening for Shinies, not daydreaming.
She pressed two fingers to Banks’s neck, then Ortega’s, checking their pulses for the hundredth time.
“When they wake up, they’ll be disoriented,” Oliver answered. “It takes some time to get past it. It feels kind of…” He thought about it for a moment. “It feels almost fuzzy at the edges.”
Georgie nodded, and after a minute, she asked, “How long would it take to get to Navy Pier from here?”
Hale stopped pacing, suddenly focused on the conversation.
Adam followed the streets in his head. Millennium Park was straight east, then the pier was a mile north from there, traveling along the lakefront. “Less than an hour. Why?”
“There’s a building a few blocks north of there. I was really hoping to check it out.”
“Georgie,” Hale said. “We already talked about this.” 
“It’s so close, Jax. And we’re going to be stuck here for a while.”
“What’s so important about this building?” Adam asked.
“Part of the mission. A possible supply drop.” Her eyes flicked to the side. She was lying. And now he was interested.
“Part of the mission that can wait,” Hale argued.
“What if I don’t get another chance?” The desperation on her face turned to hardened determination. Whatever she wanted from that building, it was important to her. It seemed personal. “I'm going. This is too important.”
“What about your leg?”
“It’s a graze. I’m fine.” She stood and threw her backpack over her shoulders.
Hale looked at the unconscious soldiers. “We’re still close to the train station. I can’t just leave them here.”
“I wouldn’t ask you to.”
“I can go,” Adam said, and Hale shot him a glare—which he ignored. “I know the city.”
“I’ll stay here,” Oliver added. “They can take BUG. The red button sends an emergency signal to the controller, which I'll have.” He pressed a button, and the green eyes powered down. “If something goes wrong here, I can power him up and call them back.”
Adam clipped BUG to his belt and hopped to his feet, flinging his rifle across his back. “You’re well-hidden here,” he told Hale, “if you’d just sit still.”
“Fine,” Hale grumbled. “But if anything happens to her—”
“I know,” he said with a dismissive wave. “Wrath of a thousand suns or something like that, right?” Hale’s jaw tensed, and Adam grinned. “I’ll be there. Nothing’s gonna happen.”
He kissed Oliver, then he and Georgie headed down the ramp. They took Monroe to Lakefront Trail and followed it north. When the Ferris wheel finally came into view over the lake, the sun was hanging low in the sky.
“So, are you gonna tell me what’s actually at this building?” Adam asked.
She shot him a challenging look, like she was ready to defend her lie, but it vanished a second later. “A lab. It’s where my mom worked before.”
It was personal. Called it.
“I’m trying to make sense of some stuff I found in her notes.”
“What kind of stuff?”
“I think she may have found a vaccine.”
Adam had watched enough people waste their time with that particular dream to know how unlikely it was. But he also knew she was hoping for a reaction, so when she met his gaze, he raised his eyebrows. “Wow. Really?”
“I know it was developed from a plant, but I can’t figure out which one. I’m hoping I can find something at the lab that’ll help me figure it out.”
She wouldn’t, but he wasn’t going to tell her that.
A few minutes passed in silence before Georgie asked, “What happens if someone doesn’t want to join?”
The question caught him off guard. “Join what?”
“The cult. You said they recruit people. What if someone refuses?”
“Most people don’t last long enough to get the choice.”
“Our missing soldiers, that’s probably what happened to them.”
It wasn’t a question, but Adam nodded. “Probably.”
Georgie didn’t speak again until they reached a large rounded building, the glass exterior reflecting the structures across the street. “This is it. Eighteenth floor.”
His eyes followed the building up. Ugh. “Okay. Mask up.”
Georgie plucked the mask from her belt and slipped it over her face, and Adam waited for the question that always came.
“Where’s yours?”
“Immune.” He pulled on the door handle, surprised when it opened. “Oliver too.”
Georgie stared wide-eyed through the lenses. “You’re immune?”
“Yep.” He opened the door wide and motioned for her to go first. “Lead the way.”
She optimistically tried the elevator button, but of course, it didn’t come, so they started up the stairs.
Through the stairwell windows, Adam watched the street grow farther away. Georgie leaned on the railing, her steps growing more unsteady with each level until she finally collapsed onto the landing of the eleventh floor.
“I miss elevators.” Her labored breathing was loud through the mask.
Adam sank to the floor beside her, chin on his knee. His thoughts were getting harder to grab hold of, the clawing in the back of his head distracting.
“How’d you find out you’re immune?” she asked when she caught her breath, propping herself up on her elbows.
“Fell through a hospital roof,” he lied, not missing a beat. “Right into a contaminated room. Should’ve killed us both, but we’re still here.”
Adam hated lying. He hated how good he was at it even more. But the actual story was a bit more complicated.
The cult had started abducting people off the streets, and the leaders at O’Hare had a plan to stop them. They gathered reinforcements and were ready to strike, but out of nowhere, everyone started getting sick. They tried to quarantine the infected, but it spread too fast.
Adam gave up on wearing a mask after the first few days. It was only a matter of time before he caught it, so instead of fighting it, he welcomed it. He woke each morning expecting the symptoms to show, but they never did.
Over the next two weeks, he watched everyone around him get sick. When their muscles stopped working, their bodies unresponsive, he’d end it for them. More for his own sanity than anything. Corpses were less haunting than…whatever those were.
Adam stuck around, even when he was the only one left. He was locked in with the remains, and the fungus was everywhere, which wasn’t ideal, but he was afraid if he left, he’d end up back at the Hub. At least this prison was bigger.
He cleared out their pill stash and spent the next couple days in a numb haze, waiting for it to be over. The infection would get him, eventually. It had to. He’d probably inhaled enough spores to take out the whole settlement all over again.
But he never got sick.
After another day or so, Adam decided to help it along. He had more than enough pills to make it happen. But his plan changed halfway through a handful of oxys when a horde of Shinies showed up to loot the place. He grabbed his gun and headed for high ground, ready to take them down with him. For all the people he’d watched die.
Adam killed fourteen Shinies. One by one. All on his own. And he enjoyed it. Immensely.
When one escaped, Adam tried to make it to the front gate, determined to finish what he’d started, but on the way, he ran into another. A beautiful boy with kind blue eyes. Adam froze, and the boy pressed a knife to his throat before he snapped out of it. A quick flick of the wrist was all it would’ve taken to kill him.
But the boy snapped the Swiss Army knife shut and took a step back.
That was about the time the drugs hit. Adam dropped down on his haunches as the world spun around him. He was so sure he was going to drop dead right there, but Oliver stayed with him and helped him through it, and somehow, he survived.
Again.
Oliver had saved him in more ways than one. He left the cult for Adam and never looked back. But they kept that version to themselves.
“I didn’t think anyone was immune,” Georgie said. The stairwell had shifted to a warm sunset orange that seemed to ignite her copper hair.
“The Shinies all are.”
“Really?”
“Cassira tests everyone they take. Injects them with the fungus and calls the ones who survive her Chosen. Offers them a chance to join.”
“Most don’t last long enough to get the choice,” she repeated Adam’s words back to him.
“Right. For most, the test’s a death sentence.”
After a long stretch of silence, Georgie pulled herself up. “Seven floors to go.”
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By the time they reached the eighteenth floor, Georgie had made peace with the fact that this was her new home because she never wanted to look at another set of stairs again. 
The mask made it difficult to breathe, and she fought the overwhelming desire to tear it off and throw it across the room as they exited the stairwell into a large lobby. A reception desk sat near the opposite wall, flanked by two large vases with long-dead plants, a door behind it. This was as far as she’d ever gone. She wasn’t sure what to expect past those doors.
What if it was locked?
She hadn’t stopped to consider the possibility that they might not be able to get inside. She held her breath and pushed, and when it didn’t budge, her heart sank. What now?
“I’ve got it.” Adam pulled two thin metal sticks from a small box and crouched in front of the door. A minute later, he popped up and pushed it open.
As they stepped inside, the orange hues of the sunset poured in through the floor-to-ceiling windows that made up the far wall. She navigated her way through the rows of cabinets, searching the cluttered workstations and rummaging through drawers.
What exactly was she looking for? More notebooks? A formula written somewhere?
The vaccine wrapped up with a neat little bow?
Georgie had no idea what she was doing. If she found whatever it was she needed, would she even know?
This was such a stupid idea. A desperate reach. A decision made with emotion, not reason. As she shook her dad’s voice from her head, her eyes snagged on the single door along the left wall.
She crossed the room, hope flaring as she read the sign. “This is it.” If she was going to find anything, it would be in there.
“Project Noah,” Adam read out loud, wrinkling his nose. “Seriously?”
A smile played on her lips. They had good intentions, but she couldn’t argue with the blatant egotism of the name.
She reached out to grab the door handle, then hesitated.
This was her last chance.
Georgie had read and reread her mom’s notebooks a hundred times, hoping she’d missed something, but it was becoming increasingly clear that the answers weren’t there.
If this was another dead end, she wasn’t sure what her next step would be.
She was out of ideas.
Out of leads.
With a sigh, she grabbed the cold metal handle and pushed, but the door didn’t budge. Her gaze shifted expectantly to Adam, and he ran his finger over the device beside the door.
“I can’t pick that. It needs a key card.”
“Okay,” she muttered thoughtfully, looking back at the room behind them, at a lab coat hanging over one of the chairs. Maybe there was one tucked in the pocket.
“And a code,” Adam added. “There’s electricity, though.” He tapped the screen at the top of the device where their faces stared back at them—hers hidden behind a mask—the image fed from a camera somewhere beneath the keypad. Adam tilted his head left and right, up and down, inspecting his face on the screen. “Not a very flattering angle.”
“How inconsiderate of them,” Georgie said with a smile. “What were they thinking?”
“Clearly, they weren’t.” Adam flipped a light switch, and the fluorescent bulbs flickered to life across the ceiling. “Ugh, that's so much worse.”
She turned to study the room again in the new, harsh lighting. The lab was simple and unremarkable. It reminded her of the science lab at her old high school. In the otherwise plain room, the high-tech lock and blinking red lights of the cameras in every corner seemed out of place.
All that security and no one to give a shit anymore.
Now what? This entire trip had been a string of failures, one right after the other. She couldn’t just walk away empty-handed. She couldn’t go home and face the council with nothing to show. They failed at finding her dad, at finding the missing soldiers, and they weren’t even going to make it to Indiana. All they accomplished was getting Alvear killed.
The heavy weight of self-pity ignited into a fiery surge of anger and frustration, her cheeks hot and her pulse loud in her ears.
She needed a damn win. Just fucking once.
In a huff, Georgie grabbed a bulky microscope from the nearest workspace and slammed it forcefully against the keypad, her arms vibrating painfully from the strength of the impact.
“Come on!”
She hit it again, and an earsplitting scream erupted all around them, rattling her to the core. As her hands shot up to cover her ears, the microscope crashed to the ground, the sound lost beneath the wailing of the alarm. The screen above the keypad lit up a bright red.
“Dammit.”
Adam motioned to the door, and she followed as he darted back through the lobby. When they made it to the stairwell, he headed farther up instead of down.
Where was he going?
After clambering up the last two flights of stairs, they burst through an unlocked door and spilled out onto the roof. Georgie tore off her mask, and a gust of cool air hit her damp face, its sound roaring in her ears and drowning out the distant alarm.
When she looked out at the rooftop, her eyes went wide. “Whoa,” she said on a breath. “Did you know this was up here?”
He shook his head and grinned. “Nope.”
The roof was carpeted in bright green grass, wooden benches and picnic tables spread throughout—a tranquil oasis twenty stories above street level.
Tranquil, at least, until it sank in how high up they were.
A shiver of fear swept through her.
In one direction, clouds hovered above the skyline—deep, blood-red splotches on a smoldering orange canvas—the sun already devoured by the buildings. In the other, the dark water of the lake, Navy Pier jutting out from the coast, the Ferris wheel dark and lifeless. The building on the pier beside it, however—the water purification plant—was speckled with lights. She squinted, trying to focus her vision.
Without warning, Adam hopped up onto the ledge. She gasped, reaching instinctively for the sleeve of his sweatshirt, but he easily evaded her.
He moved with surprising grace, despite the bulky combat boots and the large rifle slung across his back, taking a few steady steps, then spinning effortlessly on his heel.
She tensed, her stomach flipping as he closed his eyes and lifted his face to the darkening sky, the wind ruffling his already wild hair. But his grin was so genuine, Georgie smiled despite herself. She could almost feel the hum of energy radiating from him.
Then his balance faltered.
Georgie’s breath caught in her throat as Adam’s eyes popped open, his arms flailing wildly, trying to right himself. Before she could react, he froze in place, suddenly—impossibly—steady again.
He cocked his head and smirked.
“You ass!” she shouted. “I should push you off myself for that.”
“It’d be faster than the stairs.” He sat, his legs dangling over the edge of the building as Georgie folded over, hands on her knees, trying to slow her pulse.
“Come sit,” he said, holding out his hand.
“Pass.”
“It’s wide. You’ll be fine.”
“I don’t like heights.” That was an understatement. She was terrified of heights.
She’d visited the Sky Deck once and couldn’t even drag herself out of the elevator.
Adam leaned forward and glanced down at the street below. “Oh, then you’d hate this.”
“Aren't you worried you’ll fall?”
He shrugged. “I won’t.”
“I wish I had an ounce of your confidence. I feel like I’m seconds from falling at any given moment.”
He was too much like Mabel. Fearless. Intoxicatingly self-assured. As soon as the thought crossed her mind, she took an involuntary step back. An instinctual defensive move, though she couldn’t tell if it was for his benefit or hers.
Georgie looked back at the water plant, then scanned the sea of buildings around them, picking out a dozen or so windows alive with warm firelight. Pockets of life in the corpse of a city. “How many people are still out here?”
“Not sure,” Adam said. “I know of a few groups who stuck together and built up settlements, like the Campus. But most people stay hidden away.” He turned to face her, his expression suddenly somber. “Why are you so set on finding a vaccine?”
She frowned, the question taking her by surprise. “Why wouldn’t I be?”
“I don’t know. I mean, it’d be nice, but it won’t magically fix everything. There are worse things out there than the fungus. People are starving. Killing each other. They need food and protection more than they need some vaccine. Things, I’m guessing, Haven could actually help with.”
She shook her head, unsure how to explain. She had the chance to do something right. Something big. Something her mom had wanted so badly. If she could somehow pull it off…Okay, maybe it wouldn’t fix everything, but it would save lives. And maybe, someday, they could get back some semblance of how things were. Maybe she would get the chance to try again. To figure out what she wanted from life. “It’s important,” she said.
Adam nodded, but didn’t say another word. His mouth was set in a straight line as he stared out at the city.
They watched the rich navy blue overtake the last of the sunset before Georgie sighed. “We should get back.” The words tasted bitter. She hated to give up when they were so damn close, but without a card and a code, they weren’t getting into that room.
In her head, she was already flipping through names, trying to figure out who at Haven might have a way inside.
At least the alarm had stopped.
Adam jumped gracefully down onto the roof. “Twenty flights of stairs. You ready?”
Georgie groaned. “I really miss elevators.”
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Always waiting for something to happen, Georgie thought.
She filled them in about the lab and the locked door. “Ortega, you worked for Project Noah. Did you have a key card?”
He shook his head. “That’s high-up stuff. I was just an architect.”
As she was checking Banks again for signs of a concussion, Jax disappeared down the ramp without a word. When Georgie looked to Ortega for an explanation, he just shrugged. 
She rushed to the window, searching the empty street below.
Where'd he go?
He returned a few minutes later with a gun pressed to the head of a woman in a crisp black blazer.
“What are you doing?” Oliver asked, sinking back against the car, the shadows swallowing him whole.
“Getting answers.” Jax tossed a small device, the same kind the others had outside Union Station, and it clattered across the concrete. It looked more like a metal toy than a gun this close up.
“Cassira’s going to send someone looking for her.”
“This one was already out looking for us,” Jax countered.
Ortega and Banks climbed to their feet and grabbed their rifles, apparently on board with taking a hostage.
Jax ordered the woman to sit, and she obeyed without a word.
“What are you going to do?” Georgie asked warily.
“Just gonna ask her some questions.” He holstered his gun and crouched so he and the woman were face-to-face, then pulled a travel lantern from his bag, turning it on the lowest setting.
She stared ahead, her blank expression illuminated by the dim light.
“Nobody’s gonna hurt you, okay?” He gave Ortega and Banks a look, and they shouldered the rifles. “We’re just looking for some of our people, and I think you could help us.”
The woman ignored him.
“I’m Jaxon. What’s your name?”
For a moment, Georgie didn’t think she would answer, but then the woman pushed her curtain-like hair back, revealing high cheekbones and rosy, painted lips.
“Colleen.”
“Hi Colleen,” Jax said, his voice low and soothing. “A friend of ours invited us to the train station. A soldier named David Gordon. There were others with him when he went missing two weeks ago. Do you know if they’re inside?”
“I don’t know.” When the line formed between Jax’s brows, she added, “We’re cleansed of our former lives when we join Cassira’s family. There are probably a lot of soldiers among us, but we don’t talk about who we were before.”
“Were there any people taken recently? Like, the last few days?”
“There are always new sinners being presented for judgment.”
“What about an older man?” Georgie asked. “Mid-fifties. Dark hair. Beard.” She crouched beside Jax, but the woman averted her eyes. “Please. This is important. Have you seen anyone like that?”
“How long has he been missing?” Oliver asked from his spot beside the car.
“Three days,” Jax answered. “Roughly.”
Had it really only been three days since they’d lost contact?
“If he survived the test, he’ll still be in one of the train cars down in the concourse.”
Georgie turned to face him, but her gaze caught on Adam. He had positioned himself between Oliver and the others, his glare knife-sharp as he watched the woman on the ground, a malignant shadow smothering his usual cheerful demeanor.
“Atonement lasts for at least four days,” Oliver continued. “Sometimes longer. She wouldn’t have seen him yet, other than the few minutes during his judgment.”
When he sat forward, the light found his face, and Colleen’s mouth snapped into a vicious grin, eyes narrowed. “Apostate,” she snarled.
Adam’s arm snapped up, his pistol trained on her. “You really should stop talking.”
Jax jumped to his feet as Banks and Ortega both grabbed their rifles. “Put the gun away.”
For a long moment, they stood there, nobody moving, until finally, Adam rolled his eyes. “Fine.” He holstered the pistol and scooped up the device from the ground. Before anyone could stop him, he put it to the woman’s neck and pulled the trigger.
“Adam!” Jax shouted.
“You will all face your judgment,” Colleen said. “They already know you’re here.”
When her shoulders slumped, Jax grabbed her and lowered her gently to the ground.
Adam blinked, and in a dizzying instant, his sharp edges softened again, his tone light. “What now?” he asked, tossing the device to the ground with a flourish.
“I don’t know,” Jax spat. “I was working on it before you knocked her out.”
Adam shrugged, then gave him a mischievous smile. “Whoops.”
“We need to go in there,” Georgie said. “We’ve gotta get him out.”
“You really have no idea what you’re up against, do you?” Adam asked.
“We can handle a few religious assholes,” Banks argued.
“The odds of immunity,” Oliver said plainly, “from what I’ve seen, are somewhere between three and five percent. I just need you to understand your soldiers are almost definitely dead.”
They were quiet a moment, letting his words soak in.
Oliver let out an exasperated sigh. “What time is it?”
Georgie glanced down at the hands on her watch. “Almost eight.”
“There’s an evening service at nine. Everyone will be over in the Great Hall, in the historic part of the station. The concourse is beneath the building across the street, connected by an underground hallway. They’d keep your soldiers in the train cars down there. You can avoid the Great Hall completely if you go in through the other building. But”—he hesitated, turning something over in his mind—“they installed locks on the train cars.”
“I’ll go,” Adam said with a shrug.
Oliver’s face blanched. “What? No.”
Adam grabbed his hand. “You can stay here.”
“Actually,” Jax said, eyes on Oliver, “if we decide to do this, we’d have a better chance if you went with us. You seem to know an awful lot about all this.”
Adam shot Jax a piercing glare. “We’ll be fine. Oliver can stay here.”
“No, he’s right,” Oliver muttered begrudgingly. “I think I need to go. I know the train station.”
Jax turned to face her. “Georgie,” he started, but she cut him off.
“Don’t. I’m going, and I’m getting really sick of you telling me to stay behind.”
He blinked, looking almost startled. “I was just gonna ask about your leg.”
Georgie’s cheeks flushed. “Oh.” Truth was, it seemed to be getting worse, not better. The throbbing was constant now. “It’s fine. I can do this.”
“They use nonlethal weapons, so this isn’t nearly as risky as our last attempt,” Jax said. “If we run into someone, they can’t knock us all out, and our guns are faster than their tranquilizers.”
“They prefer the tranq darts,” Adam clarified, “but they’re armed like a military base. Don’t think they won’t shoot.”
Jax frowned, considering this. “Okay, we’ll stay hidden.” He turned to the others. “Masks on now. We don’t wanna be fumbling with them out on the street.”
They pulled on their gas masks, and when Banks looked at Oliver and Adam expectantly, Georgie said, “They don’t need them.”
Banks and Ortega both furrowed their brows, but Jax’s lack of a reaction caught her by surprise. Did he already know?
“Are you sure you want to do this?” Jax asked her.
She pulled in a long breath. A significant part of her wanted to turn around and run back home, but she pushed it away. “Yeah,” she whispered. “I have to.”
Georgie caught Adam’s expression darken suddenly, and his gaze twitched to the side.
A split second of sharp pain in her neck was the last thing she remembered.
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Adam ran his finger over the handcuffs around his wrists, studying every inch of the metal as his eyes scanned for exits, trying to get his bearings. 
He’d woken in a train car, the others sitting against the wall beside him.
No, not really a train car. A prison cell.
The seats had been removed, and the thick chains bolted to the walls were looped between their bound wrists. His nose filled with the unmistakable rust-tinged scent of blood laced with undertones of urine and bleach. He was almost jealous of the others and their masks. A small oil lantern hung in the corner, glinting off the metal and casting warm firelight over the space.
How had he not heard the Shinies sneak up on them?
They already know you’re here. The woman in the garage had warned them, but he was so caught up in everything, he didn’t catch it.
Adam tried to wriggle his hands free, but the metal resisted, pressing into the skin and bunching up his gloves. His eyes dropped sleepily to his lap, to the simple handcuffs, his hazy mind still shaking off the effects of the sedatives.
Focus.
He could pick these easily.
His hand went to the pockets of his vest. His stuff was gone—the thought sent a sobering twinge of panic through him—but he could still feel his lockpick kit tucked tightly against his ribs. He kept it well hidden in the inside pocket of his vest.
His hands snapped back to his lap as the door slid open, and a man with champagne-blond hair and a tidy beard stepped inside, a large-collared black peacoat covering his sturdy frame.
How did they all stay so clean?
Adam’s eyes jumped to Oliver. He was already awake when Adam came to, eyes on his lap, the corner of his shirt tucked between his thumb and fingers. Now, he was so still, Adam wondered if he was holding his breath.
If they recognized him, what would they do? Would they kill him right here?
Did the Shiny from the garage already tell them?
He had to get Oliver out.
And Georgie. He’d get her out too, but the others…
Adam glanced at the three soldiers. It would take too long to pick all the locks. There was no time.
Leave them.
For a second, he considered it, but his conversation with Hale forced its way into his head.
The night before, after he’d helped Georgie with the gash on her leg, Adam headed to the backyard and sank into a metal chair, pulling his pills from his vest pocket.
Xanny to numb. He couldn’t go to sleep without his nighttime dose.
Just as the medication began to kick in, Hale dropped into the chair across from him. “She's alive because of you,” he said, his eyes lowering to the table. “Thank you.”
Adam smiled and leaned back in the chair. “It was nothing.”
“It wasn’t nothing. You were out, and you went back in that school for us.”
Not for you. Just for her.
Adam wasn’t sure why he’d done it. He didn’t even know Georgie. Oliver and Kye had already made it to safety. They could’ve just walked away. Normally, he would’ve.
But his sister had popped into his head. Alice and Georgie were different in so many ways. Alice was level-headed and reserved. Rail-thin like him, with olive skin and an aquiline nose like their father. Georgie was unpredictable, with an aura of strength that seemed to radiate all around her. She was fair-skinned, a spattering of freckles across her nose and cheeks. But the way their chins tilted defiantly, their eyes narrowed to slits—that stubborn expression was so similar. The connection he felt to her made no sense on the surface. But no matter how senseless the reason, he knew he couldn’t let her die in there.
“We’ll clear out the rest of the school,” Hale had told him, leaning forward to rest his elbows on the table. “With more soldiers. It’s not right to let them keep taking people.”
Adam let his heavy eyelids close, the familiar numbness wrapping around him like a cozy sweater. “Won’t have to. School’s contaminated. They’ll be dead soon.” When Hale didn’t reply, he opened his eyes, surprised by the serious look on the soldier’s face. “What?”
“How do you know it’s contaminated?”
“Whole corner of the stuff in one of the classrooms. Not sure how they haven’t noticed.”
Hale’s frown deepened. “You were inside that classroom?”
“Mm-hmm.”
“Was Georgie?”
Adam shook his head. “It was before I found her.” He dragged himself out of the chair, his movements sluggish. “I need to sleep.”
“Wait.” Hale launched to his feet with dizzying speed. “I can’t let you go in there.”
Adam’s gaze shifted to the gun in Hale’s hand. It wasn’t aimed at him, but he’d drawn it from its holster, and that alone spoke volumes.
A huge jump from thank you, he thought sourly.
“You weren’t wearing a mask,” the soldier said. “I can’t risk you infecting everyone inside.”
“You’re gonna use that?” Adam asked with a crooked smile.
“If I have to. It’s not personal. I really am grateful for what you did, but I can’t take any chances.”
“Why does everyone say it’s not personal while they’re threatening to shoot me?” Adam asked. “It definitely feels personal.” He sighed. “I wasn’t wearing a mask because I don’t need it.”
 “What do you mean?” Hale asked.
“I’m immune. I can’t get infected.”
“Oh.” Hale was quiet a beat, then asked, “You’re sure?”
“Believe me, I’ve tried.”
The soldier hesitated, then holstered his gun. “I’ll bring a mattress to the garage. Just to be safe.”
“I don’t feel like I have a choice, so okay. Sure.”
“Sorry, Adam.”
He shrugged. “You care about her. I get it.”
Hale’s face had softened then, his eyes drifting back to the house. “Yeah. I do.”
Ugh. Adam couldn’t leave them in that train car. Georgie would never abandon Hale, and Adam really didn’t want to leave her.
Georgie tugged hard against her chain, the rattling of metal painfully loud inside the small train car.
“Welcome,” the bearded man said, his voice sandpaper rough. He was unarmed, but there was something about him that made him more intimidating than the rest of the Shinies Adam had come across.
“What’s wrong with you?” Georgie spat with such fierceness and authority, you’d never guess she was the one in handcuffs on the floor. “You can’t just kidnap people. Let us go.” Another hard tug to the chain.
“Are you done?” He smoothed back his light hair.
“No, I’m not done, because I’m still in fucking handcuffs, you asshole.”
“You really don’t want to test my patience.”
She shook the chains again. Harder this time. Adam winced at the sound.
The man shot across the train car, crouched in front of her, and drew a large serrated hunting blade, his face unstirred. “I just told you not to test my patience.” Slowly, he traced the tip of the knife along the bottom of her mask as she flattened against the wall. “Now, can we give this another shot?” After a minute, he pulled the knife away and returned to his spot against the wall.
This time, she stayed quiet.
The man sheathed the knife. “My name is Malacai Vaughn.”
Adam knew that name. Cassira’s brother. Her enforcer. 
“Cassira and I, we’re here to save you.”
Right. Adam rolled his eyes. He’d seen the grounds where they dumped and burned the bodies of those people they saved.
“You will each have your judgment day.” Malacai walked the length of the car, inspecting them, one by one. “A chance to ask for forgiveness. If you are Chosen, you will survive. If not, you can take comfort in knowing that at least death will be quick.”
Pfft. Super comforting.
“The Chosen will be offered atonement. A chance to start over. To be born again as a member of our family.” Malacai stopped abruptly when he reached Oliver, his eyes lingering for too long.
Adam held his breath.
Please don’t recognize him.
Oliver squirmed uncomfortably, keeping his head down as Malacai’s mouth twisted into a scornful grin.
The door slid open again, pulling the man’s attention from Oliver. Two Shinies, both heavily armed, dragged two captives from the neighboring car, their wrists bound with handcuffs.
Malacai’s smile disappeared as he turned to face them. “Your particular judgments are urgent and cannot wait until morning. Your pack has caused an abundance of trouble for us, and Cassira would like to send a message to your boss.”
Adam frowned, remembering what Oliver had told him. Were these the same people? Were these the ones protecting the survivors up north?
Scratching his bearded jawline thoughtfully, Malacai said, “Grab a soldier so we can actually test someone. I hate wasting time.”
Adam’s gaze jumped to Georgie as she jerked forward, rattling the chain again.
“No!” she snapped.
Malacai smirked. “Problem, Red?”
Just keep quiet, Adam begged her silently. I can get you out. Don’t do anything stupid.
“I want to go first.”
Like that.
Malacai considered her, then waved his hand dismissively. “Fine. The girl, then. I really don’t care.”
“Don’t,” Hale growled, but the Shinies were already detaching Georgie’s chain. He wrapped his legs around one of their ankles and yanked the bulky Shiny’s feet out from under him. The instant the man hit the ground, Hale grabbed the chain and wrapped it tightly around his throat before placing a hand on either side of his head. “Touch her, and I snap his neck.”
Malacai’s face darkened. He gestured to the other Shiny—a skinny man with a rat face—who aimed his assault rifle at Georgie’s head. “It would take the twitch of a finger to clear out this train car.”
Hale’s jaw tightened as his gaze moved across each Shiny. Finally, he let go, and the bulky man scrambled back to his feet, rubbing his throat.
“Sedate him.”
Rat Face nodded once, then pressed a dart gun to Hale’s neck as the bulky Shiny grabbed Georgie by the arm and tugged her to her feet.
Hale pulled at the chains, spouting a slew of curse words before his words trailed off and his head tilted forward.
Georgie shot Adam a purposeful look through the lenses of her mask, the message clear. Get them out.
She was buying them time to escape.
There were no hidden ulterior motives, no way she would benefit from this decision. She had effectively traded her life for theirs.
Adam nodded once. I will. And he meant it.
As they disappeared through the door, Adam closed his eyes, listening to their fading footsteps. When there was only silence, he dug out the lockpicks.
He was out of the cuffs in less than a minute, then moved on to Oliver’s, the blood slowly returning to his hands. “We’ve gotta go,” he whispered as the lock gave.
Adam turned to Banks who held out his arms, waiting. Three to go.
But when he looked back at Oliver, he was hunched forward, hands pressed against his temples, muttering something under his breath.
This was the only chance they were going to get. They had to move.
Adam ran his fingers softly along Oliver’s cheek. “Are you okay?” No response. “Oliver?”
“Get me out,” Banks whispered, the mask muffling the words. “I can keep watch while you work on the rest.”
Adam brushed the damp hair off Oliver's forehead. “Don’t disappear on me. I need you. Are you still with me?”
Oliver blinked hard, then gave a quick nod. “I—yeah.” His eyes darted around the train car before he pulled out his own lockpick set. “You work on Hale’s. I’ll get the others.”
Stupid, a voice growled in his head. Just leave. But Adam ignored it.
Oliver had both Banks and Ortega free before Adam finished with Hale’s. The soldiers threw Hale’s arms over their shoulders, and they all stepped out of the train onto the concrete below.
Patches of the fungus crept up sections of the walls, the eerie green glow blending with the warm lantern flames, the mixture giving off just enough light for them to find their way.
“Head to the University of Chicago in Hyde Park,” Adam told Banks. “You know where that is?”
“I do,” Ortega answered.
“Good. It’s a two-and-a-half-hour walk, but you’ll be safe there. Kye will let you in.”
They turned and carried Hale up the broken escalators, their steps slow and unsteady.
“We’re going too, right?” Oliver asked, wrapping his arms around himself.
“You are. I’m gonna get Georgie out. And maybe get my rifle back.” Both were absolutely true, but Adam’s mind was firmly fixed on that bag of pills.
Oliver pursed his lips to the side.
“I’ll scout it out first,” Adam assured him, “and if it’s not doable, I’ll go. I swear.”
“I can’t leave you here.”
“Yes, you can,” Adam snapped, a little too sharply. Oliver needed to catch up with the soldiers, and he was wasting time. “If you come with me, you’ll get us both killed. I need you to go.”
The impact of the last word caused Oliver to flinch. Hurt flickered in his eyes, but he nodded. “Fine. Just stay alive, okay?”
Adam grinned. “I always do.”
Oliver leaned in and kissed him, then lingered, his face inches from Adam’s. “I love you,” he whispered.
“I love you more. I’ll meet you back at the Campus.” Adam shoved him playfully. “Go before they get too far ahead.”
The second Oliver was out of sight, Adam rushed to the entrance of a wide hallway, skidding to a stop when he caught sight of someone heading in his direction. He ducked to the side, back pressed against the wall.
When the figure stepped past, he stole the pistol from his holster and trained it on the boy, who held his hands defensively out in front of him. Adam brought his finger to his lips, signaling for the boy to stay quiet, and he nodded in compliance, a look of terror on his face. He was barely older than Adam. Small in both height and build.
“Where are my guns?” Adam whispered.
“Please, don’t shoot.”
He rolled his eyes and rested the barrel against the boy’s forehead. “That’s not an answer. Try again. Where’d they take my guns?”
He let out a tiny whimper. “Inspection.”
“And that’s…where?”
“Th-through the Great Hall,” the boy stammered. “Far left. Please don’t kill me.” He squeezed his eyes shut.
Adam’s gaze dropped to the pistol in his hand. No silencer. Guess it was this Shiny’s lucky day.
He slammed the butt of the gun against the boy’s temple, knocking him out, then scanned the hallway. It was empty this time. He hurried through, coming out into an enormous, warmly lit room where he made note of the guard placement, counting them in his head.
Four.
No, five.
Shinies filled the rows of wooden benches, facing a stage on the far right.
Luckily, Adam was going left.
He stuck to the edge of the room, circling around to the opposite side, past an enormous staircase and tall pillars, until he was in front of a glass door, the inside bright and empty. The sensor triggered, and Adam cringed as it slid open. His eyes snapped to the benches, but nobody was paying him any attention.
Stepping inside, he scanned the small room. Three tables formed a U shape in the center, each topped with neat piles of guns and ammo. Adam found his sniper rifle first, slinging it over his shoulder with a giddy smile. Then his pistol, still in its black holster. As he crossed the room, he traced the smooth edge of each table with his fingers.
There you are. His muscles relaxed as he grabbed the plastic bag and tucked it in his pocket.
Next, he pocketed two boxes of .308s, along with Georgie’s pistol and Oliver’s Swiss Army knife—the closest thing to a weapon he ever carried.
Which reminds me…
Adam searched the tables one more time before finding BUG on a pile of junk, tossed aside like garbage. Oliver would be livid. Adam clipped the cube back to his belt loop and headed to the door. He stepped back into the Great Hall, watching a blonde woman address the crowd from the center of the stage.
That must be Queen Crazy herself.
His eyes found Georgie beside the captives from the train, Malacai and the two Shinies behind them. Thankfully, she was still wearing her mask. It may have been cleaner up here, but the corners were still glowing. The air was toxic.
He still had time, but there were too many people. Forty, maybe fifty.
What now? He hid behind a pillar, considering his options.
He could draw their attention away. Get them to leave the room somehow. There was electricity here. Probably not full power, but if the automatic doors worked, there should be enough to keep the fire alarms functional. He just had to find one and pull it, and maybe—
Adam’s thoughts screeched to a stop as Cassira stepped forward and lifted the mask from Georgie’s face.
He blew out a sharp, defeated breath.
Too late.
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The underground concourse was dark and moist, like the stomach of a monster, but the Great Hall was bright, whole, clean. Save for the glow of the fungus in the shadowed corners, it seemed untouched by the collapse. Stunningly beautiful, even now. Rows of string lights hung high above, casting a soft glow over the enormous room. 
Georgie peered over her shoulder at the rows of wooden benches. The people were motionless, fixated on the woman in front of them. Georgie’s eyes followed the Corinthian columns up to the high glass ceiling, studying the patterned arches on the walls and eventually landing on the dark hallway they had entered through.
On the way from the concourse, Georgie had gathered the nerve to ask Malacai the question that had been bouncing around inside her head since she woke up in that train car. “I’m looking for someone.” She swallowed hard. “Someone I was hired to find. Can you at least tell me if he was here?”
Malacai had stopped and smoothed his thin tie against his dark sweater. He didn’t answer, but he raised his eyebrows curiously, so she continued.
“A man in his fifties. He went missing a few days ago.” Georgie bit the inside of her lip nervously, then added, “Army fatigues. Beard.” She fought the urge to recoil as Malacai stepped closer, studying her through the dirty lenses of her mask.
His straight line of a mouth twisted into a venomous smile. “And eyes that just happen to look strikingly similar to yours?”
Georgie pulled in a deep breath of artificially purified air. “Yes.”
“He was here,” Malacai had replied plainly, and that was all she had gotten.
Now, as she watched the woman in front of her, his answer gnawed at her relentlessly. She needed to know.
“We extend to our guests the warmest of welcomes.” The woman’s silky voice resounded through the vast room, commanding the attention of everyone inside. Locks of honey-blonde hair tumbled effortlessly over her shoulders. Her full lips were painted crimson, her cheekbones and wide-set jaw carved from smooth alabaster. A pencil skirt hugged her hips, emphasizing her tapered waist, and a cross adorned with diamond-shaped points hung just above the plunging neckline of her pristine button-up.
She took a step forward, her iridescent eyes dancing between steel gray and pale blue. Georgie tensed, fighting to hold back the panic as the woman lifted the gas mask from her face and let it fall to the floor. Any hope of making it out alive vanished in a breath as stagnant, toxic air filled Georgie’s lungs. The room shattered around her.
“You can have our weapons,” one of the men beside her whimpered. “We can bring you more. We got plenty.” He was built like a scarecrow with long, awkward limbs, his narrow nose and chin jutting out in sharp points. The other glared, clearly disgusted by his begging.
The woman shushed him softly, lifting both their faces with a touch under their chins. “This is not a place of fear, darlings. Please, calm now.”
Malacai stepped in front of them, pulled a key from his pocket, and removed first their handcuffs, then Georgie’s.
“Is that better?” she asked.
“Yes, ma’am.” The thin man's voice wavered as he rubbed his wrists.
“Good. Welcome to our home. My name is Cassira Vaughn.” As she spoke, her eyebrows arched in the center, her gaze fixed on Georgie. “I can see the suffering in your heart. The world out there, it’s empty. Hollow. You feel alone. Tired. Scared.” The woman’s head bowed slightly, her movements soft and regal in a way that was beautiful and terrifying all at once. “I know that pain. That loneliness. I have been there. I lost everything, and giving up felt like my only option. It was then that God gave me a reason to climb back to my feet. He called for me to help Him build a new world, free from fear and from pain.”
She looked to the crowd behind Georgie. “The world before, it was corrupt. People turned to hatred and violence and sin, casting God from their hearts. The earth needed cleansing. A fresh start for His children. For believers like you and me. Think about the world outside these doors. The evil that infests it, even now. The righteous will finish God’s work. Together, we will rise from the rubble of this world and walk toward the promise of a better one.”
The audience answered enthusiastically, and shallow lines fanned out from the corners of Cassira’s smooth lips as she smiled. 
“God has brought you here for a reason. Do you stand here before me ready to free yourself from your past? Will you let God’s love and forgiveness wash away everything you once were?”
The scrawny man spat out a quick agreement, but the other stayed silent and still.
“We will begin, but first we must rid the room of the evil that has found its way inside.” A shudder of excitement rippled through the crowd. “There are some that are beyond forgiveness. People with hatred in their hearts too great to ever be cleansed.”
Her eyes shifted to the pair of men beside Georgie. “You are hyenas,” she said, something between sadness and pity falling over her face. “Your pack takes a dying world and picks the flesh from its bones. You have murdered members of our family, and you threaten everything we are building here.”
“And you have something that doesn’t belong to you,” the second man growled. “It’s only a matter of time before he takes it back.”
Cassira gave a small shake of her head. “God has spoken, and He does not grant you mercy.”
Malacai grabbed the quiet man’s head, and Georgie gasped as he slit his throat from ear to ear. The man’s hands shot up to the gaping wound, a horrific gurgle erupting from his open mouth.
Georgie instinctively turned to run, but the thin Shiny grabbed her shoulder and spun her back around, holding her in place.
Oh fuck.
She clamped her eyes shut as the other man met the same fate, the awful sounds of their struggling stretching on forever. When silence finally settled around her, Georgie summoned the courage to open her eyes, her body trembling.
Despite the fresh corpses at her feet, Cassira’s face was serene and composed. With a tilt of her head, she gave Malacai an affectionate smile. “Thank you, brother.”
He nodded, then used a stained rag to wipe down the large blade.
Georgie’s chest tightened, heat rising to her cheeks as Cassira’s gaze landed back on her.
She was next.
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“I am truly sorry you had to see that,” Cassira said softly. “I’m sure you’ve witnessed enough death to last you a lifetime. That was not the first impression I would’ve preferred.” 
Every muscle in Georgie’s body tightened as she waited to feel the blade on her throat, her heart slamming against her ribs.
She didn’t want to die.
She really didn’t want to die here.
Cassira drifted closer, avoiding the pool of blood as it spread toward her black stilettos, pulling with her the faint scent of lavender. Georgie took a step back, dread wrapping around her.
“You’ve lost people very dear to you,” Cassira said. “The pain is so clear in your eyes.” She tucked a strand of hair gently behind Georgie’s ear. “I know just how you feel: like you’re drowning, and no matter how hard you kick your feet, you never make it any closer to the surface. I have been there. But when I heard God’s voice in my ear, everything changed. I wasn’t alone anymore. And you aren’t either. You don’t have to carry this burden on your own. What’s your name, darling?”
Georgie's voice felt thick as syrup as her name oozed from her mouth.
“Hello, Georgie. I am so pleased to meet you. This is my brother, Malacai, and all these wonderful people, they are my family.”
“Don’t,” Georgie snapped as Cassira reached out to touch her arm, but the woman's composure didn’t falter.
“Please, do not be frightened, Georgie. I know you’re not one of them.” Her eyes dropped to the bodies on the floor. “You will have a fair judgment. Would you like a chance to pray before we begin? God is listening.”
Georgie responded with a scowl.
“All right, we’ll begin, then.”
Just ask. She wouldn't get another chance. She had to know the answer. “What happened to him?” Georgie turned to Malacai, bracing herself for the answer.
Goosebumps spread over her skin as she felt everyone shift their attention, their stares pressing into her back. Quiet filling the room like a fog, 
“I evidently missed something.” Cassira’s eyes sparkled with curiosity as she motioned for him to go ahead. “Please, Mal.”
“The man you’re looking for,” he said, a sharpness in his rough voice, “your father, I presume—we offered him the same hospitality we offer you now. Peace. Forgiveness.” Malacai sheathed his knife, then folded his arms. “He thanked us by murdering three members of our family in cold blood.” He let the words hang in the air a moment before he continued. “I handled his punishment myself. I can assure you, he’s dead.”
The oppressive weight of the past few days bore down, and Georgie’s knees buckled beneath the strain. She dropped to the stage, still-warm blood soaking through her jeans.
I’ll see you in a week, kiddo. The last words she’d ever hear him say.
The tears came without warning.
Her dad was dead. Alvear too. The missing soldiers. All dead. She’d failed.
As the oxygen was sucked from the room, an invisible force kept her pinned to the ground, gravity intensifying with every strained breath.
She was in that doorway again—the floor littered with bodies. She didn’t save her mom, and now she’d failed to save her dad.
Grief and guilt and self-pity rose around her in dark waves taller than any building in Chicago. They crashed down, pulling her underwater. Her chest ached. She couldn’t breathe.
Stop. Just stop! But the tears kept falling.
Cassira looked down at her and placed a hand on her shoulder. Georgie wanted to scream to leave her alone, but the words caught in her throat. She hastily wiped the tears away, her expression hardening as she pushed the anger forward, letting it overtake the grief.
Someone pulled her back to her feet as a short, brown-haired woman appeared with two small wooden boxes. The crosses on the lids were a perfect match to the one on Cassira’s necklace.
Cassira studied Georgie thoughtfully, then drew a small syringe filled with clear liquid. “This is the Glowing Death in its purest form.” The words sounded quiet behind the pounding in Georgie’s ears. “The fungus injected straight into your bloodstream is fatal within a few hours. However, if you are one of God’s Chosen, one of the righteous, He will grant you forgiveness. The person you were will die, along with the life you once lived, and you will be reborn as one of our family. Renewed.” She held the syringe between her long thin fingers and wrapped her other hand around Georgie’s arm. “Don’t worry, darling, this part is painless.”
No, no, no! Georgie reacted without thinking, twisting free from Cassira’s grip and slamming her palm into her arm. The syringe flew from the woman’s hand, and a collective gasp emanated from the crowd as it smashed into pieces on the wooden stage, mixing with the dark pools of blood.
In that same instant, Malacai’s blade was against Georgie’s throat, the metal like ice against her burning skin.
Cassira’s forehead creased. “Please, brother, do not let your wrath impede our purpose.”
He reluctantly lowered the knife.
The woman considered Georgie for a moment. “You’re strong. So ready for a fight.” She turned and walked gracefully back to the woman with the boxes, her heels clacking against the wood with each step. “I respect that.” She lifted the top and pulled out another syringe.
When she turned around, she gave Georgie a warm smile. “But you’ve been fighting your whole life, haven’t you? Fighting to prove that you’re enough. To live up to impossible standards. Fighting to keep above water.” Cassira crossed the stage again. “Aren’t you tired?”
Georgie’s breath stuttered as the question smashed a hole straight through her, weakening her stubborn resolve like a hundred years of age settled over brittle bones. She was tired. Impossibly and painfully tired. And the thought of going home, of all that pressure being placed back on her shoulders, it scared her more than the syringe in Cassira’s hand.
“You could be safe here, Georgie. You could have a home. A family that loves you.” The woman wrapped her fingers around Georgie’s arm again, only this time, she couldn’t find the strength to fight it. Even if she made it out of here, she was already infected. What was the point? “Have faith that everything will work out.”
She drew in a slow breath and squeezed her eyelids shut, and for the first time in possibly her entire life, she intentionally made the decision to do nothing. To willingly hand over control to someone else.
As the needle pierced her skin, Georgie exhaled and opened her eyes.
“It’s in God’s hands now,” Cassira said softly, “but I see something truly special in you. I have full faith that He will want you by my side. By tomorrow morning, we will have our answer.”
A set of hurried footsteps approached, climbing the steps to the stage, followed by the hiss of clamant whispers.
“How?” she heard Malacai snarl.
“I don’t know,” the voice responded.
Malacai gave a low growl, and as he stepped forward and whispered to Cassira, Georgie picked out a single word. Escaped. She breathed a sigh of relief. The others made it out. They were safe.
Cassira replied with a subtle nod, seemingly unfazed by the news. “Mal will take you to your room,” she told Georgie. “You’ll need your rest. Your atonement and cleansing begin tomorrow.”
They descended back into the dark underground, the veins in Malacai’s neck bulging as they followed the train cars, stepping inside one with a dirty mattress against the far wall. A gray dentist’s chair sat in the center, a small wooden table beside it, the top scratched and worn. Lamps hung in two of the corners, the warm light barely filling the area.
The smell was awful. Musty. Rancid. Metallic.
Georgie moved on autopilot, her muscles responding without her guidance.
“See you tomorrow,” Malacai said, his voice gritty and agitated. “If you’re not dead by morning.” 
The door slammed shut, the lock clicked, and as the pounding of his footsteps faded, she was left alone in a silence so pervasive, it seemed almost tangible. It filled the room, pressing up against her, seeping like thick oil into her eardrums.
She pressed her forehead against the cold glass, and just to be sure her ears were still working, Georgie tapped her fingernail against the window. Clack, clack, clack.
Her gaze drifted along the concrete walkways and vacant train tracks, taking in the glowing green that filled the space between the rails. It was everywhere, climbing the walls and reaching across the ceiling. She swore she could already feel it in her lungs.
A figure approached on the walkway below, and she straightened when she recognized the flannel shirt and dark hair. Oliver. Was Jax with him? Had they come back for her?
When she caught sight of the two men following close behind, her heart plummeted. Malacai and the skinny man from earlier. Shit.
She scrambled to the door between the cars, watching through the glass as they shoved Oliver inside. He caught his balance, then wrapped his arms tightly around himself, sinking into his shoulders like he was trying to disappear. The skin was split open along his cheekbone, blood smeared down the bottom half of his pallid face, a deep purple bruise forming beneath his swollen eye.
Malacai stepped inside, towering over Oliver as he spoke. His words were impossible to decipher, but his rage was unmistakable. Suddenly, he swung, landing a heavy punch that snapped Oliver’s head back. Georgie gasped as he slumped to his knees.
Malacai crouched and grabbed a fistful of Oliver’s hair, forcing him to lift his head as blood trickled over his parted lips. The man spoke again, then waited, but Oliver didn't respond. A few seconds passed before he gave up on whatever answer he was trying to get. He pushed Oliver’s head away before nodding to the other man, who slammed the butt of his rifle against the boy’s temple, knocking him flat on the floor.
They left and closed the door behind them.
“Assholes.” Georgie tapped the window of the door between the train cars. “Oliver?” Please wake up. Please be okay. “Oliver!” She slammed her fists against the glass.
Nothing.
One more time. Still nothing.
She leaned against the door, then slowly lowered herself to the icy metal floor as Malacai’s words reverberated in her head.
Her dad was gone. She was never going to see him again.
She should’ve said goodbye. Why hadn’t she said goodbye? Tears rolled down her cheeks again, sobs shaking her shoulders as she pressed her head to her folded knees.
Eventually, she gave in to the inescapable pull of sleep.
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It was after midnight when Adam finally made it back to the Campus. He trudged through the quiet courtyards to the infirmary tent for his blood test—a waste of time for him and Oliver, but it wasn’t worth arguing over. Kye had a special attachment to her way of doing things. 
Dr. Eduardo Ramirez greeted him with a tired smile. “Welcome back. Glad to see you’re okay.” He pulled open the drawer of a metal cabinet. “When Kye told me you took off, she failed to mention you were dropping in for a rendezvous with the cult. Something tells me she didn’t green-light that one.”
Adam smiled. “I mean, she didn’t tell me not to.”
He shook his head as he pulled an empty vial from the drawer. “Go on back. I’ll be there in a minute.”
In the back section of the tent, the cots were all empty. Adam sat on the one closest to the front, and a few minutes later, the doc pushed through the flap.
“Well, you know where I was,” Adam said as the doc drew his blood, “and you’re at the infirmary in the middle of the night. So I’m guessing the others have already been here.”
The doc nodded. “Kye called me in. I just gave them the all clear maybe five minutes ago, and Kye’s showing them to a few of the spare tents. Those boys are alive because of you.”
He shrugged, then lay back and closed his eyes. No, he thought. They’re alive because of Georgie.
The footsteps faded as the doc headed back to the front of the tent. Once he was alone, Adam opened his eyes, staring up at the tarp ceiling.
He could’ve gotten her out if he hadn’t wasted time getting his stuff back first.
But you’re selfish, a voice echoed in his head.
Adam frowned. Well, that’s just mean, he replied silently. Sulking, he pulled the bag from his pocket and popped two white pills, and though it took way too long, numbness eventually settled over him.
“Adam.” The penetrating voice tugged him from a dreamless sleep, and he was surprised to find the tent bright with sunlight when he opened his eyes. It wasn’t often he slept through the night. “Hey, there he is,” the doc said with a tight smile, the faint wrinkles deepening. “I tried to wake you when your results were done, but you were really out.”
“Guess I was tired.” Adam propped himself up on his elbows. He hadn’t meant to fall asleep. Oliver was probably worried. “Has Oliver been back here since last night?”
A deep crease formed between the man’s thick dark brows. “I didn’t see him last night.”
“You must have,” Adam said. “He came back with the soldiers.”
“If he did, he skipped his test. I wasn’t aware he went with you.”
That made no sense. Oliver wouldn’t skip his test.
The world screeched to a violent stop.
Something happened.
The soldiers.
Oliver followed them out. He was right behind them.
They did something to him, the voice said. You shouldn’t have trusted them.
He jolted upright as everything sped back up. The doc was saying something, but Adam wasn’t listening. He bolted from the tent and found the soldiers at a table in the central courtyard.
His pistol was against Hale’s temple before they even noticed him.
“Where is he?” Adam asked, brushing off the alarmed faces around him.
Banks sprang to his feet, but Hale held out a hand, motioning for him to stay put.
“All right, easy, Adam,” Hale said calmly. “What’s going on?”
“Where’s Oliver?” Adrenaline surged through him, but today, he hated the way it felt. “He followed you out. Why isn’t he here?”
Hale frowned. “I woke up on the way here. I don’t—” He gave Ortega a questioning look.
“We didn’t see him,” Ortega said, still sitting on the bench. “I didn’t know he was coming with us, or I would’ve waited. You’re sure he’s not here?”
A deep, icy dread sank into his bones as everything he’d worked so hard to suppress clawed its way to the surface—the hopelessness and the fear and the anger—and he just wanted it to stop.
The mask was splintering.
You’re selfish.
You did this.
“Put the goddamn gun down,” Banks said, “before I take it from you.”
Adam’s hand dropped to his side.
“I’m sorry,” Hale said, giving him a pitying look that made Adam want to shake him.
How was he so calm? Georgie was gone too, and he was sitting here like he—Adam tilted his head. Oh. “He doesn’t know, does he?”
“Know what?” Hale’s brow knitted, and when the realization hit him, he shot Banks a glare so intense, Adam was surprised it didn’t slice him straight through. “You told me she was here.”
“I never said that.”
“You sure as hell didn’t tell me we left her there!”
“If I told you, you would’ve gone back.” Banks shook his head. “It was too late. You would’ve ended up dead.”
Hale slammed his fist on the table, and the whole courtyard went quiet. “You had no goddamn right to make that decision for me.”
Banks’s dark eyes narrowed. “Look what happened last time. They were already ten steps ahead of us. We never stood a chance. What the hell could you have done?”
Hale shot to his feet. “This.” He turned to leave.
“She gave up her own life to save us,” Ortega said, and Hale stopped, listening. “If you go back, get yourself killed, then what she did will be for nothing.”
“She’s not dead,” Hale argued, finally turning to face them.
Adam sighed. “They tested her last night. It’s too late.”
Georgie was gone.
Oliver’s gone, too, the voice reminded him. You’re never going to see him again.
Cassira acted righteous, but she was prideful and violent like everyone else. Oliver had told him once how she handled Shinies who defected. They were dragged back and executed immediately. Hung from the pillars in the Great Hall as an example.
No. Adam took a step back. He couldn’t accept that.
When he was younger, Adam had stumbled through the constant darkness by clinging to stupid dreams and fairy tales, books his sister had read to him to distract him from their strung-out parents in the next room, sure that someday, something good would happen.
Just once.
But everything just kept getting worse.
When he was nine, his parents up and left, and after the third awful foster home, he stopped hoping for something better. Accepted the way things were. He stopped longing for a life he’d never have. Stopped trying to see the world for anything other than what it was.
And then there was the collapse. The Hub. O’Hare. One terrible thing after another.
Then Oliver showed up and shook everything he thought he knew. Adam braced himself for the inevitable. Kept waiting for it to crumble—for him to leave. But he never did.
Oliver was the only light left in the darkness around him.
Even though he knew better, Adam let himself hope.
Maybe there was still time. It had been less than half a day.
He had to try.
Adam pushed past Hale without another word. He was going to take out Queen Crazy, along with any Shinies in his path.
A woman with graying blonde hair smiled at him and opened the gate. They didn’t question him when he left anymore. He was so lost in his racing, chaotic thoughts, it felt like only minutes had passed before he was surrounded by the monstrous buildings of downtown.
He’d start in the concourse. Find Oliver. Get him out. Then burn the place to the ground.
Somehow.
Two and a half hours, and that was the best he could come up with? He pressed his palms to his temples. He couldn’t slow his dizzying thoughts long enough to come up with anything better.
He pulled out his bag.
Addy for focus.
After swallowing two, he stuffed the bag back in his vest. He weaved across the street, ducking behind cars, and when he was close enough to see the entrance, he drew his pistol and closed his eyes.
He needed an actual plan.
Focus.
He pictured the layout of the train station, trying to figure out how to make this work, wishing the pills would kick in.
The sound of footsteps behind him took him by surprise.
His eyes popped as someone slapped a hand over his mouth, arm wrapped around his shoulders. Another set of hands pried his pistol from his grip, and he thrashed as they dragged him away from the train station.
When the arm loosened, he spun around to face a man in a black vest, the word POLICE written across the front, his towering frame carved from stone. Adam’s eyes dropped to his pistol in the man’s hands, fighting the urge to grab for his rifle. He was quick, but not that quick.
“Easy,” the man said. “We’re just trying to stop you from getting yourself killed.” He held Adam’s pistol by the barrel, handle out toward him. “Here. You can have it back.” There were two others with him, a man with a goatee and a woman with leathery skin, and none of them were dressed like Shinies. “You were about to walk in somewhere real dangerous, ya know.”
Adam’s eyes narrowed. “What do you care?”
“Just trying to be helpful.”
Yeah. Sure you are. “Thanks, but I’m good.” He snatched the pistol from Police Vest’s outstretched hand, eyes glued to the two behind him.
“What’re you doing here?” the man asked, but Adam spun and walked away. A second later, the stranger was beside him. “There’s a compound not far from here. Come back with us.”
“Surprisingly, not the strangest pickup line I’ve ever heard,” Adam muttered. “Flattered, but pass.”
“They’re good people who were dealt a shit hand and built something great out of it.”
“Good for them.”
“It’s a pretty sweet setup.”
“Fantastic.”
“I’m supposed to bring you back there.”
Adam came to an abrupt halt, his boots scuffing the pavement. “Me?”
“You caught the eye of some powerful folks.”
“And how’d I do that?”
“Your massacre at O’Hare. Fourteen cult assholes by yourself? Story like that’s hard to ignore.”
He should’ve hunted that last Shiny down. How many people knew about that now? “Thanks,” he said, “but I’m not interested.”
“You should be.” The others had caught up now, and it was clear they weren’t going to take no for an answer. “They can get you a replacement for that rifle, something more powerful. As much ammo as you need.”
Adam frowned. “Why?”
“Big plans. Got the need for people with a wide variety of skills. Like yours.”
“I’ve got my own need for my skills right now. But again”—he gave the man a bright, forced smile—“thanks for the offer.” Adam tensed as the man’s hand closed around his arm, his skin crawling. His smile vanished. “Don’t touch me.”
The grip tightened. “I can’t go back empty-handed.”
Adam’s eyes dropped to the hand.
Shoot him, the voice in the back of his head growled.
He pressed the barrel of his pistol to the man’s forehead. “I said don’t touch me.” Pull the trigger. “I’m not interested.” Make him stop.
The man let go and held his arms up at his sides in surrender. “Come on, kid.”
From the corner of his eye, Adam caught the man with the goatee pulling a gun from under his leather jacket. Without hesitating, Adam turned and put a bullet in his head, then snapped the gun back to the man in the vest before the first hit the ground.
Police Vest’s face contorted with anger, but he was smart enough to stay put.
“Not. Interested.” Adam backed away until they were out of sight, then turned and marched back toward Union Station. They’d cost him valuable minutes.
He needed to get Oliver out. Now.
When he reached Jackson Boulevard, he cast a swift glance over his shoulder at the deserted street. “Assholes.”
But when he turned the corner, the man was waiting, standing halfway down the block.
Ugh. “Seriously? I’m not going home with you. Maybe try flowers next time.” The man lifted a massive assault rifle, teeth bared, and Adam cocked his head. “Or that.”
Adam’s instincts took over as Police Vest opened fire.
He scrambled backward, barely making it around the corner of the building before a storm of bullets flew past.
A smile played on Adam’s lips as adrenaline fizzed excitedly in his veins. When the sound stopped, he took a few seconds to scan his surroundings and catch his breath before edging along the wall toward the opposite side of the building. As he rounded the corner, the man was already there.
He was faster than he looked.
Adam ducked back behind cover as Police Vest fired again. Shards of brick flew up as a bullet caught the edge of the building. Too close. When his gun gave the telltale click of an empty magazine, Adam lifted his pistol and stepped around the corner, assuming he’d be busy reloading, but he was right there. Waiting.
Police Vest grabbed his wrist. Before the man could pry the gun from his hand, Adam pressed the mag release, and the magazine clattered to the ground. He fired the chambered round as the man twisted his hand up. Now it was empty.
Adam let go of the gun, and as he spun around, the man grabbed his hood and jerked him backward. He hit the concrete. Hard.
It took a second for his mind to register the pain. Then, all at once, it exploded through the back of his head. His vision distorted, and a ringing reverberated in his skull.
Adam rolled onto his side, hands clasping his head, his vision fracturing into hundreds of dark patches. He was clinging to the edge of consciousness as something hit him in the stomach, sending a fresh wave of pain flooding through him.
Then another.
And another.
The next one was to his ribs. He spat a mouthful of thick blood onto the concrete.
Adam closed his eyes and waited for the pain to stop.
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His first week at O’Hare, Adam didn’t sleep at all. 
He’d zone out randomly. Only a few seconds at a time at first, so it was easy to hide, but it got worse each day. He was steadily losing his mind—paranoid, imagining things. On the sixth day, he completely lost his hold on reality. He snapped and stabbed one of the soldiers in the arm.
Not his best moment.
But instead of kicking him out, Elias, the leader of the settlement, decided to help. Their doctor gave Adam a small dose of medication every night, just enough to calm him and help him sleep. He was already familiar with benzos—they were his drug of choice before everything ended—but the small dose didn’t have the effect he remembered.
He finally slept but woke every hour or so in a cold sweat from the nightmares.
He was always tired.
Elias tried to keep him busy. Taught him how to take apart a gun and put it back together, which he did a dozen times a day just to try to focus his mind. Then he taught Adam to shoot. Wind calculation and range estimating came easy, and Elias told him he had a gift. He took a special interest in teaching him everything he knew, wanted him to train with his soldiers.
The attention was nice, but it was hard to focus when he was barely sleeping, so they increased his dosage and added uppers during the day to help Adam concentrate on training.
Addy for focus.
Xanny to numb.
His training got more intense every day. Elias stopped talking to him like a friend and started treating him like a soldier.
Adam had only wanted to feel safe, to have somewhere he belonged. Instead, Elias made him his own personal weapon. There was always a reason behind every good deed.
“We all have our roles to keep O’Hare safe,” Elias pointed out when Adam told him he didn’t want to train anymore. “We all have our place. Yours is behind that gun. You’re going to keep up with your training, and that’s an order, Kulyk.”
“I’m not your soldier. I’m done.”
“The medication is to help with your training,” Elias reminded him. “If you’re not interested, fine. I’m sure you won’t miss it.”
Adam scoffed. “I’ll be fine.”
But the horrible things that lurked in his dreams sent him crawling back the next day. Since then, he didn’t sleep without his medication. For a long time, he was able to keep them away. To fend off the demons that waited behind closed eyelids.
Until now.
Why didn’t he just let the bastard shoot him?
The darkness was heavy, impenetrable. A void that went on forever, silent and still, and Adam stood in the center of it. It was quiet, but the air crackled with strange energy, like the calm before a horrible storm, and he braced himself for what he knew was coming.
Something seeped through the black—first the hint of a silhouette, then the full shape of a figure. Lean, with narrow, pointed shoulders. He recognized the man, the razor-sharp chin and long silver hair, though his eyes were different now. Yellow. Serpentine.
Stanton, the supervisor from the Hub.
His thin lips curled into a dangerous smile, exposing fangs underneath, and his skin morphed into scales, his body snakelike, coiling around Adam’s thin frame, squeezing the oxygen from his aching lungs.
And then, just like that, he was gone, replaced by a new face half-hidden by shadows. Sadness clouded the blue eyes as he lifted his face to meet Adam’s gaze.
This one cut deep, the pain more intense than any physical blow he’d ever taken.
“I’m sorry, Oliver.” He stepped toward him, but Oliver scowled. A howling wind threw Adam off his feet, and he landed on the hard ground.
“You’re not sorry.” Oliver’s voice was strange and distorted. “Not really.”
Adam’s heart shattered in his chest. “How can you say that?”
“You left me to go back for your pills.” A green glow cropped up in the corners of the room.
“No, that’s n—”
“Liar!” he shouted, but it wasn’t Oliver’s voice anymore. 
Adam flinched at the familiar growl—the voice that tugged relentlessly at the back of his mind—as it spilled from Oliver’s perfect lips. 
“You’re selfish, just like everyone else. You leave a trail of destruction in your wake just to get your next fix.”
Adam shook his head, trying to make it stop.
“You’ll never feel like you belong anywhere,” Oliver added in the horrible voice, “because you don’t.”
Something shifted in the darkness around them. A second later, they were surrounded. Glowing green stalks climbed through the gaping mouths of a hundred strangers as they stepped closer.
They shouldn’t be able to move, Adam thought, reaching for his pistol and finding nothing.
Oliver’s lips twisted into a wry smile before he turned and disappeared into the sea of the infected.
“Please,” Adam called after him. “Wait!” But the room shifted again.
He fought through nightmare after haunting nightmare, none of them shaking him awake.
If this was sleep.
Maybe he was dead. If he believed in Hell, it would probably look something like this.
But a voice finally pulled him back to consciousness. “Adam, can you hear me?”
His eyes snapped open as he drew in a gasping breath, his head throbbing. He felt like his ribs were on fire, and he would have crumpled to the ground if it weren’t for the arm around him, keeping him on his feet.
Kye’s blurry shape stood in front of him. “Get him to the infirmary. Now!”
“Ow,” Adam groaned, touching a hand to his tender ribs as the arm led him forward. He blinked his surroundings into focus, first the gate, then the ruddy brick buildings, the courtyard, the soldier—Hale, he realized—holding him upright, the other two soldiers by his side.
He wasn’t downtown anymore. He was inside the Campus.
No!
He stiffened, the motion sending a piercing pain through him.
Oliver. He was so close.
“I have to go back.”
Kye’s eyes narrowed. “You’re kidding.”
“You’re hurt,” Ortega added gently. “Judging by how hard your head bounced off the concrete, you’ve probably got a concussion.”
“Oliver’s still there,” Adam pleaded. “I have to get him out. They’ll kill him.”
“You’re in no condition to go pick a fight,” Kye responded. “And I’m not sending my people with you on a suicide mission.”
He clenched his fists, unable to ignore the way she separated him from the rest. He wasn’t one of her people. “We’ve done everything you’ve asked us to, since the day we got here. Now Oliver needs your help, and you’re just gonna let him die?” Anger burned hot through his veins.
Kye looked away before setting her shoulders and meeting his gaze again. “I do my best to keep everyone safe. I’m trying, Adam. I really am, but it was your choice to sneak off and risk your lives. These people shouldn’t have to risk theirs because of it.”
“Fine. I’ll go on my own.”
Kye’s expression hardened. “Go see Eduardo. That’s an order.”
Adam gave a humorless breath of a laugh that sent a spike through his aching ribs. “I’m not your soldier.”
“Take him to the infirmary.” Kye’s tone made it clear she was done arguing.
Adam quietly unlatched Hale’s holster and snatched the pistol, then yanked himself free. “No,” he growled.
With the gun bouncing between them, he staggered back to the gate. Whoever was guarding it didn’t try to stop him. It opened, and he turned and broke into a run.
The pain was unbearable. He barely made it a block before he stooped over, bracing himself on his knees. A pulsing pressure grew inside his skull, like a can of pop about to explode.
You’re not sorry, Oliver’s voice echoed in his head. Not really.
“I am,” Adam mumbled. He was sorry he let Oliver leave alone. Sorry he didn’t get to Georgie in time.
He had to keep moving. He had to fix this.
Oxy for pain.
Adam clumsily pulled his bag free of the vest pocket and swallowed a few round pills. After staggering another block, the pain forced him to his knees.
He couldn’t see straight.
It was too much.
Make it stop, the voice snarled.
Adam blinked hard, then grabbed a few more pills, not bothering to check which kind or how many, and tossed them in his mouth. He curled forward, resting his head in his hands, waiting for the drugs to numb the pain.
The sun was too bright. Every time he blinked, his eyelids grew heavier, and it got harder to force them open again.
He just needed to rest a moment.

      [image: image-placeholder]Georgie felt herself smile as she drifted lazily from sleep, the pleasant mood lingering like a cobweb. She tried to sink back into her cozy dream, but the silence of her room set her on edge.
There were no neighbors chatting in the street outside her windows, no birds chirping.
Where was everyone?
The cold of the metal floor snapped her back into her surroundings, and she tensed when she remembered where she was. Her eyes stung as she pried them open. She squinted down at her watch for a long moment before her muddled brain could make sense of the numbers.
It was quarter past seven, and she wasn’t dead.
How was that possible? She wasn’t immune. She couldn’t be.
Her leg throbbed, sending agonizing shock waves up her back as she peeled herself off the floor and peered through the window into the next car.
Oliver still hadn’t moved.
Please be okay.
She tapped on the glass, and with a jolt, he straightened, frantically searching the room before his eyes finally landed on her. He blinked slowly, then dragged himself to his feet, and as he stood on the opposite side of the window, guilt twisted in her stomach.
Oliver looked even worse than last night, his left eye nearly swollen shut, the large cuts on his cheek and nose crusted over with dried blood. One side of his bottom lip was inflated to an unnatural size.
“Are you okay?” Probably a stupid question.
He shrugged, his gaze falling. “I’ve been through worse.”
She tried to think of something to say but came up empty. She couldn’t assure him they’d be okay, because she wasn’t sure what would happen next.
“Did the others make it out?”
“I don’t know,” he answered. “I think so.” He was silent for a long moment before he looked at her again. “Cassira and Malacai. You have to do what they say, all right?” He pushed back his dark hair, pieces of it stuck together with dried blood. “Fighting will make it worse. If you see a chance to run, take it. Just go.”
“I’m not leaving you here, Oliver.”
He shook his head. “I’m not making it out. They won’t let that happen.” The white glow of an electric lantern approached outside the windows, and his face tightened. “Find a way out. Go to the Campus and find Adam.” Oliver winced at the name like it caused him physical pain. “Make sure he’s okay. Please.”
As the lantern passed Georgie’s train car, she ducked down and held her breath. She heard the sound of a door opening and the quiet sound of voices inside Oliver’s makeshift cell, but she couldn’t make out the muffled words. Slowly, she peeked back through the window.
Malacai’s gaze shifted to hers, and an amused smirk tugged at the corners of his mouth. He said something to Oliver, then clapped him hard on the shoulder before snatching a black briefcase from the table.
Shit.
She shuffled backward as the lock clicked and the door slid open.
“Red, you’re alive.” Malacai closed the door behind him and placed the black case on the small wooden table. “What an unexpected surprise.” His fingers drifted across the leather as he spoke, following the shape of a cross on the top—Cassira’s cross. “You were so eager yesterday, I’d hate to keep you waiting.” He flicked open the two polished silver latches. “I don’t think the boy will mind being second. He and I have some catching up to do, anyway. Could take a while.”
Georgie tried to speak, but his malignant expression kept her jaw clenched tight, the words far out of reach.
“What, no scathing comments today?” He gestured politely to the gray chair, and she complied, her eyes locked on the knife on his hip as he strapped one forearm to the arm of the chair and pulled it tight. Then the other. As he tightened one around her legs, she grimaced, the gash on her thigh burning.
The lantern cast heavy shadows on Malacai’s grave face. His blond hair was still slicked back, but his clothes—a tight black T-shirt and dark jeans—were more casual than the day before.
She jumped as his hands came together with a decisive clap.
“Let’s begin.” He opened the briefcase and plucked tool after pristine tool from inside, studying each one for a moment before returning it to its designated spot.
It was just a bluff. A scare tactic. She was sure of it. If they wanted her to join them, why would they hurt her? She watched with a deepening frown, and when Malacai noticed her expression, he smiled, and his words repeated in her head. I handled his punishment myself.
The anger hit her then, and she finally found her voice. “You’re full of shit,” she said. “All of you. I’m not interested in being a part of your deranged little family.”
He continued unaffected, still scrutinizing the contents of the briefcase. “You know, I was just like you once. Pissed off at the world. Wrath. That was my biggest sin. When the world fell, I seized the opportunity, found creative new ways to vent that anger. Met up with a few guys, and we had a fucking great thing going. Took what we wanted. Killed anyone in our way. It was the release I’d searched for my whole life.”
He shot her a quick glance, like he expected her to interrupt.
“One day, I heard the others bragging about the newest addition to our collection. Wasn’t prepared for the face I found behind those bars. My big sister. Broken, near death. When they refused to release her, I stabbed two of the bastards before they put a bullet in my back. But I survived, and when I came to, my sister’s face was there. Not sure if God had a hand in saving me, but my sister sure as hell did. I owe her my life. I believe in what she is trying to create, and soon, you’ll see what I see in her.”
He drew a small scalpel from the case and looked it over before putting it back. “Cassira believes we must suffer before we can truly recognize our sins. Through our pain, we see ourselves for who we truly are.”
He pulled out another item, a black rectangle with two metal prongs protruding from one end. He pushed a button, and as it crackled with electricity, his acidic eyes lifted to meet Georgie’s.
Her toes curled inside her shoes.
He’s just trying to scare you, she reminded herself.
“We will pull every sin you have ever committed from deep within, and you will atone for them one by one.” Malacai crouched beside the chair. “When we reach the bottom, when you are empty, that is when you’ll begin anew. It’s gonna hurt, but in the end, you’ll thank us for freeing you from the person you once were.”
Sweat pricked her skin as her hands gripped the sturdy arms of the chair, suddenly a bit less sure that he was bluffing.
“So, Red, let’s find that dark place where your sins are hiding.”
He pressed the device against her thigh, and the pain was immediate, unlike anything she’d ever felt. Electricity blasted through her, stabbing and stinging and burning all at once. Georgie’s arms and legs convulsed against the restraints, and it felt like an eternity before the sound stopped and the agony subsided enough to pull in a jagged breath.
Her heart hammered erratically in her chest.
“What the fuck?” she spat. “What is wrong with you?” Rage bubbled to the surface, and she imagined, so vividly, tearing her arms free, grabbing that box, and shoving a metal prong into his eyeball.
“Now, close your eyes.” He stared at her expectantly, and when she simply responded with a scowl, he pressed the device to her leg again. 
She clenched her teeth so hard, she was sure they’d shatter in her mouth. 
Finally, he pulled it away and snarled, “Eyes.”
Through gritted teeth, Georgie muttered for him to go fuck himself, and he responded with another round of electricity, this time to the side of her abdomen.
The pain was debilitating.
When it faded again, she obediently closed her eyes.
“There you go. Now, I want you to think about your life out there. The losses you’ve faced. The things you’ve done to get by. Picture the faces of the people you knew.” He paused a beat. “Can you see them?”
She nodded once, imagining instead how his eyeball would react to a blast of electricity. Would it pop? She really hoped it would pop.
“Good,” Malacai said.
Another wave of pain, this time between her chest and shoulder. It stretched on until every thought in her head dissipated like smoke.
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Adam came awake surrounded by white tarp walls and blinding artificial light, his head pounding like someone had taken a hammer to it while he slept. The doc’s music floated in through the flap, familiar and soothing. He knew where he was, but he couldn’t remember why. Something kept his wrists firmly in place as he sat up. He was still gawking at the restraints when Dr. Ramirez pushed through the tent flap. 
“Hey, you’re awake!” the doc said with a too-friendly smile. “How are you feeling?”
Frustration seared through Adam, the clawing in the back of his mind suddenly intense. Ravenous. “How do you think I’m feeling?” he asked, tugging on the straps.
The doc ran a hand through his coal-black hair. “They’re only temporary. We didn’t know what to expect when you woke up.”
“Why am I here?”
“You experienced severe CNS depression, along with three fractured ribs and a mild concussion. You’re okay, but you need—”
“What I need,” Adam said, the voice in his head fusing with his own, coming out as a low snarl he didn’t recognize, “is for you to let me go. Now!”
The doc’s eyes went round, his smile falling away, and he left without another word, disappearing through the flap.
Adam’s muscles were rigid, his skin made of needles. The pillows were steel wool. He pulled and tugged against the restraints, but they held tight.
“Wait,” he called after he had worn himself out. The voice was his own again.
Every inch of his body ached for a fix. Just a little one. He looked down at his black T-shirt, then let his head fall back against the pillows. They took his vest. His bag.
His pills were gone.
“Please.”
The flap opened again, but it was Kye this time. Her eyes locked on Adam’s as she sat wearily on the cot next to his.
“A little much,” he said, nodding to the restraints. “Don’t you think?”
Kye’s face tightened. “You were waving a gun around, threatening people in the middle of our common area.”
“I—”
“Then,” she interrupted, “you ignored me and ran off and nearly got yourself killed. Again.”
His thoughts ricocheted inside his aching head, part of him dying to break free and tear the tent to shreds. “Am I a prisoner, then?”
She shoved to her feet, her hands gesturing wildly as she spoke. “Those soldiers saved you twice, Adam. Even after what you did, they followed you and brought you home, and somehow Eduardo kept you alive. Given our limited resources here, that in itself was a damn miracle.” Her hands came to a rest on her hips. “Maybe you should be at least a little grateful.”
“I didn’t ask to be saved.” Adam’s fingers curled into tight fists. He hadn’t noticed the IV until now. It tugged uncomfortably at his skin.
“I don’t give a damn what you asked for. We need you.”
He bristled at her words. They saved him because it was beneficial to them. He’d always only been as good as what he could do for other people.
“I know you’re angry with us,” she said, her voice suddenly gentle, “but I promise, we’re just trying to help. I’m sorry for the pain you’re in. And I’m sorry about Oliver.”
Oliver! The cot rattled violently as he tried to fling himself forward. Just like that, the anger shifted to dread and desperation. “Please. I have to go back for him.”
“He’s immune. You know he’ll survive their test. We’ll figure out a way to get him back, but first, you need to get past this.”
She was right about one thing: it wouldn’t be their test that killed him. “You should’ve let me go. I was fine.”
She jabbed her finger into his chest. “You drugged yourself into a two-day coma, Adam. You were not fine.”
“I—” He blinked, despair settling in his bones like a chill. “Two days?”
Her hand dropped to her side. “Yeah.”
The odds were low that they’d keep Oliver alive past the first few hours. But two days…
Too late again, the voice taunted.
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Georgie was never sure how much time had passed between visits. A few minutes? An hour? A day? She never woke feeling rested. 
Her head was a jumbled mess, and she knew she was losing large chunks of time, her memories wiped away by her overwhelming fatigue. The cuts on her arms seemed to multiply without any recollection of when she’d gotten most of them.
“To ensure that your mind is alert and receptive,” Malacai had explained the first time he pressed the scalpel into the soft skin of her forearm. They were small, shallow incisions, but it was enough to keep her grounded, to prevent her mind from taking her somewhere else. She had no choice but to focus on that room, to be present in the suffering. But as soon as she was alone, her thoughts would blur again.
Now, she was totally depleted, physically and mentally. Her body was racked with pain, her muscles sore from the strain of it.
“Georgie.” Cassira’s silky voice beside her.
Her eyelids resisted, but the familiar sound of crackling electricity sent her into a panic. She shot up, eyes wide. “No, please.” The words seared her throat. She was in the chair again, her arms free. Had she fallen asleep here?
Malacai smiled down at her. “How you feeling?” he asked tauntingly.
The stagnant air stung her eyes as she stared at the roof of the train car, stuck in some surreal space between sleep and consciousness, reaching for words as they floated just outside her grasp. It felt like someone had scooped the brain from her skull and replaced it with a wad of cotton candy.
Everything was fuzzy around the edges.
Georgie’s stomach ached with hunger, painfully hollow. How long had it been since she’d eaten anything?
Cassira stood on the opposite side of the chair, her light hair pulled back into a loose ponytail.
“Just let me sleep,” Georgie groaned.
“I know you’re tired, darling,” Cassira responded, her sympathetic eyes penetrating deep into the muddied mess swirling inside Georgie’s head. “You’re hungry. But this will all be worth it, I promise.” She caressed Georgie’s cheek, and though she wanted to recoil, to smack the hand away, the signals got lost on the way to her cotton candy brain. “You’ve made it through your atonement,” Cassira continued. “You’re starting fresh, cleansed of your sins. I’m so proud of you.”
Georgie blinked. Was it really over? Her eyes dropped to the cuts on her arms, and her head spun from the relief.
“You have been offered a gift denied to billions of others. You could be part of something wonderful. Are you ready to accept this gift? To be a part of our family?”
Oliver’s words resounded in her head. Fighting will make it worse. She could guess what would happen if she said no, so she gave a tired nod and said, “Yes.”
Cassira smiled sweetly and held out her hand. “You’re home now, Georgie. Come. I want to show you around.”
Malacai watched, eyes slitted, as she took Cassira’s hand and climbed unsteadily to her feet. He didn’t seem convinced.
Georgie followed the woman as she floated across the dark underground concourse and through the hallway. Searing pain accompanied every step, shooting through her thigh and up her back, clearing away some of the fog in her head.
What if she just gave up now? Stopped walking. Fell flat on the ground. Maybe someone else would find her mom’s notes. Maybe they’d have better luck than she had.
The thought was comforting.
Or maybe, she chided herself silently, they’ll be left on my desk, and everything my mom worked so hard for will be lost and forgotten.
No. She had to keep walking. Play along. Just for a few days. If she could earn Cassira’s trust, she’d eventually let her guard down, and Georgie would have the chance to run.
As they entered the cavernous Great Hall, Georgie squinted against the blinding sunlight flooding through the glass ceiling. They passed two women who greeted them with a kind smile, and Cassira addressed them by name.
“They already accept you as family, Georgie. You are already loved.”
Georgie bit hard on the inside of her lip to keep any snide comments from sneaking out.
“I want to show you something.” Cassira motioned to a doorway with a sign above it that read Burlington Room, and Georgie stepped through, wobbling as she stared up at the towering pillars and the ornate ceiling of the expansive room.
Then the mouthwatering aroma blindsided her, a sharp smack right across the face, the sudden impact clearing away the remaining mush in her head. She gaped at the array of food before her. Serving platters lined three long tables. Fresh fruits and vegetables, golden breads, even a full roasted chicken. They didn’t have to worry about the food poisoning them, she realized. And neither did she.
She lurched forward, but a man in a black leather jacket cut her off.
“This could be your life, Georgie.” Cassira placed a hand gently on her shoulder. “This is what I’m offering you. Love, protection, happiness. Family. Every luxury you could ever dream of.”
Georgie pried her eyes away from the food, unable to keep the frown from her face as she met Cassira’s gaze. “I said yes.”
“Come.” Cassira turned and walked away, and Georgie hesitated, breathing in the scent one last time before begrudgingly following her back to the Great Hall. When Cassira perched on the bench nearest the stage and motioned to the seat beside her, Georgie hesitated. They were alone.
If you see a chance to run, take it.
Could Cassira run in those heels? She never seemed to carry a weapon, and the doors were so close. Maybe Georgie could—
But the image of Oliver’s bruised face pulled her back, her conscience at odds with the overwhelming impulse to run. She couldn’t leave him.
Besides, her leg was getting worse. She wouldn’t make it far before they caught up. She had to stay quiet and keep her head down—something she’d never been very good at, despite her best attempts.
Georgie lowered herself cautiously onto the bench, leaving a gap between them.
“I can see the doubt still lingering in your eyes,” Cassira said, sparing Georgie a brief glance before turning her attention back to the stage. “I had a hard time believing in this mission at the beginning, too. God spoke to me for the first time just before the fall. He asked for my help and told me what was to come.”
Georgie clenched her teeth before she could say something stupid. Keep your mouth shut, she warned herself.
“I ignored His voice,” Cassira continued. “I thought I was losing my mind. But then people started getting sick.” Her hands folded in her lap, her lips lifting into a sad smile. “I had two amazing little girls. Mackenzie and Katie. My only concern was their safety, so we took refuge in a bunker. Hid away. When God spoke to me again, He told me there were good people who needed me to protect them. Again, I ignored Him. I didn’t want any part of His plan. I was a coward. I was selfish.”
Her expression darkened. “Four months later, raiders stormed our bunker. They murdered my family, one by one, right in front of me. After weeks of misery as their prisoner, I finally understood—those demons were still alive because I refused to listen. I prayed for God’s forgiveness, and He gave me the strength and the courage to escape.”
Cassira shifted on the bench, her face tight from the weight of her memories. “My selfishness, my cowardice, took my family from me, and though I did not deserve His forgiveness, God led me to my little brother. I helped Mal see the way things could be, and he pledged himself to the cause. I’m trying to help you see as well.” She stood and offered her hand, helping Georgie back to her feet. “I hope your acceptance is sincere.”
“It is,” Georgie replied, a little too eagerly. She wished she was a better liar.
“Are you truly dedicated to our cause?”
“I am.”
“And you are willing to do whatever God asks of you?”
Her stomach twisted. She was sure she wouldn’t like where this was going, but she nodded anyway.
“As you have seen, there are some people to which God does not offer the chance for forgiveness. These people have murdered members of our family. They are heartless. Relentless. We never had a problem protecting our own until they showed up, so we must eradicate each and every one of them before they destroy everything we are creating.”
Malacai entered from the dark hallway, leading a slender girl by the arm. She was slightly younger than Georgie, and her long black hair flowed out from beneath a dark hood, falling over her shoulders. Fabric stretched across her face, covering her mouth and nose. An improvised mask.
He dragged her onto the stage and forced her to her knees.
“Come, Georgie. After this, you are free to join the others for dinner.” With her hand on Georgie’s back, Cassira led her up the stairs, and when she handed her a small knife, Georgie stiffened.
“No. I can’t.”
Cassira raised her eyebrows. “You would not raise a weapon to protect your family?”
What the hell was wrong with these people? She knew she had to pretend, she had to make it out, but she couldn’t execute someone.
Georgie looked from the knife in her sweaty palm to Cassira to the girl kneeling in front of her.
“Killing me isn’t gonna stop them.” The girl’s dark eyes lifted to Cassira, her face eerily serene for someone facing death. “They’ll get it back and kill everyone inside this place.” A large rope-like scar stretched from eyebrow to cheek, a few shades darker than her fair skin. She straightened her back and waited silently.
Georgie gripped the handle of the knife tighter and drew in a deep breath.
Don’t think.
Just do it.
Just—
“No,” Georgie snapped, pointing the knife at Cassira, the tip almost touching the skin of her throat.
Malacai tensed, but he didn’t move. She had the upper hand now, and it felt good.
“Run!” she spat, and the girl hopped to her feet in one graceful motion, hands still bound. Georgie’s gaze followed as she scurried across the room and disappeared through the doors.
Before she realized her mistake, that she’d taken her eyes off the other two, Malacai had a firm grip on her arm. She let out a yelp of pain as he twisted it behind her back, and the knife fell to the ground.
She’d just ruined her only chance of escaping. Oliver’s too.
Cassira took a slow step closer. “Wrong choice, Georgie.” For the first time, her face flickered with something close to anger, and then, just like that, it was gone, her lips lifting in a gentle smile. “I am not giving up on you yet. I would really like you to be part of our family. Mal will continue your atonement. You’ll come around.”
With a painful grip on her arm, Malacai nearly dragged Georgie back through the hallway to the underground concourse. Her heart raced as she climbed the steps to that horrible train car.
“Sit,” he growled, and Georgie obliged.
The door slid closed, leaving an oppressive quiet in its wake.
When Georgie met Malacai’s stare, he smiled a sharp-edged grin, and a shiver skittered through her.
She should’ve run.
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You shouldn’t be alive. 
The voice was front and center now. Adam’s hair clung to the layer of sweat on his forehead. He curled forward, pressing his palms to his closed eyelids as he pleaded for it to stop.
Everyone who cares about you dies, but you keep living. You don’t deserve it.
Adam swallowed hard. I know, he replied silently.
It had been three days since his last dose of anything, one since he woke up from his two-day power nap, but those pills were still the first things he thought of each morning.
He’d spent most of today bouncing around the infirmary like a pinball, his body buzzing with restlessness and boredom. It felt like bugs had burrowed their way in, crawling around under his skin.
Do you ever stop moving? his sister, Alice, used to ask him teasingly. You’re like a fly trapped under a glass.
That was exactly how he felt now.
Alice was two years older, and Adam had idolized her. When they were little, on the days when their parents were too strung out, she’d take over. Those were his favorite days. After their parents left for good, he and Alice were separated, bounced around to different foster homes. Each place sucked in its own way, but the second to last one was the worst. The couple was nice enough. Happily married, lots of money, big house in a ritzy suburb. The husband was running for some sort of public office, and fostering kids made him sympathetic to voters. They had two sons, both on the high school football team with pretty cheerleader girlfriends.
They hated Adam from the second he stepped foot in their house, focusing all their energy on making him miserable. It wasn’t bad at the beginning, just irritating. He would do his best to stay out of everyone’s way, keep a smile painted on his face, avoid making waves. But the longer he was there, the more intense it became. One day, the oldest’s girlfriend dumped him. He came home in a rage and punched Adam so hard, he’d needed four stitches. He lied to the fosters, of course, and told them he’d tripped and hit the railing.
That went on for months before they decided to move to California—some sort of scandal caused the guy to lose the election, so they didn’t need Adam anymore.
The boys packed everything in their boxes before the social worker picked him up, including Adam’s stuff. Not just the things their parents had bought for him while he was there but the handful of sentimental things he’d brought with him, too. All he had left was the shopping bag he’d kept hidden under his mattress—clothes he’d stolen from stores at the mall and a worn-out plush dog with floppy ears.
After a few months at the group home, a new couple took him in, and a month later, they tracked down Alice. Adam hadn’t seen her in almost four years. The new fosters had plenty of issues, but they didn’t hover. Gave them plenty of freedom. Adam was back in the city, and the best part was, they didn’t have any biological kids.
It had never felt like home, but it wasn’t terrible. Adam had made friends at the new school and had taken full advantage of the freedom. Alcohol, concerts, one-nighters with boys he’d just met.
That felt like a lifetime ago.
He paced the length of the infirmary tent for the thousandth time.
Just sit still, Alice’s voice rang in his head. But he couldn’t. Not then, and especially not now.
He wanted out, wanted to find his bag, but Kye had posted guards outside the tent. “For your own protection,” she’d told him, but he knew that wasn’t the full truth.
They’re afraid of you.
He plopped on the bed and pulled his knees to his chest.
Earlier that day, when the doc checked in, Adam had faked a smile, though it took a lot of effort. He knew how to pretend, how to be exactly what people wanted him to be—he’d had a lifetime of practice. He answered the questions how he knew the doc wanted him to answer, but he could barely hear him over the howling in his head. He still hurt all over, but as far as Dr. Ramirez knew, he was doing fantastic.
“You’re almost out the other side of this,” Doc said with a grin as the voice screamed for Adam to punch him in the throat to make him shut up.
He didn’t, of course, but he couldn’t pretend he didn’t consider it. Just for a second.
When Reese came to visit, Adam painted the smile back on, his mind already spinning ways to get him to help.
“You look miserable,” Reese said.
Adam’s smile faltered a moment, but he pushed back the twinge of resentment and plastered it back on. “I am.” He took a step closer. “But you could help with that.” He knew how Reese felt about him. He also knew that using that information to his advantage was really low. Reese was a genuinely good person.
Unlike you, the voice added.
Reese’s puppy-dog eyes locked onto his. “How would I do that?”
Shame bit at him, but the painful urgency of the withdrawal was overpowering, pushing all other thoughts from his head. Adam held his gaze as he closed the distance between them, his body seemingly moving on its own. “You could bring me something to make me feel better.”
“I—uh,” Reese stuttered. Adam tilted his head and gave him his best crooked smile, and Reese blinked, pulling a half-eaten chocolate bar from his pocket. “I have this.”
“Ugh,” Adam huffed as he pushed away.
“I don’t have any, Adam.”
“I just—I need something for the pain. I can’t take it anymore. Everything hurts. I need help, and I thought I could count on you, but I guess not.”
Hurt briefly crossed Reese’s face. The guy should have listened to his sister. Should’ve stayed away from Adam.
Manipulative, conniving little shit, Flora’s voice rang in his head.
“I’m gonna go.”
“Wait.” Adam’s eyes dropped to his boots. “I’m sorry.” And part of him—the part that wasn’t actively trying to claw its way out of his skin—was sorry.
“Me too. I know this isn’t you.”
You don’t know anything about me, Adam thought bitterly. “I have a bottle hidden in the armory,” he pushed. One last desperate attempt. “Kye doesn’t know about it, so it’s probably still there.” He shifted his weight. “If you do wanna help, I’ll owe you. Anything you want.” The words tasted sour in his mouth.
What was wrong with him?
You’ll never feel like you belong anywhere because you don’t. Dream Oliver may have been mean, but he wasn’t wrong.
Reese shook his head. “Bye, Adam. Feel better.”
“Please!” 
But he had already slipped through to the front of the tent, and Adam growled as Reese told the doc about the bottle in the armory.

      [image: image-placeholder]Kye let Adam go back to his tent the next day. Supervised, of course. Walking in there, facing the only things that were left of Oliver—that damn cube on the shelf—it felt like someone kicked him in the ribs all over again, only ten times worse. He’d forgotten how much it hurt to feel without the cozy buffer of the pills.
Today, the clawing in his head was more of a dull, constant itch, the voice withdrawing a little. He actually felt like he had some control, but it was a flimsy hold. He was meeting Kye in the armory to talk about a run, and his muscles were already humming. The thought of being outside again, free of the constant supervision, was energizing.
The armory was a small covered area near the infirmary, surrounded by a chain-link fence and a layer of sheet metal to keep out the rain. The interior looked a little like a prison cell lined with shelves, lit by two bare hanging bulbs. Flora was already inside with Kye, and if the murderous scowl she shot him was any indication, Reese had filled his sister in on his visit.
Adam gave them a bright smile. “Morning.”
“How are you feeling?” Kye asked, her eyes surveying him.
“Still sober, if that’s what you’re asking.” When the hint of a frown appeared on her face, he added airily, “You can search me if you want.” He spread his arms, challenging her.
For a second, they both stood there, eyes locked, then Kye turned to the table in the center. “If you’re done,” she said, “I’ve got a favor to ask.”
He dropped his arms. “What do you need me to do?”
She nodded to a map spread across the table, the crease lines worn and beginning to tear in places. “The people who attacked you, we found out where they came from.”
That piqued his interest. “How?”
“We have one of the guys in custody. The soldiers dragged him back when they brought you home.”
His gaze shot up to meet hers. There was that adrenaline rush he loved so much. He pulled in a deep breath through his nose, savoring it. “He’s here? Where?”
“We set up a holding cell on the edge of the east courtyard.”
“So, what are you asking me to do?” Adam leaned against the table, too antsy to sit.
Kye pointed to a spot on the map. “According to him, they’re set up in Armour Square. Check it out. See how many of them there are. How well defended. I need to know if we should be worried.”
Adam already knew they were well defended. They’d never be able to get anywhere near that place. But his curiosity drew him in. “Just scouting?”
“Just scouting,” Kye assured him.
Flora shot to her feet, her face tight. “What? You didn’t tell me that. I thought we were gonna deal with these people.”
Kye shook her head. “We’re not picking a fight. With all the people we’ve lost to the cult, I’m already tempted to pack everyone up and find somewhere safer. If these people are a threat, it may be our only option.”
Flora scoffed. “You’d rather run away?”
Kye brushed off Flora’s anger. “Adam, I know you’re dealing with a lot already, but you’re the only one who can get close enough without being seen.”
“I’m fine. I can handle it.” It was the reason they’d saved him, after all.
Kye nodded. “I know you can. Go eat something and meet Flora at the front gate in an hour.”
“I thought I was going alone,” Adam said with a frown.
“You’ll be close to downtown. I can’t send you by yourself. Flora will stay with you until you get close, then she’ll give you space to do what you do.”
“So she’s my babysitter.”
Kye smiled. “Something like that.”
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It was an excruciatingly silent hour-and-a-half walk to Armour Square. Adam had tried a few times to get Flora to talk, but the most he’d gotten was a scornful glare. He’d almost resigned himself to the uncomfortable silence when he asked a question she finally responded to. 
“How’d you get him to talk?”
Police Vest had seemed pretty happy with these people. Why would he screw himself over like that?
“I can be very convincing.” She smirked.
“You tortured him?”
“I got results. He’s still alive, which is more than I can say about his friend.” 
Adam gave an indifferent shrug, and Flora chuckled. 
“Relax. It was a matter of minutes before he caved. I barely touched him.”
“Nice,” Adam replied bitterly. “With skills like that, you’d make a great Shiny.” It was a joke, but he knew it was too far, even before her fist cracked him in the mouth.
The force snapped his head back.
“You have no room to judge me, Adam,” she snarled as he caught his balance.
Adam touched his lip, and the corners quirked up in amusement as his fingers came away wet with blood.
“You’re telling me you never hurt someone for your own selfish reasons?” She shoved him back a step. “My brother would disagree.”
The smile vanished as he remembered the way he’d tried to use Reese. The look on Oliver’s face when he’d told him to find his own way out of the train station. Georgie planted helplessly in front of Cassira while he wasted time searching for his bag.
Then he tasted the metallic twinge of blood, and everything around him dissolved.
He was back in his room at the Hub, surrounded by bare walls and a single window that wouldn’t open. Trapped. He looked up, meeting the dark gaze of a slender man with long gray hair. No snake eyes this time, but he was no less terrifying than the creature from his nightmare.
“He’s one of our best clients,” Stanton said, his voice cold as always. “At least he was. I don’t like losing clients.”
“He hit me first,” Adam whispered, the taste of metal from his busted lip turning his stomach. The client had hit him so hard, he’d actually lost consciousness for a moment.
That was all some of them wanted. To feel powerful.
When Adam had come to, he wasn’t thinking straight. Didn’t have time to wriggle back into his self-preserving mask. He’d simply grabbed the nearest object—a small metal table lamp—and swung. Again and again and again.
“He traded an AK-47 and an entire box of ammo for his time with you,” Stanton said. “He can do anything he wants as long as you’re still breathing when he leaves.” His eyes narrowed. “And you are to do as you’re told. Do you understand?”
“Yes.”
The pointed angles of the man’s face tightened as he smiled. “I need your hand.”
Adam flinched away, his heart pounding. “No, I’m sorry.”
“Hand.” The word was sharp but calm.
He lifted a shaky hand, and Stanton grasped his wrist, the tattoo still tender and new beneath his spindly fingers. With one fluid movement, he forced the pinky finger backward. Adam heard the bone crack, and Flora’s face snapped back into focus above him.
He was sitting on the ground, his arms wrapped around his bent knees.
“You good?” she asked, staring down at him.
He blinked, still shaken. “Fine.”
The sound of voices floated in from somewhere nearby. Adam brushed away the memories like cobwebs and focused on the sound, scanning a row of narrow townhouses until he found one that would work—a brick house with high second-story windows and a low roof. He could make that.
He was back on his feet in the span of a breath. “Wait here. I’ll go look around.”
“Take a minute, Kulyk. You look like you’re gonna hurl.”
“I’m fine.” He flashed a smile. “Be right back.”
The door had been knocked off its hinges. He pushed inside and climbed a set of dusty stairs, passing through a bedroom with the corpse of a woman decaying in a large armchair. He twisted through the window, wincing at the pain in his ribs as he climbed up to the roof. When his gaze dropped down to the street below, he let himself imagine, just for a second, Oliver appearing from behind a car, and it sent a deep ache through him.
Adam then flipped his rifle around, searching the streets through the scope. His hands were unsteady, Stanton’s voice and the image of Oliver still bouncing around inside his head. He touched the pocket of his vest out of habit, then let out a frustrated sigh.
Focus.
No clear visual on anyone, but a large delivery truck was parked in such a way that it blocked the entrance to an alley across the street. That was promising.
He crossed to the opposite side of the building to get a better look.
Five people were tucked into the alleyway, a fire pit with a metal grate sitting in the center, something cooking overtop. He didn’t see any weapons, but that didn’t mean there weren’t any.
Adam ran his tongue along the cut on his lip as he watched them, not in a hurry to face Flora again.
This wasn’t the right place. It couldn’t be. It was just a tiny survivor camp. The man in the police vest had lied to Flora—not a huge surprise. But why would he send them here? To these people?
Adam caught movement at the edge of his vision and found Flora hopping over the truck at the end of the alley.
What was she doing?
When she drew her gun, he spun and tore through the house, clenching his teeth against the sharp jolts of pain, slipping back out to the street. He was halfway over the truck when he heard the first shot.
Then two more, one right after the other.
“Please,” a man’s voice rasped. “We didn’t do anything to you.”
“We had an agreement.” Flora’s voice. “Supplies for protection.”
Adam ducked out of sight, listening.
“You call what they did protection?” A woman’s voice, strangely familiar. “Why help us at all if that was the plan?”
“We needed Art,” Flora responded, and Adam frowned, trying to place the name and the voice.
“They killed Art,” the woman snapped, her voice cracking. 
Then it clicked. The woman from the row of houses. Francis. They were nearly three hours south of where he’d seen her last. What was she doing here?
“We found a better solution,” Flora replied indifferently. “Didn’t need him anymore.”
“And the others?”
“They were always going to die. They had to. This was never about you or your people. It was about them.”
“Then why—”
“You stole from us,” Flora interrupted, her voice sharp. “You took our supplies and ran. You broke our deal.” The woman started to say something, but Flora cut her off. “I don’t know why I’m wasting my time.” A quick pop, and then the thud of a body falling.
“No!” The man’s voice again, desperate, pleading. “Please ju—” Another pop.
Silence filled the alley as Adam struggled to make sense of what he’d heard. Art was dead.
Found a better solution? A solution for what?
Adam shoved to his feet, his eyes sweeping the alley. Five bodies, one of them the lady with ashy-blonde hair. “What the hell was that about? Did Police Vest send you here?”
“You may have been stupid enough to pass on their offer,” Flora muttered, “but I’m not.”
Adam scoffed and shook his head.
“What?” she snapped.
“You’re working for the people who tried to kill me. I’m allowed to be a little offended.”
“They were supposed to invite you to talk. Believe me, he’s plenty pissed about all that.”
“Who is? Who are these people?”
Flora holstered her gun, but she didn’t answer.
“Who the hell are you working with? I feel a little out of the loop, Flora.”
“And I plan to keep it that way.”
“You think Kye’s just gonna let this go? She won’t be okay with any of”—he paused to gesture at the bodies on the ground, his brow creased—“this. Whatever this is.”
“Since when do you care what Kye’s okay with?”
“I don’t,” Adam answered. “But your friends took out a whole settlement because they wouldn’t pay.”
“There’s more to it than that,” she said. “Just let it go, Kulyk.” Her shoulder slammed into his as she stormed past.
“Lloyd’s son was one of them, Flora! They’re gonna kick you out on your ass, and honestly, you’ve got it coming. But your brother won’t last long outside.”
She whipped around, glowering. “Kye trusts me. You can tell her whatever you want, but she has no reason to believe you. You’re just an addict who showed up at our gate telling lies about your past. I know you’re not actually from southern Illinois. You know the city too well. But I’m dying to know why you’d lie about that.” He kept his eyes leveled on hers as she spoke. “Kye’s sharp. You don’t think she knows everything you’ve told her is a lie? So why wouldn’t she believe me when I tell her it was you that killed these people? That you just snapped?”
Adam’s frown deepened. She was right. It was his word against hers, and he wasn’t exactly a shining example of stability right now.
Or ever, really.
Flora sighed and pushed the long braids away from her face. “We could just keep this whole thing between us. Reese and I’ll be leaving soon, anyway. Just keep your mouth shut.” She pulled something from the pouch on her belt. “I even have a peace offering.”
As Adam’s eyes dropped to the orange plastic bottle in her hand, everything else fell away. Every muscle in his body tightened. “You really hate me, don’t you?” He hated himself for how badly he wanted to take them. “I won’t say anything to Kye,” he muttered, suddenly depleted. “Like you said, I’ve got no room to judge. But I can’t take those. I’m under constant watch. If Kye thought for a second I was using again, she’d happily strap me back to a cot in the infirmary.” He shuddered at the thought.
Take them.
Now.
In one desperate move, Flora had brought the voice tearing and slashing back to the front of his head.
She looked away and stuffed the bottle back in her pouch.
You can find somewhere else to stay, the voice assured him, bargaining.
You don’t fit in there anyway.
Take them!
You’re nothing without them.
He grappled with the screaming in his head all the way back to the Campus, his gaze drifting to the pouch every few seconds.
“Fine,” Adam muttered under his breath when they reached the front gate. “I’ll take them.”
For a second, it looked like she might question him, but she must have thought better of it, because she discreetly passed him the bottle.
He shoved it in the pocket of his hoodie. “I guess we’re both catastrophic.”
Flora let out a long sigh before stepping through the gate.
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When he’d taken them from Flora, he promised himself they were only for emergencies. No exceptions. But now, curled up alone in that bed, missing Oliver so much it hurt, the bottle seemed too close. Too accessible. The sound of snoring in the tents around him made his skin crawl. It was too dark to see, but his eyes were fixed on the spot where the pills were hidden, beneath a pile of Oliver’s things, BUG on top, judgy little eyes watching him.
Adam could feel his newfound self-control beginning to slip, his train of thought constantly pulling back to the bottle.
With a loud sigh, he gave up on sleep. Without the pills, he only got about an hour or two of broken sleep each night anyway. He grabbed his pistol and ducked out of the tent, desperate to put distance between him and the bottle. He didn’t trust himself. And he needed to talk to Police Vest.
“How’s it going, Grant?” he asked the single guard when he made it to the impromptu holding cell. He was a big guy, built like a gorilla, with a dark blond braided beard and a bald head.
“Uneventful.” Grant crossed his arms. “Whaddya need, Kulyk?”
“Five minutes with him.” Adam’s gaze shifted to the prisoner behind the chain-link fence. The man was pretending to sleep on the wooden bench, but Adam had noticed the change in his breathing as soon as they started talking.
“No one’s supposed to go inside,” Grant said with a frown.
Adam pulled a handful of 9mm bullets from his pocket and handed them to Grant. “I have a few things to say to him. You understand.”
The guard shrugged. “Yeah. Guess that’s fair. I gotta take a piss anyway.” He handed over the key to the gate. “You got five minutes.”
“Thank you.”
As Grant lumbered away, Adam’s smile evaporated.
The man in the cell opened his eyes. “Thought I killed you,” he croaked.
“Nope. Apparently, luck wasn’t on our side that day.”
He sneered as he sat up, his hands bound behind his back. “We can always try again.”
“Nah, the moment’s gone.” Adam unlocked the door and stepped inside. “Where’s this compound?”
“I’m not telling you shit,” the man said. “You had your chance.”
“Are they the ones going after the cult?”
“Fuck off.”
The small amount of composure Adam had left disappeared in an instant, and adrenaline spiked as he drew his pistol.
“Adam,” he heard Grant say warily from somewhere behind him. “You need to go.”
“Run along, kid,” the prisoner said. “Do what you’re told.”
The corner of Adam’s mouth twitched as he lowered his chin, his eyes fixed on the man’s.
Stanton’s voice was there, taunting. You are to do as you’re told.
Adam squeezed the trigger, and the sharp crack of the gunshot echoed through the courtyard as he fired a single round into the top of Police Vest’s foot. He turned and marched back to his tent, a smile playing on his lips as the man sent of string of curse words after him.
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“You look rough,” Malacai said callously. 
Georgie frowned. “Bite me.” The words were shaky and disappointingly quiet.
“Oh, this is going to be fun.” He dropped onto a stool beside her, close enough that she could smell his cologne. “You’ve got a hell of a lot more fight in you than that one.” He bobbed his head toward Oliver’s car. “I don’t know what Cassira sees in him. If it were up to me, I would’ve shot him like the rest of your friends.”
She pulled in a sharp breath. “You’re lying.”
“Why would I lie about that?”
No, they couldn’t be dead. She gritted her teeth, anger searing through her. “Do you actually believe the bullshit your narcissistic sister preaches, or do you just get off on all this?”
In a blink, Malacai was on his feet, his hand curled around her throat, pinning her down against the chair. “I believe in Cassira,” he said, his eyes chaotic and furious as he pressed down harder.
Georgie sank her nails into the flesh on his brawny arm, her heels digging desperately into the chair as she struggled to break out of his grasp. The room tilted dangerously, her lungs yearning for oxygen. Darkness swallowed the train car, and just when she was sure he was going to let her die, he pulled his hand away.
She sucked in a shaky, gasping breath through her aching windpipe and, in a sudden moment of clarity, realized that her arms and legs were still free.
He forgot to strap her to the chair.
She reached for the knife on his hip, her fingertips barely grazing the hilt when he grabbed her wrist.
“You want to kill me?” He smiled.
As he drew the knife, dread and panic exploded like steam under pressure. She rolled off the opposite side of the chair and landed hard on the ground.
He was on top of her in an instant, trapping her left arm beneath his knee, his full weight bearing down.
“You think you’ve suffered here? You think you deserve forgiveness? You haven’t seen suffering yet, Red. But we can remedy that. You deserve a whole different level of punishment for what your daddy did to my men. I will break you, and unlike my sister, I don’t give a shit if it kills you.”
The pain was white-hot as the tip of the knife burrowed into her forearm just below the crease of her elbow. Her free hand thrashed against him, her body twisting as she tried everything to shove him off. The knife pulled away, then pressed down again, over and over, carving slowly and carefully into her skin. Finally, he climbed to his feet and sheathed his knife.
A sob caught in her chest. Beneath the pooling blood, she could make out pieces of a shape etched into her raw skin. The diamond points of Cassira’s cross.
He turned his back to her, searching through the case on the table, and her eyes caught on the handle of the stun gun poking out from his back pocket.
She wasn’t going to get another chance.
Move. Get up.
Georgie climbed to her feet, biting back a groan as the pain made the world narrow. In one quick move, she snatched the device from his pocket and pressed the button as she jammed it into the crook of Malacai’s neck. He curled forward, gripping the edge of the table, growling in pain. Before he could right himself, she pulled the knife from his sheath and slammed it down into his back with all the strength she had left.
His body slid slowly to the floor, and for a long, drawn-out moment, everything went still, frozen in place—like time had stopped moving forward altogether. Her body shook violently as she crumpled to the ground, the smell of blood filling the train car. Saliva pooled in the back of her mouth. She was going to be sick.
Be sick later. You need to get out.
Still shaking, Georgie dug the key ring from Malacai’s pocket, the room spinning as pain emanated seemingly from every inch of her body. Her arm was still gushing. She had to staunch the bleeding or she was going to pass out.
Her stomach twisted, trying to turn itself inside out as she yanked the knife free. She cut a strip from the bottom of his shirt and wrapped it tightly around her arm, then tucked in the edges. Blood was already soaking through, but it was going to have to do for now. She had to move.
Georgie climbed unsteadily to her feet, grabbed her jacket from the mattress, and threw it on.
After four tries, she found the right key, and she tottered on the edge of consciousness as she sagged against the wall inside Oliver’s train car.
He scrambled to his feet. “What happened?” His wide eyes bounced from her to the door. “Are you okay?”
“Not even a little. But we’re getting out. Come on.”
Georgie limped down the stairs to the concrete below, the air hazy, tinted green. The rows of train tracks leading away from the train station were dotted with the faint glow of small campfires in the distance—guard stations, she guessed. The exit of the tunnel was past them. They weren’t getting out that way.
“Upstairs,” Oliver whispered.
Georgie followed him through the dark concourse, up the lifeless escalators, grimacing with every step as her hand glided along the smooth wall. When they made it to the top, Oliver pushed against the door, but it didn’t budge. Through the glass, the dull gray light of an overcast evening. So close.
She turned and stared down the hallway, her breathing ragged and her skin beading with sweat.
What now?
“Oh!” She reached in her pocket, pulling out Malacai’s keyring and handing it to Oliver.
A man with a tuft of a ponytail ambled across the end of the hall, coming to an abrupt stop when he caught sight of them.
Do something.
Georgie forced a smile. “Hi there,” she chimed, noting the gun tucked in the man’s belt holster. Why didn’t she bring the knife? “I think we’re a little lost.”
His brow wrinkled as his eyes landed on her arm. Blood was beginning to seep through the sleeve of the jacket.
Shit.
The room slanted, and she pitched forward, bracing herself on the wall, and when she lifted her gaze again, he was right in front of her, within arm’s reach.
“Please,” she pleaded. “I don’t want to hurt you.”
“God won’t let you hurt me.” He turned around and called down the hall, “Intru—”
He didn’t get the full word out before Georgie grabbed the gun from his holster and fired a round into the back of his head.
She pulled in a sharp gasp, fumbling the gun as she steadied herself on the wall.
The man swayed a moment, then dropped, and a second later, Oliver had her hand, pulling her through the door, the ground blurring beneath her feet.
They weaved through a labyrinth of alleyways and car-lined streets, the brisk autumn air turning her wet shirt ice-cold. The buildings and street signs blurred together, and she had no sense of how far they’d made it before her legs buckled and she dropped.
“I can’t.” Georgie’s teeth chattered, and her body shook with chills, her hair damp and tangled around her face. The street was lined with overgrown trees and narrow townhouses, the first-floor windows buried behind mountains of garbage bags. They weren’t downtown anymore.
Her pulse pounded in her ears as she glanced down at the stained sleeve of her jacket. “I killed two people today.” The awful words hung in the air for a moment before Oliver sat down beside her.
“You got us out,” he said.
She’d never killed anyone before. She shot the one outside the train station, but Adam was the one who fired the fatal blow.
The nausea was all-encompassing. Everything hurt. Her thoughts stuttered, Malacai’s voice in her head. I will break you.
She had to kill him. The Shiny in the hallway too. She didn’t have a choice.
But no matter how many times Georgie repeated the words, she could still feel herself sinking. “I need you to talk to me,” she told Oliver, pushing her hair back with one hand.
Oliver looked at her uneasily. “About what?”
“I don’t know. Anything. Just talk. Please.”
“I, um, okay.” Oliver’s brow knitted as he thought. “It takes a drop of water ninety days to travel the entire Mississippi River.”
Her gaze slanted toward him. “What?”
“I don’t know.” He folded his arms over his bent knees, sulking. “You wanted me to talk.”
“No, that’s perfect. Keep going.”
His expression brightened just a little. “Okay. Did you know that lemons float, but limes sink?”
Georgie’s mouth curved into a faint smile. “Really?”
He nodded. “Really. Oh, and did you know Alexander Fleming first called penicillin mold juice?”
“I did know that one!”
Her response seemed to breathe fresh life into him. He went on, his enthusiasm growing slightly with every new fact he shared.
When he stopped for a breath, she asked, “How far is the Campus from here?”
Oliver pursed his lips as he scanned their surroundings. “An hour, I think. Maybe an hour and a half? We’re over halfway there.”
A shiver ran up her spine, making her ache all over, but her skin was smoldering, seconds from melting right off her muscles like wax. Her leg was infected. She was sure of it. But she wasn’t sure how advanced the infection was. If it was sepsis—
Don’t do that.
She let her eyes close, the sound of leaves shuddering in the wind reminding her of waves on Lake Michigan during a storm. A wind chime swung wildly from a front porch, the hollow tinkling cutting through the rest of the noise.
“Are you all right?” The voice wasn’t Oliver’s.
Georgie’s gaze snapped up to meet a set of dark, startled eyes, and Oliver jumped to his feet, a pistol in his outstretched hand—the one she’d dropped in the train station, she realized.
The stranger raised his hands in surrender. “Whoa.”
“We don’t have anything,” Oliver muttered. “Just go.”
The man lifted an eyebrow. “I’m not robbing you,” he said, a slight lilt to his words.
He had soft, understated features and feathery hair, the same near-black as his amiable eyes. A trimmed beard shadowed the bottom half of his tawny face.
“You’re hurt,” he continued. “I thought I may be able to help.”
“We’re fine,” Georgie shot back. “You need to go.”
Oliver kept the gun trained on him, struggling to keep it steady.
“At least take this,” the man said, opening the bag hanging from his shoulder.
Oliver tensed. “Don’t.”
The stranger’s hands popped back up. “I have something for her arm.”
Georgie cheated a glance at her sleeve, now completely soaked through with dark red.
Oliver hesitated, then gave a quick half nod. “Okay.”
With careful movements, the man reached into the bag and pulled out a small tube of antibiotic ointment, some gauze, and a roll of bandages. He crouched in front of her. “These should help a little, but you need antibiotics for that infection before you end up with sepsis.”
Georgie scowled. “What makes you think I have an infection?”
“You’re pale as a ghost,” he said, his accent more apparent as his voice grew low and somber. “Sweating and shivering, so fever. Infection was my best guess, and your reaction confirms I’m right.”
Oliver’s posture softened, and he lowered the gun. “Are you a doctor?”
“Biologist.” The man twisted open the tube of ointment.
“Are you alone?” Georgie asked.
His head drooped slightly. “I wasn’t until a few days ago. We had a safe place north of the city, but we put our trust in the wrong people and they…” The sentence tapered off. “Can I?” he asked, nodding to her arm.
She slipped off the jacket and held out her bare arm, hissing through her teeth as he rubbed a layer of ointment over the raw skin.
“I think they’re all dead,” he continued. “We ran, and we were supposed to meet yesterday, but no one showed.”
Georgie frowned. “I’m sorry.”
“Yeah, me too.” The man wrapped gauze tightly around her arm, then looked up at Oliver, who was still watching him carefully. “I’m Desmond, by the way.”
“Oliver,” he mumbled.
“Georgie.”
Desmond’s mouth lifted into a soft smile. “Nice to meet you both. I wish it were under better circumstances.” His eyes met hers, and the smile dissolved as he seemed to study her face. “Georgie,” he said thoughtfully, head tilted. “You’re not Elaina’s Georgie, are you?”
She tensed, her face set in a frown. “I—” The question was disorienting.
Desmond’s smile was back and vibrant now. “You look so much like her.”
“How…” She’d meant to ask a full question, but she couldn’t think of the words. Her face felt like it was on fire, and the tremors had spread through her entire body.
“Desmond Emery,” he said cheerfully. “Elaina was my boss.”
Georgie’s eyes widened. That Desmond. The one who didn’t make it to Haven. Her mom had been so sure he was dead.
“Wait,” Desmond said, his face darkening. “If you’re out here, did something happen to Haven?”
Georgie’s stomach sank as she remembered the disaster waiting for her back home. “Not exactly. Well, I mean, yeah. Lots.” She blinked as the street began to tilt again.
He may have said something after that, but her thoughts scattered again, and she struggled to keep a hold of a single one as they floated through her fingers like smoke. The pain and stress and exhaustion drew her heavy eyelids closed, and her sandpaper tongue pressed to the roof of her mouth.
She was thirsty.
And hungry.
And tired.
So tired.
“Georgie?” Oliver said.
“…needs antibiotics.”
The voices sounded faint and far away, the words fading in and out.
“…know somewhere…not far.”
As the ground pulled away below her, their voices faded. Her head lolled, and sleep came like dark water folding over her.
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A loud crack jolted Georgie awake. 
Her eyes flew open as her heart pounded in her chest. Everything still hurt, but she wasn’t shivering anymore. She was warm and dry, despite the soft sound of rain around her.
Another rumble of thunder, this one slow and drawn out.
Where was she?
An arched white ceiling came into focus above her.
A tent. She was in a tent.
That was a start, but where?
Frank Sinatra’s smooth voice floated through the fabric of the door, the crackling of an aged record layered overtop. Her toes dug into the tarp-covered ground as she pushed to her feet.
Where were her shoes?
The tent was windowless, dotted with a handful of IV stands and medical cots—like the field hospitals, only much cleaner and, thankfully, corpse-free. Her entire body ached, but the pain pulsing through her thigh trounced the rest. She looked down at the neat medical dressings around her leg and forearm, discontentedly eyeing the thin hospital robe. Someone had changed her out of her clothes.
An IV protruded from her arm, pumping clear liquid directly into her veins. The bag hung from a stand beside her. Saline solution. For dehydration. Wherever she was, they wanted her alive. But why?
She carefully removed the IV.
What now?
Her jacket was neatly folded across the end of the cot, the sleeve still stained and discolored, but it had been washed. After a frantic search for the rest of her clothes, she gave up and slipped her jacket over the gown, zipping it up as far as it would go. She was still mostly naked, but it made her feel a little less vulnerable.
The dreamy melody continued from the front of the tent, and as another voice began singing along, her muscles tensed.
She wasn’t alone.
Georgie steadied her breathing, then cautiously raised the flap just enough to see the front portion of the tent. Her eyes skimmed over the tables and the plastic bins of medical supplies, landing on a man in a lab coat rummaging through a metal shelf.
She had to get out. She had to go home and find Jax.
Another loud clap of thunder shook the tent. Georgie pulled in a sharp gasp, and as the man whipped around, she scurried to the closest table and grabbed up a tiny pair of scissors, ready to fight her way out.
Thin lines fanned out from the man’s eyes as he grinned, his receding hairline exaggerating the length of his clean-shaven face. “Look who’s awake! You had us worried, Georgie.”
She scowled. “Who are you?”
“Dr. Eduardo Ramirez. Don’t worry. You’re safe.” He took a step forward.
“Stop,” she snapped. She was trying to sound intimidating, but her voice quivered, so she raised the scissors, hoping the weapon would make up for it. “Back up.”
His eyes widened. “Hey, it’s all right,” he said, holding his hands up. “I can—He couldn’t have made it far. Just give me a sec.” The man moved slowly to the front of the tent and stuck his head out the flap. “Adam!” he called.
Georgie’s breath caught as a wisp of a boy ducked inside, pushing back the chaotic mess of damp, caramel hair.
He was alive. Malacai had lied. The scissors clattered to the ground, and she lurched forward, wrapping him in a tight hug. She knew it. She knew they made it. The relief made her head spin as he hugged her back.
And then the entire room was spinning.
“I need to sit down,” she muttered as she pulled away.
Adam helped her back to the cot and perched silently beside her.
“Is Jax okay?”
He nodded, almost imperceptibly. “They were here for a couple days. Kye gave them some supplies, and they headed to Indiana. Another Haven, I guess.”
Jax was alive. She drew a long breath, letting her muscles relax a little. “And Oliver?” She could only remember pieces of what happened after the train station, but she knew he was with her. “Is he here?”
“He is, thanks to you.” The circles under Adam’s eyes were reminiscent of Oliver’s, and he looked even thinner than the last time she’d seen him, but his smile was as radiant as ever. He shifted his weight back and forth, his bare fingers pulling at the elastic band of his cut-off gloves, never completely still. “How’d you get out? Oliver wasn’t really sure.”
“I got the keys from Cassira’s brother.” Malacai’s face pushed its way into her head. She could still feel the knife in her hands, the way it felt as the blade slid in. She shuddered. “After I killed him.”
Adam’s eyes nearly popped out of his head. “Malacai Vaughn’s dead?”
She nodded, chewing the inside of her cheek.
“How? No—” He waved the question away with one hand. “You know what, it doesn’t even matter. Holy hell. I’ve gotta tell Oliver. And Kye.”
The doctor stepped through the flap. “Any more sharp objects I should worry about?”
Georgie wrinkled her nose. “Sorry about that.”
“I’m just glad you’re okay. That infection was really something. If Desmond hadn’t found you when he did…” The sentence fell away as he shook his head.
She’d forgotten about Desmond. “Is he still here?”
“Yeah,” Adam said. “He wanted to stick around to make sure you were okay, but Kye’s not very trusting of strangers, so he’s got a shadow.” Adam smirked. “I’d hate to have Flora following me around all day. Poor guy.”
Dr. Ramirez checked Georgie’s vitals, then gave a satisfied grin. “The antibiotics are doing their job. Your fever’s breaking. That’s a good sign, but we’re not out of the woods yet.” He took an orange plastic bottle from the pocket of his lab coat and handed her two oval pills. “For the pain. How are you feeling?”
“I’m okay,” she lied.
“I’ll take those if you don’t want them,” Adam said with a playful grin.
If looks could kill, she thought, taking in the glare the doctor shot him.
“Kidding,” Adam said, his hands up in surrender. “It was a joke.”
The doctor turned his attention back to Georgie. “You’ll stay here at the infirmary until the fever’s gone. Kye has a spot for you after that. I’ll need to see you for daily checkups until I’m sure we’ve beaten the infection. For now, you need to rest. Keep the excitement levels to a minimum.” He shot Adam another look, gentler this time but still reproving.
“I can take a hint.” Adam flashed a crooked smile. “See you tomorrow.”
After they left, she tried her best to wash away the grime from her hair and body with only a basin of water and a washcloth, longing for the running water back at Haven. She’d give anything for a hot shower. When she finished, Georgie lay back on the cot and stared up at the ceiling, her wet hair soaking the hospital gown.
Her head throbbed as she tried to reconstruct the fragmented memories of the last week, but it was mostly a blurred web of pain and two pairs of haunting eyes.
Would she ever remember the hours she’d lost?
Did she really want to?
The bandage on her arm tugged at her vision, but she quickly looked away, focusing her attention on the thrumming of the rain on the tarp roof overhead until, eventually, she fell into a peaceful sleep.
The next day, the pain was almost tolerable. Adam stopped by in the afternoon with a set of fresh clothes from Kye, and Dr. Ramirez agreed to let her go for a walk as long as she used crutches. Georgie tried, but after losing her balance three times within a few feet of the exit, she huffed and threw them in the grass, cursing under her breath.
Adam laughed, then picked up the crutches and tossed them around the side of the tent, out of sight. “I won’t tell if you don’t.”
Georgie gave him a grateful smile.
They crossed through the courtyard into another, this one sliced into sections by concrete paths. In one section, a circle of empty chairs surrounded a pit of cooled ashes and charred wood. In another, a covered kitchen and cafeteria tables where a handful of kids played tag on the trimmed grass. Her eyes traced the ivy that twisted up the rough stone walls of the buildings around them, landing on a figure on the roof of one—a guard checking the perimeter. Lush trees towered overhead, casting large shadows across the courtyard, the green of the leaves broken up by occasional bursts of warm reds, yellows, and oranges. Autumn was finally showing its face.
“The west courtyard is the living quarters,” Adam said cheerfully. “Tents and beds. Not much else. Back the way we came from is the east courtyard. Other than the infirmary, there’s crops, water treatment, the armory. This is the central courtyard. The common area. Cafeteria. School.” He came to an abrupt stop in front of a bar made from sturdy wooden crates and mismatched stools, each one a different height. “And Branson’s bar.”
An older man with a plump face and round nose stood on the other side, arms crossed, the sun glinting off his balding head.
“Now that the tour’s done”—Adam dropped onto a stool, pulled two bullets from the front pocket of his vest, and slammed them on the bar—“we drink.” 
The man pocketed the bullets, then poured a clear liquid from a bottle into two glasses.
Adam lifted his drink and gave her a crooked smile. “Cheers.”
She sighed and lifted the other. “Cheers.”
As soon as they finished the first round, Adam put down two more bullets.
“I probably shouldn’t be drinking,” she said, pushing the empty glass away. “Antibiotics and painkillers.”
Adam shrugged and pocketed one of the bullets. The bartender gave him a refill, and he downed it in one swallow before tossing the glass absently over his shoulder. It landed silently in the grass behind him.
His gaze shifted to the side, where a stern-looking man leaned against the wall, watching them intently.
“Ugh,” Adam grumbled, setting a handful of bullets on the bar. “Just give me the bottle.” Snatching the half-full bottle, he grabbed Georgie’s hand and pulled her back the way they had come. “Come on.”
“Ow, shit,” Georgie grumbled, pain shooting through her leg with every step. “Slow down. Where are we going?”
“We’re hiding.”
“Why?”
“Because I’m sick of everyone watching me.”
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Adam and Georgie sat behind a row of raised garden beds made of tires and crates and plastic storage containers. He liked it here because it was usually quiet. He would have preferred somewhere higher, but there was nowhere to perch inside the Campus, and he wasn’t allowed outside without supervision. Roof access was only for the guards, and he really hated guard duty. 
His mind went to the pills, as it did a hundred times a day, wishing he could drown out all the things that were so crisp and sharp now. Give them the dull edges he was used to.
As Adam readjusted himself on the ground, he winced, his hand jumping involuntarily to his ribs.
“What did I miss?” Georgie asked, nodding to his hand.
With a humorless chuckle, he said, “Where do I start?” So much had happened since he’d seen her last. He tucked in his legs, sitting cross-legged, the liquid sloshing inside the bottle as he unscrewed the lid. “Well, some guy tried to lure me back to his settlement with the promise of a new gun.” Adam took a long pull and swallowed hard.
She snorted a laugh. “Seriously?”
“Seriously,” he echoed. “Good thing I know better than to follow strangers offering candy.” Another big sip, then he tilted his head. “But he broke two of my ribs when I told him no.” When Georgie’s eyes widened, he added, “It’s okay. I shot him in the foot.”
“Good,” she snapped, slouching back against the planter. “The bastard deserves worse.”
The corner of his mouth lifted. She really would’ve gotten along with Alice. “What else? Oh, Kye put a guard on me, and I’m not sure if it’s because she’s afraid I’ll relapse or afraid I’ll snap and shoot everyone.” He brushed it off with a shrug, though that one stung a little. He may have been a bit unhinged lately, but he hadn’t actually hurt anybody.
Well, besides Police Vest, but that was justified.
He wanted to tell Georgie about the pills in his tent, how they’d been chiseling away at his willpower every time he walked in there. About how he could barely look at Oliver because he was so ashamed of everything that happened. About the horrible voice that had nestled into his head, constantly whispering. But he kept those details to himself.
“How long has it been since the last time I saw you?” Georgie asked.
Adam thought for a moment. “Six days? But I was unconscious for two of them, so it feels like less.”
Her brows snapped together. “The guy put you in a coma?”
“To be fair,” he said absently, “I put myself in a coma.”
She was quiet for a beat. “That’s a lot, Adam. Damn.” She snatched the bottle from his hand and took a long pull, her face scrunching as she swallowed hard.
He gave her a long, thoughtful look, then his face split into a bright grin. “Yeah, I guess it is.”
“I don’t know how you do it.”
“Do what?”
“Smile after all that.” She passed him the bottle, her eyes weighed down by sadness.
It’s not real, he thought, but he just shrugged.
“Kulyk,” someone called from close by.
“Don’t,” he whispered when Georgie moved to stand. “The whole point of hiding is not being found.”
“They’re just worried about you, Adam.”
No, they’re afraid of you, the voice said. As they should be.
“I just wish they’d leave me alone.” He glanced up at the buildings that surrounded the courtyard, feeling the walls closing in on him. “You know how you hate heights? Well, I hate enclosed spaces. I like being up high because it’s so open. There’s room to breathe. Being stuck here, locked in, constantly watched, I feel…” He thought about it for a moment, but his mind was swept away by memories of an elegant mansion in Lincoln Park. Of a prison cell of a room with a sealed window. Of a kid who went from wishing he could disappear to wishing he could slit the throats of everyone inside and watch them bleed out at his feet.
“Trapped?” Georgie asked suddenly.
He tilted his head. “Huh?”
“You didn’t finish your sentence.”
“Oh.” He smiled. “Yeah, exactly.” He caught the concerned look on her face and realized he desperately needed to change the subject. “How long have you and Hale been together?”
Her cheeks flushed a deep red, the previous conversation seemingly forgotten. “We’re not.”
He hadn’t expected that answer. “Why not? You’re obviously crazy about each other.”
“I don’t know.” Georgie tucked a piece of copper hair behind her ear. “That kind of stuff doesn’t really matter anymore.”
“Why wouldn’t it matter?”
“Look around. There are more important things to worry about. The world’s a fucking mess.”
“It’s always been a mess,” he said. “It’s just more noticeable now. But if things like love and beautiful boys don’t matter, then what does?”
He felt a twinge of guilt as he thought of Oliver. It was their first full night back together, and Adam had disappeared before the sun came up.
His sleep was even more broken than usual, and every time he opened his eyes, they were trained on the spot where he’d hidden the pills—a new spot now that Oliver was back. He knew he should turn them in to the doc. He almost did a few times. But he couldn’t get himself to actually go through with it.
Flora really screwed everything up.
He should’ve told Kye everything as soon as they got back from Armour Square. He still wasn’t sure why he hadn’t. Flora was working with some group he knew nothing about. Killing for them.
Why was she hiding it from Kye?
You’re hiding things from Kye too, the voice chided. He shook it away. That wasn’t the point. These people—Flora included—could be a threat, and Kye was in the dark about all of it. Why was he keeping her secret, anyway? Flora hated him. It wasn’t like she’d do the same for him.
Reese and I’ll be leaving soon, Flora had told him.
He wished they’d just go now.
Adam cheated a sideways glance at Georgie, her bandaged arm cradled against her body. She’d almost died to save them. If Flora was dangerous, he was risking not only Oliver’s life but Georgie’s too by not saying anything.
“Did Jax try—” She cut herself off mid-sentence, but Adam was pretty sure he knew what she was asking.
“He tried to go back for you.” Would Jax have gone through with it, he wondered, if it weren't for Police Vest? If he didn't have to drag Adam back here? “But I thought for sure you were dead. I told him it was too late.”
You could’ve gotten her out if you weren't so selfish.
Adam's jaw tightened. He needed a subject change again. “What was Haven like?”
She looked up at the rooftops, turning the question over before answering. “In the beginning, it was everything we were promised. Then, things got really bad, but it’s better now. Plenty of food and water. Enough solar power to keep the whole town running, and enough soldiers to keep it safe.” She turned to face him, her expression thoughtful as she rested the side of her head against the planter. “What was it like out here?”
His gaze dropped. It certainly wasn’t anything like that, he thought.
“I’m sorry,” she muttered. “That was a stupid question.”
“No, it’s okay.” He pushed the hair off his forehead. “Let’s see. There were rioters and looters right from the beginning. The military tried to keep order in the chaos—set curfews no one followed. Enforced martial law with violence. They blocked off sections of the city, set up triage zones and shelters where they gave empty promises of safety and food.”
She frowned, watching him as he spoke.
“My older sister, Alice, she had allergies. One look at her, and they didn’t even bother with the tests. They tried to take her, to put her in quarantine, and my foster parents put up a fight. The soldiers shot them all right there in front of me. Mowed them down like it was nothing, then didn't even have the decency to put me out of my misery. That’s the worst part, you know? Surviving when everyone else keeps dying.”
He hadn’t told anyone about that, not even Oliver. He wasn’t sure why he even brought it up.
“Eventually,” he continued, “the military scattered, the shelters were abandoned or burned down. The last shreds of hope vanished. People out here were left to find their own way to survive. And most couldn’t.”
How could the Havens hoard supplies like that and ignore everyone else? It was so messed up. There was supposedly a Haven in every state, and they had the resources to help keep people safe. Why were they still hiding? There weren’t that many people left. Why couldn’t they offer at least a little help?
For a moment, they were both quiet, his fingers absentmindedly fiddling with the worn flap of his empty vest pocket.
“I’m sorry, Adam. You don’t deserve any of the shit that’s happened to you.” She shook her head. “You’re a good person. It’s not fair.”
Adam sank back against the planter, fighting the unexpected wave of emotions that her words stirred. It had been a lot easier to keep the mask in place when everything was dulled by the pills. He swallowed down the lump forming in his throat.
“You remind me a lot of her,” he said, taking the bottle back. He thought of Alice, ten years old, making peanut butter and jelly sandwiches for dinner and helping him with his homework while they ate. She’d get him tucked into bed, only to head back out to start on her own. She had a bad habit—just like Georgie, it seemed—of putting everyone else’s needs ahead of her own. “Do you have family back at Haven?”
She took a deep breath. “I did.”
He waited, unsure if she was going to elaborate.
Eventually, she continued. “I lost my mom a year ago. She—” A pause. “I was there when she was killed. Shot right in front of me. I guess we have that in common.”
“What an awful thing to have in common.” He passed the bottle back, and Georgie took a small sip.
“My dad disappeared with the rest of our missing soldiers. Taken by the cult. I don’t have anybody left from before. No connections to that life at all. So I get what you mean about surviving when nobody else does. It sucks.”
“But we’ve got some pretty great people in this new life,” Adam said with a shrug.
“We do.” Georgie gave him a warm smile, then turned and leaned back against the planter. “I’m really glad I met you, Adam.”
“Yeah, I’m pretty great.” He grinned, but it took too much effort and faded quickly. “I’m glad I met you, too.”
And it surprised him how much he meant it.
Adam drained the last of the clear liquid, then eyed the empty moonshine bottle with a sullen stare, waiting expectantly for the familiar numbness to settle over him.
Why did everything still feel so intense?
Georgie cast him a worried look. “You okay?”
“I’m always okay,” he said, pushing to his feet. “Come on. We need a refill.”
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Adam slammed two bullets on the bar as he dropped onto the stool, ignoring the scathing look that his guard was shooting in his direction. 
Hey, look at that, he thought bitterly. You found me.
“No more for me,” Georgie said when Branson pulled out a fresh bottle.
As soon as his glass was full, Adam swiped it up and took a long sip.
“Please slow down, Adam.”
“I’m fine.” He swiveled to look at her but froze in place, transfixed by the genuine concern etched on her face. She was afraid. Not of him but for him.
That intense expression that he’d seen so often on Oliver’s face. That he’d seen on his sister’s in a different life.
He quickly looked away. “So,” he said, trying to hide the unsteadiness in his voice, “you survived the cult’s test and took out their head enforcer. You gonna help us wipe out the rest?”
“What? No.” Georgie’s face tightened. “I can’t go back there.”
“You don’t have to.” Kye dropped onto the stool on Georgie’s other side. “Just convince Haven to help.” Her solemn eyes met Adam’s. “Where’d you disappear to? Travis said you ditched him.”
“What do you mean? We’ve been right here.” Adam cocked his head. “Has he been drinking on the job?”
Kye sighed. “Okay, I get it.” With a quick hand motion, she called the guard over. “You can go, Travis. Adam’s fine on his own. Thank you.”
The guard gave a nod, and then he was gone.
“Just like that?” Adam asked, admittedly surprised.
“If you trust yourself enough to think you don’t need supervision, then I’ll give you a chance.” Kye took Adam’s glass and finished the clear liquid in one gulp. She shuddered, then sucked in a sharp breath through parted lips. “So, Georgie, what do you say?”
Georgie’s shoulders tensed. “Nobody at Haven’s gonna listen to me.”
“Then make them,” Kye pushed. “The cult’s growing. Cassira’s not going to stop. You’ve seen what they do. Soon, even your Haven won’t be safe. There are only twenty-three of us left here. I’m supposed to be protecting these people, but I can’t do that without help.”
Georgie was quiet for a moment before answering. “I’ll try.”
Adam’s eyes snapped up as Flora appeared beside him.
“You’re supposed to be keeping an eye on Desmond,” Kye said.
When they showed up here with a stranger, Oliver had explained that he had some connection to Georgie and that he was a biologist. Adam guessed it had something to do with her mom and that lab, but he didn’t know anything about the guy. He’d only seen him a few times since.
“I told him to wait at the tables,” Flora said. “I need to show you something.”
Kye straightened. “What’s wrong?”
Flora passed her the handheld radio, then cast Georgie a weighted look.
As Kye held the receiver to her ear, her face tightened. After a moment, she set it on the bar and turned up the volume so they could all hear.
“My baby brother was far from perfect,” a woman’s voice cut through the speaker, “but he died a martyr, fighting to make this world a better place for us all. My dear family, this loss hurts us all. It is an attack on everything we have worked so hard for. But I assure you that the one responsible will be held accountable. This is your one chance to repent, Georgie.”
Adam met Georgie’s panicked eyes.
“If you return and take responsibility for what you have done,” the woman’s voice continued, “that will be it. Your loved ones will carry on as they were. If you do not, however, I will be forced to take more drastic measures. The decision is yours.”
Georgie’s face paled as the recording started over, repeating the message again, and for a while, nobody moved. Then she curled over and vomited half a bottle’s worth of moonshine onto the ground beside her stool.
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He’d spent the entire night in a state of unrest, his body constantly shifting as he tossed and turned, the gentle rhythm of Oliver’s breathing beside him, finally drifting off when he could make out his beautiful features in the golden morning light.
When he came awake, Oliver’s eyes were fixed on him, arm tucked under his head and eyebrows knitted together.
Adam lifted his hand to Oliver’s cheek. “Are you okay?”
“Are you?” Oliver asked softly.
“Of course,” he replied with a smile, his head pounding from too much booze. “You’re back from the dead. How could I not be?”
Adam had been in and out of nightmares two nights ago when Oliver’s voice shook him awake. He kept his eyelids clamped shut, listening intently, afraid that if he opened them, the voice would disappear forever. He had been so sure he was dreaming.
There was a time, not long after he and Alice were reunited, that his stuffed dog had gone missing.
It was a tattered mess, missing most of the stuffing, and he knew he was way too old for it, but it was the only thing he had left from his old life. He’d even named it Sochniki after the dessert his mom used to make on her rare good days. In a panic, he’d asked Alice about the missing animal, but she just gave him a dismissive shrug and said she must have thrown it out by accident.
Adam was devastated. Heartbroken.
When she came into his room a week later explaining that she’d saved up to get it fixed as a birthday surprise and that it was never actually missing, the jumble of emotions he’d felt—the relief, the anger, the happiness, the betrayal—it was all too much. He wanted to scream at her and hug her at the same time, but he was too overwhelmed to do either.
It was the most alive he’d felt in years, and until he’d opened his eyes to find Oliver in their tent, surrounded by dim lantern light, it had held that position.
Adam had stared, dumbfounded at the familiar ice-blue eyes until, all at once, his muscles kicked into gear. He scrambled to his feet, knocking Oliver off balance as he flung his arms around him, squeezing so hard that his fractured ribs radiated pain, but he didn’t care. He didn’t let go until he woke the next morning to the voice whispering in his head.
You abandoned him for your pills.
Selfish.
He’d left before Oliver woke, too afraid to face him.
Oliver had spent that day sleeping and recovering, and Adam had bounced around the Campus, helping Kye deal with the storm. The day after, he was busy showing Georgie around.
And drinking.
But now, it was just them, and he had no excuse to avoid their tent. The warmth of their bed was far more inviting than the chilled air around them, so he stayed put.
Adam’s fingers traced the cuts and yellowing bruises on Oliver’s face, studying each one in the soft daylight. “I missed you,” he whispered, though the words didn’t begin to describe what he’d felt.
“Then stay with me today. I feel like I’ve barely seen you since I got back.”
Adam’s thoughts jumped to the new hiding spot—a mostly empty box of .308s under a pile of dirty clothes beneath the bed.
Just take one.
He won’t like you sober.
You’re a mess.
His muscles buzzed, urging him to run, but Oliver’s warm lips grazed the slope of his jaw, sending a wave of heat through him, raising goosebumps on his skin. His mouth trailed down Adam’s neck to the base of his throat, the kisses gentle and searching, and the whirlwind of thoughts dispersed.
“How could I possibly leave when you’re doing that?” Adam murmured, and he felt Oliver’s lips quirk into a smile.
Oliver slipped his hands beneath Adam’s shirt, his fingers slowly gliding across his stomach, then his sore ribs.
In one fluid movement, Adam turned and pushed him flat on his back, hovering overtop, mouths so close that their lips brushed when Adam whispered, “I don’t think I’ll ever leave this bed again.”
Oliver tangled his fingers in Adam’s hair and tugged him closer, their lips colliding, the intense high of an adrenaline rush, only tripled. Everything else fell away.
He pulled Oliver’s shirt over his head, his lips moving hungrily as he trailed a line from his neck to his chest to his stomach, electricity sparking through him as Oliver breathed out a sigh.
A voice pushed through the thin fabric of the tent. “Kulyk, Kye needs to talk to you.”
“Go away,” Adam chimed. “Nobody’s here.” He climbed back up, pressing his lips to Oliver’s again, feeling his hands slide up his back.
“Now,” the man barked sharply.
“It’s okay.” Oliver brushed Adam’s hair back. “I’ll still be here when you get back.”
Leaving was the last thing Adam wanted to do, but whatever Kye needed seemed urgent. “Ugh, fine,” he called. “Hold on.” He kissed Oliver one more time before rolling reluctantly out of bed.
He threw on jeans and a hoodie and burst through the tent flap, glowering at the wiry man—his former chaperone. “What?”
Travis just turned and walked away.
“Sure,” Adam grumbled, sweeping his hand dramatically through the air. “After you.”
Kye was waiting at a table in the common area, and Flora and Desmond dropped onto the seat opposite her as he approached. Grant was already beside her, his eyes fixed ahead as he smoothed his braided beard.
Adam blinked his frown away as he joined them, replacing it with a half smile—though he was still sulking quietly behind it.
“The prisoner’s dead.” Kye’s gaze met his as she said it.
He tensed, the smile dropping. “What?”
“I thought you might know something about it.”
Wow. Right to it, then. “You think I killed him.” It wasn’t a question.
“No, I didn’t say that.”
Didn’t you? he thought sourly. “How?”
“Thin puncture wound to the jugular,” Kye answered. “Happened just after Grant started his shift last night.”
“Someone hit me over the head,” Grant said. “Woke up to the guy covered in blood.”
Adam folded his arms and leaned back casually in the chair. “And you think that’s how I’d kill him? Really?”
“What am I supposed to think, Adam?” Kye asked. “I take the guard off you for a night—one night—and this guy ends up dead.”
He shifted his gaze to Flora, who had been uncharacteristically quiet. Though he had no pity for Police Vest, Adam was a little peeved that she was letting him take the fall for something she obviously did.
“He was supposed to bring me back,” Adam told Kye. “I’m guessing in one piece. Maybe someone wasn’t happy with how he handled it.”
Flora confirmed with a wink, the faintest hint of a smile on her lips.
“But that’s just a guess,” Adam added. “For all we know, he got sick of staring at Grant for hours every day and did it himself.” He gave Grant a playful grin.
“This isn’t a damn joke, Adam,” Kye said. “I have to consider every possibility, and you haven’t been yourself since…” Her sentence tapered off.
“Since you forced me to give up the one thing that makes me tolerable? No, I guess not. Sorry to disappoint you.” He pushed to his feet.
“Okay, hold on,” Desmond interjected.
“Stay out of this,” Kye and Adam snapped at the same time. Why was he getting involved?
Desmond raised an eyebrow. “What time did this happen?” He looked to Grant for the answer.
“Little after one.”
“This morning?”
Grant gave a nod.
“Brilliant. That solves it,” Desmond said. “Adam was with us at one.”
Kye frowned. “Doing what?”
“Flora noticed one of the solar panels had fallen over,” he explained, waving airily to the courtyard behind him. “Not a big deal, but it pulled down a few of the cords. Adam was headed back to his tent and graciously offered to help get them back up. That was around midnight. We decided to have a few drinks around the fire and didn’t part ways until a little after two.”
When Kye’s eyes narrowed, Desmond flashed a smile.
To Adam’s surprise, Flora gave a quick nod. “It’s true, Kye.”
“Anything else you wanna pin on me,” Adam asked, “or am I free to go?”
“I wasn’t pinning anything on you.” Kye sighed. “Yes, go.” She switched modes before he even got to his feet, turning to Grant with a heavy intensity. “If someone got inside, we need to know how and if they’re still here. Send whatever guards we can spare to search the inside perimeter. Keep your eyes out for any unfamiliar faces.” She pinched the bridge of her nose. “Next time something big happens, wake me up. Immediately.”
Grant’s gaze dropped. “Right. Sorry.”
As Adam headed through the courtyard, Desmond and Flora followed. He muttered a quick thanks under his breath.
Why would Desmond lie for him? What did he have to gain? Nobody was nice just to be nice. He gave the man a sideways glance, trying to read him, but it was impossible. His dark eyes were kind, but his face was indecipherable.
“Just know,” Adam said, giving him a weighted look, “if Kye finds out you lied to her, she’ll have Flora follow you around forever.”
A smile spread across his face. “Now that’s a terrifying thought.” He looked back at Flora, who responded with a scowl. “Is she always this cranky, or does she just hate me?”
Adam grinned. “Believe me, you’d know if she hated you.” He remembered the conversation at the survivor camp and for a moment wondered if he should be concerned for the guy.
“Fuck off,” Flora grumbled. “I hate you both.”
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The sun was directly overhead as Georgie entered the common area, but the air was cool, filled with the brisk chill of autumn. Her checkup with Dr. Ramirez had gone well. The infection was clearing up quickly, and she could walk without the pain making the world spin. She’d get her stitches removed in a week or so. 
But now, she had a meeting with Kye, and she was dreading it.
She sat in a chair facing a lifeless fire pit, the smell of bread and vegetables floating out from the nearby ovens as she waited.
A young girl with golden hair counted to twenty, her face burrowed in her hands as the others scurried away, giggling and shrieking. One hid behind a bench, his auburn hair still clearly visible. Another ducked into the kitchen stall, where a man in a messy apron promptly shooed her out.
If Cassira figured out where Georgie was, these people were all in danger. But she couldn’t just run back to her safety net and leave them to fend for themselves, so she was going to try to convince Vega to send soldiers to help fight against the cult. Or at least enough weapons to tip the scales.
If Vega agreed to help, she could finally go home.
Home. The word sent a wave of warmth through her. She missed Haven. She missed her house. More than anything, she missed Jax. Had they made it back from the Indiana Haven yet? Was he safe?
The auburn-haired toddler squealed as the girl found him, and their laughter resonated through the courtyard.
Georgie let her mind wander, picturing her cozy bedroom, the way the light filtered in through her curtains. She closed her eyes, imagining her dad at his desk, remembering the scent of his office—leather with a hint of cigarette smoke, though he’d never admit to smoking. Georgie knew he was gone. Knew she’d never see him again. But a tiny part of her clung to the possibility that Malacai had been lying. That her dad would be there when she got home. She was so tired of losing people.
“You’re not very good at hide-and-seek,” Adam quipped.
She frowned. “Hey, they haven’t found me yet, now have they?”
His face lit up as he smiled. He looked better today. Sober, at least. Adam had scared her yesterday, the slurred speech bringing up painful memories of Mabel. Did he always drink like that?
“How’s the leg?” he asked.
“Better.”
“I hear you’re contacting Haven today. Can I join you?”
She smiled. “Yes, please. I could use the moral support.”
He dropped into the chair beside her, fidgeting with his fingerless gloves. When Kye joined them, the radio in her hand, a shadow passed over Adam’s face.
What was that about?
Kye adjusted the frequency on the radio and passed it to Georgie. “This is the channel Hale told us to use. You ready?”
No. But Georgie nodded and pulled in a deep breath before pressing the button. “This is Georgina Wicks. Does anyone copy?” She released the button and listened. Nothing. “ILH-V3,” she tried again, remembering the call sign Jax had used for Vega, “this is Georgina Wicks. Do you copy?”
The three waited, eyes glued to the radio.
Why wasn’t anyone answering? Did something happen?
Georgie lifted it to try again, but a voice spilled through the speaker. “This is ILH-V3. I copy. Over.”
She knew what she had to ask first. “Any word from the missing soldiers? The general?”
A beat of silence. “Negative. Sorry, Wicks. Over.”
She deflated. “What about Hale? Has he made it back yet?”
“He went off on his own to Indiana. Sent Banks and Ortega back with the radio and a handful of supplies. Lucky I haven’t discharged him for being such an idiot.”
He went alone? What was he thinking? Her stomach twisted, fear climbing into her throat. “Have you heard from him? Is he okay?”
In the space between her question and Vega’s response, a dozen different scenarios flashed in Georgie’s head. A dozen different ways she could lose Jax forever.
“Indiana’s general contacted me yesterday. Hale made it and should be heading back today or tomorrow.”
He was okay. At least for now. But if they didn’t do something about the cult, how long would that be true? Every time they left the walls, they’d have to risk being taken off the streets.
“We found out what happened to our missing soldiers,” she said.
“I know. Banks and Ortega filled me in.”
“Then you understand the extent of the threat. There are settlements out here that need help.”
When Vega responded, his voice was cold and authoritative, his words practiced like he’d already said them before. “We don’t have the supplies or the numbers to help every settlement that needs aid. The council would never agree to risk our people like that, and honestly, it’s not our problem.”
“They murdered our soldiers!” She didn’t mean to shout, but the anger bubbled up all at once. Not their problem? That was his way of justifying? What a load of bull. Deep breath. “With all due respect, if you don’t help eliminate the cult, it will be our problem. It won’t be long before they find us. Plus, with them gone, the trade routes would be safe again.” She was reaching, desperately grabbing at anything that might change his mind.
“Haven’s secure,” Vega countered. “Untouchable. And we already have a new plan in action. We don’t need to send soldiers through the city anymore. If these people are in danger, then they should leave.”
She tightened her grip on the radio. “And go where? Are you offering a place for them?”
“Absolutely not. My assignment is to protect Haven. Just Haven.”
Georgie lowered the radio and breathed a frustrated sigh. This was pointless.
“There’s another settlement,” Vega said. “Well-armed. Mostly military.” 
Georgie perked up at the glimmer of hope. 
“O’Hare, the old international airport. They may be able to help.”
Kye snatched the radio from her hand, her face severe. “O’Hare’s been gone for months. Everyone’s dead. Still think the cult’s not a problem?” 
There was a long pause, during which Georgie didn’t think Kye blinked once. The only crack in her statue facade was the way her thumb bounced from one side of the button to the other.
When the lieutenant finally spoke again, his voice was softer. “I’m sorry. We can’t help. We don’t have soldiers to spare, and even if we did, like I said, the council would never agree. But, Wicks, you have a safe place to go. We could really use you here.”
Kye handed the radio back.
“I’m staying to help,” Georgie spat into the radio, “even if you can’t be bothered to.”
She glanced at Adam, his words hanging heavily over her. People out here were left to find their own way to survive. The government, the military, they just abandoned everyone. And Haven was still doing it. She was trying so hard to fix things, to find a solution that might make things better, but if she somehow succeeded, would the council pull this same shit? Who was to say they wouldn’t hoard it away like everything else?
My assignment is to protect Haven. Just Haven.
She bit the inside of her lip. No, they wouldn’t do that. The point of Project Noah was to keep people safe until things returned to normal. That was the end goal. Fixing things. Rebuilding.
Project Noah! She pulled in a sharp breath.
Desmond. He was part of Project Noah. He’d worked at the lab. He had to know how to get inside.
She pressed the button again. “What if I could get the information needed to finish this vaccine? Could you offer support then?”
“Wicks, if you knew how to finish the vaccine, I’d throw you a goddamn party.”
“So that’s a yes?”
“A hypothetical yes. Doesn’t mean I believe it’s possible.”
“I know it’s possible.”
“Sure, Wicks. Let me know when you’re ready to give up and come home. I’ll send Banks or Hale to bring you back. Over and out.”
Georgie handed the radio to Kye. “I need to talk to Desmond. Do you know where he is?”
Kye pulled a smaller receiver from her belt, a walkie-talkie, and lifted it to her mouth. “Flora, can you and Desmond meet me in the central courtyard?”
A beat of silence, and then a woman’s voice responded, “Be right there.”
Georgie picked at the hem of her T-shirt while they waited. The kids were at the tables across the courtyard now, chattering loudly as they ate their lunches, but the silence between Adam and Kye was palpable.
“What happened to O’Hare?” she asked.
“They were planning to go after the cult,” Kye answered, turning the walkie-talkie over in her hands. “Recruiting survivors to stand with them. Offering to supply guns and ammo for anyone willing to fight. We sent a handful of our own to help. This was maybe six months ago, right before Adam and Oliver found us.”
Adam pulled his legs up, sitting cross-legged in the chair, and turned his head away from them.
“Cassira must have found out,” Kye continued. “Half of the settlement was infected before they even realized they’d been attacked.”
“How’d they know it was the cult?”
“She planted one of her people. Still not sure how the guy did it, how he got it inside, got it to spread so quickly. But once people started dying, he stood in the center of the tarmac and gave a whole damn speech before slitting his own wrists. One of the leaders there contacted us to let us know what had happened. That our fighters wouldn’t be coming back.”
Georgie swallowed hard. The cult took down a well-armed settlement full of military personnel. Could that happen to Haven? She forced the thought away. Haven was better armed than O’Hare. She was sure of it.
Kye looked up as Desmond and a girl with long thin braids crossed the courtyard. “Thanks for trying, Georgie,” she said as she stood. “Flora, can I get your help with something?”
“I’m on babysitter duty,” the girl replied grudgingly. “On your orders.”
“I think Emery can handle things on his own for a while.”
“Careful,” Desmond told Kye, his eyebrow raised, “or I might start to think you actually like me.”
She scoffed. “You lie to me again, and we’re gonna have some words. Understood?”
Desmond bit back a smile. “I don’t know what you mean.”
“Nobody used the fire pit that night. The logs were exactly how I left them. I get why you did it. I was out of line.” Her gaze jumped to Adam for a moment, then back. “But don’t lie to me again.”
“Understood,” Desmond replied.
After Kye and Flora left, Adam’s mood flipped like a switch. “So, how do you know Georgie?”
Desmond lowered himself into the chair on her other side. “Her mother was my boss. Brilliant agricultural biotechnologist. Top of the field.”
Georgie smiled. She’d heard her mom talk about Desmond, the intern who had impressed her so much that she hired him full-time. She had always assumed he was older, and the image she’d conjured in her head was worlds apart from the person sitting beside her now.
“Hold on,” Adam said. “If you worked with her mom, why aren’t you at the Haven?”
Desmond’s eyes dropped to his lap. “I lost my spot.”
“What?” Georgie spat. “Why?”
He shrugged. “You’d have to ask them.”
“That’s horrible. How could they do that to you?”
“It’s all right. Really.” When he noticed her sour expression, he added, “Life’s too short to hold grudges.”
His lips pursed thoughtfully, his dark brown eyes drifting across the courtyard, lost in some deep thought or distant memory. He couldn’t have been much older than her—late twenties, she guessed—but he had a sense of composure and the poise of someone much older.
Adam stood suddenly. “Well, I should find Oliver.” His gaze jumped between her and Desmond, his mouth tilted in a subtle smile. “I’ll leave you two to catch up.”
Georgie and Desmond sat for ages, talking about nothing in particular. Their shared connection to her mom made him feel familiar. Comfortable. And his easy demeanor helped. She told him about Haven and the governor, and the way things were that first year, and he told her about the group of people he had been staying with north of the city.
When the conversation inevitably drifted back to her mom, Desmond leaned back in his chair. “I grew up with parents who were very vocal about all the ways I was failing them. All the ways I could be better. But Elaina saw what I was capable of. She was the one person in my life who didn’t treat me like a disappointment.” He gave Georgie a melancholic smile. “She was more of a mother to me than my own.”
Georgie grabbed the metal poker and stirred the pile of cooled ashes, stifling the jealousy rising in her chest. “She wasn’t around enough for me to know what she thought of me, but I always felt like a disappointment.”
“She talked about you all the time,” Desmond said, “and not once did she sound like she was anything but proud.”
Georgie’s cheeks flushed. Hard to believe her mom would waste her precious work hours talking about her mediocre daughter. But even if it was a lie, it was a nice one.
“Oh!” she spat suddenly, remembering what she’d wanted to talk to him about. “I found something in one of her notebooks. She thought she found a working vaccine. Seemed pretty certain, actually. Do you know anything about that?”
“We thought so,” he said. “There was a batch we were sure was the one. We made a few hundred doses, but the subjects all died after a week or so.” He set his hands in his lap, fingers intertwining loosely. “I tried to continue our research, but when everyone left for Haven, they locked up the lab and changed the code. It took me nearly a year to finally find a way back inside.”
Her heart stuttered as she leaned forward. “You can get us in?”
“I could, but it wouldn’t do any good. The lab was already cleared out when I got there.”
Georgie’s shoulders sank. So much for that plan. “Do you think you could recreate it if you had her notes? Maybe we can work together and—” The sudden crease in his brow stopped her mid-sentence. “What?”
“Something happened to Elaina, then.” It wasn’t a question.
Her gaze dropped to the table.
“I’m so sorry, Georgie.” He leaned forward in his chair, elbows on his knees, and it was a long time before he spoke again. “I can try to help with the vaccine. Maybe we can figure it out, but I can’t make any promises.”
She nodded.
“Do you mind,” he started, then ran a hand through his dark hair, seeming to turn the rest of the sentence over in his mind before continuing. “Can I ask what happened to her?”
The building was there, clear in Georgie’s mind. The bodies. That final gunshot. She swallowed hard. “It’s a long story.”
The depth of sadness on Desmond’s face made her heart ache. “Yeah, they all seem to be that way lately.”
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Adam threw his hood over his messy hair as he swallowed the last of his drink. 
He hadn’t expected anything to come from Georgie’s call, but the indifference of the people at Haven had put him in a bad mood, so he’d decided to stop for a couple drinks before going back to their tent. But judging by the sun’s position over the buildings around him, he’d stayed a lot longer than he’d meant to.
He really needed a watch.
When he stood up from his spot at the bar, he spotted Oliver on a wooden bench in the shade of a tree near the front entrance. His shoulders were hunched, his head angled down at his lap, sitting perfectly still except for his thumb as it rubbed the hem of his shirt—a perfect replica of how he’d looked inside that train car.
Adam pushed the radio conversation to the back of his mind and forced a smile. He didn’t want to add to whatever was bothering him.
“Hi,” he said, dropping onto the bench and pushing off his hood. “What’s wrong?”
“Nothing,” Oliver replied, but there was something grim woven through the word. Why was he lying? Oliver didn't lie. Not to him.
Adam drew up his knees and let his cheek rest against one as he studied Oliver’s profile. He should’ve gone back to the tent instead of the bar. They were supposed to spend the day together, and Adam couldn’t even manage that.
Selfish, the voice taunted.
As Adam reached out to grab Oliver’s hand, he pulled it away.
“I just want to be alone right now. Please.”
Adam opened his mouth to respond, but the air had been violently sucked from his lungs, so he just nodded and climbed to his feet.
He hates you.
Why did Adam have to mess everything up?
He doesn’t need you.
They were so happy this morning.
You knew he’d realize it, eventually.
Adam sulked across the common area, the voice digging in deeper and deeper.
The only thing you’re good at when you’re sober is hurting people.
You need those pills.
Fix it. They’re so close.
Just one.
Adam couldn’t go back to their tent. Not right now, not with the voice so powerful. He wasn’t strong enough to fight it. He needed a distraction. His eyes scanned the courtyard, landing on Georgie and Desmond, still sitting at the fire pit.
“Adam,” Kye’s voice came from behind him. “Can I talk to you for a sec?”
He turned to face her, taking in her heavy expression. “Who’d I kill this time?”
She ignored the comment and held out her hand to reveal a pair of military dog tags, her gaze sliding to Georgie, who was now watching them curiously. “One of the guards found these right outside the gate.” She passed him the metal ovals. “I thought it’d be best if you were there when I told her.”
As soon as he read the etched name, he understood.
WICKS, KEITH M
Georgie’s last name.
Her dad had been taken by the cult. So if these were here, that meant Cassira knew she was here, which meant they were all in danger. He had to get Oliver out. But what about Georgie? How would she react? Would she leave? Go back to Haven?
He shook his head, his teeth clenched. If she left now, he’d never see her again.
Adam felt like he was on the brink of losing everybody. He couldn’t handle being on his own again.
Hide them, he thought. She doesn’t need to know. He spun around, ready to take them and run, stash them somewhere, but Georgie was already there.
“What’s going on?” she asked.
His panicked eyes dropped to the dog tags before he snapped his hand closed and dropped it to his side.
She shot him a frown. “What is that?”
“I’m sorry, Georgie,” Kye said, then looked at Adam expectantly. When he didn’t move, she gently touched his arm, and he flinched away.
Don’t touch me.
“Adam,” Kye pushed, “she needs to know.”
His gaze jumped between them, then he sighed and reluctantly held out his hand, the dog tags resting in his open palm, chain dangling between his fingers.
Georgie’s expression darkened. “Where’d you find those?”
“Here,” Kye answered. “Right outside.”
“Oh,” Georgie said on an exhale.
They all knew this was more than a set of dog tags. This was a warning. A blatant threat.
They were out of time.
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The chairs around the fire pit were empty, save for her, Desmond, and Adam, and she could feel their stares boring into her as they tried to figure out what to say, like she was a glass sculpture that would shatter if they chose wrong. 
She hated when people looked at her that way.
“Do you want me to help you to your tent?” Des asked, his voice low. 
“No, I’m okay.” Georgie flipped the dog tags between her fingers, watching the light glint off the metal. As much as she wanted to bury herself in her grief, it would have to wait. Cassira knew where she was. How long before something awful happened? Her muscles buzzed, urging her to act. To do something.
If anyone here got hurt, it would be on her. She brought this down on them.
Kye joined them and handed her a bottle of that awful clear alcohol. “Look like you could use this.”
She really could.
“Thanks.” Georgie shuddered as she took a long pull, the liquid burning her throat and warming her stomach, and Adam intercepted it before she could pass it back.
She couldn’t stay here. That much was obvious.
But if she left, if she went back to Haven, it wouldn’t fix anything. The people here would still be in danger.
“I posted extra guards outside,” Kye said. “We’re ready. Don’t worry.” But her voice wasn’t convincing. They could never be ready. Not really. They didn’t stand a chance. The only way forward was to go back. To face Cassira and whatever she had planned.
She closed her eyes, the afternoon air cool on her face.
She was never going to see Jax again. At least he already thought she was dead. At least—
“Stop doing that,” Adam cut her off mid-thought.
Her eyes popped open. “Doing what?”
“Trying to save everyone.”
“I wasn’t doing anything.”
“You’re planning on going back.” His voice was sharp. Almost angry.
Desmond’s brow creased. “You’re not, are you?”
She sighed and pulled the chain over her head, the dog tags hanging overtop of her shirt. “What other choice do I have?”
Adam gave her an incredulous glare. “Literally anything but that.”
“Kye,” Georgie said, turning to face her. “Do you have the defenses to stop an attack? The numbers to fight back?”
Kye said nothing, her lips pressed into a tight line.
“Exactly.” Georgie swallowed down the fear, keeping it out of her voice. “It’s okay. I escaped once. I’ll do it again.” But she knew that wasn’t true. There was no way she’d make it out of there twice.
Her leg bounced restlessly. She had to go. Now. If she stopped to think about it too long, she’d lose her nerve.
Desmond looked like he was going to say something, but the scraping of the front gate interrupted.
Georgie’s gaze landed on the soldier standing at the entrance and everything else faded to background noise—a distant hum.
Jax’s eyes went wide as they met hers, and when a grin split his face, she sprang to her feet, darting between the chairs and sprinting through the courtyard. She slammed into him with more force than she’d intended, nearly knocking the wind from her chest, her arms clasping tightly around the back of his neck.
As he squeezed her back, a choked sound escaped his lips, somewhere between a laugh and a sob. “Are you really here?”
She smiled, savoring the familiar soothing sound of his voice.
“I’m so sorry, Georgie,” Jax muttered into the curve of her neck. “I wanted to go back for you, but everyone was so sure you were dead.” He squeezed tighter. “I shouldn’t have listened. I should’ve gone back.”
“They would’ve killed you on the spot,” she said, “and I would’ve never forgiven you.”
When he pulled back to look at her again, he frowned, two lines forming between his eyebrows. His fingers brushed down her arm, stopping just above the bandage. “What did they do to you?”
She swallowed hard, nearly losing the last of her composure. “Hey, at least I got it looked at this time.”
He shook his head, the corner of his mouth lifting.
The realization hit her then, crushing the butterflies that had filled her stomach. How was she supposed to leave? How was she supposed to tell him goodbye?
“Sorry to interrupt,” Kye said, snapping Georgie’s surroundings back into crisp focus around her.
“Right,” Jax said with a nod. “Blood test. I’m going.”
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“Did you get the supplies from Indiana?” she asked.
“I did.” He patted his bag. “I was stopping here to pay them back for the supplies they sent with Banks and Ortega. We should be good for a little while, but none of our trade groups made it there. I don’t know what we’re gonna do when it gets low again. It’s too big a risk to keep sending people.”
“And yet you went by yourself.” She shook her head. “You call me out on my stupid ideas, and then you do shit like that?”
His mouth curved into a beautiful smile, the kind that turned his eyes to half-moons, and her anger evaporated.
Not fair.
Georgie traced his jawline, the long stubble coarse against her fingertips. She wanted to stay so bad, it hurt. What was she going to tell him? How was she going to convince him to let her go?
“How are you holding up?” Jax asked.
“I’m—” She almost told him she was fine, almost pushed him away again, but then her hand dropped, fingers grazing her bandaged arm. Every time she closed her eyes, their faces were there waiting. Malacai with his knife. Cassira with her multilayered smile. Two pairs of gray eyes.
She still couldn’t get herself to look at the skin beneath her bandage. It was so stupid, the self-pity over some superficial mark when she was lucky to still be alive at all.
“Honestly, pretty fucking terrible.” Before Jax could respond, she added, “I’m going back.”
It took him a moment to comprehend what she was saying. Once he did, his eyebrows snapped together. “What?”
“Cassira knows I’m here, Jax. She’s not going to stop. I can’t let her hurt more people.”
“No.”
Georgie scoffed. “I wasn’t asking permission.”
“I already lost you once,” he said, his frown melting away. “I can’t do it again.”
Dammit. Anger was easier. “Jax…” She let the sentence fall away, unsure what she planned on saying. She didn’t want to face Cassira. She didn’t want to leave him. A huge part of her wanted to go home with him right now and never look back.
“Let’s just go back to Haven,” he said, seeming to read her mind.
If only it were that easy. “And what about the people here? We leave them to face the cult alone after I put a target on their backs?”
“We can’t help everybody.”
“No, but we can help them. They’re the reason I’m still alive.”
Jax let out a frustrated huff. “You can’t ju—”
“I have to.” She shot up too fast from the cot, gripping the metal bar as a burst of pain shot through her leg.
“Why? Because it’s what you think your parents would do?”
Her cheeks burned. This wasn’t about them. This was her decision.
“I think you’re wrong about that,” he went on. “Your dad, he would’ve thought about the people depending on him. The ones back in Haven. Did you forget about them? Grayson’s the only medic right now.”
“I didn’t—”
“What about that vaccine you were so set on finishing? That doesn’t matter anymore?”
“Do you have a better idea, Jax?” she snapped. “I’d love to hear it, because I’m fucking terrified of this one.”
He was silent a moment, his jaw rigid as he contemplated. “We fight back,” he said with a shrug, like it was an easy solution.
“How? Vega already said he wouldn’t help.”
“We’ll get you back to Haven where you’re safe, and I’ll gather up every soldier willing to fight. We have more than enough firepower.”
She considered the idea. “They’d go against the council’s orders?”
“Some of them lost people to the cult, too,” Jax said. “The missing soldiers had friends and families, and now we know exactly who’s responsible. They’re gonna want justice. So yeah, I’m sure there are plenty who’d risk it.”
It was probably a terrible idea, but Georgie was eager to find a way to fix this without going back to the train station. “I’ll agree to try it,” she said, “but only if you stay at Haven with me. Let the others handle it.” When he shook his head, she added, “Or I can go face Cassira myself.”
“Okay,” Jax relented. “I’ll stay with you.”
What would happen if the council found out they were convincing people to go against their rules? Would they throw them both in jail? Would they lose their spots at Haven? “You don’t have to get involved, Jax. I can handle talking to the others.”
“I know you can handle it, but you don’t have to face this alone.” He pushed to his feet and closed the space between them. The dread that had been coiling itself inside her chest loosened as his hand slipped fluidly to the nape of her neck.
Then his mouth was on hers.
Georgie flinched back instinctively. This was stupid. Someone was going to get hurt. She was going to lose him.
“Sorry,” Jax muttered, running a hand through his hair, but before he could move away, she grabbed his shirt and pulled his lips back to hers. 
It was a reckless decision, but she did it anyway. Her hands traveled across his chest and around his back, drawing him closer until the space between them was gone. Heat burned through her lungs as his body pressed against hers, his hand sliding up through her hair, kissing her harder.
She didn’t want him to stop, didn’t want to let him go. She didn’t want to keep the wall between them anymore, and that on its own terrified her.
What if Jax was wrong about the other soldiers? What if nobody stood with them? What if she had to go back to the train station? What if she had to tell him goodbye?
Georgie’s nails dug into his shoulder blades. If she never let go, if they just stayed right here, she’d never lose him.
“Eh-hem,” someone said behind her.
She jumped back, her heart thrumming against her ribs.
Dr. Ramirez stood awkwardly at the entrance. “Your test was negative,” he told Jax. “You’re free to go.”
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The low buzz of panic rippled through the Campus as news of Cassira’s threat spread, but Adam didn’t move from his seat. Georgie had gone off with Hale to the infirmary. Kye, Flora, and Desmond were on the other side of the courtyard talking to the guards. Oliver had disappeared, the wooden bench left empty. 
And Adam was alone.
His eyes shifted to the stone archway that led to the living quarters. It would have been so easy to surrender. To go back to that tent and grab the bottle that had been calling to him.
Everything was too much. Too sharp. Too painful. He just wanted to feel less.
Xanny to numb.
He missed being numb. He was tired.
Tired of doing everything everybody asked him to do. Tired of the constant battle in his head—the snarling and clawing, the shadows that waited for him when he tried to sleep.
His gaze fell to his lap, his heavy eyelids drooping.
He was so tired.
“Adam,” a voice said, shaking him from a shallow sleep. 
He looked up to find Georgie and Kye sitting beside him. How long had they been there?
“Are you okay?” Georgie asked.
“I’m fine.”
“I need you on patrol around the perimeter,” Kye said.
Adam gave a disgruntled groan. He hated patrol. It was tedious and boring. “Why? You have guards.”
“We need everyone to step up right now,” she replied. “Haven’s soldiers are going to help us, but we need to keep this place safe until then. We don’t know what Cassira’s planning.”
“I thought Haven couldn’t be bothered to help.”
“Our council couldn’t be bothered,” Georgie corrected him. “But Jax knows the soldiers, and he’s sure there are some who’ll want to help.”
“If they can get enough soldiers,” Kye said, the hope clear in her voice, “this might actually work. Cassira won’t expect it. We’d have the element of surprise. They’re bringing extra weapons and ammo so we can send a few of our people, too. Thought you’d jump at the chance to take out a few Shinies.”
He had to admit, the idea made him a little giddy. “Yeah, okay. I’m in.”
Kye gave him a gentle smile. “Good to hear. Hale leaves tomorrow morning for Haven. Said he’d be back in four days. Five at the most.”
“I’m going too,” Georgie said.
Adam felt the ground splinter beneath him. “You’re leaving?”
“I’ve gotta go home.”
Everyone leaves.
Oliver will be next.
You’re going to be alone again.
“What if Cassira finds you?”
“She already has, Adam. Our soldiers will be here in a few days. This plan’s going to work. I know it.”
“Are you coming back with them?”
Georgie pushed back her matted copper hair. “I can’t.”
No, you just don’t want to. 
“I may be a shitty medic, but they need me there. Plus, I’m tired. I just want to go home and—”
“And forget about us,” he interrupted.
“That’s not fair.”
Adam shoved out of his seat, ignoring the sharp pain in his ribs.
He had to get away from here.
Away from the people.
Away from the tent.
Away from the pills.
He shouldered his rifle, threw the hood over his head, then stormed toward the front gate.
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She glanced over her shoulder at the central courtyard. Jax was in her tent, sleeping off the long trip from Indiana, and she wanted nothing more than to be there with him, warm under those blankets. But instead, she followed Adam out of the Campus, a chaotic blend of concern, anger, and exhaustion fighting for the front spot in her head. The guard closed the gate behind her, and as Adam’s shape disappeared around the corner of a building, she flung her hands up in frustration, cursing at the empty street.
She’d never catch up with him.
Why was he so upset? She thought he’d be thrilled about the plan.
Georgie was about to head back in when movement on the rooftop of a low building across the street caught her attention. She folded her arms, watching as Adam crossed from one end to the other, then perched on the edge, legs dangling over the side.
He swung his rifle around and aimed at something she couldn’t see. The muffled sound of the gunshot was barely audible, but the shattering of glass in the distance cut through the quiet. Georgie circled the building until she found a truck pressed against the wall, and with an exasperated sigh, she climbed grudgingly onto the hood, then the roof, the bandage on her thigh tugging at her skin.
Adam kept his eye to the scope, pretending not to hear as she approached. He pulled the trigger, shattering another window somewhere in the distance.
That was one way to let off steam.
When he lowered the gun, the sadness in his eyes dispelled every bit of her frustration. He looked so lost. So miserable. So unlike the other versions she’d seen of him.
“Can I try?” she asked as she sat beside him. 
After a second of hesitation, he handed her the heavy sniper rifle. How did he move so gracefully with this thing on his back? 
Georgie studied the gun with a frown. She’d never shot any kind of rifle before. “How do I—”
Before she finished the sentence, Adam reached over and pulled back the handle, ejecting a casing that clattered to the rooftop next to her. He dropped his hood and pushed his wild hair away from his face.
Georgie raised the gun and looked through the scope, searching the area before picking a target. A blue sedan with all the windows still intact. She held her breath, lining up the swaying reticle the best she could, and flinched as she pulled the trigger.
Not even close.
When she handed it back, he cocked it, aimed, and pulled the trigger, shattering the front windows of the sedan, then the rear, making it look effortless.
She knocked her shoulder against his. “Show-off.”
The corner of his mouth twitched, but he kept his eyes straight ahead. A weighted silence settled over them as they watched a large flock of birds swoop across the sky in a collaborative wave.
“Oliver won’t talk to me,” Adam muttered finally. “He was fine, and then he just wasn’t, and I don’t know how to fix it.”
Georgie pulled in a long breath, trying to think of something to say. “The way they mess with your head at that place,” she started, the words barely above a whisper. “I don’t know how they do it, but after a while, all the stuff that sounds unhinged at the beginning, it starts to push through the jumbled mess in your head. There were times when it was like their words were suddenly the only ones that made any sense. If I would’ve stayed there any longer…” What would’ve happened if she hadn’t escaped? Would they have tortured her until she completely lost track of who she was? Until she believed everything they told her? “I’m just—my point is, it’s a lot to deal with. Give him some time to work through it.”
Adam set the rifle on the roof and reclined, lying flat on his back, his bent arm under his head. His eyes closed, the golden afternoon sun bright on his face. “Oliver went through a lot during the collapse. When Cassira found him, she made him feel loved and accepted. They didn’t force people to join back then. He made the choice to follow her. I’m not sure if he bought into the whole savior thing, but she offered him a family right after he lost his own.”
Georgie had already figured out that Oliver had been one of them, but she didn’t realize he’d joined willingly.
“So what happened?” she asked. “What made him leave?”
“Me, I guess.” Adam pushed up to his elbows, amber eyes distant. “I was at O’Hare when it fell.”
“Oh, shit,” she muttered.
“Yeah. After everyone else died, I was on my own, and so angry at the universe for keeping me alive. Again. When Shinies came to loot the place, Oliver found me.” The corners of his mouth lifted in a sad smile. “He saved me.”
Georgie drew a wavy line with her finger in the layer of dirt on the rooftop. All those people at O’Hare, and he was the only one who survived. The only one who was immune. What if it had been Haven? Was anyone else there immune? Would she have been the only one left? She couldn’t imagine what it must have been like, watching everyone die.
“I’m sorry,” he said, sitting up straight. “You need to go home. I know that. And I know I’m selfish sometimes. It just sucks to think I won’t see you again.”
“Why wouldn’t you? Haven’s not that far.”
He brushed a thumb absently across his wrist, over a Roman numeral tattoo peeking out from beneath his glove. She’d never noticed it before. 
“You have your cushy life. Why would you come back here?”
“I’ll come back. The cult won’t be around much longer. Maybe Haven will set up a trade route that stops by here.” Even as she said it, she knew it would never happen. “I’ll find a way. I’d miss you too much.”
“Yeah, I get that,” he replied with a crooked smile. “I’m delightful.”
Georgie laughed, and the heaviness of the conversation melted away.
Adam spent the next hour giving her a crash course on shooting. Or at least trying to. She only hit her target once, and it was mostly by accident.
“You’re really bad at this,” he teased. “Like, impressively bad.”
She gave him a playful shove. “Maybe you’re just a bad teacher.”
Adam made a sound of mock offense that made her laugh, then tucked his hands in the pockets of his hoodie. “We should get back. Sorry I stole you away.” He winced as he climbed to his feet, his hand pressed against his ribs.
“Jax is probably still sleeping. I’ll catch up with him tonight.”
Adam gave her a sly smirk. “Yeah, I bet you will.”
Georgie shoved him again.
They climbed down from the building and headed back, but when the Campus came into view, they both stopped short. The front gate was propped open, no guards in sight.
Something was wrong.
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Adrenaline kicked through Adam in a fierce wave. 
He drew his pistol and darted inside, Georgie close behind, his eyes immediately sweeping the eerily empty courtyard. Kye and two others were crouched beside a body near the gate.
“What happened?”
“Fire,” Kye said, her eyes jumping between him and Georgie, “in the east courtyard. Small one. Nobody was hurt, thankfully, but we lost some of our crops.”
“And him?” Adam asked, nodding to the man who’d been guarding the gate when they left.
“Everyone was focused on the fire. When we came back…” Kye’s brows pressed into a deep scowl as she lifted her hand to show him the familiar dart.
His pulse sputtered.
They were here. They made it inside. He’d left Oliver alone, too busy wallowing in his own self-pity. He should’ve been here to stop them. He should’ve been here to keep him safe.
When Adam asked Kye if she’d seen him, she shook her head. “We’re on lockdown. Everyone should be in their tents.”
He turned on his heel and ran to the living quarters. To their tent. But it was empty.
Oliver was gone.
Maybe he was helping with the fire. Maybe he was in one of the other courtyards.
Adam’s eyes dropped to the spot where his pills were hiding, but he heaved a sigh and stormed away from the tent, nearly slamming into Reese as he entered the main courtyard.
“There you are.”
“Move, Reese.”
“I was just coming to say goodbye.” Reese watched his face for a reaction, and when he didn’t get one, he tried again. “Me and Flora are leaving.”
“Yeah, I heard,” Adam snapped. “Tell your new friends thanks for the cracked ribs. I’ve gotta find Oliver.”
“He’s not here.”
Adam frowned. “What do you mean?”
Reese studied him warily. “You didn’t know, then. You weren’t involved. I thought maybe…” He didn’t finish the sentence.
Adam’s eyes flicked to the front gate. “Did they take him?” 
You weren’t here to protect him.
Selfish. Always selfish.
“I have to go after him.” He started to step around Reese.
“Wait. They didn’t take him, Adam.”
“You said he’s not here.”
“He’s not.”
Adam’s muscles tensed as his frustration grew. “What are you talking about? What’s going on?”
“Never mind. I can’t be the one to tell you.”
“Tell me what?” When he didn’t answer, Adam’s voice dropped to a growl. “Tell me what, Reese?”
Reese took a nervous step back. “The cult didn’t take Oliver. He knocked out the front guard and let them inside. I saw it happen, but they were gone before I could get help.”
Adam shook his head, his mind racing as he attempted to make sense of it all. Every nerve in his body was on fire. The adrenaline rush felt like a bad trip—something that was supposed to make him feel good turned into something horrible.
“I’m sorry, Adam.”
Oliver lied to you, the voice echoed in his head, dripping with cruel amusement.
He used you, just like everyone else.
He never loved you.
It was a lie.
It was all a lie.
“No!” Adam hadn’t meant to say it out loud, and he definitely hadn’t meant to shout it. He pressed his fingers to his temples, wishing everyone would just shut up.
Reese reached out to touch his shoulder, but Adam shoved his hand away.
“This wasn’t Oliver.” The worry and anguish he’d felt seconds before flared into anger, warm in his stomach. Before Reese could respond, Adam spun and trudged back to their tent.
Oliver wouldn’t do this. He hated Cassira. Hated the cult. He’d never go back there.
BUG stared back at him from the center of their bed, and as Adam picked up the cube, his gaze landed on a torn sheet of paper on his pillow. Words scrawled in Oliver’s messy handwriting. No explanation, just: I’m sorry.
He shook his head, his teeth clenched. This was Cassira. She must have done something. Gotten to Oliver somehow. He wouldn’t do this. Not by choice.
Adam set BUG back on the bed and dug the pill bottle out from underneath—just in case.
He adjusted his rifle strap, the bare bones of a plan already forming in his head as he pushed back out of his tent.
He was getting Oliver back, and this time, he wouldn’t let anything stop him.
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The handful of people in the common area sped past in fast motion, but Georgie was rooted to the spot. 
The ground was quicksand. Unyielding.
What now? Guilt weighed heavily as the words reverberated through her mind. This happened because of her. She had to wake Jax. They had to leave. Now. They had to move forward with the plan before something worse happened.
Georgie finally broke free and raced to her tent, but as she stepped inside, her heart sank. Jax’s rifle sat propped against the bed, his bag on the floor.
But he wasn’t there.
She spotted a torn piece of paper on her bed and frowned as she grabbed it. The letters RF, followed by a long number. What was RF?
Where was Jax? Why would he leave his stuff here?
Cassira’s warning pushed its way into her thoughts. I will be forced to take more drastic measures.
They took him, she realized with sudden clarity. To get to her.
The pain was instantaneous and incapacitating. She curled forward and squeezed her eyes shut, tangled up with grief and shock and panic as the world pressed down on top of her.
She looked at the note again.
RF. Radio frequency. Cassira wanted her to call. She was giving her another chance. Georgie could fix this. It wasn’t too late.
If you hesitate, he dies.
Suddenly, she was furious. She let the anger swallow the rest whole as she shoved the paper in her pocket and ducked out of the tent to find Kye.
At the edge of the living quarters, Kye stood speaking with a small group of women, her hands on her hips.
“I need the radio,” Georgie said.
For a second, she thought Kye might argue, but then she gave her a knowing look and plucked the receiver from her belt. “Bring it back when you’re done. And don’t do anything stupid.”
With a nod, Georgie took it, already switching the frequency to the one on the paper as she entered the central courtyard. She tucked herself away behind the counters in the kitchen and then took a deep breath before she pressed the button. “Cassira. Are you there?” When no one responded, she tried again. “Cassira, answer me, dammit!”
Finally, a honeyed voice flowed through the speaker. “Georgie darling, I thought I might be hearing from you. I must admit, I was a disappointed to hear that my family wouldn’t be bringing you back to me, but I suppose the soldier is a good place to start. I’m looking forward to meeting him.”
“He has nothing to do with any of this.”
“Perhaps not, but I extended you an offer. A way to make amends. And yet, you refused. This was your choice.”
“If anything happens to him, I’ll kill you.” The words toppled out, and she was thankful Cassira couldn’t see the violent tremors in her hands.
“I take it I have your full attention now. Will you be returning to atone for your sin?”
The ones back at Haven, Jax’s voice scolded. Did you forget about them?
If she went after Jax, she wouldn’t make it out. She’d be abandoning the vaccine search. Breaking the promise she’d made to her mom. Haven would be left with one medic. She had people depending on her.
Make your decisions with reason, not emotion.
Her parents were always able to make tough choices. Willing to do the right thing, the responsible thing, for the greater good, no matter the cost.
But the cost was too high, and she wasn’t them.
She couldn’t lose Jax.
“I’ll come back,” Georgie said into the radio. “Just let him go.” The silence stretched on for an eternity before she pressed the button again and added, “Please.”
Finally, Cassira responded, “It takes two and a half hours to get from there to here.” Her voice was a smooth purr, low and gentle and calm. “I’ll give you three. I’m sure you’re clever enough to know that if you don’t come alone, he’ll be dead before you make it to the doors.”
“I’ll come alone.” She checked her watch, making note of the time.
“See you soon,” Cassira crooned.
Georgie stayed hidden behind the counter, her hands shaking, trying to contain her rising panic.
So much for their plan. Everything had crumbled to pieces so quickly. Could she find her way back to Union Station on her own? She didn’t know this part of the city. The weight began to press down again. If she didn’t move soon, she wouldn’t be able to get back to her feet.
She grabbed the edge of the counter to pull herself up, but stopped when she heard Adam’s voice on the other side.
“I need a favor.”
“Why the hell would I do you a favor, Kulyk?” someone responded.
“Because I kept your secret.”
Georgie’s entire body froze as she focused on listening.
“And because I have an offer,” Adam added. “These people you’re running off with, they want me. I want to make a deal.”
A beat of silence, then an exasperated huff. “Okay, I’m listening.”
“I’ll go with you. I’ll do whatever they need me to do.”
“In exchange for?”
“Helping me get Oliver back.”
Georgie shot to her feet. “Oliver’s gone too?”
Adam, Flora, and a boy with near-identical features all turned to face Georgie.
“Too?” Adam asked. His face darkened as the realization sank in. Then he turned back to Flora. “Oliver and Hale. Help me get them back, and I’ll go.”
“Deal,” Flora answered immediately.
Georgie shook her head. “Cassira knows I’m coming. If I’m not alone, she’ll kill him.”
Flora gave her a sly grin. “They’ll be discreet.”
“We only have three hours,” Georgie said, then glanced down at her watch. “Shit. Two hours and fifty minutes. We’ve gotta go.”
Flora nodded to the radio in Georgie’s hand. “Give me that. You go. We’ll meet you there.”
Georgie handed over the radio and followed Adam to the front gate, but before the guard could unlock it, Kye was there, holding out her hand, face heavy with exhaustion.
“My radio.”
“Flora has it.”
Kye sighed and let her hand drop. “Where are you two going?”
Georgie checked her watch again. “They took Jax. Oliver too. We’re getting them back.”
Kye’s gaze snapped to Adam. “You go in there, you won’t make it out.”
He shrugged. “I really don’t care.”
Clearly struggling to keep her composure, Kye pinched the bridge of her nose. “You survive the end of the fucking world just to play a perpetual game of Russian roulette with fate. Both of you. Stop trying to get yourselves killed! What are you tr—”
“Open the gate, Travis,” Adam interrupted, his words slow and measured, edged with something sharp.
“Don’t.” Kye shot the guard a hard look that stopped him in his tracks. “If you two go pick a fight, Cassira’s going to retaliate. I can’t lose any more people.”
“Neither can I!” Georgie shouted, her voice bouncing off the stone walls. She clenched her fists. They had to go. Now.
Kye scowled at her, a charged silence filling the air.
“Open the gate,” Adam said, his unwavering eyes locked on the guard, who for a moment held his ground.
Then Adam’s gaze hardened, and his chin lowered, the expression sending a chill through Georgie.
The man blinked in surprise and hastily fumbled for the keys in his pocket.
“Oh, for Christ’s sake.” Kye flung up her arms as he unlocked the gate. 
Adam was gone a second later. 
Kye jabbed her finger into Georgie’s chest. “Make sure he comes back here in one piece. Understand? He got himself into enough trouble before he met you.”
Georgie nodded once, then turned to follow Adam, but Kye put a hand on her arm, her face suddenly marked with worry.
“You come back in one piece, too. Okay?”
Georgie gave her a tight smile. “I will,” she lied.
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Georgie had spent the last two and a half hours listing the states in her head—forward and backward—trying to avoid thinking about where her feet were taking her. Whenever she let her thoughts wander, fear flooded over her, making it hard to breathe. 
They were cutting it close. Her leg throbbed. She couldn’t set a fast enough pace. The sun hung low in the sky, the minutes ticking by too quickly. They were running out of time.
Adam hadn’t said a word, at least not to her. She’d catch him occasionally whispering under his breath, his brow snapping together, then softening again.
She cheated a glance at him as his fingers fidgeted with the Velcro of one of his vest pockets, his face set in a deep frown.
“The people you were talking about,” she said, shattering the silence. “Do you think they stand a chance against the cult?”
He dropped his hand to his side and shrugged. “A lot of Shinies in Union Station, but I think most of them are just normal people.”
The thought sent a pang of guilt through her. How many Shinies were there because they didn’t have a choice? She could have ended up right there beside them.
“The ones Flora works for, though,” he said, “it sounds like they’re pretty skilled. So I guess, I dunno. Maybe?” He stopped suddenly, his eyes sweeping the street as he drew a knife from his belt. Union Station was just across the canal. “The problem is,” he added casually, “I’m not convinced they’ll show up. I’m not worth all this trouble.”
“You are. They’ll come.” She checked her watch. Seven minutes. “But we can’t wait for them. I have to go alone from here. You can’t let them see you.”
“I’ll go in through the other building. Down to the concourse.”
Georgie’s hands trembled as panic swelled inside her, but she nodded, the movement small and frantic. It’ll be fine, she told herself. They’ll be here. She handed Adam her pistol, knowing the first thing they’d do would be to disarm her.
She squeezed her eyes shut.
Breathe in, two, three, four.
It would all work out.
Breathe out, two, three, four.
They had backup. They weren’t doing this alone.
But what if they didn’t show up? She didn’t know anything about these people. Could they trust them? Georgie swallowed hard. She didn’t want to walk back into this place. She wanted to run. To be home. To hide in her room.
When she opened her eyes, the street was empty. Adam was already gone. She looked at the numbers on her watch. Five minutes.
Her hand lifted absently to her bandaged arm, then with a deep breath, she trudged back up to the place she promised herself she’d never have to see again.
A man in a black button-up waited expectantly at the front doors. He scratched his wide nose, threw his cigarette on the ground, and drew a large pistol from his hip. A sleeve of colorful tattoos wrapped up his forearm, disappearing under his rolled shirt sleeve.
Georgie clenched her teeth, keeping her eyes on the gun as he patted her down. When he finished, he opened the door, pressing his back to it to let her pass.
The Great Hall was deserted, and the emptiness set Georgie’s teeth on edge. Cassira liked a show. What the hell was she planning that she didn’t want any of her followers to see? The warm evening light made its way through the overhead windows, and string lights illuminated the stage, but dense shadows still lingered in the far corners of the cavernous room, tinted with the faint green glow of the fungus.
She willed herself forward, coming to a stop at the front row of benches. The tattooed man stood rigid, his outstretched hand pointing the gun in her direction.
The click of stilettos sounded against the tile, and Georgie stiffened.
Cassira’s honey-blonde hair was pulled back into a tight ponytail, a white button-up shirt tucked into black dress pants. Not a trace of makeup on her flawless, porcelain face. No red lips, no perfect eyeliner, no theatrics. It was just her.
She hoisted herself gracefully onto the edge of the stage, perched with one long leg folded over the other, and memories from abstract nightmares flashed in Georgie’s head.
“Welcome back, Georgie.”
A man with pointed features and buzzed black hair led Jax—hands restrained—onto the platform. When they reached the center, the man sent him to the ground with a sharp kick to the back of his knee. He landed flat on the stage.
“Leave him alone!” Georgie spat.
Cassira made a quick hand motion to the man on stage, and he heaved Jax up to his knees, keeping a firm grip on his shoulders.
When Jax met Georgie’s gaze, his eyes went round and flicked to the doors—pleading for her to run, and she recoiled at the abrupt image that flashed in her head. Too similar.
Her breathing stuttered as the room tilted dangerously around her.
No, this was different. She couldn’t save her mom, but she was going to save Jax. She refused to lose anyone else.
Cassira hopped onto the stage and grabbed a large hunting knife from the altar. Its jagged edges glinted in the light as she glided across the platform in slow strides, stopping beside Jax.
Georgie recognized the knife at once, and her hand lifted impulsively to the bandaged arm. “I came back.” Her voice was small and pleading. “We had a deal.”
“You have taken someone from me,” Cassira said. “Someone I loved dearly. You must atone for your sin.”
“Okay. I’m here. I’m not fighting back. Let him go.”
“Oh, honey. You misunderstand.” Her lips curled into a small, pitying smile. “This boy’s death will be your penance.”

      [image: image-placeholder]The wall was cold beneath Adam’s fingers as he felt his way through the concourse, his eyes struggling to adjust to the abrupt darkness. He glanced back at the small traces of sunlight flooding down the stairs from the ground level, blinking hard.
Did Georgie make it in time? He really wished he had a watch.
The sound of movement somewhere up ahead pricked his ears. Adam tried to duck into cover, but his foot caught on something, and as he toppled forward, his knife clattered loudly across the concrete.
In a breath, he was back on his feet.
Real graceful.
He looked back at the shape on the ground and could just make out the contours of a body flecked with glowing green.
Ooh! Hovering over the corpse, Adam pulled out his flashlight and quickly searched the man’s wrists.
No watch.
The flashlight beam found the man’s face. His dark eyes were orbs, a puddle of dark blood underneath his head. Adam took a step back, the beam revealing the rest of the body—the clean black button-up and pristine dress shoes.
A Shiny, Adam realized. His eyes followed the flashlight beam as it pushed back the shadows around him. Two more bodies were slumped against the wall. He hoped that meant Flora’s people were here.
Adam walked the length of the rusted train, doing a quick sweep of the cars even though he knew better. Oliver brought Hale back for Cassira. He wasn’t here as a captive. He was here as one of them.
But it wasn’t real. It couldn’t be. Because if Oliver wanted to be here, then that meant everything had been a lie.
He never loved you.
How could he?
Adam snatched his knife from the floor, then clicked off the flashlight and shoved it back in his pocket before darting into the large hallway. The warm light from the Great Hall met him halfway through. He closed his eyes, recalling the details of the enormous space, picturing the layout in his head. The stage, the benches, the doors.
Cassira’s voice was clear now, floating in from the right-hand side.
Adam peeked around the corner and surveyed the room. A Shiny on stage with Hale, a pistol on his hip. Another beside Georgie, his gun drawn. And then there was Cassira, who didn’t need a weapon to be lethal.
No sign of Oliver.
He could go search for him, but it’d be stupid to pass up this chance. Cassira was right there, and a bullet in her head would solve a whole lot of problems.
Adam crouched low and watched the blonde woman through his scope, his finger delicately caressing the trigger, savoring the moment.
Inhale. His anticipation surged, muscles humming.
As the crosshairs settled on the space between her eyes, they quickly flicked up, her gaze locking directly on him.
Oh, hello, he greeted her silently, the corner of his mouth tilted.
Exhale.
The sound of approaching footsteps disrupted Adam’s concentration, and he whirled around, coming face-to-face with a boy with ice-blue eyes.
A mixture of relief and excitement washed over him.
Oliver found him. They could finish this now and make it out before any of the Shinies even knew what had happened.
“Put the gun down, Adam,” he said, eyes pleading.
What?
Adam’s gaze dropped to the pistol clutched tightly in Oliver’s unsteady hand, and his heart sank. Oliver didn’t carry a gun. He hated guns.
It was all a lie.
He hesitated, then slowly, reluctantly, lowered the rifle.
This was definitely not how he’d expected Oliver’s rescue to go.
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“This is between you and me, Cassira,” Georgie snarled. 
Where the hell were Flora’s people? Maybe nobody was coming.
“Is it, though?” The woman’s gaze swept past her, a satisfied smirk on her lips as Oliver led Adam to the center of the Great Hall, a gun in his hand and a guilty droop to his posture.
What the hell was he doing?
“I told you to come alone, Georgie.”
Think. Move. Do something! Her limbs wouldn’t respond to her orders.
Oliver took Adam’s rifle and both pistols and slid them across the floor. The clattering of metal on tile snapped Georgie back to herself.
Move!
She swung her fist, the motion clumsy, frenzied. The tattooed man ducked out of the way, and when he lifted the gun again, his face reflected her panic. He hadn’t expected her to fight back. She grabbed his wrist and twisted the weapon free, then turned it on him and pulled the trigger. His body recoiled, eyes wide.
Georgie’s stomach lurched. Oh fuck.
Go!
She turned and stormed toward the stage, gun forward, heart hammering against her rib cage, but Cassira was already behind Jax, knife pressed to his neck. His face smoothed to a cold calm as he closed his eyes.
“Back up,” Georgie ordered through gritted teeth.
The dark-haired Shiny on stage obeyed, but Cassira just smiled. “Go ahead,” she coaxed. “But I imagine I’d still have time to slit his throat. Shall we test it?”
Georgie’s hand trembled, and she pulled in a deep breath, trying to steady it. Where the hell was their backup? She had to buy some time. Improvise.
“Okay. You’re right.” She set the gun on the floor and took a step back. “There. Take it.”
Cassira gave the dark-haired Shiny a look, and he quickly took her place behind Jax. She sheathed the knife and made her way down the steps, heels ticking like a clock.
“I am creating something good here,” she said as she plucked the gun from the ground. “I’m giving these people something to live for, and you keep trying to destroy it. Which is why you cannot be allowed to continue.” She gave Adam an appraising look. “Oliver darling, handle that one for me, will you?”
Georgie stiffened. “No!”
Oliver’s doe eyes snapped up to meet Cassira’s. “But I-He’s unarmed,” he stammered, the words tumbling out in a flood of desperation. “He didn’t hurt anyone. You’ll never see him again. I promise.”
“I’m sorry, darling. They are beyond saving.”
He shook his head wildly, his dark brows drawn together. “You said if I came back, he’d be safe. You promised. I-I did what you asked.”
Her voice rose slightly, hardening around the edges, the change subtle. “You failed to do what I asked. I told you to bring her back, not some soldier.”
Georgie pulled in a sharp breath. Oliver did this? He was the reason Jax was here? The reason they were all here?
“Because of that failure,” Cassira continued, sparing the body on the floor a brief glance, “another good man is dead at her hand. So if you have a problem following orders, I could just kill you both.” She pointed the gun at Oliver.
“No, wait,” Adam blurted. His hand jumped to Oliver’s, bringing the gun up to his own forehead. “You’re not dying for me.”
Oliver blinked hard, the rest of him motionless.
“It’s okay, Oliver. I forgive you.”
The words seemed to shake Oliver awake. He yanked the gun away and stepped protectively in front of Adam. “You’re not going to shoot me,” he told Cassira. “You need me. If you didn’t, I’d already be dead.”
“You’re right,” Cassira replied, her voice honey-sweet again. “I do need you.” She tilted her head and lowered the gun. “I don’t want to hurt you, Oliver. You’re special. But you must understand that their fates have already been decided, and there is nothing I can do.”
Oliver snapped his arm forward and, without missing a beat, pulled the trigger. His eyes went round when the gun responded with a quiet click.
For the first time, Cassira seemed shaken, her calm facade cracking down the middle. Anguish warped into cold resentment as she tucked the pistol away and drew the knife. “I made the mistake of trusting you once,” she said, her words sharpened to a point. “Did you really think I would do it again?”
“I didn't—” Oliver recoiled and threw the gun to the floor like it had burned his hand. He rubbed his palms on his jeans and turned to face Adam. “I'm sorry. I'm so sorry.”
Cassira pressed the edge of the knife to Georgie's throat. “I am trying to save people. Why is that so hard for you both to comprehend?”
“Don’t kid yourself,” Georgie growled, her muscles tensing as the blade pressed harder. “Sparing a few immune and killing everyone else makes you genocidal, not a savior.”
The woman’s eyes darkened. “Want to know a secret?” she asked, leaning in close, her words barely more than a whisper. “There are no immune.”
Georgie’s brow furrowed. “What?”
But before Cassira could respond, a gunshot cut through the silence.
They both flinched, and when the pressure of the knife softened, Georgie’s muscles reacted instinctively, her hands clasping Cassira’s. She twisted the woman’s wrist and plunged the jagged blade deep into her trachea before stumbling back a step, out of her reach.
Cassira’s thin manicured fingers grappled with the knife, her gray eyes wide with shock. As she yanked it free, dark red flowed from the wound. Malacai’s knife dropped to the ground with a deafening clatter, and for a long, drawn-out moment, Cassira stayed there, suspended in place, blood spilling from between her moving lips, her last words silenced by the lacerated windpipe.
So much blood.
Georgie’s stomach churned as she fought to steady her vision, to block out the drip, drip, drip of it hitting the tile floor.
Then, finally, Cassira’s legs buckled beneath her, and she fell.
Swallowing back the sick, Georgie scrambled up the steps to the stage and sank to her knees beside Jax. The dark-haired Shiny lay sprawled on the wooden stage beside him, a hole through his temple. That was the gunshot she heard.
“Are you hurt?” She brushed back Jax’s soft hair, inspecting him diligently.
“I’m fine,” he assured her. “I’m okay.”
Adam pulled a small box from his vest and crouched in front of Jax, and a second later, the handcuffs clicked open.
Jax rubbed his wrists as they climbed to their feet. The relief that surged through her body left her head spinning.
It was over. Cassira was dead. Jax was okay.
She wrapped her arms around the back of his neck and pressed her lips to his, electricity surging through her limbs.
When they separated, reality sank back in. They were still inside the train station, and Cassira’s words were ringing in her head. There are no immune. What the hell did she mean by that? If nobody was immune, how had Georgie survived the injection?
There are no immune.
Georgie studied Jax’s angled face, but the dim green glow in the far corners of the room tugged at her vision, and a sudden realization barreled into her with the force of a freight train.
He wasn’t wearing a mask.
No, no, no. She struggled to pull in a breath, but the pain was too intense.
It didn’t matter if Cassira was gone. She’d already carried out Jax’s death sentence.
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Adam surveyed the shadows of the Great Hall, searching for the source of the gunshot. The daylight was nearly gone. Dim emergency lights lit the space, but even with the warm glow of string lights over the wooden platform, the edges were still dark. 
No sign of movement. No shapes shifting in the shadows.
He hadn’t been sure if Flora would actually hold up her end of the deal, but they were here.
And holy hell were they quiet. He hadn’t heard them come in, and he still couldn’t hear them now.
As he stuffed the lockpick box back in his vest, his eyes slid to the body lying facedown in the center of the Great Hall, blonde hair and dark blood fanned out around her head. He smiled at the sight. With her gone, Oliver might be able to breathe again.
He turned to where Oliver stood at the edge of the giant room, back flattened against the wall. His arms were wrapped around his stomach, his head drooped, dark hair falling over his forehead as he rocked slightly.
Adam took a step toward him, but Hale blew past down the stairs, grabbing the pistol from Cassira’s body as he went. In a breath, he had Oliver pinned against the wall, forearm against his chest.
The growling in the back of Adam’s head rumbled, low and guttural and feral as he raced forward, grabbing his own pistol from the tile floor.
“Back off, Adam,” Hale warned without looking, pressing the gun barrel beneath Oliver’s chin.
Adam slammed to a stop, narrowed eyes glaring.
Move the gun, he urged the soldier silently as his fingers tightened around his own.
“You fucked us over,” Hale snarled.
Oliver squeezed his eyelids shut, tilting his face toward the ceiling, his breathing ragged. “I had to. I couldn’t—”
“You almost got us all killed! Give me one fucking reason I shouldn’t end you right now.”
“Because you won’t walk away from that,” Adam warned.
“Because you’re infected,” Oliver answered at the same moment.
Hale’s anger faltered. “What does that have to do with anything?”
“I-I think”—Oliver squirmed nervously—“I might know how to save you.”
“What the hell are you talking about?” Hale asked.
Oliver replied with a panicked surge of words all packed into one breath. “I watched Cassira hold countless trials using two separate boxes every time, each yielded a different result and those results were invariably consistent.”
“What?” The soldier shook his head, and the gun lowered, just barely. But it was enough.
Adam moved his finger to the trigger with every intention of putting a bullet through Hale’s head, but Georgie was suddenly beside him.
“Put the fucking weapons down,” she snapped. “Both of you.”
Adam gave her a sideways glance. Her arms were folded across her chest, her olive-green jacket splattered with fresh blood and stained with old. Her eyes were heavy with exhaustion, and her body swayed as she struggled to stay upright, but she spoke with a conviction that resonated in her firm voice.
They both dropped their guns to their sides.
“Thank you.” She turned her attention to Oliver. “You think Cassira had two different injections?” When he nodded, her eyes flicked thoughtfully to the side. “So she wasn’t testing for immunity. She was choosing who to poison.”
“Right,” Oliver said.
“But then, how did they live here? How did they survive around the—” Her eyes went wide. “Cassira had a vaccine.”
“Yes.” Oliver rubbed beneath his chin where the barrel had been. “And I think I know where to find it.”
“Good.” A voice behind them. “That’ll save us some time.”
Adam and Hale spun around simultaneously, guns ready.
“Whoa.” Flora’s face was hidden behind a gas mask, only her eyes visible, but Adam recognized her immediately. “You’re welcome.” She motioned to the dead Shiny on the platform.
Another girl, one he’d seen before but couldn’t place, leaned against a large pillar. She wore a hood over her dark hair, jean shorts, and a sleek gas mask with a large shield instead of lenses.
Adam relaxed, but Hale kept his pistol trained on her, his usual scowl deepening.
“At ease, soldier,” Flora said, eyeing him sourly. “We were invited.”
“They’re here to help,” Georgie explained. Hale lowered his gun, his jaw and shoulders still tense.
“Eris and a few others already swept the ground floor.” Flora nodded to the girl. “All clear now.”
“Most of them are on the next level up.” The hooded girl, who Adam assumed was Eris, crossed the room to them, sheathing a sleek hunting knife, her voice feathery. “They aren’t alerted, and we’d like to keep it that way as long as possible.”
“Let’s get out, then,” Georgie said.
“No,” Eris said as she adjusted the strap of her gas mask. “We’re finishing this.”
“You guys go,” Adam told Oliver, absently touching his vest pocket, his muscles buzzing. This wasn’t over yet. Why would he leave? “I’ll stay and help them.”
Eris shook her head. “Uh-uh. If Vaughn’s lap dog is so sure he knows where to find the vaccine, he’s coming too.”
Oliver’s gaze dropped to the floor.
They were looking for the vaccine? Was that why they agreed to this? How long had they known?
“Why are we helping these people?” Hale asked.
“Maybe because we just saved your ass,” Flora barked. “Again, you’re welcome.”
Adam stepped in close to Oliver and brushed the hair off his forehead. “I won’t let anything happen to you. Can you show us where it is?”
Oliver pursed his lips to the side, then sighed. “Okay.”

      [image: image-placeholder]“She never allowed anyone inside her room,” Oliver said, stopping at a plain-looking door. “It has to be here.”
The room was spacious, possibly an office of some sort once. A beautiful canopy bed sat opposite the door, topped with plush champagne-colored blankets. A massive wooden wardrobe with beautiful carvings stood beside it. One wall was lined with photos in beautiful frames. Two young girls with brown hair and porcelain skin made an appearance in most of them, but one in particular caught her eye. Georgie tilted her head, studying it. A handsome man in a tux with neatly parted brown hair stood beside a woman in a long floral dress. Her honey-blonde hair hung in loose waves, and she was smiling. Not the trained, eerily serene smile Georgie had come to expect from Cassira, but a carefree, happy one.
She pried her gaze from the picture and watched Oliver and Flora as they searched the room. Jax stood against the back wall, and Adam hung back by the door with the dark-haired girl. Eris. The one Cassira had ordered her to execute.
Killing me isn’t gonna stop them, Eris had warned.
“Found it.” Oliver pulled two small wooden boxes from the wardrobe and placed them gently on the bed.
Excitement shot through Georgie like lightning.
There was a vaccine. Jax was going to be okay.
“Which box?” Flora asked.
“This one.” When Oliver flipped it open, his face tightened. “There’s not much here.” He lifted a clear syringe carefully between his thumb and forefinger, studying it in the fluorescent light.
Eris pulled a radio receiver from her belt and held it close to the vent of her mask. “We found it, but no sign of the plant. Anyone have eyes on it?”
Georgie frowned. “Plant?”
“It’s here,” a new voice responded over the speaker. “Garden at the mouth of the tunnel. Bringing it back with us.”
Oliver shot Georgie a quick glance, his expression heavy, and she realized with a start that Flora and Eris were going to take the vaccine. She’d just found out it existed, and she was already going to lose it.
She grabbed Jax’s hand as a sinking feeling settled in her gut.
“Hear that, boss?” Eris said into the radio. She nodded to Flora, who snatched the wooden box from the bed and slammed it shut. “We’ve got it. What do we do about the rest of this place?”
A beat of silence, then three words floated through the speaker. “Tear it down.”
A second later, Union Station erupted in gunfire.
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Adam flinched. 
Not just a little jump-scare sort of flinch, either. The quick snap of fear sent him involuntarily to the ground, arms over his head.
The feeling was too intense.
Too sharp.
Too clear.
Unlike anything he’d felt in a long time.
And he hated it.
He snapped out of it almost immediately, already back on his feet before the door closed behind Flora, but the shock of his reaction left him reeling.
Silence filled the room, just for a moment, and then another distant burst of gunfire. He gaped at Oliver, who was crouched against the wall, eyes wide, his beautiful face a patchwork of healing cuts and fading bruises. If they’d wanted any of them dead, Adam wouldn’t have even put up a fight. He said he’d keep Oliver safe.
What was wrong with him?
You’re nothing without—
“Shut up,” he muttered out loud. He gripped his pistol tighter and slammed through the door, but Flora and Eris were already gone with the box.
Let it go, he told himself. Flora had held up her end of the deal. He didn’t care about a stupid vaccine. It made no difference to him. They could keep it. Georgie and Oliver were already vaccinated.
And so was he. Although, he wasn’t sure how.
A hulking man appeared, his bald head painted with thick black tattoos and a bulletproof vest over his shirt. He lifted a large assault rifle, and Adam held his breath, but the man simply flashed a smile and vanished into the shadows.
The distant gunfire tapered off, and Adam let out a long exhale before slipping back through the door.
He needed to slow his thoughts.
Needed to steady his hands.
Hale and Georgie sat on the bed, quietly staring at nothing. Hale was infected. He was going to die, and they were going to blame Oliver. Adam touched the pocket of his vest.
You need to calm down. Just take one. You brought them for a reason.
“No,” he muttered.
Georgie was going to leave and never speak to him again. What if Haven came after Oliver? He couldn’t protect him against a threat like that.
You can’t protect him against anything. You’re useless. Just one.
He shook his head, but the voice was like a chant in his head, steadily growing louder and louder.
Just one just one just one.
He needed to think.
“Stop it.” He pressed his damp forehead to the cool wall. “Just stop!” His voice echoed through the room.
“Adam?” Oliver’s voice was right beside him, quiet and careful. “Are you all right?”
Adam turned and placed a hand on either side of Oliver’s face. “Of course.” He forced a smile. “It’s over. The cult’s gone. You’re free.”
“We have to go after them,” Georgie said. “We have to get it back.”
Hale shook his head. “We’ll never find them.”
“Adam.” Georgie shoved to her feet. “You made a deal to go with these people. You know where they are, right?”
Adam’s smile slipped.
“You what?” Oliver pulled away, and his face blanched.
“No.” He glowered at Georgie, a flicker of anger pushing through the chaos. “I don’t know where they are.”
Now Oliver knew.
What did you expect? That he’d never find out?
No, Adam responded, silently this time. I just—
What was going to happen when the time came for Adam to hold up his end of the deal? He couldn’t really tell them no. Where would that leave Oliver? Where would that leave them? He knew nothing about these people. Why would he agree to this?
His eyes locked on Oliver’s as the realization of what he’d done finally sank in.
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The vaccine was gone.
For a glorious moment, it was there. Right in front of her. This thing she had been searching for, so desperate to find. And now it was just gone. Her entire body buzzed with the need to act, but there was nothing to do. No crazy idea to reach for. She was at a loss.
No, there had to be something. Think, Georgie.
“Please, come sit,” Hale said, his voice and his face both impossibly calm. “You’re making me dizzy.”
She shot him a furious glare. “Uh-uh. Don’t you dare. Don’t fucking do that.”
“What?”
“We’re not giving up. Got it? We’re going to fix this. I just—You can’t—” Her voice cracked, desperation leaking into her words. Pressure built in her head, her muscles tight with anticipation, waiting for her to pick a direction. To make a decision. To stop hesitating. Do something!
In a huff, she grabbed a vase from the bedside table and shouted as she chucked it across the room. It shattered against the wall, the pieces clattering to the ground. She folded forward, her hands on her knees, the room spinning like a carnival ride.
When Georgie’s breathing steadied and the room slowed to a stop, she straightened, surprised to find Oliver in front of her, within arm’s reach. For a fleeting moment, anger burned hot in her stomach, and she thought about reaching out and grabbing him. Shaking him until she felt better. Maybe she could transfer a fraction of her own anguish onto him.
This was his fault.
“I’m sorry,” he whispered, giving her a pained look that he had no right to. Not after everything he’d done. “I—”
“Don’t.” She held a hand out to stop him. Everything she was feeling—the grief, the anger, the fear—all at once, she flipped it around and aimed it in his direction. Weapons sharpened to dangerous points.
Her eyes flicked briefly to Adam.
His wounded expression was enough to ground her. To pacify the rage. She swallowed it back, and when she spoke again, her voice trembled nearly as much as the rest of her. “I can’t, Oliver. I don’t want to hear it.”
He gently grabbed her hand, flipped it, and placed something in her upturned palm. “I don’t expect this to make up for what I did, and I understand if you hate me or want me dead or…” The words trailed off, punctuated by a resigned sigh. “I’m just sorry.”
When he let go, Georgie stared in disbelief at the syringe in her hand.
The vaccine. He’d taken a syringe without Flora noticing. It was the only one left, and he was giving it to her.
Jax was already infected, but if this was anything like the vaccine her mom had been working on, the plant should, in theory, prevent the fungus from growing and spreading. As long as it hadn’t dug itself in yet.
She could still save him.
Oliver hugged his arms around himself. He’d nearly gotten her killed. He was the reason Jax was infected in the first place. He lied, and he screwed them over.
She should hate him. She had every right to hate him. But at that moment, all she could feel was gratitude.
Georgie wrapped her arms around him and squeezed, and his shoulders tensed in response. As she pulled back, his gaze dropped to the ground.
She turned to Jax, the beginnings of a smile on her lips, but his mouth was already set in a stubborn line.
“No.”
Her excitement fizzled. “What the hell do you mean, no?”
“I mean, this is my decision, and there’s no way I’m letting you use that on me.” She opened her mouth to argue, but he didn’t give her the chance. “This is the last of the vaccine, Georgie. The rest of it’s gone, and we’re not getting it back. Take it home.”
“No, we have my mom’s notes, and I have Desmond to help me now. We’ll figure something else out.”
“And what if you can’t? What if the answer isn’t in any notebook? What if this is the only chance we’re gonna get? You can study it. Reverse engineer it or something, right?”
She sank onto the bed beside him, her shoulders slumped. He was right, and she hated it. This wasn’t a guarantee, but it was the only real step forward they’d had in two years.
He put his hand over hers, closing her fingers around the syringe. “You’re going to save the world. Isn’t that what you’ve been working so hard for?”
Was that what she wanted? She’d been so desperate to finish the vaccine because it was the only way she could keep the people she loved safe. But Jax wasn’t safe.
Her eyes slid along his lips, his angled jawline, up to his green eyes. There wasn’t a trace of doubt there as he released her hand. He was sure she’d make the right decision, and just for a second, she wished she could be the person he seemed so confident she was.
She wished she was strong and brave like her dad or selfless like her mom.
But she wasn’t.
She was scared and desperate and broken, and she couldn’t handle losing anyone else.
This time, she could stop it.
Georgie flipped off the cap with her thumb, and before her common sense could catch up, she jabbed the needle into Jax’s arm and smashed down the plunger, releasing the liquid before he had a chance to react. He blinked and yanked away, but it was too late.
The damage was done.
She felt everything they had fracture and shatter as the shock on Jax’s face hardened into anger.
“Jax, I—”
“Just stop.” His voice was taut, like he was fighting not to yell. “How could you do that?”
“What? Save your life?”
“This wasn’t your choice to make. It was mine, and you took it from me. You’re just like the rest of them.”
The word hit hard.
Jax had never compared her to the rest of the Vitals before. Never put that wedge between them. But it was there now, and the pain of it left her breathless.
Her nails dug into her palms. “I did it for you.”
Jax scoffed. “No, you did it for you. Because you’re scared.” As he shot up from the bed, Adam and Oliver both took a step back. “You can’t be bothered to stop for a fucking minute to think about how your decisions affect everyone else. You’re reckless and selfish and I’m done.”
“Fuck you, Jax,” she muttered, and when he stormed out of the room, she let him go, her heart shattering in her chest, his words stinging long after the quiet returned.
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The next few weeks went by in a blur. 
When they made it back to Haven, Georgie told Vega the full story. Or, at least, most of it. She kept the part about Jax’s vaccination to herself. 
Vega was furious they’d brought back a stranger, but only until he discovered Desmond’s affiliation with her mother and the vaccine trials. After that, convincing him to bring the request to the rest of the council was easy. Desmond’s expertise made him an asset.
The other council members had their reservations, but Des had a way with people that Georgie couldn’t explain. He flashed a smile and elegantly stated his case, and by the time they took a vote, it was unanimous. Hell, she was pretty sure the furniture in that room would’ve voted for him to stay if they’d given it the chance.
They had a lot to celebrate—they were all still alive, and the cult was gone. But there was still so much unknown. So much left hanging. So many questions still bouncing around in her head.
It was over, but it didn’t feel over.
Georgie spent most of her time training at the med center with Grayson, happy to have her routine back, the ground solid beneath her feet. But that awful feeling in the pit of her stomach had taken up permanent residence. Always there.
Each day after work, she’d meet Desmond at his lab. If you could even call it a lab. They’d cleared out a portion of an old restaurant across the street from the med center and brought in a dozen planters from the verti-farms at his request. The whole place was dusty and cluttered with supplies meant for the upkeep of the buildings. Paint cans, power tools, scraps of wood. But Des didn’t seem to mind.
Georgie was perched on a countertop, Desmond draped over the one beside her. They’d been lost in a conversation about their favorite movies and the taste of buttered popcorn for the past hour, but suddenly the lab was quiet.
“Does it hurt?” he asked suddenly.
She glanced down at her arm, where her thumb was absently tracing the raised, rope-like lines that formed the rough outline of a diamond-tipped cross. A new nervous habit of hers. It was still healing, but the pain was mostly gone.
The sight of it still made her stomach turn, so she looked away. “No, it’s fine.”
“But it bothers you.”
She frowned and crossed her arms to hide the shape. “Of course it bothers me.”
“You should take pride in your scars,” he said, his voice soft. “They’re proof that you’re stronger than the ones who hurt you. You’re still here, despite it all. You won.”
She breathed a laugh. It sure as hell didn’t feel like she’d won.
Jax hadn’t spoken to her since Union Station. Georgie’s anger had burned quick and hot, cooling just as fast as it had ignited, but as always, Jax held on to his. Let it sit at a low simmer.
After a moment, Desmond’s demeanor shifted, and he shot her a coy sideways glance.
“What?” she asked.
“I’m finished.”
“Yeah, it’s getting late.” Georgie hopped down from the counter. “Same time tomorrow?”
“No, I mean”—his lips curved into a smile that warmed the entire room—“I figured it out.”
She straightened. “I didn’t even know you were close.”
“I wanted to be absolutely sure before I said anything.”
They had a vaccine!
She squealed and flung her arms around him, wrapped up in a flurry of excitement.
Georgie had spent months reading and rereading those notes. She must have gone through her mom’s books a thousand times. She’d lost so much sleep trying to figure out what she was missing. The idea of actually succeeding had felt impossible. So far out of reach.
If you knew how to finish the vaccine, Vega had told her mockingly, I’d throw you a goddamn party.
But Desmond had accomplished it in three weeks. How was that even possible?
She pulled away, the cold of the room sinking back in, along with that feeling in her stomach. Was she envious that he finished it when she couldn’t?
Desmond’s expression dropped. “You look like I just told you your cat’s dying. I thought you’d be happy.”
“I am,” she muttered. Stop being petty, Georgie.
His dark eyes searched hers. “Then what’s going on? What are you thinking?”
She swallowed her pride and flashed an impish grin. “I’m thinking Vega owes us a party.”
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Inside the Campus, the calm silence set Adam on edge, but out here, it felt different. Nobody was watching. He didn’t have to hold the smile in place—a feat that was becoming more straining by the day.
Everyone else had something to keep them busy, while he bounced aimlessly around the courtyards, confined to the boundaries of the Campus. He was barely sleeping, and a few of the nights had gotten so bad that he’d considered breaking into the infirmary just for something to knock him out. But he’d never get away with that, so instead, he’d bribe the door guard with ammo and wander the dark streets, enjoying the brief taste of freedom.
Tonight was one of those nights.
He sat on the rooftop of a low building, only a few blocks away from where Oliver was sleeping soundly in their bed. As the sky transitioned from a blanket of black to a deep, inky bruise, he closed his eyes, listening to the sounds of the first stirring birds. Savoring the sense of calm that seemed harder to find lately.
He used to feel invincible. Now he just felt afraid.
Adam sprang defiantly to his feet and stood with the toes of his boots hanging over the edge of the roof, his eyes scanning the street below.
Nothing has changed, he assured himself, but his body was already fighting against him, warning him. He swayed, exhaustion heavy on his thin frame.
Nothing’s changed.
He took three steps back, squared his shoulders, then ran.
No, wait!
His feet tried to stop, but it was too late.
He pushed off the edge at the last second, barely making it across the small gap and slamming into the edge of the lower building. His fingers clawed at the roof but couldn’t find purchase. It was only a single story, and Adam knew how to land just right to minimize the impact of a fall. But he was tired. His thoughts were sluggish. He hit the ground feet first, and his legs crumpled below him.
Well done, the voice jeered.
“Shut up,” he answered out loud.
Adam limped back to the gate of the Campus as the sun broke over the horizon, his ego more bruised than his ankle. When he made it to their tent, Oliver had BUG propped open, tiny pieces spread across the shelf. Why was he up so early?
Adam hobbled across the room to the bed, trying to hide his limp.
“What happened?” Oliver asked, lifting his gaze from BUG.
Ugh. He plopped down on the bed. “I tripped.”
Oliver turned, his face set in a frown. “Where’d you go?”
“Went for a walk.”
You’re lying to Oliver now?
It wasn’t a lie. A half-truth maybe, but not a lie.
“Where?”
Adam propped his rifle against the mattress, trying to think of a way to answer without lying. Or telling the truth.
“This is the third time this week,” Oliver said. “You’re supposed to stay inside the Campus.”
“How’d you know?”
“You’re not the only one who can bribe a guard.”
Adam wrinkled his nose. He was so sick of being treated like a prisoner. And now Oliver was tracking him? The walls were closing in around him, and he was suffocating.
“We don’t know what those people want with you.” Oliver shoved up from his chair. “What if they come back? What if they take you away?”
“I hope they do!” Adam spat, then snapped his mouth shut. He hadn’t meant to say that out loud.
Pain flashed across Oliver’s face as he sank onto the bed beside him. After a long stretch of silence, he asked, “You want to leave?”
Adam shrugged. “I want us to leave. We could both go.”
“I want nothing to do with them, Adam,” Oliver said. “They’re murderers.”
Adam’s gaze dropped. “So am I.”
“No, you’re not. Not like that.”
Exactly like that, he thought. “It doesn’t matter what I want, anyway. I made a deal.”
“You may have made peace with this, but I haven’t. I won’t.”
“What do you want me to do, Oliver?” he whispered. It was an honest question. A plea for an answer.
“We can find somewhere else. Kye’s been talking to some other settlements. We can go there.”
Adam pulled up his feet, sitting cross-legged as he pivoted to face Oliver. “There’s nowhere that would stand a chance against these people. You saw what they can do.”
Something sparked in Oliver’s eyes, and his head tilted thoughtfully. “The Havens would.”
Adam scoffed. “Yeah, and we know from experience that they’re all about helping.”
“So, what, I’m expected to act like nothing’s wrong and hope for the best? You deserve better than them. You deserve somewhere safe.”
“Honestly, if they were going to hold me to my deal, they would’ve already.” The words evoked a sense of disappointment that took Adam by surprise. After all that, they just didn’t show up. They didn’t want him anymore.
“I just…” Oliver dropped his face into his palms. “I’m the reason you had to ask for their help in the first place. All of this, it’s my fault.”
“I don’t blame you for any of it,” Adam said, grabbing his hands. “I understand why you did it. I’d burn this whole damn city to the ground for you.”
Oliver gave him a sad smile. “I’m not worth the gasoline.”
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“The first thing I’m gonna do is go to the beach.” Dan Ortega kept a firm grip on the ladder as Wren stood on the top rung, draping a strand of bistro lights from a nail in the side of a building. 
Georgie had only been half listening to the conversation. She held the rest of the lights, eyes wandering. The council had loved the idea of a celebration, and everyone had spent the last week planning it. The center of town was lined with tables and speakers, the top of the town hall staircase set as a stage, a microphone in the center. The whole town seemed to hum with excitement.
Only six hours left. Not that she planned on going.
“You mean, like, to the ocean?” Wren asked.
“I just meant Lake Michigan,” Ortega told her. “But yeah, maybe. I’ve never seen the ocean.” He steadied her as she stepped to the ground, and when she turned to face him, he grinned.
“Then let’s go,” she said.
“Think Ciri would like the beach?” Ortega asked, turning to the girl sitting on the sidewalk nearby, drawing with chalk.
“What do you think?” Wren asked the girl, her hands signing. “Do you want to see the ocean?”
Ciri’s eyes gleamed, and she signed something back.
Wren gave Ortega a casual shrug. “She’s down.”
“It’s a date.” Ortega pulled Wren close, his arms around her waist, and kissed her gently on the forehead. “We’ll go after I help with the resettling.”
Georgie set the lights down on a table. “What’s resettling?”
“The end goal,” Ortega said, lifting the ladder and moving it across the street. “When it’s safe to go back outside, our mission changes. We’re planning to set up a safe zone in the city and soon we’ll start gathering survivors. Start rebuilding little by little. Someday, a hundred years from now, it’ll be right there in the history books. And we get to be part of that.”
“Ortega,” someone called. “Move your ass. We’re late.”
Banks stood, arms folded, on the opposite side of the street. He gave Georgie a slight nod, and she may have imagined it, but she could’ve sworn a smile flickered briefly on his face.
“But for now,” Ortega said with a wide, childlike grin, “we get to drive a Humvee.”
“Where are you going?” Georgie asked. She was surprised their vehicles were running, and even more surprised that the council agreed to let someone use one.
“To pick up our guest.”
She frowned. “What? Who?”
“Adam,” he answered. “I thought Vega would’ve told you.”
A rush of excitement flooded through her. Adam was coming to the party? Vega was letting in another outsider? That was huge! “The council agreed to this? Why?”
“A thank-you, I guess.” He shrugged. “It was Desmond’s idea.”
She beamed. Of course it was. She’d mentioned to him more than once how she hoped to visit the Campus soon. How she’d been worrying about Adam. And he just, what, walked up to the council and convinced them?
Was there anything he couldn’t get people to agree to? It was like a superpower.
They finished setting up by four, and before heading home, she stopped by the lab. Desmond was caught up in something, his brow furrowed as he flipped through a notebook. He didn’t seem to notice she was there until the door latched shut behind her.
She leaned against the wall as he looked up from the book. “Thank you.”
“You’re very welcome.” He raised an eyebrow. “Now, what exactly did I do?”
“Things are finally going right, and I have you to thank for all of it.”
Georgie kept having to remind herself that it was real. Her cynical mind kept fighting against the idea, finding tiny flaws in the fabric, even now.
Desmond closed the notebook and crossed the room to her, accompanied by the scent of damp soil and sweet flowers. The same comforting aroma as her apartment in the city.
“Then why do you still look so troubled?” he asked, gently touching the spot between her eyebrows.
She forced her face to soften, wishing she could escape the buzzing of her anxious thoughts, but something pricked relentlessly at the back of her mind.
Why couldn’t she just enjoy this?
Georgie searched his eyes, unable to ignore the nagging feeling that something was off. All of this, it felt too good to be true.
Desmond tilted his head curiously. “If there’s something you’d like to know, Georgie, just ask.”
Her eyes swept the cluttered room, trailing over the rows of planters, remembering the sketches in her mom’s notes.
“The vaccine’s made from a plant, right?”
“Right,” he answered. “One bred specifically to inhibit fungal DNA synthesis without being toxic to the host. A highly difficult balance to maintain.”
“So, which of these is it?”
His brow creased. “Which of what?”
“Which plant? Why couldn’t I find the specifics in any of the notebooks? How did you find what I missed a thousand times?”
His jaw tightened, a shadow passing over his face. “I helped create it the first time,” he said, his words slow and measured. “I knew what I was looking for.” For a long moment, his unwavering gaze held hers, then, abruptly, his mouth curved into that bright smile. “Come to the celebration with me.”
Warmth swept across her cheeks. “Des,” she started warily, her thoughts turning to Jax.
“As a friend. Nothing more.”
“Why would you want to go with me?” He was handsome and undeniably charming. Georgie knew he could’ve found an actual date if he tried.
“I enjoy your company,” he said, “and would like it very much if you’d accompany me to our party.”
“Your party,” she corrected him.
“Is that a yes, then?”
“I…” She chuckled softly. “Yeah, all right.”
His smile widened. “Brilliant.”
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The walls soared above Adam’s head, two manned guard towers flanking the entrance. The soldiers closed the gate behind them, and he grimaced at the sound of metal grating against metal as four locks slid into place.
When Kye had told him he’d been invited to a party, Adam thought it was a joke.
Oliver had nearly fallen out of his chair.
Adam had only agreed to go because Oliver was going, too. But at the last minute, something came up. An issue with the water purifiers. Oliver was the only person who could fix it.
“You should go enjoy,” Oliver had told him.
“I don’t want to go without you.”
“How often do you get to see inside a Haven? Plus, Georgie will be there. I know you’re dying to see her again.”
Adam gave him an indifferent shrug, but Oliver was right. He missed her.
“It’s only one night, and curiosity has to be getting to you. Go. See what it’s like. Bring BUG so I can see it too.”
Adam was already regretting the decision. He felt so out of place here.
“Arm,” a bearded soldier ordered, and Adam gave him a long, silent look.
“It’s a blood test,” Ortega explained as the other soldier pressed a device against his forearm. “Kinda like you have at the Campus. But a bit faster.” The device pricked the skin, drawing blood, then beeped.
“Clean,” the soldier said, replacing the needle with a fresh one. He turned to Adam again. “Arm.”
Adam obliged begrudgingly. A quick pinch, and then a beep.
“Clean.”
“Come on,” Ortega said, heading away from the gate. “I’ll show you around.”
There were no twenty-story electrified walls like the crazy tales he’d heard. No gold-lined mansions. But it was still extravagant. The houses were pristine, the people clean and primped, their gowns and suits hidden beneath fancy coats. A woman draped in fur was setting the tables with enormous platters.
How much food did they need for one party?
Resentment bubbled up just beneath the surface, and he had to take a deep breath to keep it from reaching his face.
Adam had once watched someone get their head bashed in over a can of peas. Watched others trap and cook pigeons and rats.
The first time he’d killed someone, it was over food.
Each day after he’d lost his sister, the city grew quieter. He remembered being amazed at what he could pick out in that level of silence. The sound of rats was the worst. The constant scratching. He’d never noticed them before.
They were everywhere. In the streets. In the walls.
One day, he was searching a shop, his stomach painfully empty, when he picked out the familiar scratching in the wall.
He followed the sound, wondering if he could catch one to eat, but when he opened the secret hatch, he found a loaded shotgun and somewhere near a hundred cans of food. He used his knife to pry open a can and downed it in one go, but as he was opening a second, a man entered the store.
“Son of a bitch,” the man growled.
Adam managed to avoid the first gunshot, but the second grazed his arm. He stumbled to the ground, fumbling with the shotgun, then fired into the man’s chest.
The mess it left at that range was grisly, and Adam immediately threw up all the food he’d just eaten.
And here were the Havens with their giant feasts and guard towers, pretending everything was okay.
He shook away the urge to smash every one of those fancy platters over their heads.
“Adam!”
The anger in his chest softened at the sound of Georgie’s voice.
She looked so different. Her copper hair was clean and wavy, her lips painted a deep burgundy, the same color as the dress beneath her long black coat.
“Is this how you guys dress every day?”
“Nah,” she replied with a playful smile. “This is a casual day. You should see when we get dressed up.”
He grinned, then wrapped his arms around her. She squeezed him back, and he was suddenly glad he came.
“Where’s Oliver? I figured he’d be here too.”
“He couldn’t come. Oh, that reminds me!” Adam detached the cube from his belt loop and pushed the button.
A second later, Oliver’s voice came through the tiny speaker. “Can you hear me?” he asked.
“I hear you,” Adam replied. “Is the video working? It’s getting dark out.”
“It’s working.”
Adam held BUG up, sweeping the camera over the street around him. “Not bad, right?”
At that moment, hundreds of string lights came alive, illuminating the street in a warm glow.
“Whoa,” Oliver breathed, and Adam wished he could see the look on his face.
He pointed the camera at the tables. “What about this?”
“Are—are those all for food?”
“They went a little overboard,” Georgie admitted.
“Oh, hi, Georgie,” Oliver said.
Adam turned the camera to her, and she waved. “Hi, Oliver.”
“So, as you can see,” Adam said, the camera now on himself, “it’s just awful here, and I’m going to suffer terribly through the next twelve hours.”
“I’m so sorry you have to go through that.” Oliver laughed, but there was a level of sadness to it.
“I’ve gotta go talk to Jax about something,” Georgie said with a quick smile. “Meet me in front of the butcher shop when the party starts, okay?”
He nodded, and after she left, Adam turned to Ortega. “Mind if I explore a bit on my own?”
“Of course. I’ll be around if you need anything.”
Adam kept BUG in his hand as he walked the streets. Oliver seemed genuinely impressed by it all, but it just put Adam on edge.
“I wish you could stay there,” Oliver told him after they’d been walking a while.
“Why?” Adam couldn’t wait to get away from this place.
A beat of silence. “Never mind. Hey, Kye needs my help. I’ll call back in a bit.”
BUG powered down, and Adam clipped it to his belt loop. “Okay, sure,” he mumbled.
What now?
For a long time, he wandered the streets, taking note of everything he wanted to show Oliver when he called back: A glass building filled to the ceiling with plants, a little shop with random trinkets from before the collapse.
A man in a stuffy formal military suit joined him as he stared through the front window of a woodshop.
“Adam, right?”
Adam tensed, his first instinct to reach for his pistol, which, of course, they’d taken when he first got here.
“I’m Lieutenant Vega.” The man turned to face Adam, his low eyebrows hovering just above his wide-set eyes. “The council would like to speak with you a moment before the party.” He added a tight smile.
The name from Georgie’s radio call.
“Why?” Adam asked with a frown, studying him through slitted eyes.
“To thank you.”
Adam’s frown deepened. That seemed unlikely.
He took a second to plot a route back to the front gate—just in case—before following the man up a wide staircase into a brown brick building.
He didn’t trust these people for a second.
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Georgie gnawed on her thumbnail as she followed the road toward the edge of town. 
What are you doing? Stop overthinking this. You’re being ridiculous.
That feeling in the pit of her stomach was still there. Relentless. Nagging. Tugging. Poking.
Something felt off. Something didn’t add up.
She kept trying to convince herself that it was nothing. That it was just her anxiety getting the best of her. She should be excited. Why wasn’t she excited?
What was she going to tell Jax that wouldn’t make her sound completely insane? Would he even give her a chance to speak?
She stopped in front of the small house, took a deep breath, and knocked. When Jax opened the door dressed in his fatigues, his face tightened, and she almost chickened out.
“What do you need, Georgie?”
“I—” She hesitated. The ground between them felt like thin ice, like if she moved too quickly or said the wrong thing, it would crack beneath her feet. He folded his arms, his eyes avoiding hers. Say something before he shuts the door. “I know you don’t want to talk to me, and that’s fine. Right now, I just need you to listen.”
His expression softened, his gaze finally meeting hers. “What’s wrong?”
“Probably nothing,” she said with a quick shake of her head. “But maybe something. I don’t know.” When he wrinkled his nose, she went on. “I have this terrible feeling, and I just need to know that if something happens, you’ll be ready, okay? That’s all.”
“Ready for what?”
“I don’t know yet. I just need you to trust me.”
He gave her a measured nod, his head barely moving. “Okay. I’ll let Banks and Ortega know to keep an eye out.”
Georgie turned and left without another word, still afraid she was going to fall through the ice at any moment.
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Vega took a seat at a large table in the center of the massive wood-paneled room, and Adam flinched at the sound of chairs scraping as the other four settled in beside him.
“Mr. Kulyk.” A man with a pointed nose and salt-and-pepper hair waved a hand to a chair across from them. “Please, have a seat. We won’t keep you long.”
“No, I’m good,” Adam replied, folding his arms.
The man’s lips tightened, but he continued without objection. “I’m Syrus Nazeri.” He motioned to the others. “This is Katerina Miller, Armando Reyes, Sharon Green, and I believe you’ve already met Lieutenant Kian Vega. We make up the council here at the Illinois Haven.”
Adam stared at him without a word. They were all in formalwear, their hair pressed and pinned and curled and gelled.
Ridiculous.
“Right.” The man’s patience faltered, the irritation clear in his voice. “Straight to it, then. We are formally offering you a spot here at—”
“No,” Adam interrupted.
Vega kept a straight face, but the other four gaped at him like he just set fire to the room. Adam gave them a bright smile, pleased with the reaction.
“We don’t usually extend this offer,” Vega said. “Maybe take the night to think about it.”
“No,” Adam said again, then turned on his heel and stormed back out of the town hall into the dim twilight.
Vega caught up as he made it to the edge of the staircase, where they’d set up a line of chairs and a microphone stand.
“Hold on, kid.”
Adam spun to face him. “Why?” he snapped. “Why would you offer me a spot? What’s the catch? What do you get from it?”
“There’s no catch,” Vega said. “It would just mean a lot to a couple of our residents.”
He scoffed. “Your help would've meant a lot to them when they were facing an entire cult alone, but nobody here gave a damn. So I’ll ask you again.” His face darkened. “Why?”
Vega sighed. “Okay. I’m gonna be straight with you. We did agree to let you come for the day because we owe Georgie and Desmond for this vaccine.” He lowered his voice. “But we asked you to stay because we’d like to run some tests to see what’s causing your immunity.”
“A vaccine,” he lied. “Same as Georgie.”
“But you were never vaccinated.”
Adam’s shoulders stiffened. How did he know that?
Only Oliver knew that.
His eyes fanned over the crowd gathering in the town center, searching for the quickest way through, catching on a brown-haired soldier with a familiar scowl watching from the bottom of the steps.
Was Hale in on this?
“You’ll have it good here,” the man continued. “Food, security, a future. And you're gonna help us save humanity.”
What has humanity ever done for me? Adam thought bitterly. “I’m leaving.”
“No, you’re not,” Vega said, his tone still friendly and composed. “We have a vaccine, but it’s just a Band-Aid. Once the fungus mutates—which sooner or later, it will—we could be starting from scratch. But if we figure out what makes you immune, we won’t have to. The Haven in Indiana has already agreed to help with the tests.”
More people who want to use you. What a surprise.
Adam shook his head. “You can’t keep me here.”
“I hope you’ll realize that this is a good thing for all of us. Yourself included.” The man scrubbed a hand over his mouth. “We can’t risk anything happening to you, so as of now, you’re under the protection of the US military. I’ve already updated our soldiers. We’ll start your blood work as soon as Indiana sends their immunologist. Go enjoy the party.”
You're trapped. Again.
Vega retreated back inside, and Adam charged down the stairs into the growing crowd, flinching away as a man in a heavy wool coat brushed past him. Don’t touch me. There were too many people here. He had to get out.
Hale followed. “Adam, wait.”
Run. Get out.
He started down the road that would take him to the main gate, but Oliver’s face flashed in his mind. What about the promise he'd made? To protect him, no matter what. A few blood tests were a small price to pay to keep him safe.
Get out. You're trapped. Get out, get out, get out.
Adam stopped in his tracks and spun around, nearly colliding with Hale. “If I agreed to stay, would they let Oliver in too?”
Hale was quiet a moment, then shook his head. “Desmond and Vega put up a hell of a fight to convince the rest of the council to let you in, and that was when you were just staying for a night. They’d never agree to another.”
“But they invited Oliver.”
“No, they invited you.”
“But he said…” Adam’s hand landed on BUG. Oliver had lied to him. He was never planning on coming.
Hale’s gaze slid up the staircase. “Listen, I know you don’t wanna stay—”
“I’m not staying,” Adam interrupted. “You going to threaten to shoot me again?”
“I really wish people would let me finish my damn sentences. I was going to tell you that there’s another way out.”
Adam raised his eyebrows. “Why would you help me leave?”
“We already have a vaccine,” Hale replied. “Besides, I know how it feels, not having authority over your own choices.” With his eyes fixed on the staircase, the soldier quickly gave him directions to another exit. “From what I’ve heard, you can handle picking a lock. This one shouldn’t be an issue.”
Adam gave him a grateful smile, and as the music started—something classical, drifting lazily from large speakers—guilt tugged at him. “Tell Georgie I’m sorry I missed the party.”
A ghost of a smile crossed Hale’s lips. “I will.”
On his way down the street, Adam pulled BUG from his belt loop. He had to update Oliver. Tell him he was coming back early. A green light on the side of the cube caught his attention, a button he’d never noticed before. He cocked his head, waiting for it to stop, but it kept blinking steadily.
Curiosity getting the best of him, he pushed the tiny button, and Oliver’s voice floated through the speaker.
“Adam, I’m not brave enough to say any of this to you,” he started, an unsettling heaviness to his tone, “so like the coward I am, I recorded it. I’m sorry. You deserve better than that.”
Adam stopped and stared at the cube.
“My whole life, I’ve been a burden to everyone I love. I’m the reason my parents and my brother are dead. I’m the reason you made that deal. I can’t be the reason you miss this opportunity.” A beat of silence. “I know what they’re going to ask you at Haven, and I know you’re going to want to say no. But I need you to tell them yes. It’s the only place that can guarantee your safety. You won’t have to worry about those people finding you. You could be happy.”
His stomach dropped, the blood draining from his face.
Oliver wanted him to stay here? He shook his head as if he could argue with a recording, but the voice continued.
“But I know you won’t listen. You feel obligated to protect me, and that’s not fair to you. So I’m leaving. Actually, by now, I’m already gone. Don’t worry, I’ll be fine. I have somewhere to go. And just in case you still feel like tracking me down…” He blew out a long breath, and the words that followed were cold and detached. “I contacted Haven. I told them you’re immune. I’m the reason they’re asking you to stay. What we had, it’s over. Just stay at Haven, okay? I don’t want you to follow me. Goodbye, Adam.”
All at once, Adam’s entire world fractured, pieces breaking off into jagged shards. He let out a ragged sob, fighting to stay upright as the ground sank beneath him.
He was such an idiot for believing he could finally be happy. He was never meant to be happy.
Hope was even more dangerous than people. You could survive a lifetime of horrible people. Adam had. But the higher hope builds you up, the more painful the impact when you inevitably fall.
You knew he'd leave. You knew, and still you let yourself believe.
He should’ve kept his feet on the ground.
What we had, it’s over. Oliver’s words carved through him, cutting away pieces until there was nothing left but a raw, bloody shell. I don’t want you to follow me.
He clung to the cube, the metal edges biting into his palms through the gloves. Grief and anger collided, erupting in a scream that ricocheted off the dark houses as he hurled BUG down the empty street.
When his throat was raw from the effort, he turned and bolted toward the exit.
No. It wasn't over. It couldn't be.
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The town center was abuzz, laughter and conversation mingling with the soft music. Georgie stood at the edge of the crowd, sipping her wine and watching. The October air carried a distinct chill, yet nobody seemed to acknowledge its bite. 
Desmond stood beside her, leaning against the brick wall of a building.
“Dance with me,” he said suddenly, his voice smooth as glass.
Georgie met his gaze, and her face flushed with heat. “I’m a terrible dancer.”
“Well, I’m not.” He buttoned his tan tweed jacket, gently took her wineglass and set it on a table, then held out his hand. “So, I guess I’ll lead.”
It felt wrong to leave his hand lingering there, empty, so she placed hers on top, her pulse accelerating as he drew her close.
“I have a gift for you,” he said, his cheek almost grazing hers. “To celebrate all that we’ve accomplished together.”
“What is it?” she asked, her curiosity piqued.
“After our dance.” He spun her slowly, gracefully, out to arm’s length. When he pulled her back against him, his arm cinched tightly around her waist, one hand still holding hers, their fingers intertwined.
She spared a quick glance back at the tables. Adam was supposed to meet her before the party, but he never showed. Where was he?
“This place really is incredible,” Des said as they swayed. “I struggled for so long out there.”
Georgie didn’t know how to respond. Given everything that both he and Adam had endured, this party must seem pretty tactless.
“The worst part is,” he continued, “I realized the truth about the vaccine’s failure during those initial months, way back at the beginning. I knew how to rectify it, and it was sitting there in that lab, agonizingly inaccessible.”
She frowned. “Why didn’t you tell someone?”
“Oh, I did. I swallowed my pride and came here, hoping to get the code. I explained what I’d found. Even added a pretty to my please. But they didn’t believe me. When I refused to leave, they beat me half to death and told me if I came back, they’d bury me.”
Georgie’s eyes went round. Nobody had mentioned any of this when she brought him here. How could none of them remember?
She felt sick, but Des kept his firm grip around her waist, still leading her in a slow, elegant dance. The warm, gentle glow of the string lights highlighted his unreadable expression.
They were at the far back of the town center now, behind the crowd as the council made its way to the top of the wide staircase. The music tapered off until there was nothing but soft chatter around them.
“But you said you checked the lab.” Georgie shook her head as they slowed to a stop. “How’d you get inside?”
He let go then and took a slow step back, pulling a small leather-bound notebook from the inside of his jacket. “Your gift.”
Her gaze caught on Desmond’s, his eyes bitter black coffee. Something in them raised goosebumps on her arms, a silent warning echoing in her mind. Run.
Georgie warily took the notebook and flipped it open. She’d never seen this one, but she recognized her mom’s handwriting and sketches instantly.
“Where’d you get this?”
“I did come back,” he explained, lowering his voice. “And I brought some new friends. Turns out, when you turn your back on people’s suffering, they tend to want to put a knife in it.”
She shook her head. “I don’t…” The words trailed off.
“Come on, love,” he crooned. “You’re almost there.”
Everything about the tone, the words, tugged at her mind, pulling forward an abrupt memory. The same as usual, only clearer.
A storage building lined with bodies.
Her mom on the ground, chin lifted stubbornly.
A man with dark hair bracketed by three others.
Really, love. The man gestured to the bodies on the ground. Have I not demonstrated how serious I am?
Fear fell over her mom’s features when she noticed Georgie in the doorway. Okay, you can have it. Nobody else needs to get hurt.
She scrawled something on the inside cover of a small leather-bound notebook.
A jolt of panic shot through Georgie now as she flipped to the dog-eared page and read the string of numbers, her pulse pounding in her ears.
A key code.
She pulled in a sharp breath, her eyes blazing as they locked on his.
He raised an eyebrow and flashed a wolfish smile. “Attagirl.”
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Georgie lunged forward in a fury, ready to tear Desmond apart, but someone grabbed her wrist and yanked her back, a hand muffling the string of curse words that poured from her mouth. 
“I would strongly discourage making a scene,” Desmond said. “For your soldier’s sake.”
She followed his gaze as it slid to the side. Jax stood sentinel with his rifle at the ready, his stance rigid as he surveyed the crowd, completely unaware of the wiry man hovering behind him, knife in hand.
Georgie’s eyes snapped back to Desmond.
“Do we have an understanding?” he asked.
Vega’s deep voice boomed from the speakers as he gave his speech at the top of the staircase. The words blurred into the background as anger burned her cheeks.
She nodded once, and the hand fell away from her mouth.
“Were you even working on the vaccine?”
“Why would I do that?” Desmond’s eyebrows pulled up at the center. “I already have my vaccine. And my plant. And they’re far away from here.”
“You said—”
“I lied,” he said coolly. “Do try to keep up.” He adjusted the collar of his jacket, ignoring her scathing glare. “It’s funny, when I saw you in the camera feed from the lab, I actually thought I’d seen a ghost.” His eyes brightened. “When I realized you weren’t Elaina, I saw an opportunity I couldn’t pass up. You were my key. My way into this place. But Cassira almost stole that from me, too. On two separate occasions, actually. Quite the thorn in my side, that woman. Luckily, your mess was a perfect distraction. Wasn’t it, Flora?”
“It was,” the girl’s voice answered from behind her.
Why was Flora here? How did she get inside?
“You saved your soldier,” Desmond continued. “I secured my way into Haven, took back what was mine from Cassira, and made a deal with a very valuable asset. It was a win for everyone.”
“Asset?”
He seemed amused at the question, like he was surprised she hadn’t figured it out. “A certain talented sniper.”
Desmond was one of the people trying to recruit Adam. The ones who wiped out the cult like it was nothing.
And she’d brought him here.
Vouched for him.
Did Adam know about this? About Desmond?
Was he…? She pushed the thought away. Adam would never do that. He was a good person.
Then again, she’d thought the same thing about Desmond.
“I trusted you,” she whispered.
“Funny,” he said with a grin. “So did Elaina.”
She surged forward again, but Flora held her tight, fingers digging into her wrists.
“I thought we had an understanding, Georgie.” He looked at Jax again, and she stilled. “Just like your mother. Always so busy trying to be a hero, you ignore everything around you.”
“What do you want? You already have the plant. Why are you even here?”
He looked genuinely affronted. “I’m the guest of honor. I can’t miss my own party. It’d be rude.”
The crowd swelled with applause, faces turning back toward them as Desmond arched a brow and shrugged. He took two steps backwards, then whirled around and moved fluidly through the crowd, sparing her one last glance before climbing the staircase.
“Desmond Emery,” Vega said, his words bouncing off the walls of the buildings, “as a gesture of appreciation for your diligence in developing this vaccine, we would like to formally offer you a permanent spot here at the Illinois Haven. We were lucky to have found you.”
“Let me go, Flora,” Georgie said under her breath.
“Pay attention,” she replied. “You don’t wanna miss this.”
Desmond took the microphone from Vega’s hand and flashed a smile. “You really don’t remember me, do you?” He glanced back at the rest of the council. “Anybody? No?”
None of them replied.
“A little offended,” he said with a quick shrug, “but that’s okay. We’re celebrating, right? And hey, look at this spread.” Desmond gestured to the tables lined with food. “The Havens definitely know how to throw a party, but I guess that’s not surprising, considering you’re a greedy, insatiable drove.”
A murmur traveled through the crowd, and Vega tensed, brow furrowed.
“Oh, don’t take offense, Lieutenant. I was supposed to be greedy and insatiable too. But some prat’s kid aged out of her reserved spot—administrative age bracket bullshit. Mummy and Daddy had to pull some strings at the last minute, and I lost my spot.” He cupped his hand melodramatically over his heart. “That hurt my feelings.”
Four armed strangers stepped in close behind the council.
Desmond tilted his head, his expression darkening as he lifted his gaze to Georgie. “Your bloodline is your only value. You didn’t deserve any of this. I could’ve made a difference.” He dismissed the thought with a wave of his hand, his lighthearted demeanor returning. “But that’s all in the past. I’m here now.”
He pulled something from beneath his coat, then gracefully spread his arms like a maestro poised for the grand finale. A glint of metal as a switchblade flicked open in his outstretched hand, his other bringing the mic back to his mouth. “And we’re going to have a fantastic night.” He flipped the thin knife once in the air, caught it by the handle, then spun and drove it into Vega’s neck before anyone realized what was happening.
Desmond yanked the knife back out, and screams erupted as Vega crumpled.
Three soldiers stormed toward the staircase, guns drawn, but they stopped short as the strangers each grabbed a council member, knives pressed against their necks.
Georgie searched the crowd, surprised to find they were the only soldiers in sight. The rest were gone. Including Jax.
Desmond looked down at his jacket, now splattered with red, and frowned. “Well, that’s unpleasant. Do you know how difficult blood is to get out of tweed?” He closed and pocketed the knife, and when he looked up, the smile was back. “Watch closely, Little Wicks. This is the best part.”
He gave Georgie a wink and tossed the microphone into the crowd.
Then everything happened in the span of a breath.
A rattling burst of gunfire seemed to echo from every direction, cutting down first the soldiers and then the crowd as they scattered in a frenzied panic.
In a single fluid motion, the strangers sliced open the throats of every council member and let them drop onto the stage.
Her eyes searched the crowd for Jax. Where was he? Where were the other soldiers?
Boom boom boom.
Three explosions, one right after the other.
The air filled with distant shouting and the acrid scent of gunpowder.
“No!” Georgie sobbed as she thrashed against Flora’s grip, breath pluming in front of her, tears spilling down her face.
Flora moved in closer behind her. “Be patient. Wait y—” 
The words cut off as Georgie slammed the back of her head into Flora’s face. As her hands fell away, Georgie spun and kicked her hard in the stomach. The force of it sent Flora to her hands and knees, gasping.
Georgie turned back to the stairs.
Desmond was gone.
Her gaze cut over the bodies strewn across the ground, limbs splayed, clothes a mess of blood and gore. The sounds around her faded to a hum, the world narrowing to a pin’s head.
Oh god.
She heard her name, the sound distant and hollow. Her muscles wouldn’t respond. She couldn’t move. 
“Georgie,” the voice called again. Someone grabbed her arms, shaking her gently at first. Then harder. “Georgie!”
Finally, everything snapped back into crisp focus. Jax stood in front of her, his face tight with concern.
“We need…” She blinked hard, her head spinning.
What did they need?
The vaccine. Desmond could lead her to the plant. She could follow him. Figure out where they were keeping it.
Georgie looked back at the bodies—the people she’d lived with for the past two years. No. Screw the plant. Screw the vaccine.
There were still people alive. There had to be. And all that mattered right now was getting them to safety.
“Georgie,” Jax said again. “Are you hurt?”
“No, I’m okay.” She peered back at Flora, who was climbing unsteadily to her feet. 
When Jax lifted his rifle, the girl ran. 
Georgie grabbed his arm before he could follow. “Don’t. We have to get everyone out.”
“Okay, come on.”
“No. If we split up, we can cover more ground.”
His brow creased, but his expression quickly changed to resignation. “Banks and Ortega were ready, thanks to your warning. They’re already taking survivors to the side entrance.” He pulled his pistol from his holster, hesitating a moment before passing it to her.
“There’s a farm down the street with a red barn out back,” she said, remembering that first day outside the walls. “Tell everyone to head there.”
He nodded. “Stay hidden. Search the houses on your street only. When you get to the end, get out.” Jax wrapped her in a tight hug, then pressed his forehead to hers. “Be careful.”
“You too.”
And then they were running in opposite directions.
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The side entrance was right where Hale said it would be. Adam was so eager to leave this awful place. 
He crouched down and pulled the lockpick box from his vest.
“Don’t disappear on me, Oliver.”
He told you he wouldn’t be there, the voice reminded him.
“I still have to try,” he answered aloud.
Why are you going after him?
He betrayed you. Sold you out.
Adam shook his head. “I don’t—” He jumped as the rattle of automatic gunfire sliced through the still night air. In a breath, he was on his feet, reaching for his rifle, but of course, it wasn’t there.
He turned back to the door. Whatever that was, they could handle it. He had to go.
Georgie's in there.
“She's fine.”
She's probably dead.
You have nobody. You're alone.
A series of blasts erupted through the town, shaking the ground beneath his boots.
What the hell was happening?
When he looked back toward the town, Banks and Ortega appeared around the side of a house, leading a handful of people in his direction.
“Here,” Banks called, tossing Adam a key ring. “The round one. Get them outside. I’ve gotta go back.”
“What’s going on?” Adam asked, but they were already running the other direction.
He unlocked the door, and the group hurried outside.
He should go, too. He had to find Oliver.
Oliver's already gone. He doesn't want you.
More gunshots cut through the quiet.
Ugh.
Adam left the keys in the lock and bolted back toward the party.
When he made it to the center of town, he stopped and scanned the bodies spread across the wide street.
No Georgie.
The metallic scent of blood hung heavy in the air, tinged with the inviting smell of whatever they had roasting for dinner. Down the road, four armed figures mowed down a group of fleeing survivors with ruthless efficiency, cutting their screams short.
Adam ignored them and kept moving.
Please be okay.
Finally, he caught a flash of copper hair vanishing into a dimly lit house. He hurried to catch up, but when he reached the front yard, a soldier with sandy hair blocked his path.
“Move,” Adam ordered.
The soldier lifted his rifle. “What are you doing?”
“I just need t—” Adam flinched as the sound of gunfire cut him off.
The soldier staggered back, his eyes wide as blood seeped through his shirt.
Adam spun to face a man the size of a bus in a bulletproof vest. He’d seen the man before. At Union Station. One of Flora’s people.
How did they get in? Why were they here?
Why were they attacking Haven?
Adam held his breath as he stared down the barrel of the massive assault rifle, waiting for the next burst of bullets, but like last time, the tank of a man just grinned and walked away. 
Holy hell.
He exhaled sharply, adrenaline sparking through his nerves.
The soldier sank to the grass and propped himself up against the side of the house, his face twisted in pain. His wrist glinted in the streetlight as he grasped his wounded chest.
Adam perked up. Finally!
After a quick survey of the street, he crouched and turned the soldier’s hand over to release the strap of the watch.
“Thanks, soldier.” Adam latched the watch around his own wrist, his bare fingers now slick with blood. He wiped them on his jeans and grabbed the rifle from the guy’s lap.
“Adam?”
Adam pushed to his feet and met Georgie with a bright smile.
She was okay.
Her gaze dropped to the soldier.
“Oh, shit, Caleb.” She knelt to check his pulse, and when she looked back at Adam, eyeing the rifle in his bloodstained hands, her face hardened. “You were part of this.”
The accusation struck like a knife to his already hollowed chest, knocking the grin off his face.
“No, I—”
“That’s why you disappeared.” Her features contorted as she drew her pistol and let it rest against her leg. “Put the gun down, Adam.”
He set the rifle on the ground.
“Go,” she growled, moving her finger to the trigger. “Before my common sense kicks in and I shoot you where you stand.”
Did you actually believe she cared about you?
His breath caught, the knife in his chest twisting.
She was pretending because you were useful.
They were all pretending.
Adam took a step back, returning her scowl before he turned and walked away without a word.
No use arguing when she was already so sure he was a monster.
Hell, maybe she was right. Maybe he was.
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Warm light still flooded from a handful of houses, but the town was getting quieter with each passing minute. The shouting had stopped, and now, if there was anyone left, they had enough sense to stay hidden. 
Georgie edged along the structures, sticking to the shadows and ducking inside each house. A quick sweep, then on to the next. She was losing hope that she’d find anyone.
Most of Haven had been at the party.
The sting of Desmond and Adam’s betrayal lingered, but a toxic concoction of dread and panic was slowly taking over. She had to fight with everything she had just to keep moving.
Georgie passed the military base along the wall, the air filled with the lingering smell of smoke. Her dad's tent had been reduced to a broken frame and scorched fabric. Small fires dotted the base, some still flickering, others already faded to hot embers.
At least one explosion had gone off here. How many soldiers had been inside the tents? Most of them had vanished from the party right before the chaos began. Were they all here?
Distant staccato gunfire tore through the silence, and without warning, the fear she'd been outrunning finally caught up. Her heart hammered in her chest, her throat suddenly dry. She pressed a hand to her mouth, the cold of her fingers a stark contrast to the heat of her flushed face.
She had to go. She had to get out.
Run!
Georgie flew down the street, her shoes pounding the pavement, breath coming in ragged gasps as her thoughts scattered.
The door.
She had to get to the door.
As she neared the end of the small side street, movement pulled her attention to a darkened window. Someone was still inside. Her legs urged her to keep going, to get out, but when she caught a boy’s familiar face, she stopped.
Georgie checked the street behind her for any sign of Desmond's people before padding up the porch steps.
“Levi?” she whispered, her ear against the wooden door. Nothing. She swallowed back the lump in her throat. “I know a way out. Please, let me help you.”
A click as the deadbolt unlocked. The door opened a crack, and she slowly pushed through.
Levi Banks stepped in front of her, an iron fire poker in his hand. Illuminated by the glow of streetlights through parted curtains, he looked so much like his brother, save for the boyish roundness to his cheeks.
“Have you seen Chris?” he asked, his voice cracking. “I couldn’t find him.”
Her heart tightened as she thought of Mabel’s apartment, of Levi following Chris around like he was the most important person in the world.
“Don’t worry. He’s meeting us outside.”
She hoped.
“The front gate was blocked,” Levi mumbled as he shouldered a backpack. “I didn’t know what to do.”
“I know a different way.”
Georgie led him out of the house and down the street. As they came to the main road, she slowed to a stop. A Humvee—one of Haven’s vehicles—was parked on the sidewalk outside the med center, and the door to the building was propped open.
Someone was still inside, and since they weren’t trying to hide, it was safe to assume it wasn’t one of theirs.
“Go around the back and head to the southwest corner of town,” Georgie whispered. “There’s a door there, and Chris should—” A shadow flickered across the edge of her vision. 
She spun around, coming face to face with a girl in a short hooded jacket. Georgie lifted her pistol, but the girl was much faster. She grabbed it with both hands and twisted it free.
“Go, Levi!” Georgie snapped, and the boy obeyed, disappearing around the back of the building. She straightened her shoulders, readying herself for a fight.
“Don’t do this, Eris. I saved you.”
“Yeah, I remember,” the girl said, her voice almost musical. “Thanks for that.” Eris studied the pistol, then slid it into the back of her jeans. When she looked up again, her eyes slid past Georgie and her face brightened. “Des, look what I found for you.”
“I see that.” Desmond set an open plastic crate on the hood of the vehicle and greeted Georgie with a warm smile, as if they were old friends. “I was just loading up the last of our supplies.” He tapped the hood lightly with his knuckles. “Nice ride, right? We already have a couple cars, but this one…” He shook his head. “I couldn’t resist.”
Anger blazed inside Georgie’s chest. “These were good people. They didn’t deserve this.”
“Good people?” Desmond stepped fluidly around the vehicle and closed the distance between them. “They stood back and let the world burn, waiting for something like this vaccine to fall into their privileged laps.”
“They were trying to fix things.”
“Project Noah was always about reestablishing control. The Havens were going to fix things by setting up safe zones enforced by martial law, forcibly relocating every survivor they could find. Freedom would be a thing of the past.”
“That wouldn’t happen.”
Desmond gestured widely to the empty street. “Right. We made sure of it.” He ignored her scathing glare and pulled the switchblade from his jacket.
She thought about running, but Eris was somewhere behind her, hovering like a predator ready to pounce.
“You didn’t actually think they planned to hand out this vaccine, no strings attached, did you?” He shook his head and flipped the knife open. “I may not be the good guy, but at least I don’t lie to myself about it.”
He was wrong. They weren’t perfect, but they wouldn’t do that.
“Or maybe,” she said, “you’re just bitter because they turned you away.”
“Put it down,” a voice ordered, and her eyes flicked to the side. Ortega stood a few feet away, dressed in a suit jacket and dark jeans, an emerald tie pin glinting in the streetlight as he trained his pistol on Desmond. “I’m giving you one chance to surrender.”
Eris appeared like a shadow behind him, Georgie’s stolen pistol resting against his head. He stiffened, raising his arms slowly to the side.
Damn it, Ortega. Why was he still here? He should’ve been outside.
Desmond didn’t miss a beat. He continued, unfazed. “Am I bitter?” He frowned, turning the words over. “Yeah, maybe I am. But the important thing is that I’m a decent enough person to move on, to leave it in the past. Life’s too short to hold grudges, right, love?” His mouth quirked.
“I’m going to kill you with your own knife,” Georgie snarled.
He gave a disappointed click of his tongue. “You used a knife the last time you brutally murdered someone. If you’re going to kill me, at least get creative. Switch it up. I’d hate for your vengeance to be uninspiring. Your dead friends deserve better.”
Georgie clamped her teeth together, fighting the impulse to spring forward.
“Hasn’t there been enough blood spilled, Emery?” Ortega asked.
Desmond redirected his gaze, finally acknowledging the soldier.
“You wanted to make a point,” Ortega continued. “Well, you made it. It's over.”
Desmond took a slow step back away from Georgie, his pensive eyes taking in the vacant street. He blew out a long breath and ran a hand through his hair. 
“You’re right,” he said, his tone shifting from silk to smoke. “This went too far. Eris, let him go.”
Eris lowered the gun.
Desmond bowed his head and held out his hand, the knife flat across his open, upturned palm. “I—Here, just take it.”
Ortega stepped cautiously forward, his pistol ready, and when he reached out to take the knife, a grin flashed across Desmond’s face.
“Wait!” Georgie shouted, but Desmond struck with the speed of a viper, grabbing Ortega’s outstretched hand and yanking him closer.
The soldier’s eyes bulged as Desmond jammed the blade upward through his chin.
He yanked it back out, blood pouring down Ortega's neck, spilling out through his gaping mouth as he collapsed.
“Oh, come on,” Desmond grumbled as he looked down at the fresh blood on his jacket.
Georgie lunged forward while he was distracted.
He grabbed her arm, and using her own momentum against her, sent her stumbling. Her hands caught on the cold metal of the Humvee’s hood, right beside the box of medical equipment.
“Well, that was embarrassing for you,” he taunted. “Perhaps you’d like to try again?”
Georgie snatched a scalpel from the box, then turned back to Desmond, her muscles tense, breaths quick and shallow.
He held his ground as she moved closer, the corners of his mouth turning up.
She pounced, and this time, when he reached for her arm, she was ready. She swung the scalpel, sinking it deep into the back of his hand. 
A sharp blow to the back of her head sent Georgie to the ground, the blacktop cutting into her bare knees.
She shouldn’t have taken her eyes off Eris.
Her vision darkened, the pain disorienting.
Eris wrenched the scalpel free as Georgie fought to remain upright on her knees.
“Aw, this makes me all nostalgic,” Desmond cooed, towering over her. He cocked his head, rubbing a thumb over the fresh cut in his hand. “The resemblance really is uncanny.”
She balled her fists, anger tearing through her. “Fuck you.”
As Eris pulled her to her feet, Desmond stepped in close, his face inches from hers. That same scent of dirt and flowers.
“I’m not afraid of you,” Georgie said, her chin lifted.
“I don’t need you to be.”
She jumped as Eris abruptly pressed the barrel of the pistol against the back of her head.
“Too slow, soldier,” the girl called.
Georgie glanced over Desmond's shoulder to find Jax, maybe ten feet away, his face smudged with blood and soot. He froze in place, but kept his rifle pointed straight ahead.
“By all means,” Desmond said airily, “pull the trigger. Eris wouldn’t even have to waste the bullet. Yours would do the trick. Two for one. Hell, maybe you'd luck out and get all three.”
Eris pressed the gun harder. “Put. It. Down.”
Jax hesitated for a long moment, then finally lowered the gun.
“Good dog.” The barrel slid away.
Desmond shook his head. “I’m growing bored of this, Eris.” His bloodied hand clamped onto Georgie’s shoulder, dark eyes fixed on hers. “Just shoot him already.”
The words sucked the breath from her lungs, sending a painful shudder through her entire body as Desmond shoved past.
A loud pop.
Jax's eyes bulged.
“No!” Georgie surged forward, grabbing onto to him as he curled forward. The blood came fast, soaking through his fatigues. She tugged down the collar of his shirt, assessing the damage on both sides of his shoulder. The bullet had gone straight through.
When she looked at him again, his face was ghost-white, his forehead coated in sweat.
“Sit,” she ordered, and he complied, propping himself against the side of a building. If it hit an artery, he could bleed out in minutes. “I need something to stop the bleeding.”
“Here.” He pulled a folded piece of fabric from his shirt pocket.
She straddled his legs, using her weight to press the fabric into the bullet hole as Jax tensed, cursing through gritted teeth.
The red on his shirt was spreading.
Was he hit somewhere else? She couldn’t see another wound, but now the bottom half of his shirt was soaked, too.
“Jaxon Hale, I swear to God, if you die on me, I’ll never forgive you.”
He breathed a tired laugh.
Georgie searched the street around them. Desmond and Eris were gone, but the Humvee was still parked with the box on the hood. Which meant they were still here somewhere.
“We need to get out,” she said.
They climbed to their feet, Jax holding the fabric against his shoulder.
Suddenly, his expression tightened.
“What?” She followed his stare, surprised at the amount of blood on her dress, the color barely darker than the fabric. Her fingertips touched the wetness, and her breath hitched as a hot, searing pain tore through her stomach.
The world tilted violently as the realization set in.
That shifty son of a bitch.
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Adam trudged through the deserted streets of the quiet town, headed toward the exit. 
If Georgie wanted him to go, then fine. He was leaving. He’d go back to the Campus. Back to Oliver.
Why bother? He doesn’t want you either. Nobody does.
“Stop,” Adam pleaded.
Why was he going back? Oliver said he wouldn’t be there.
There was nothing left at the Campus for him.
Yes, there is, the voice reminded him.
Adam's thoughts drifted to his pills.
No. He didn’t need them.
Right, because you’re doing so well sober.
He winced.
Maybe Oliver was lying. Maybe he’d be asleep in their tent. He had to try. He had to go back.
“But only to see if Oliver’s still there,” Adam clarified to the empty street.
“Adam, wait.” He knew that voice. Of course Reese was here. These were Flora's people.
He didn’t slow down, but Reese caught up anyway.
“Please, I don’t know what to do.”
Despite his better judgment, Adam stopped.
“What?” he snapped. “Regretting your new friends already?”
Reese's gaze dropped. “I didn't know.”
“If you don’t like it, go back to the Campus.”
“I can’t. They’ll find me.”
“You’re not allowed to leave?”
“Sure,” Reese responded. “But when they realize I stole from them, they’ll kill me.”
“You stole from them?” Adam thought of the survivor camp Flora wiped out. They didn’t seem like the forgiving type. Why would Reese steal from these people? He was naïve, but he wasn’t stupid.
Reese scrubbed a hand over his cropped hair. “I had to.”
“You’re right. They’re definitely going to kill you. Don’t know what you want me to do about it.” When Reese’s brow cinched, Adam let out an irritated groan. “What’d you even take?”
Reese scanned their surroundings, then shrugged off his backpack and handed it over.
As soon as Adam looked inside, his adrenaline spiked. He didn't know anything about plants, but he was pretty sure there was only one worth stealing.
“This is gonna end really bad for you.”
“You think I don’t know that? That’s why I’m telling you. I thought maybe yo—”
“Uh-uh,” Adam interrupted. “I want nothing to do with this thing.” He zipped the bag and shoved it back into Reese’s hands.
“Reese, you idiot,” a voice spat, and Adam instinctively reached for a pistol that wasn’t there. Flora stopped beside them and shook her head. “The shit I do for you, then you go and fuck it all up.”
“I didn’t want any of this.”
Flora ignored her brother, studying Adam thoughtfully. “It’s okay. We can still fix this.” She snatched the backpack and slammed it against Adam’s chest. “Hold this for me.”
The second he grabbed it, Flora drew her pistol, her finger already on the trigger as she directed it toward him.
“Really?” Adam grumbled, eyes lifting to the star-filled sky.
“Kulyk stole the plant,” she said. “He put up a fight, so we had to put him down.”
“No,” Reese barked, stepping between them.
“I’m fixing your mess. Move.”
“No.”
She scoffed. “I’m trying to save you.”
“I’m trying to do the right thing. Please, Flora. I really don’t wanna have to do this.”
When he drew his gun, her mouth fell open, the pain clear for only a moment before her expression hardened.
“They will kill you,” she warned. When Reese didn’t respond, she shoved her gun back in its holster. “Fine. Good luck.” She turned and stomped away.
Adam looked down at the bag in his hands and sighed. “All right, come on. I’ll show you a way out.” He handed it back, and they headed down the street.
Two soldiers were already pulling open the door when it came into view.
“Follow them when we get outside,” Adam told Reese. “Give them the plant. Stay hidden. Those people will come looking for you.”
Reese’s eyes jumped to the soldiers as they disappeared through the exit, then back to Adam. “Where are you going?”
“Back to the Campus.”
Thankfully, the keys were still in the lock. Reese slipped through first, but before Adam could follow, someone grabbed his hood and yanked him away, then slammed him against the wall.
The door shut, locking Reese outside.
Adam spun around, but Flora shoved him back against the cold metal, her forearm pressed into his throat.
“Wait,” he tried to say, but the words couldn’t make it through.
She smiled, leaning into him. “I like you so much better when you can’t talk.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Georgie clutched her stomach as she weaved through the graveyard beside Jax, using a handful of gauze to staunch the bleeding, the box of medical supplies tucked under her other arm.
Halfway through the field, the surge of adrenaline that had been propelling her forward began to wane. She sank onto the dew-covered grass. Jax knelt beside her, taking the box with one hand and setting it aside.
Banks and Piper caught up, their faces etched with concern.
“Shit,” Banks breathed, his eyes on the bloody mess of gauze. “How bad?”
“If he wanted me dead, I’d be dead.”
It was true. Desmond was too smart to mess up like that. The fact that she was still alive was fully intentional.
She reclined in the grass, shivering from the cold.
Or maybe shock was setting in.
“Are there any bandages in there?” she asked Jax. “A fresh roll of gauze? This isn’t working.”
He rummaged clumsily through the box, his injured arm hanging limp at his side. When he pulled out a small roll of gauze, his brow furrowed. “I’m sorry, I can’t help.”
“I can,” Piper said. She wrapped the fresh roll around Georgie's abdomen, dressing it the best she could through the fabric of the dress, pulling it snug and tucking it under itself. 
The pain made Georgie’s vision darken around the edges. Her pulse raced, her skin clammy.
“What about you?” Georgie asked Jax. His shirt was saturated with blood, but she wasn’t sure how much was his.
“Later,” he said as he helped her to her feet. “We need to move.”
His eyes snapped up suddenly, registering something behind her.
Banks reacted instantly, drawing his pistol.
“Don’t shoot!”
Georgie's jaw tightened when she recognized him. Reese, Flora’s brother. “He’s one of them.”
“Please, listen,” the boy pleaded desperately. “I didn’t hurt anyone. I swear.”
“Why the hell should we believe you?” Banks asked skeptically.
“I have something you want.” Reese reached for the straps over his shoulder. “Can I?” When Banks gave a nod, he shrugged off the backpack.
Banks took the bag and looked inside. “A plant?”
Georgie’s eyes went round. “From the train station?”
Reese nodded.
Banks handed her the pack. “What is it?”
“My mom’s team was working on a vaccine before the collapse,” Georgie explained. “She didn't realize until too late that it actually worked.”
Georgie passed the bag to Jax, gritting her teeth against the pain. He grabbed it with his good arm and peered inside.
“The vaccine was made from a plant,” she continued, watching as Banks made the connection. “Cassira stole it from the lab, and Desmond used us to get it back. Then he used me to get inside Haven. And Reese here has been working with him.”
“I was just following my sister. I didn't know what they were planning. At least not this part.”
“He got it back for us,” Piper offered. “That's something, right?”
Georgie glared at him for a long moment, her lips pressed into a straight line.
“What?” he asked, shifting his weight uncomfortably.
“I’m trying to decide if I should thank you or shoot you.”
He shrank back. “Do I get a say?”
Finally, she gave a resigned sigh. “I’m not going to shoot you.” He seemed to relax a little, until she added, “I can’t. Eris stole my gun.”
“They know you took this?” Jax asked Reese.
“No. Not yet. But they’ll figure it out.”
“Did anyone see you go out this way?”
“Adam was right behind me.”
Georgie frowned. “Did you tell him?”
“He’s the one who told me to bring it to you guys.”
Why would Adam do that if he was working with them? She thought of him standing over Caleb, hands covered in blood. Had she gotten it wrong?
“Did Adam know?” she asked. “About all of this? About Desmond?”
“No. He was going back home.” 
A wave of relief washed over her, swiftly followed by a piercing pang of guilt.
She was wrong. Adam didn’t know. He wasn’t part of it.
She’d acted like such an ass.
Reese looked back at the door. “But I think he might still be inside.”
“We have to go back for him.”
Jax scowled. “You were just stabbed, Georgie. We have to get to the barn.”
“He’ll be okay,” Reese assured her. “The last time one of Desmond’s people hurt him, they ended up dead. Nobody would be stupid enough to do it again.”
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Pain shot through Adam’s skull as Flora slammed his head against the wall. 
Again.
When she finally let go, he slid down to the asphalt, his vision swimming, ears ringing. He rubbed his head, and after a moment, everything came back into focus.
“You turned my own brother against me.”
“First of all, ow.” Adam blinked hard. “Second, don’t be modest.” He looked up at her with a crooked smile. “You didn’t need any help with that.”
She crouched and grabbed him by the collar. When her fist collided with his cheekbone, the impact reverberated through his entire body.
“Come on,” he groaned. “Not the face.”
“Oh, I’m sorry.” She slammed her fist into his chest so hard he was sure his ribs had cracked all over again. “Better?”
Adam’s pained gasp turned into a sputtering cough, and he folded forward against the arm still holding his shirt.
“What the fuck did you tell Reese?”
“I di—” Another blow to the rib cage.
Another cough.
“I really don’t like when you talk.”
He cringed at the taste of blood, turning to spit it on the road as he pushed back the quick flashes of memories that clouded his vision.
“You asked me a question.”
“There you go again.” Flora pressed two fingers to her temple.
He really wished he had his guns.
You’ve killed people without a gun, the voice reminded him. Improvise.
Adam’s eyes dropped to the knife holstered on Flora’s belt, and he smiled. If he could distract her for a second, he could reach it.
“What the hell are you smiling about?”
“I was just trying to remember,” he said, tilting his head innocently, “what happened to the last person who broke my ribs?”
Flora’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t know what the hell Emery sees in you.”
As she turned her head, nervously scanning the street, he snatched the knife and hid it beneath his leg.
“We’ve been through this already. I’m adorable.” He frowned. “Wait. Desmond?”
“He's so set on recruiting you. I don't get it. Like, yeah, you can shoot a gun. Big fucking deal.”
That was him?
“You’re right, though,” she said, pushing to her feet, her golden eyes glaring down at him. “He can’t find out.”
Adam adjusted the knife in his hand, waiting for the right moment, for Flora to crouch back down, but instead, she stepped back, drew her pistol and aimed it at his head.
“Wait!” he spat.
Crack.
Adam flinched as Flora’s head snapped forward, splattering him with the pulpy contents of her skull before she crashed to the ground, the back of her head a crater.
Holy hell.
He wiped his face with his sleeve, muscles buzzing, ribs throbbing.
“Why can’t anyone seem to follow instructions?” Desmond asked sourly, holstering his pistol. “Is it me?” He squeezed the bridge of his nose. “I say ‘invite him for tea,’ and not once but twice my supposedly talented people hear ‘kill him.’ I feel like the two requests are vastly different. Difficult to mix up. And yet here we are.”
He offered his hand and helped Adam up. “Come with me.”
Adam swallowed hard, his legs unsteady. “No. I’m going to find Oliver.”
Desmond flashed a warm smile. “I’ll give you a lift.”
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He charged through the nearly empty common area and into the living quarters, stopping when he made it to their tent. 
Oliver had to be here. He wouldn’t abandon Adam. Not really.
But as Adam stepped inside, his hope vanished. Oliver’s shelf was bare. His toolboxes were gone.
He actually left.
Adam sank onto the bed and pulled his knees to his chest.
What do you think he got for turning you over?
He pressed his forehead hard against his knee, trying to make the voice stop.
Do you think they paid him, or was his prize finally being rid of you?
He was alone again.
I don’t want you to follow me, Oliver’s voice warned.
“Stop,” Adam pleaded, his strength fading.
You were part of this. He flinched at the anger in Georgie’s voice.
We all have our place, Elias rumbled. Yours is behind that gun.
The chorus of voices went on until it felt like they might crash right through his skull.
Too loud.
Too painful.
He pressed his hands to his ears and squeezed his eyes shut.
Too loud!
“Shut up!” he shouted, the words echoing through the living quarters, causing people to stir in their tents.
Xanny to numb. The low growl drowned out the other voices, the words repeating over and over and over.
“Fine! You win.” He slid to the ground beside the bed, frantically pulling everything from underneath until he found the half-empty box of .308s.
But the pill bottle was gone. Oliver must have found his hiding spot. Where would he have taken them?
He tore back out through the tent flap and stormed through the courtyards toward the infirmary, wiping the tears from his cheeks with his grimy sleeve.
He was done smiling to make everyone else comfortable.
He was done staying clean for them.
He was done with all of it.
The massive medical tent was dark and, thankfully, empty. Adam flipped on a light and went straight for the cabinet.
Locked.
He pulled out his kit and tried to pick the lock, but his hands were shaking uncontrollably.
What we had, it’s over. Oliver’s voice was the only one now, the words twisting and sawing and cutting.
Adam threw the lockpick and shoved to his feet.
I don’t want you.
“Adam?”
He whirled around to find Dr. Ramirez standing just inside the tent flap, dressed in layers of warm pajamas, his thin hair pointed in every direction.
“I thought you were at Haven for the night.”
Adam didn’t bother forcing a smile. It didn’t matter anymore. “I came back early.”
Silence hung heavy as the doc took in the sight of him, eyes catching on his stained hands and filthy hoodie. “Is that blood?”
Adam shrugged, picking a bit of what could have been brain matter from the crease of his sleeve and tossing it aside like it was a pesky piece of lint. “Not mine.”
“What are you doing here, Adam?”
“Taking my pills back.”
The doc sighed and walked toward him. “You can’t ju—”
Adam drew his pistol, and the doc froze, eyes wide. “Yes. I can.”
A shiver of excitement rushed through him, and his nerves steadied.
It felt good to have his guns back.
He’d spent most of the night unarmed, and he was sick of feeling powerless.
The entire ride here, Desmond had stayed quiet. It wasn't until he parked outside the front gate of the Campus that he finally broke the silence.
“I’ll wait,” he’d told Adam. “If you want to stay with these people, that’s your decision. We’ll forget about your deal. You owe me nothing.” He grabbed Adam’s guns and knife from the back seat and handed them over. “But if you want to leave, I’ll be here.” Desmond turned and met Adam's gaze. “I know how hard you try to be something you’re not. But you don’t need fixing. There’s nothing wrong with you. Don’t ever let anyone make you feel powerless. Because you’re not.”
Adam blinked, bringing his focus back to the infirmary. He tightened his grip on the pistol, his finger hovering over the trigger.
He wasn’t powerless.
“Whoa, Adam,” the doc said, raising his hands. “Put the gun away. Whatever happened, we can figure it out. We can help you. Everything’s going to be okay.”
“People have been telling me that my whole life,” Adam replied, brow cinched. “Relax, Adam, it’ll be fine. Trust me, Adam, everything’s going to be all right.” He shook his head. “But it never is!”
“Okay, fine. You want to undo everything you worked so hard for?” The man tossed Adam his keys. “There you go. But think of the people you’ll be hurting.”
“I don’t care anymore.” He turned to the cabinet but staggered back, nearly losing his balance as Oliver appeared in front of him.
Just a flash.
Just a fraction of a second. But he was there.
Adam pressed his palm to his temple. He was losing it. He needed to get out of here.
He holstered his gun, grabbed three bottles from the cabinet, then slammed it shut before shoving past the doc. When he made it back through the front gate, he stopped and adjusted the rifle across his back.
Desmond rested casually against the side of the vehicle, arms folded, the spotlights from the Campus lighting the road in front of him.
“So, how’d it go?”
Adam scoffed.
“My offer stands.”
“Why me?” Adam asked. He was so sick of being used. So sick of everyone expecting things from him. So sick of being told what he could and couldn’t do.
Desmond seemed to weigh the question carefully before answering. “I have resources to help you, and you have skills that can help me.”
“Help you what? Kill people?” He pulled a bottle from his pocket and dropped two pills into his gloved hand.
Desmond straightened and adjusted his jacket. “When everything fell apart, the military and the police turned on us. The government fled. The powerful hid away. Nobody came to help us, so we helped ourselves. Now we get the satisfaction of watching them choke on the ashes of a world they set fire to.”
Adam popped the pills in his mouth and swallowed, turning the words over in his head.
“This Haven was just the beginning. There's still work to do. So tell me,” Desmond raised an eyebrow, “do you want to watch them burn?”
He thought of Stanton. Of the Hub. Of the soldiers who shot his sister and left him to die on the streets. Of the ones who made him into a weapon, then told him to sit down and keep his mouth shut.
Adam held his gaze a moment, then tugged open the passenger door.
Desmond grinned. “We’re going to have a lot of fun.”
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When they made it to the barn, Georgie’s heart sank. 
“Is this everyone?” There were maybe thirty people left.
Thirty survivors.
Hundreds gunned down in a matter of minutes.
She hunched over, her arm around her middle, pain and nausea emulsifying.
Jax steadied her as she eased herself onto the ground, the straw pricking her bare legs.
“I'll go get Grayson,” he said. “Try to rest.”
A single electric lantern sat in the center of the large barn, giving off just enough light to make out the faces of the survivors around the edges.
Wren was against the opposite wall, Cyrina sleeping on her lap, and when she caught sight of Banks, her eyebrows lifted hopefully. “Did you find him?”
Banks shook his head.
Ortega, Georgie realized. They didn’t know. She squeezed her eyes shut, and his face was there. She tried to blink it away, but the image stayed, like the echo of a bright light behind her eyelids.
“Take Ciri,” Wren told Banks as a few people glanced in her direction. “I’m going back.”
“Everyone’s staying right here until we figure out our next move.”
“He might still be in there, Chris.”
“Nobody is going back,” Banks snapped.
Her face flashed with anger, but she didn’t argue, just pressed her cheek to the top of Ciri’s head.
Georgie would tell her, just not now.
People were split off into small clusters, huddled together for warmth as the night grew colder. Their faces were all impossibly still, haunted by the shock of what had happened and the sorrow over everything they’d lost in an instant.
This was her fault.
If Georgie hadn’t trusted Desmond so easily, all those people would still be alive. She’d brought him there. She let him talk his way inside.
Were there signs? Some hint of what he really was?
Had she chosen to ignore them?
If she’d seen it earlier, if she hadn’t been so eager to believe, if she hadn’t been so preoccupied with the vaccine…
If, if, if.
She could overthink it all she wanted, but she hadn’t seen it. She was responsible for this.
Georgie tilted her head back against the wall, her gaze lifting to the high ceiling. The stale, musty air filled her nose as she pulled in a slow breath.
Her parents had given everything to protect Haven, and she’d brought it to its knees with a single bad decision.
Or maybe it was a series of little ones.
Desmond’s words echoed in her head. Just like your mother. Always so busy trying to be a hero, you ignore everything around you.
Her grief flickered briefly into anger, but she was too tired to kindle it, so she rested her face in her hands, letting the guilt and heartache snuff it out.
“Don’t do that,” Jax said. He winced as he sat down beside her.
“Do what?”
“This wasn’t your fault, Georgie. Nobody saw it coming. The council let him in. Not you.”
She shrugged, too tired to argue. “How’s your shoulder?”
“I’ll live. Grayson’s finishing up a set of stitches. He’ll be over in a minute. How’re you feeling?”
“It hurts like hell,” she grumbled. She should’ve put that scalpel through Desmond’s throat instead of his hand.
A long stretch of silence passed between them.
Georgie watched Wren fight sleep as Ciri frowned at something in her dreams. Piper sat alone at the far back of the barn, head on her knees, and Banks stood at the front, peeking through the cracked doors, visibly exhausted but still guarding. Levi was sleeping near his feet, or at least trying to.
“What are we going to do?” Georgie asked finally. “Everything’s gone.”
“That’s not true.” Jax slipped his hand into hers, their fingers weaving together. “Look around. These people are still alive thanks to your warning.”
Her gaze swept the room again, catching on Reese across the barn. He was sitting alone in a shadowed corner with a thousand-yard stare, his backpack resting a few feet away. 
“Desmond’s going to come looking for that plant,” she whispered.
Jax nodded once, and the fear she’d seen in his eyes, back before they’d left Haven, resurfaced. “He is.”
“He’s not going to stop until he gets it back.” This time, when the sorrow flared into anger, she leaned into it with fierce determination. “We have to go after him.”
“We barely made it out of there, Georgie. And we don’t even know where they are. We’re outnumbered and clearly outskilled. The other soldiers…” His voice trailed off. “There are nine people left with any kind of military training. That’s it. What was it your dad always said? Reason, not emotion? We need to find a place to stay hidden.”
“No, fuck that,” she said, a little louder than she’d meant to. She lowered her voice. “We need to find Desmond and put a bullet in his fucking head. Stop him before he has the chance to hurt anyone else.”
“If we run at him without a plan, we’re just going to get ourselves killed. We have the plant. A chance to finish the vaccine.”
She thought of Adam’s question on the rooftop. Why are you so set on finding a vaccine? She could see his point now.
“We have a box of medical supplies, a few guns, and a fucking barn. We don’t need a vaccine, Jax. We’re going to starve to death. And that’s if he doesn’t track us down first.”
The vaccine had been a distraction. Something to make her feel like she had a purpose. To give her hope that things might go back to normal some day. But nothing was ever going to be normal again. It wouldn’t fix anything.
“You can’t just give up,” Jax said. “You’re so close.”
“It doesn’t matter. None of it matters.”
“They matter.” He motioned to the rest of the survivors. “Don’t let anger cloud your vision. I need you here with me. I can’t make it through whatever happens next without you.”
Her muscles loosened, just a little. “Are we okay, you and me?”
“We will be.” He draped his arm over her shoulders. “I mean, it’d take way too long to break in a new best friend, right?”
She gave a half-hearted smile, then sank against him, soaking in his warmth.
He was right. They needed a plan. But her anger burned hot, and she was determined to hold on to it. To let it build to a roaring fire.
These people did matter, and she was going to fight for them. For everything she lost and everything she had left.
Georgie wasn't sure why Desmond had let her live, but she was sure as hell going to make sure he regretted it.
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