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ONE

I	 squint	 through	my	protective	goggles	against	 the	maelstrom	of	 swirling	 sand
and	blinding	neon	 lights	closing	 in	on	either	 side	of	me,	 trying	 to	crush	me	 in
their	rainbow	vise.
This	 is	 it.	 The	 Avenue	 of	 Longing.	 Home	 of	 the	 Pleasure	 Emporiums,	 the

place	where	every	appetite	can	be	satisfied—for	a	steep	price.
How	many	thousands—no,	hundreds	of	thousands—of	patrons	have	had	their

dark	fantasies	 fulfilled	behind	 these	brilliantly	 lit	 facades,	all	at	 the	expense	of
countless	kids	with	no	one	to	care,	no	one	to	fight	for	them?
Until	now.
The	sandstorm	moans	in	my	ears,	its	winds	buffeting	my	body	as	if	trying	to

hold	me	back.
But	I	won’t	be	denied.	Not	after	coming	so	far.
Adrenaline	 burns	 through	 me	 like	 lit	 kerosene.	 The	 familiar	 rush	 that	 I’ve

nicknamed	 the	crush—a	mixture	 of	 fear,	 defiance,	 and	 justice,	with	 a	 heaping
dollop	 of	 vengeance.	 After	 months	 of	 sneaking	 off	 from	my	 unit	 and	 risking
execution,	you’d	think	I’d	have	gotten	used	to	it.
Still,	each	act	of	sabotage,	each	betrayal	of	the	Imposer	uniform	I	wear,	seems

just	 as	 exciting	 as	 the	 first	 and	 has	made	me	 even	more	 daring.	 But	 it	 never
seems	to	be	enough.
Not	 until	 I’ve	 made	 the	 very	 government	 I	 serve	 pay	 for	 all	 the	 hurt	 it’s

caused.
I	 pull	 the	 chronometer	 from	my	 pocket.	 Sand	 covers	 its	 face,	 obscuring	 the

digital	display.	I	brush	it	away	and	study	the	readout.
Less	than	an	hour	left.	 If	I	don’t	accomplish	what	I	came	here	to	do	and	get

back	to	my	unit,	I	may	never	get	another	chance.



Stuffing	 the	 timepiece	back	 in	my	pocket,	 I	pull	my	cowl	 tighter	against	 the
sudden	chill	of	the	desert	night,	fully	hiding	my	Imposer	uniform.	It	wouldn’t	be
good	for	anyone	to	recognize	Lucian	Spark,	the	Establishment’s	newest	Recruit
and	member	of	the	Imposer	elite	squad.	Especially	since	I’m	AWOL.
I	push	through	the	gusts	and	down	the	paved	concourse,	leaving	the	yawning

wasteland	in	my	wake.
There	 are	 only	 a	 few	 stragglers	 here	 and	 there,	 lurking	 in	 the	 shadows,

ducking	down	side	streets.	Probably	just	servants,	valets	of	the	Establishment’s
elite,	hidden	from	the	public’s	gaze.	Weaving	among	the	buildings,	I	pull	out	a
few	 of	 the	 silver	 discs	 stuffed	 in	my	 pocket	 and	make	 sure	 to	 scatter	 them	 at
random.	 If	 anyone	 sees	me,	 they’ll	 assume	 I’ve	 had	 one	wanderer’s	 brew	 too
many.
I’ve	never	been	more	sober	in	my	life.
I	round	the	corner	and	spot	my	target.
Harmony	House.
Its	 vulgar	 turrets	 and	 arches,	 bathed	 in	 the	 glow	 of	 sweeping,	 multicolored

spotlights,	are	a	fitting	monument	to	the	Establishment’s	corruption.	A	pathway
of	red	carpet,	flanked	by	golden	rails,	leads	to	the	arched	double	doors.
This	was	the	place	that	ultimately	destroyed	her.	The	place	that’s	destroyed	so

many.
I	stride	up	the	pathway,	burning	with	purpose.	A	hover	carriage,	propelled	by

gravity	boosters,	nearly	collides	with	me.
“Watch	where	you’re	going,”	 an	electronically	modulated	voice	 shouts	 from

behind	the	tinted	windows	obscuring	the	identities	of	the	passengers.
But	 I	 ignore	 it,	 reaching	 the	 entrance	 at	 last.	Before	 I	 can	 knock,	 the	 doors

slide	apart	of	their	own	accord.	I	enter	and	they	squeal	shut,	sealing	me	inside.
It	 takes	 a	 few	moments	 for	 my	 eyes	 to	 adjust.	Wisps	 of	 stale	 smoke	 swirl

through	the	shafts	of	dim	gaslight,	flickering	down	from	the	vaulted	ceiling.	The
cloying	stench	of	incense,	sweet	perfumes,	alcohol,	and	sweat	is	suffocating.	The
sounds	of	wind	instruments	weave	their	way	through	the	chamber.
“Welcome,”	a	throaty	voice	croaks	from	the	shadows.
A	 tall,	 sinewy	 figure	 slinks	 out	 of	 the	 darkness,	 wrapped	 in	 form-hugging

leather.	It	has	short,	dyed-blue	hair	and	skin	pale	as	chalk.	Even	from	here	I	can



see	the	thick	concealer	caked	on	that	face,	drawing	attention	to	the	wrinkles	and
blemishes	it’s	trying	desperately	to	hide.
My	 eyes	 flick	 to	 the	 silver	 tablet	 clutched	 in	 one	 of	 those	 bony	 hands—the

master	 control	 unit.	 As	 subtly	 as	 I	 can,	 I	 press	 a	 notch	 in	 my	 utility	 belt,
activating	 the	 computer	virus	 that’ll	 hack	 into	 the	 security	 system	at	Harmony
House	and	reprogram	it—that	is,	if	my	black	market	source	earned	his	hefty	fee.
I	nod.	“Evening.”
The	figure	circles	once	before	sidling	up	to	me,	hot	breath	snaking	up	my	left

ear.	“Raja	Featherbone	here,	carnal	caterer	extraordinaire.	Your	pleasures	are	my
desire.”	The	 proprietor	 takes	 a	 puff	 of	 the	 long	 cigarette	 clutched	 in	 the	 other
hand,	 smiles,	 and	 exhales	 a	wave	 of	 concentric	 circles	 that	 ring	my	 head	 and
throat	 like	 a	 smoky	noose.	 “So	 tell	me.	What	 does	 it	 take	 to	make	your	clock
chime,	young	man,	hmmm?”
I	smile	back,	fighting	the	urge	to	cough.	“I’m	looking	for	something	…	fresh

tonight.”	I	force	a	wink	to	hide	my	disgust.	“I	hear	that’s	your	specialty.”
A	chuckle	bursts	from	Featherbone’s	throat.	“Oooh!	Yes	indeedy!	But	that	will

cost	you	an	extra	premium.	You	know,	supply	and	demand	and	all.”
I	wave	 these	concerns	away.	 “Not	 a	problem.”	The	computer	 scanner	 in	my

belt	vibrates	once,	signaling	that	the	hack	is	about	one	third	complete.	A	genuine
smile	coats	my	lips	this	time.
“Oooh,	 Goody-goody!”	 Featherbone	 shoves	 the	 cigarette	 in	 place	 between

yellowed	 teeth	 and	 presses	 a	 hand	 against	 the	 control	 unit’s	 screen.	 There’s	 a
buzz	as	Featherbone’s	fingerprints	are	scanned.	A	split	second	later,	a	green	light
on	the	device	blinks.
Featherbone	nudges	me	with	a	pointy	elbow	and	a	lewd	glance	before	tapping

the	keys	with	the	speed	of	a	scavenger.	“We	have	quite	the	selection	tonight,	oh
yes	 we	 do,	 yes	 indeedy!”	 The	 music	 cuts	 off.	 A	 rising	 hum	 fills	 the	 room,
tingling	 through	my	 ears,	 rattling	my	 teeth.	 Panels	 in	 the	 ceiling	 stretch	 open
with	a	bone-crushing	grind.	With	the	whir	of	motors,	transparent	tubes	descend,
each	 containing	 a	 body.	 One	 by	 one,	 these	 capsules	 rotate	 just	 above	 me,
allowing	me	to	get	a	good	look	at	their	cargo.
They’re	just	children.
I	can	see	 the	fear	 in	 their	 faces,	particularly	 the	younger	ones,	 imploring	me

with	saucered	eyes.	But	what’s	even	more	chilling	is	the	jaded	expression	of	the



older	ones.	They’re	maybe	fourteen	or	fifteen	years	old	at	most—just	a	couple	of
years	 younger	 than	 me.	 It’s	 as	 if	 they’ve	 been	 through	 this	 selection	 process
hundreds	of	times	and	are	almost	bored	with	it.	All	of	them	are	wearing	blinking
red	bands	around	their	wrists—security	restraints.	If	they	try	to	escape,	a	remote
signal	will	deliver	instant	pain	and	death.
I	want	to	reach	out	and	snap	Featherbone’s	scrawny	neck.	But	that	would	be

too	easy.	 I’d	be	 taken	down	by	security	quickly,	and	 then	 this	whole	operation
would	have	been	 in	vain.	My	belt	 scanner	vibrates	 twice.	The	security	hack	 is
halfway	complete.	I	just	have	to	hold	this	scum	off	a	little	longer.
“You	certainly	have	a	lot	to	choose	from.”	I	push	the	words	through	my	mouth

even	as	I	struggle	 to	push	 the	bile	back	down	my	throat.	“I	guess	you’ve	been
doing	this	for	quite	some	time.”
Featherbone’s	 fingers	 tiptoe	 up	 my	 back.	 “I’m	 not	 that	 old,	 lovie.”	 He

squeezes	the	words	through	his	cigarette-clenched	teeth.	“Well?	Care	to	taste	any
of	my	treats?”
I	purse	my	lips.	“Actually,	 I	was	wondering	 if	you	had	someone	 that	 looked

more	like	this.”
Reaching	 into	 the	 folds	 of	 my	 cloak,	 I	 pull	 out	 the	 small,	 triangular

holographic	display	cam	and	switch	it	on.
A	 three-dimensional	 figure	 of	 a	 little	 girl	 is	 projected	 before	 Featherbone’s

face.	A	beautiful	little	girl	of	six	with	long,	raven	hair	and	striking	green	eyes.
The	proprietor’s	cigarette	dangles	from	a	pouty	lip.	“Seen	a	lot	of	pretty	faces

in	 my	 line	 of	 work,	 oh	 yes	 I	 have,	 yes	 siree!	 But	 there’s	 one	 I’ve	 never
forgotten.”	A	smirk	cracks	the	plaster	of	makeup.	“That	little	crumpet	was	quite
popular	while	 she	was	 here.”	 Featherbone	 sighs.	 “Pity	 she	 had	 to	 get	 careless
and	breed.	Ruined	a	good	product.	Often	wondered	what	ever	happened	to	that
one,	oh	yes	I	have.”
“Maybe	I	can	satisfy	your	curiosity.”	Each	beat	of	my	heart	blasts	my	blood

with	molten	fury.	“This	is	what	she	grew	up	to	look	like.”	I	flick	another	button
on	 the	 holocam.	 The	 image	 of	 the	 little	 girl	 disappears,	 replaced	 by	 that	 of	 a
young	 woman.	 Even	 though	 her	 features	 look	 older,	 the	 hair	 and	 eyes	 are
unmistakable.	 Memories	 flood	 my	 brain	 …	 a	 freighter,	 an	 island,	 two	 small
children	…	 all	 smothered	 in	 friendship,	 pain,	 and	 loss.	 “Her	 name	 is—was—
Cypress	Goslin.”



Featherbone	 guffaws	 and	 points	 the	 cigarette	 stem	 at	 the	 grainy	 image.	 “I
recognize	that	wench.	She	was	one	of	the	five—those	Recruits	from	the	Parish
that	were	drafted	last	season!”
My	eyes	are	riveted	on	the	image.	“Yes.”
“I	 remember	her	well,	yes,	oh	my	yes!	Business	was	slow	and	 I	bet	a	 small

fortune	on	missy	here,	hoping	to	recoup	some	losses	if	she	beat	the	others	during
the	Trials.	Just	look	at	the	fire	in	those	eyes.”
But	the	holographic	eyes	pale	in	comparison	to	my	memory	of	the	real	thing

branded	in	my	brain.
I	shut	off	the	holocam	and	jam	it	in	my	pocket.	“She	was	my	friend.”
“Pity-pity.	She	had	a	good	thing	here.	Indeed	she	did.	I	guess	once	she	failed

at	the	Trials	she	got	sent	to	the	mines.	Serves	her	right.”
The	 scanner	 in	 my	 belt	 vibrates	 three	 times:	 Security	 hack	 complete.

Surveillance	cameras	disabled.
Molten	steel	pulses	through	my	veins.	This	is	it.
I	whip	out	the	blade	hidden	within	my	boot	and	thrust	it	toward	Featherbone.

“She’s	dead.	Just	like	you’ll	be	if	you	don’t	hand	over	that	master	control	unit.”
But	Featherbone	only	stares	at	me	and	yawns.	“Naughty-naughty.	I	hope	they

don’t	get	too	much	blood	on	the	carpet	when	they’re	through	with	you.	Just	had
it	replaced.”
I	lunge	for	the	device	but	the	slaver	claws	at	me,	knocking	my	hood	away	and

exposing	my	face.
Featherbone’s	 eyes	 bulge.	 “You!	You’re	 the	 one	 that	won	 the	 bloody	 Trials!

You’re	an	Imposer	for	the	Establishment,	on	our	side!	Your	name	is—”
“Lucky,”	I	finish.	“But	unfortunately,	not	for	you.”
Featherbone	 backs	 away,	 jabbing	 at	 the	 controls	 on	 the	 unit.	 Lights	 flash.

Alarms	blast	through	the	air.
Above	 us,	 the	 children	 stir	 in	 their	 transparent	 coffins,	 cheeks	 and	 palms

pressed	against	the	glass.	Even	the	older	ones	seem	restless	now.
“Oopsy!	Security	will	be	here	 in	a	minute,”	Featherbone	hisses.	“And	you’ll

never	 make	 me	 give	 you	 access	 to	 the	 system	 before	 then,	 lovie,	 oh	 no	 you
won’t!”	A	triumphant	glare	pierces	me.
“Then	we	don’t	have	much	time.”	I	shrug.	“Either	you	hand	over	the	unit	or

you	force	me	to	take	it	from	you.”



The	glint	of	strobing	emergency	lights	douses	my	raised	blade	with	splashes	of
crimson.	I	move	in.
My	shadow	shrouds	the	flesh	dealer,	whose	shrill	screams	are	muffled	by	the

blaring	siren.
“Open	up	in	there!”	The	rumbling	voice	vibrates	through	the	other	side	of	the

parlor	wall.
I	 dig	my	knife	 into	Featherbone’s	 arm.	The	 cut’s	nowhere	near	 as	deep	 as	 I

could	go,	 just	enough	 to	draw	a	scarlet	 streak	and	an	even	higher-pitched	yelp
before	I	wrench	the	master	control	unit	away.	If	the	virus	I	uploaded	has	done	its
job	 and	 infiltrated	 the	 Emporium’s	 computer	 network,	 this	 master	 unit	 now
controls	 not	 only	 the	 security	 for	 Harmony	 House	 but	 every	 house	 in	 these
pleasure	pits.	All	I	have	to	do	is	select	one	command	to	free	all	 these	kids	and
get	them	the	hell	out	of	here.
Bony	arms	clamp	around	my	neck.	The	control	unit	drops	 from	my	hand	as

my	vision	blurs	and	the	cold	metal	of	my	own	ID	tags	digs	into	my	throat	like	a
garrote.
“What’s	this?”	Featherbone	croaks	in	my	ear.	“One	tag	says	Spark	…	the	other

Tycho?	You	have	a	sweetheart,	yes?”	The	cackle	drowns	out	everything	else	and
coats	my	ear	with	warm	spittle.	Everything’s	going	dark.	My	knees	buckle.	The
room’s	spinning.	“Never	see	that	one	again,	oh	no	you	won’t!”
No.	I’ll	never	see	him	again.
My	head	tilts	so	that	my	lips	graze	Featherbone’s	ear.	“Cypress	…	sends	her

regards.”
I	rip	the	still-protruding	blade	from	Featherbone’s	arm	and	jam	it	deep	into	the

slaver’s	neck,	 feeling	 it	cut	 through	artery	and	sink	 into	bone.	Then	I	 fling	 the
twitching,	 grisly	 body	 off	 me.	 It	 thuds	 lifeless	 to	 the	 floor,	 inches	 from	 the
master	control	unit.
BLAM!
The	 parlor	 doors	 burst	 open.	 Shrapnel	 torpedoes	 through	 the	 room,	 slicing

through	my	hand.	Before	I	can	lunge	for	the	control	unit,	a	squadron	of	about	a
half-dozen	black-clad	security	personnel	swarms	 into	 the	chamber,	brandishing
weapons	 that	 glisten	 in	 the	 flickering	 gaslights.	 They	 cut	 me	 off,	 standing
between	me	and	the	master	control.



The	lead	officer	nudges	his	companions	in	my	direction.	“If	he	tries	anything,
shoot	to	kill.”
I	 drop	 and	 roll.	Electric	 charges	 pierce	 the	 ground	 inches	 from	me.	 I	 spring

and	vault	behind	the	bar.	A	volley	of	blasts	strikes	the	shelves	above	me.	Bottles
rain	down,	some	shattering	against	the	floor.	I	spit	out	the	taste	of	metal.
No	cover.	No	weapon.	No	time.	It’s	the	Trials	all	over	again.
“We	have	him	cornered!”	yells	the	leader.
“Nixter,	take	him	alive	for	interrogation!”	shouts	another.
The	glint	of	a	steel	toe	rounds	the	bar.	I	grab	one	of	the	few	unbroken	bottles

of	alcohol	lying	next	to	me.
Nixter	thrusts	her	weapon	toward	me	like	a	skewer.	In	the	flickering	shadows,

she	 resembles	 a	 wiry,	 bug-eyed	 insect.	 “You’re	 gonna	 need	 more	 than	 booze
when	we’re	done	with	you.”	She	cocks	the	trigger.
I	stare	her	down.	“I	wasn’t	planning	on	drinking	it.”
I	hurl	the	bottle	toward	the	closest	gaslight	and	dive	through	the	still-smoking

gap	in	the	bar,	just	as	she	fires.
Glass	shatters.	Sharp	pain	nicks	my	leg.	I	have	just	enough	time	to	register	the

shocked	looks	of	the	guards	on	the	other	side	of	the	bar	as	I	slide	toward	them.
A	loud	explosion	roars	through	the	parlor.	We’re	all	hurled	against	the	far	wall.

Rousing	myself,	I	take	in	the	carnage.	From	the	looks	of	their	contorted	bodies,
at	least	one	of	the	guards	broke	his	neck,	while	two	others	lie	unconscious	and
bleeding.	Above,	 the	mechanisms	holding	 the	 translucent	prisons	buckle	under
the	impact.	Children	teeter	inside	their	oval	pens.	The	alcohol	on	the	bar	ignites.
Soon	the	entire	room	is	blanketed	in	a	mantle	of	smoke	that	burns	through	my
lungs.
I	catch	sight	of	the	blinking	green	of	the	master	control	unit,	just	a	few	inches

away.	I	reach	for	it.
Steel-like	pincers	clamp	around	my	ankle,	yanking	me	backwards.
Through	 the	 haze,	 I	 can	 make	 out	 one	 of	 the	 guards	 standing	 above	 me,

holding	my	 leg.	His	 jaw	 is	 set	 in	 a	 grimace,	 blazing	 firelight	 reflecting	 in	 his
eyes.	He	presses	the	butt	of	the	weapon	against	my	forehead.
I	 kick	 up,	 hitting	 him	 in	 the	 groin.	His	 face	 twists	 in	 pain.	 I	 hook	my	 foot

around	his,	 tripping	him.	He	smashes	 into	 the	floor	next	 to	me.	Another	guard
aims	her	weapon	at	me	and	fires.



Instinctively,	I	hoist	the	first	guard	on	top	of	me	and	the	blast	hits	him	instead.
Then	in	one	fluid	move,	I	grab	the	fallen	guard’s	weapon,	roll	him	off	me,	and

let	 loose	 a	 barrage	 on	 the	 second	 guard.	 She	 collapses	 face-first,	 her	 nose
crunching	 and	 popping	 against	 the	 floor	 as	 I	 take	 out	 the	 guards	who	 are	 still
stirring.
The	weapon	clicks	empty	and	I	toss	it.
By	this	time	the	entire	room’s	covered	in	a	thick	blanket	of	filthy	mist.	To	my

right,	 a	 curling	 tongue	 of	 flame	 laps	 the	 underside	 of	 one	 of	 the	 cylindrical
prisons.	 Inside	 their	capsules,	 the	children	are	screaming,	pounding	against	 the
reinforced	glass,	falling	to	their	knees,	gasping	for	breath.
Their	cries	jolt	me	into	action.	I	scoop	up	the	master	control	unit	and	activate

the	fire	suppression	system.	Water	jets	from	the	sprinklers	throughout	the	parlor
and	 smothers	 the	 flames	 into	 submission.	 As	 soon	 as	 it’s	 clear,	 I	 engage	 the
activation	button	for	the	slaves’	capsules	and	restraints.
Instantly	 the	display	 tubes	are	 lowered	 to	ground	 level,	dozens	of	 them,	row

upon	 row	 of	 living	 cargo.	 They	 creak	 open,	 spilling	 out	 waves	 of	 dazed	 and
coughing	children.	Clanking	metal	 echoes	 through	 the	chamber	as	 the	 security
bracelets	spring	apart	and	drop	from	their	wrists,	clanking	onto	the	floor.
I	kneel	and	grab	a	gun	from	one	of	the	fallen	guards,	expel	the	spent	cartridge,

and	jam	in	a	fresh	one.	Then	I	stand	to	face	them.	“We’re	getting	out	of	here.	By
now,	 reinforcements	 should	 be	 on	 their	way.	 I	want	 you	 to	 grab	 anything	 that
looks	 like	 a	weapon	 and	 empty	 the	 cash	 coffers	 behind	 the	 bar.	Once	we	 exit
Harmony	 House,	 head	 west	 past	 the	 city	 limits	 until	 you	 reach	 the	 canyon.
You’ll	 be	 able	 to	 find	 shelter	 there	 and	 barter	 for	 provisions	 with	 one	 of	 the
trading	caravans	I’ve	arranged	to	meet	you.”	They’re	all	staring	at	me,	hanging
on	every	word.	“I’ve	hacked	into	the	system	and	disabled	every	security	bracelet
in	the	city.	The	others	in	the	different	houses	will	be	free	as	well,	but	confused
by	everything	that’s	going	on.	Grab	as	many	as	you	can	on	the	way	out	and	take
them	with	you.	Let’s	move!”
They	scuttle	like	a	colony	of	ants,	intent	on	their	mission	to	ransack	the	parlor

for	weapons	and	currency.	In	minutes,	they’re	done	gathering	and	stand	ready.
A	 tall	boy,	almost	my	height,	nudges	 the	barrel	of	a	pilfered	weapon	 toward

the	doors.	“How	are	we	gonna	get	through	the	city?	There’ll	be	too	many	of	’em
out	there	by	now.”



I	reach	into	my	pocket	and	pull	out	one	of	the	last	remaining	silver	discs.	“I’ve
taken	care	of	that.	Trust	me.	They’ll	have	their	hands	full.”
I	slide	the	goggles	over	my	eyes	and	drape	my	hood	over	my	head.
Suddenly	 the	 gaping	 entryway	 is	 filled	 with	 more	 armed	 personnel,	 their

weapons	 blazing.	 I	 toss	 the	 disc	 toward	 them	 and	 hit	 a	 button	 on	 my	 belt.
“Everyone	down!”
They	follow	my	lead	and	dive	to	the	ground.	A	fireball	erupts	in	the	doorway,

rattling	the	building	to	 its	very	foundations.	A	blast	of	hot	air	punches	 through
the	 room.	 I	 scramble	 to	 my	 feet,	 pulling	 as	 many	 kids	 as	 I	 can	 onto	 theirs.
“Move!”
En	 masse,	 we	 push	 toward	 the	 entryway,	 firing,	 stabbing,	 and	 slashing

anything	in	our	path,	past	the	smoldering	edges	of	the	doorway,	trampling	over
the	 bloody	 clumps	 of	 flailing	 guards	 on	 the	 other	 side.	 Some	 of	 the	 former
prisoners	 pause	 to	 pry	 weapons	 loose	 from	 dead	 and	 dying	 fingers	 before
moving	on	like	a	swarm	of	locusts.
Once	 we’re	 clear	 of	 Harmony	 House,	 I	 press	 another	 button	 on	 my	 belt,

triggering	the	other	silver	discs	I’ve	scattered	throughout	the	city	to	detonate	in	a
pre-programmed	sequence.	Explosions	shake	 the	ground	 like	 the	 tremors	of	an
earthquake.	One	blast.	Two.	Three.	Four.	Five	…
The	 Pleasure	 Emporiums	 are	 in	 chaos.	 The	 air	 is	 layered	 with	 thunderous

blasts,	 a	 symphony	 of	 shattered	 glass,	 screaming,	 shouting,	 weapon	 bursts,
hundreds	 of	 feet	 pounding	 the	 pavement.	 Cement	 and	 brick	 groan	 as	 the
structures	implode	all	around	in	a	thick	deluge	of	dust	and	debris.
I	pump	blast	after	blast	of	cover	 fire	as	 the	 ragtag	caravan	of	 former-slaves-

turned-warriors	maneuvers	through	the	carnage,	past	the	confused	and	panicked
masses,	and	disappears	toward	the	western	horizon.
Reaching	 into	 my	 belt	 one	 last	 time,	 I	 pull	 out	 a	 small	 tube	 of	 flammable

liquid	 and	 then	 sign	 the	 initial	 on	 the	 ground	 by	 the	 Pleasure	 Emporium’s
entrance.	Just	one	letter.
A	giant	T,	which	begins	to	blaze.
Then	I’m	trudging	out	of	the	city	in	the	opposite	direction,	into	the	wasteland.
My	 glide	 cycle	 is	 still	 hidden	 under	 a	 tarp	 behind	 the	 dune	where	 I	 left	 it.

Hopping	 onto	 the	 seat,	 I	 flick	 the	 lever	 on	 the	 handlebar.	 I’m	 jostled	 by	 the



familiar	vibration	as	 the	wind,	harnessed	by	 the	propulsion	 system,	 churns	 the
props	on	the	vehicle’s	wings.	It	sputters	into	the	air	with	an	asthmatic	wheeze.
I	pause	once	to	look	behind	me.
The	 Pleasure	 Emporiums	 glitter	 brighter	 than	 they	 ever	 have	 against	 the

shimmering	canvas	of	night	sky.	Only	this	time,	they	don’t	paint	the	horizon	in
rainbow	shades	of	seductive	neon.
Gunning	the	throttle,	I	swerve	and	speed	away	into	the	night,	away	from	the

brilliant	 streamers	 of	 red	 and	 orange	 that	 dance	 behind	 me,	 content	 that	 by
morning	they	will	finally	whither	into	oblivion.



TWO

“Rough	night,	Spark?”
“Just	 five	 more	 minutes,”	 I	 groan.	 It	 seems	 like	 only	 seconds	 ago	 that	 I

activated	my	black	market	bio-shroud—which	I	keep	hidden	in	 the	heel	of	my
boot	 to	cloak	my	body’s	heat	signature—crawled	under	 the	security	fence,	and
crept	into	my	bunk	at	the	trainee	outpost.
Of	 course,	 that	 was	 all	 after	 rappelling	 hundreds	 of	 feet	 down	 the	 funnel-

shaped	 desert	 canyon	 and	 crawling	 through	 one	 of	 the	 camouflaged	 openings
that	are	embedded	in	the	craggy	walls,	hiding	the	base	from	view.
How	long	was	I	out	for?
There’s	a	firm	tug	on	my	arm	and	I	wince	when	I	pull	it	free.	The	aches	of	my

recent	skirmish	pulsate	through	to	the	marrow.
“What’s	going	on?”	I	croak,	through	the	dry	desert	of	my	throat.	Rubbing	my

eyes,	I	gradually	focus,	the	first	slivers	of	daylight	slicing	through	my	knuckles.
Arrah’s	face	fades	into	view	like	a	disembodied	specter.
“We’ve	got	visitors.”
The	lines	on	her	smooth	caramel	face	snuff	out	my	drowsiness.	I	 jolt	up	and

swing	my	bare	feet	from	the	bunk	to	the	ice-cold	floor.	“Who?	When?”
She	nudges	her	chin	 toward	 the	window	where	our	 three	other	bunkmates—

Dahlia,	Leander,	and	Rodrigo—are	clumped,	peering	outside.
My	 fellow	 Imposer	 trainees.	 Previous	 Recruits,	 winners	 of	 the	 past	 few

seasons	of	the	Trials.	Arrah	is	the	most	recent	inductee	before	me.	The	five	of	us
are	housed	and	trained	together,	with	the	logic	being	that	the	more	experienced
grunts	 in	 the	 group	will	 pass	 their	 knowledge	 on	 to	 the	 others.	 Each	 year	 the
oldest—in	 this	 case	 Dahlia,	 who’s	 First	 Tier	 and	 practically	 a	 full-fledged



Imposer—graduates	to	full	Imposer	status,	leaving	a	vacant	spot	for	the	winning
Recruit	from	that	year’s	Trials.
“Convoy,”	grumbles	Leander,	who’s	second	in	line	of	succession	after	Dahlia.

He	keeps	his	massive,	freckled	back	to	me.	“Pulled	in	’bout	an	hour	ago.”	He’s
built	 like	 a	 series	 of	 pale	 cinder	 blocks,	 wedged	 together	 into	 the	 shape	 of	 a
mountain.
Dahlia	wipes	a	swatch	of	window	with	a	meaty	palm	and	presses	the	expanse

of	her	forehead	against	it.	“All	the	way	from	the	Citadel,	by	the	looks	of	it.”
My	nails	dig	into	the	bed	frame.	If	they’ve	sent	in	troops	from	the	Parish,	that

can	only	mean	they	suspect	…
“Any	idea	why?”	I	coat	my	words	in	idle	curiosity,	hoping	she	won’t	notice.
Rodrigo	yawns	and	drops	to	the	floor	and	into	a	series	of	push-ups.	One	of	his

obsidian	eyes	winks	at	me.	“Probably	just	an	envoy	…	sent	to	…	escort	us	back
…	to	the	Parish	…	in	style	…	”	He	spits	out	each	word	out	with	the	flex	of	his
lean,	 tan	muscles,	which	 thrust	 his	 arms	 and	 chest	 toward	 and	 away	 from	 the
floor	with	the	fluidity	of	a	well-oiled	piston.
“That’s	it!”	Dahlia	snorts,	giving	Leander	a	wink	and	punching	the	mounds	of

his	arm.
He	 snickers	 as	 if	 she’s	merely	 tickled	 him	 and	 swallows	 her	 hand	with	 his.

“We’re	the	elite	that	can’t	be	beat!”
Then	they’re	roughhousing	like	Canid	pups.
I	suppress	a	sneer.	This	is	all	a	game	to	them.	They’re	only	a	few	years	older

than	me,	but	I	can	already	see	that	the	Establishment	has	branded	its	mark	into
their	souls.	I	wonder	which	one	of	their	loved	ones	they	were	forced	to	send	to
their	deaths	in	order	to	get	here.
I	wonder	if	they	even	care	anymore.
When	 I	 first	 arrived	 here,	 I	 thought	 for	 sure	 Dahlia	 Bledsoe	 and	 I	 would

reconnect.	After	all,	our	families	used	to	be	close	back	in	the	Parish.	Her	mother
even	acted	as	a	surrogate	parent	for	my	brother	Cole	and	me	after	Mom	and	Dad
passed—before	being	killed	by	our	so-called	Honorable	Prefect,	Cassius	Thorn,
all	for	daring	to	care	about	us.
So	I	could	understand	Dahlia’s	coldness	and	contempt	and	accept	 the	blame,

under	 normal	 circumstances.	 Her	 mother	 had	 been	 her	 only	 living	 family
member,	and	she	was	dead	now	because	of	her	involvement	with	me.	Fine.	I	get



that.	But	Dahlia	had	shunned	her	own	mother	as	soon	as	she	was	recruited,	even
going	as	far	as	to	deny	her	the	privilege	of	living	in	the	luxury	camps	at	Haven,
where	 all	 remaining	 “Incentives”	 from	 the	 Trials	 are	 sent	 for	 the	 rest	 of	 their
lives—top-notch	 accommodations,	 plenty	 of	 food,	 fresh	 air,	 a	 virtual	 paradise.
Instead,	Dahlia	condemned	Mrs.	Bledsoe	to	a	life	of	squalor	and	disease.	That’s
what	ultimately	killed	her.	Not	Cassius.	Not	me.
Rodrigo,	 who’s	 Third	 Tier,	 is	 still	 straddling	 the	 fence	 between	 immature

bravado	and	cruel	arrogance.	He	pauses	now	in	mid	push-up,	backflips	onto	his
feet,	and	spins	to	attention.
But	Arrah,	she’s	…	she’s	still	pliable,	a	piece	of	clay	that	hasn’t	hardened	yet.

I	 can	 see	 it	 in	 her	 eyes,	 the	 one	 ingredient	 that’s	 missing	 from	 the	 rest:
compassion.	In	another	life,	we	might	have	been	friends.
I	 stand	 and	 stretch,	 trying	 not	 to	 appear	 too	 eager	 as	 I	 saunter	 over	 to	 the

window	to	get	a	look	for	myself.
Three	 transport	vehicles	 are	nesting	on	a	 landing	platform	 that’s	 rising	 from

the	bottom	of	the	canyon:	a	drifter-class	Terrain	Trampler	with	an	exposed	bed,	a
refueling	 air-escort	Squawker,	 and	 the	much	 larger	Vulture-class	 transport.	 It’s
this	last	one	that	twists	the	conduits	of	my	nerves	together,	making	them	spark.
Vultures	are	usually	used	for	combat	assaults	on	enemies	of	the	state.
I	walk	over	to	Arrah,	ignoring	the	others,	who	are	too	busy	telling	each	other

what	 badasses	 they	 are.	 “They	wouldn’t	 have	 sent	 an	 envoy	 all	 the	 way	 to	 a
trainee	encampment	in	the	Fringelands	just	to	escort	us	back	to	the	Parish,	would
they?”	I	ask.	“The	Ascension	Ceremony’s	not	for	another—”
“No.”	She	sighs.	“Sorry	to	disappoint	you,	Sparkles,	but	I	don’t	think	this	has

anything	 to	 do	with	 a	 handful	 of	 trainees	 getting	 rank	promotions.”	Her	 voice
drops.	“Besides,	 rumor	control	has	 it	 that	 there	was	an	 incident	at	 the	pleasure
pits	last	night.”
“Oh?”
She’s	studying	my	face	as	if	it	were	a	map.	“Not	sure	what	happened,	exactly,

but	 one	 of	 the	 sentries	 let	 it	 slip	 to	 me	 that	 supposedly	 there	 were	 deaths
involved.”
My	 eyes	 retreat	 from	 hers.	 “Sounds	 serious.	 But	what	 does	 that	 have	 to	 do

with	our	unit?”



She	shakes	her	head.	“That,	I	can’t	help	you	with.	I	guess	we’ll	find	out	soon
enough.”
I	glance	at	the	ships	again.	“Shouldn’t	they	have	called	an	assembly	and	told

us	something	by	now?	That’s	been	standard	protocol	since	we’ve	been	assigned
here.	Why	are	they	just	sitting	there?	Something’s	not	right.”
“Maybe	they’re	trying	to	figure	out	just	what	type	of	classified	intel	we	should

be	privy	 to.	Who	knows?”	Her	eyes	narrow.	“By	 the	way,	you	wander	around
camp	last	night?”
I	 grab	 my	 crumpled	 tank	 top	 from	 the	 foot	 of	 the	 cot	 and	 pull	 it	 over	 the

twilight	bruise	setting	on	the	ridges	of	my	abdomen.	“No.	Why	do	you	ask?”
Her	lips	purse.	“Thought	I	heard	someone	come	in.	Must	have	dreamt	it.”
Does	she	somehow	suspect	me?	Did	any	of	them	see	me?	Did	I	slip	up?	No.

I’m	just	being	paranoid.
“You	should	get	dressed,”	she	says.	“It’s	visitor’s	day,	remember?”
I	sigh.	“Who	could	forget	the	one	day	a	month	we	get	to	video	chat	with	our

surviving	Incentives	for	ten	whole	minutes?”	Although	not	in	my	case,	since	my
surviving	Incentive—my	five-year-old	brother	Cole—hasn’t	been	sent	to	Haven
yet.	 I	 just	 get	 to	 receive	 clinical	 status	 reports	 on	 how	 he’s	 holding	 up,	 from
some	 stuffed-shirt	 bureaucrat.	 But	 Cole’s	 scheduled	 to	 be	 sent	 to	 Haven	 this
week.	So	maybe	today	will	be	different.
Arrah	knows	this,	and	she	grins	at	me.	“Maybe	you’ll	get	a	nice	surprise	this

morning.”	She	marches	over	to	the	chair	I	draped	my	uniform	over	last	night	and
grabs	my	 fatigue	pants.	 I	 can	hear	 the	 jingle	 of	 the	 two	 remaining	 concussion
discs	from	inside	one	of	the	pockets.
I	grab	the	pants	from	her	and	slip	them	on.	“Thanks.”
I’m	not	sure	if	she	heard	the	discs	or	if	it’s	just	my	anxiety	getting	the	best	of

me,	but	all	I	can	obsess	about	as	we	bustle	out	of	the	bunkhouse	is	the	Citadel
convoy	nesting	in	our	midst.	Each	second	that	goes	by	with	nothing	happening
only	convinces	me	that	something	is	happening.	Something	big.

The	 com	 room	 is	 pretty	 stark.	 Curved	 gray	metallic	 walls	 enclose	 a	 series	 of
booths;	 inside	 each	 booth	 is	 a	 seat,	 which	 juts	 from	 the	 wall	 in	 front	 of	 a
rectangular	holopad	that	projects	the	caller’s	image	and	voice	and	houses	its	own



cam	and	mic	to	transmit.	Once	you’re	inside	the	booth,	an	invisible	soundproof
shield	is	activated	to	maintain	some	semblance	of	privacy.
I’m	the	 last	 to	arrive,	and	I	pass	Leander,	Rodrigo,	and	Arrah	on	my	way	to

one	of	 the	 end	booths.	Though	 I	 can’t	 hear	 a	word	 they’re	 saying,	 I’m	almost
moved	by	the	animated	expressions	on	their	faces.	All	that	arrogance	and	Alpha-
Canid	posturing	is	replaced	by	warmth	and	flashes	of	genuine	emotion	that	can
only	come	from	giving	a	damn	about	someone.
The	irony	is,	that	very	same	caring	is	what	makes	the	Imps	so	ruthless.	You’d

think	 they’d	 be	 consumed	 with	 hatred	 toward	 the	 Establishment,	 since	 it	 put
them	in	a	situation,	during	the	Trials,	of	likely	being	forced	to	choose	which	one
of	their	Incentives	would	die	a	horrible	death.	And	maybe	they	do	hate	it.	But	by
rewarding	 the	 victorious	 Recruit’s	 loved	 ones	 with	 a	 life	 of	 relative	 ease	 at
Haven,	 the	Establishment	 also	 gives	 its	 elite	 soldiers	 something	 to	 be	 grateful
for.
Not	 to	 mention,	 it	 retains	 hostages—which	 ensures	 fierce	 loyalty	 from	 the

Imps.
I’ve	 sometimes	 wondered	 what	 would	 happen	 if	 the	 top-secret	 location	 of

Haven	was	leaked	and	the	Incentives	were	released.	Would	the	Imposers	really
want	to	go	back	to	their	old	lives?	Could	they?
And	would	their	loyalties	shift	away	from	the	Establishment,	as	a	result?
I	quickly	avert	my	eyes	 from	my	fellow	 trainees.	 I	can’t	afford	 to	humanize

them—at	least	not	Leander	and	Rodrigo.	When	it	comes	down	to	it,	they’re	the
enemy	and	will	be	crushed	along	with	Cassius	and	the	rest	of	the	Establishment
if	I	have	my	way.
The	only	other	person	not	 teleconferencing	with	a	 family	member	 is	Dahlia,

who’s	 busying	 herself	 with	 an	 extra	 set	 of	 morning	 calisthenics	 instead.	 No
surprise,	considering	her	dad	perished	as	an	Incentive	during	her	 trials	and	her
mom	 died	 as	 a	 result	 of	 being	my	 Incentive	 during	my	 own	 ordeal.	 I	 wonder
what	keeps	Dahlia	in	check?	As	I	slip	into	the	last	booth,	I	can	feel	her	eyes	on
me,	burning	through	my	uniform	and	into	my	skin.
In	seconds,	I’ve	activated	the	privacy	shield,	submitted	to	the	biometric	scans,

and	placed	my	own	call.
“Private	 Lucian	 Spark.	 Identity	 confirmed.	 Now	 connecting	 …	 ”	 the

synthesized	computer	voice	announces.



The	 three-dimensional	 image	 begins	 to	 materialize	 in	 a	 swirling	 storm	 of
crackling	 static.	 For	 a	 second	 I	 let	 myself	 hope	 that	 this’ll	 be	 the	 moment	 I
finally	get	to	see	and	talk	to	Cole	again.
But	 it’s	not	my	brother.	The	 image	has	 formed,	once	again,	 into	 the	familiar

face	of	Percy	Favell,	 the	beak-nosed	rep	from	the	Child	Assimilation	Services.
He	proceeds	to	update	me	on	Cole’s	physical	and	mental	well-being.
Although	it’s	always	reassuring	to	hear	that	my	brother’s	doing	okay,	it’s	just

empty	words	without	being	able	to	see	for	myself.	When	Favell	pauses	from	his
droning	to	finally	take	in	some	more	air,	I	seize	the	opportunity	to	interrupt.
“When	can	I	see	my	brother?	He	was	supposed	to	arrive	at	Haven	this	week.”
Favell	looks	up	from	the	tablet	screen	he’s	been	reading	and	regards	me	with

his	 beady	 little	 eyes.	 “I’m	 afraid	 your	 brother’s	 transfer	 to	 Haven	 has	 been
delayed.”
“What	are	you	talking	about?”
Favell	grins.	“Cole’s	been	selected	to	take	part	in	a	very	special	program.”
Before	I	can	react,	 the	image	disappears,	 the	lights	come	on,	and	the	door	to

the	com	room	whooshes	open.	A	torrent	of	stark	artificial	light	cascades	through
the	room	and	I	squint	against	it.
Then	 the	 light	 is	eclipsed	by	a	 familiar	hulking	shape.	“Officer	on	 the	floor!

ATTENTION	 !”	 he	 barks,	 barreling	 through	 the	 doorway	 followed	 by	 his
squatter	 twin.	 They	 station	 themselves	 on	 either	 side	 of	 the	 entrance	 like	 two
concrete	columns	propping	up	the	structure.
Great.	My	old	 friends	Styles	and	Renquist.	They	must	have	arrived	with	 the

convoy.
I	spring	from	my	booth	to	join	Leander,	Rodrigo,	Arrah,	and	Dahlia,	planting

myself	beside	them	at	attention	like	a	rigid	stalk.
Styles’s	 eyes	 crawl	 across	 the	 room	 and	 pounce	 on	me.	 “Long	 time	 no	 see,

Spark,”	he	mutters.
Renquist’s	tongue	flits	across	his	lips.	He	winks	at	his	companion.	“Looks	like

someone’s	ripened	into	manhood.”
“Assholes,”	Arrah	whispers	through	clenched	teeth.
“Big	time,”	I	whisper	back.
“Quiet!”	Styles	snaps.



Styles	 and	 Renquist	 have	 got	 to	 be	 two	 of	 the	 most	 corrupt	 and	 sadistic
Imposers	I	know,	and	that’s	saying	a	lot.	If	 they’ve	been	sent	all	 the	way	from
the	Parish	 to	 this	outpost	at	 the	ass-end	of	 the	Fringelands,	 it’s	a	good	bet	 that
Cassius	has	something	to	do	with	this—and	that	it	involves	me	somehow.
If	Cassius	walks	 through	 this	 door,	 it’ll	 really	 be	 a	 test	 of	willpower	 not	 to

pounce	and	tear	his	throat	out.
The	 shadow	 that	 falls	 across	 my	 fellow	 trainees	 and	 me	 doesn’t	 belong	 to

Cassius	Thorn,	but	rather	to	another	of	the	Establishment’s	decadent	agents,	one
I’ll	never	forget.	She’s	tall,	with	amphibious	slits	for	eyes	and	small,	sharp	teeth
like	rough	gems	mined	from	the	quarries.
My	old	drill	instructor,	Sergeant	Slade.
Her	smile	is	a	crooked	slash	across	the	pale	stone	of	her	face.	“At	ease,	Flame

Squad.”
In	spite	of	the	audible	release	of	breath	around	me,	my	muscles	remain	tense,

on	alert,	ready	to	spring	at	a	moment’s	notice.	The	last	time	I	actually	saw	Slade
was	during	the	Recruit	graduation	ceremony	at	Infiernos,	right	before	the	Trials
started.	But	I’ll	never	forget	the	sound	of	her	sadistic	voice	guiding	us	through
the	hell	of	each	trial.	I	have	no	intention	of	giving	her	the	upper	hand	again	if	I
can	help	it.
She	paces	the	floor,	 taking	us	all	 in.	“I	regret	 that	we	had	to	cut	your	family

time	short	this	month,	but	I’m	sure	you’re	all	wondering	why	a	detail	has	been
sent	from	the	Parish	to	such	a	remote	station	as	this.”	Her	eyes	impale	each	of	us
in	 turn,	 like	 darts.	 She	 pauses,	 in	 between	Leander	 and	Dahlia.	 “Some	of	 you
have	shown	a	certain	degree	of	proficiency	 in	your	posts	and	have	proven	 that
you	actually	might	have	what	it	takes	to	serve	among	your	fellow	officers.”	She
cuffs	Dahlia’s	cheek	with	an	audible	slap	and	beams	at	her.
“Thank	you,	Sir.”	Dahlia	nods,	her	face	turning	a	slight	shade	of	red.
“Unfortunately,”	Slade	 continues,	 “it	 appears	 that	 late	 last	 night	 there	was	 a

terrorist	 attack	 on	 the	 Pleasure	 Emporiums.”	 She	 sighs.	 “As	 you	 know,	 the
Emporiums	 play	 a	 vital	 role	 in	 curbing	 the	 baser	 instincts	 inherent	 in	 human
nature,	providing
a	 safe	 and	 secure	 outlet	 for	 our	 citizens	 to	 embrace	 their	 natural	 tendencies
without	interference	from	the	rabble	who	possess	no	self-control.”



All	I	can	see	are	the	faces	of	the	kids	in	those	tanks	at	Harmony	House.	But	I
just	nod	and	take	deep	breaths	until	my	muscles	relax.
Renquist	lumbers	over	and	hands	Slade	a	small	packet	before	returning	to	his

post	by	the	door.
She	 holds	 up	 the	 packet.	 “This	 was	 found	 in	 the	 wreckage	 of	 Harmony

House.”
Tearing	 open	 the	 packet,	 she	 pours	 something	 into	 her	 open	 palm.	 Her	 fist

uncurls,	 revealing	 a	 charred	 silver	 disc—one	 of	 the	 concussion	 charges	 that
didn’t	detonate	during	my	attack	on	the	Emporiums.
She	 waves	 the	 disc	 for	 all	 to	 see.	 “Forensics	 will	 be	 reconstructing	 this

specimen,	 and	 then	 checking	 the	 markings	 and	 serial	 numbers	 against	 our
arsenal	 inventory.”	 Her	 face	 radiates	 pure	 hatred.	 “It’s	 only	 a	 matter	 of	 time
before	it	leads	us	to	the	terrorists.”
I	never	break	eye	contact.
Slade	stops	directly	in	front	of	me	and	her	eyes	narrow.	“This	isn’t	the	first	of

such	terrorist	attacks.	Several	weeks	ago,	someone	set	a	fire	at	one	of	the	plants
supplying	 power	 to	 the	 Fringelands’	 generators,	 and	 a	 month	 before	 that,	 a
precinct	office	was	fire-bombed.	In	each	instance,	a	lit	torch	in	the	shape	of	a	T
was	set	ablaze	at	the	scene	of	the	crime.”
I	 suppress	 a	 satisfied	 smile.	 Looks	 like	 they’ve	 been	 taking	 note	 of	 my

messages.
Good.
My	eyes	hold	against	Slade’s.	“How	tragic	…	Sir.”
She	glares	at	me.	“Yes.	Quite	tragic,	Spark.”
Dahlia	clears	her	throat.	“Permission	to	speak	freely,	Sir?”
“Permission	granted,	Private.”
“What	can	our	unit	do	to	help	apprehend	these	criminals?”
Slade	smirks.	“Spoken	like	a	true	leader,	Private.”
“Yes,	Sir!”	Dahlia	puffs	out	her	chest.
“It	 seems	 last	 night’s	 terrorist	 act	 was	 part	 of	 a	 coordinated	 effort,”	 Slade

announces.	 “At	 the	 same	 time	 the	 Emporiums	 were	 being	 hit,	 a	 team	 of
insurrectionists	overran	a	medical	research	facility	in	Asclepius	Valley,	murdered
the	officers	on	duty,	and	commandeered	the	station	in	their	first	open	action	of
sedition.	 Even	 as	 we	 speak,	 there’s	 a	 small	 group	 of	 Imposers	 who	 were



delivering	 supplies	 who	 are	 now	 trapped	 and	 engaged	 in	 a	 firefight	 with	 the
traitors.	But	communications	have	been	lost.”
Asclepius	 Valley?	 Why	 would	 the	 rebels	 hit	 a	 community	 of	 peaceful

researchers	and	their	families	sequestered	on	the	borders	of	the	Parish	…	unless
they	were	looking	for	something?
“This	base	 is	 the	closest	 to	 the	station,”	Slade	continues.	“Unfortunately,	 the

bulk	 of	 your	 personnel	 have	 been	 deployed	 to	 investigate	 and	 deal	 with	 an
emerging	threat	on	Infiernos.”
Slade	can	vague	it	up	as	much	as	she	wants.	“Emerging	threat”	is	code	for	the

Fleshers.	Whatever	 those	 things	were	 that	 I	 encountered	while	 training	 for	 the
Trials,	they’re	still	out	there.	And	growing	stronger.
“With	time	being	of	the	essence,	that	leaves	only	Flame	Squad	to	conduct	the

raid	on	Asclepius	Valley,	with	a	handful	of	fighter	pilots	to	provide	air	support.”
Slade	turns	her	head.	“Styles!	Renquist!	I	want	these	grunts	prepped	and	boarded
for	the	war	zone,	stat.”
Around	me,	there	are	hushed	murmurs,	glances	cast	around	the	room.	This	is

it.	After	all	our	training	and	Sims,	we’re	going	into	real	combat.
Slade’s	eyes	sweep	the	room.	“I	assure	you,	the	Trials	were	nothing	compared

to	what	you	are	about	to	face.”	She	turns	her	back	on	us.	“Get	them	loaded	for
immediate	departure.”
“You	heard	the	Sarge,”	Styles	growls.	“Asses	in	motion!”
The	next	thing	I	know,	we’re	hustling	to	gather	our	gear	and	scrambling	up	the

ramp	that	leads	into	the	belly	of	the	Vulture	craft.
As	much	as	 I’ve	been	 longing	 to	 escape	 this	hole	 and	get	hands-on	 into	 the

struggle	between	the	Establishment	and	the	freedom	fighters,	I	never	thought	it
would	be	under	these	conditions.
How	am	I	going	to	face	off	with	rebels,	and	not	murder	them	while	also	not

giving	myself	away?



THREE

The	Vulture	craft	swoops	down	into	the	canyon	of	Asclepius	Valley,	jostling	us
with	its	bumpy	landing.
My	old	nemesis	Captain	Valerian,	her	lean	body	already	clad	in	a	form-fitting

gray	envirosuit,	bustles	through	the	cockpit	door.	For	a	split	second,	I	flash	back
to	that	time	in	the	alley	with	Digory	when	we	watched	from	the	sewer	grates	as
she	unleashed	a	Canid	on	that	poor	kid.	I	can	still	hear	those	screams.
Everyone	snaps	to	attention,	but	Valerian	barely	acknowledges	us,	as	if	we’re

specks	of	dust	to	be	flicked	away.
She	 points	 to	 the	 overhead	 compartments.	 “Listen	 up,	 Flame	 Squad.	 Your

mission	 is	 multifold.	 Fight	 your	 way	 past	 the	 traitors	 until	 you	 get	 into	 the
research	facility.	Once	inside,	dispose	of	any	opposition	and	retake	the	labs	until
reinforcements	arrive.	Do	not	touch	a	thing.	It	is	vital	that	the	insurrectionists	not
smuggle	any	of	the	research	out	of	the	valley.
And	finally,	be	careful	not	to	trigger	the	facility’s	failsafe.	If	you	do,	you’ll	only
have	 fifteen	minutes	 to	 get	 your	 butts	 out	 of	 there.	Now	 suit	 up,	 kiddies.	We
wouldn’t	want	any	blemishes	on	that	sensitive	skin.	No	telling	what	bio-
weapons	those	insurrectionists	have	been	cooking	up.”
Reasonable.	 Except	 I	 don’t	 think	 it’s	 the	 insurrectionists	 who	 have	 been

dabbling	in	bio-warfare.
Arrah	pauses	and	turns	to	Valerian.	“Permission	to	speak,	Captain?”
Valerian	glares	at	her.	“What	is	it,	Private?”
“What	about	the	civvies?	Won’t	they	be	in	the	line	of	fire?”	She	glances	at	me,

then	back.	“How	are	we	supposed	to	know	the	dif—”
“Any	civilians	 in	your	way	are	 to	be	considered	collateral	damage,”	Valerian

snaps.	“Now	get	moving.	Keep	helmet	coms	on	channel	three.”	As	she	rumbles



past	me,	she	sighs.	“One	day	you’ll	learn.”
The	 cabin’s	 filled	with	 the	 creaks	 and	 clicks	of	 harnesses	being	disengaged.

For	the	next	thirty	seconds	we	all	scramble	into	our	envirosuits	and	snap	on	our
oval	helmets	equipped	with	built-in	scanner	shades.
“Thanks	for	backing	me	up,	Spark,”	Arrah	grumbles	as	she	zips	up	her	suit.	“I

thought	you	understood.”
“Ooh,”	 Leander	 chuckles.	 “Poor	 little	 Arrah’s	 afraid	 we	 might	 hurt

somebody.”
Rodrigo	slaps	him	on	the	back.	“I	say	bring	’em	all	on—civvies	included.”
Dahlia	smirks	and	shoots	me	a	look.	“Just	more	target	practice.”
Ignoring	them,	I	lock	my	helmet	into	place	and	stare	down	Arrah.	“Just	keep

your	 mind	 on	 the	 mission.	 You’re	 not	 going	 to	 be	 helping	 anyone	 if	 you’re
dead.”
Grabbing	my	own	pulsator	rifle,	I	follow	the	others	down	the	gangplank	and

into	the	carnage	of	Asclepius	Valley,	which	has	been	transformed	from	a	quaint
borough	of	neatly	paved	 streets	 into	a	 scorched	 landscape	of	pathways	 littered
with	bodies.
“Stay	in	formation!”	Leander	shouts.
I	 can	barely	hear	his	voice	 through	my	helmet	over	 the	 shrieks	 and	weapon

fire.	We	scramble	down	a	side	street	toward	the	research	facility.
When	we	emerge	into	the	remnants	of	an	intersection,	the	smoke	becomes	less

dense.	Searing	sunlight	bleeds	through	the	dark	plumes	that	smudge	the	morning
sky,	providing	vivid	snippets	of	the	devastation	looming	all	around	us.	Downed
power	 cables	 hiss	 and	 crack,	 snaking	 across	 the	 ruined	 sidewalks.	Dark	 pools
have	formed	in	craggy	potholes—filled	with	fuel?	Blood?	I	can’t	be	sure.	Most
of	 us	 are	 panting	 like	 a	 pack	 of	 Canids,	 drenched	 in	 sweat	 even	 with	 the
temperature	regulators	in	our	suits.
A	woman	shambles	out	of	an	alleyway	in	front	of	us.	The	once-white	lab	coat

she’s	wearing	is	drenched	in	blood.	I	wince	as	I	catch	sight	of	crimson	handprint
stains.
“Thank	the	Deity,”	she	wheezes	as	she	stumbles	closer.	“We	need	help	…	”
My	mouth	 goes	 dry	 as	 she	 staggers	 toward	 me,	 her	 eyes	 bleeding	 and	 her

yellowed	 skin	 ravaged	 by	 oozing	 pustules.	 I	 can’t	 help	 but	 think	 of	 what
happened	to	Digory.



“Stay	back!”	Leander	shouts.
But	 I’m	 frozen	 in	 place	 as	 the	 woman	 collapses	 against	 me,	 her	 grip

surprisingly	strong,	her	face	desperate.
“Please	stop	the	pain	…	”	she	croaks.
“Don’t	worry.	We’re	going	to	take	you	back	to	MedCen	and—”
Black	blood	bursts	from	her	cracked	lips,	spraying	my	helmet.
Instinctively,	 I	 swipe	 at	 my	 faceplate	 with	 a	 gloved	 hand	 as	 she	 begins	 to

scream.
“It	hurts,”	she	wails.	“Stop	the	pain.	STOP	THE	PAIN!”	She	digs	her	fingers

into	her	eyes,	clawing,	twisting	them	into	clots	of	gory	pulp.
“Move	away	from	her,	Spark!”	This	time	it’s	Rodrigo	who’s	yelling.
Arrah	 rips	me	 free	 as	 the	madwoman	begins	 to	 laugh,	 hysterical,	 drawn-out

blubbering.	“That’s	better.”	She	grins	through	blood-caked	teeth.	“Now	it’s	your
turn	…	”	Her	still-dripping	fingers	curl	into	claws	and	she	lunges,	grabbing	for
my	suit.
I	whip	my	pulsator	 toward	her,	but	before	 I	 can	 fire,	 a	 searing	burst	of	heat

soars	over	my	shoulder	and	engulfs	the	woman,	turning	her	into	a	writhing	torch
of	human	flesh.
She	doesn’t	scream.	Doesn’t	make	any	sound.
Behind	 me,	 Dahlia	 lets	 loose	 another	 blast	 from	 her	 flamethrower	 before

releasing	 the	 trigger	 and	 shifting	 the	 still-smoking	 nozzle	 in	 my	 direction.
“You’re	welcome.”
Rodrigo’s	holomap	lets	out	a	plaintive	beep.	“The	research	center’s	up	ahead!”
Leander	slaps	me	on	the	back.	“C’mon!	Let’s	roll!”
The	 roar	of	Squawkers	 zooming	overhead	drowns	out	 the	 rest	 of	 his	words.

We	run	after	him,	trying	our	best	to	keep	formation.	Explosions	rip	chunks	from
the	ground	and	 remaining	buildings,	 spraying	 the	air	with	 a	deadly	mixture	of
glass	shards,	blinding	grit,	and	flaming	projectiles.
Refugees	scramble	around	us,	dodging	debris,	clutching	bloody	stumps.	One

young	woman	is	staggering	around,	a	gore-soaked	hand	pressed	to	her	abdomen.
Just	 ahead,	 another	 explosion	 rips	 through	 a	 half-dozen	 fleeing	 people.

Screams	are	cut	short	as	heads	burst,	spewing	brain	matter	like	over-ripe	melons.
I	grit	my	teeth.	No	Simulation	has	prepared	any	of	us	for	this.	At	least	 these

people	died	quickly.



The	 front	 of	 the	 research	 lab	 is	 a	 smoldering	 crater	 of	 debris,	 blocking	 the
entryway.
“Damn	it!’	Leander	spits.
“Any	other	ways	in,	Rod-Man?”
The	 holomap	 is	 a	 blur	 in	Rodrigo’s	 palm	 as	 he	 scans	 through	 it.	 “There’s	 a

subterranean	 loading	ramp	they	use	 to	ship	supplies,	about	a	hundred	and	fifty
yards	around	the	corner.	From	there,	we	can	splice	into	the	freight	elevator	bank,
bypass	security,	and	hitch	a	ride	into	the	main	complex.”
“Then	 I	 guess	 we	 better	 not	 waste	 any	 more	 time.”	 Dahlia	 sprints	 in	 that

direction,	the	rest	of	us	on	her	heels.
The	 loading	 ramp	dips	 down	 at	 a	 steep	 forty-five	 degree	 angle,	 into	 a	 thick

wall	of	blackness.
“Great,”	Rodrigo	mutters.	“Power	must’ve	been	knocked	out	by	the	blasts.”
“Or	cut	deliberately,”	Arrah	says.
Leander	punches	a	button	on	his	helmet.	“Everyone	switch	to	shadow-imaging

tech.”
The	blackness	is	replaced	by	a	sea	of	sickly	green	infrared	images.	A	couple	of

freight	sleds	lie	crashed	into	piles,	their	cases	of	med	supplies	strewn	across	the
bay	floor.
“Dahlia,”	 Leander	 whispers.	 “You	 and	 me	 take	 point.	 Arrah	 and	 Rod-Man

assume	flanking	positions.	Spark—”
“Yeah,	I’ve	got	caboose	duty.”
A	series	of	sounds	squirm	through	my	headpiece,	raising	all	 the	hairs	on	my

body.	Then	something	eclipses	the	sunlight.	I	turn	to	glance	behind	me.
The	 top	 of	 the	 loading	 ramp	 we	 just	 came	 down	 is	 jammed	 with	 festering

people.
“We’ve	got	company.”
Just	 like	 the	 infected	 woman	 who	 attacked	 me,	 this	 horde	 is	 filled	 with

hemorrhaging	 eyes,	 some	 dangling	 from	 strings	 of	 dripping	 tissue,	 some	with
noses	torn,	exposing	gaping	nasal	cavities	gushing	dark	ooze.	One	young	man,
his	 clothes	 a	 tattered	 mass	 of	 blood-soaked	 rags,	 grins	 through	 split	 lips,
revealing	teeth	caked	with	who	knows	what.
Then	the	entire	pack	is	rampaging	toward	us.
“Open	fire!”	Dahlia	shouts.



The	first	wave	of	diseased	attackers	disappears	in	a	spray	of	limbs	and	guts	as
we	hit	them	hard	with	volley	after	volley	of	blasts	from	our	pulsators.
Rodrigo	and	Leander	make	it	into	a	game,	deliberately	shooting	off	body	parts

to	cripple	first	rather	than	shelve,	in	a	sick	attempt	at	prolonging	the	fun.	Dahlia
joins	them,	choosing
to	fry	people	with	her	flamethrower	instead	of	firing	kill	shots.
Aiming	for	the	heads	and	chest,	I	do	my	best	to	put	these	poor	people	out	of

their	misery	as	quickly	as	possible,	just	like	Arrah’s	doing.	No	matter	how	many
we	shoot	or	maim,	though,	they	just	keep	coming,	wave	after	wave.
“Fall	back	into	the	loading	bay,”	Leander	commands.
That’s	when	 the	 infected	who’ve	been	 lurking	 in	 the	darkness	begin	 to	drop

from	 the	 ceiling	 pipes	 and	 lumber	 out	 from	behind	 pillars.	We’re	 trapped	 and
outnumbered.
“There’re	too	many	of	’em!”	Rodrigo	yells.
“Get	to	the	freight	elevator!”	I	cry.
Droves	 of	 infected	 people	 swarm	 into	 the	 bay,	 forcing	 us	 to	 scatter.	 I	 dive

behind	 an	 overturned	 supply	 crate	 and	 something	 brushes	 against	me,	 causing
my	muscles	to	tense	until	I	realize	it’s	Arrah,	crouched	beside	me.
Crack!
A	man	 crouches	 on	 the	 crate	 right	 above	 our	 heads,	what’s	 left	 of	 his	 nasal

cartilage	 sniffing	 the	 air.	 Beads	 of	 saliva	 drip	 from	 his	 open	 mouth	 onto	 my
faceplate.
Gripping	 Arrah’s	 gloved	 hand	 in	 mine,	 I	 tiptoe	 one	 hundred	 and	 eighty

degrees	around	the	crate	and	spot	Rodrigo	hugging	one	side	of	a	downed	freight
sled	to	our	right.	On	the	opposite	side	of	the	sled	that	Rodrigo’s	hidden	behind,
an	obscene	mass	of	groping,	sniffing,	clawing	people	is	slowly	making	its	way
around	to	him	from	his	blind	side.
“Rod-Man!	 What’re	 you	 waiting	 for?”	 I	 hiss	 into	 my	 helmet	 mic.	 “Move,

damn	it.”
But	he	doesn’t	move	a	muscle.	No	reaction	at	all.
The	 contaminated	 horde	 is	 practically	 nipping	 at	 Rodrigo’s	 boots.	 In	 a	 few

seconds,	it	won’t	make	any	difference	whether	we	warn	him	or	not.
“His	com	unit	must	be	damaged,”	I	say	to	Arrah.	“I’m	going	after	him.”



I	 lunge	 forward	 but	 snap	 back	 as	 if	 bound	 by	 a	 giant	 rubber	 band.	 It’s
Leander’s	steel	arm	around	my	waist,	pulling	me	back	into	the	shadows	against
the	brick	wall	of	his	chest.	“You’ll	give	away	our	position,	Spark.”
A	skull	peers	at	us	from	our	left.	No.	It’s	Dahlia,	her	eyes	deep	canyons,	her

mouth	opened	in	a	silent	shout.	She	jabs	a	finger	in	the	direction	of	the	freight
elevator	and	the	expression	on	her	face	is	clear.
We	gotta	move.	Now.
I	thrust	my	hand	into	the	darkness	and	pick	up	the	first	thing	I	touch.	I	wince.

It’s	 a	 severed	 foot.	 At	 least	 it’s	 still	 encased	 in	 a	 ragged	work	 boot.	 I	 hurl	 it
across	the	gulf.	My	grisly	projectile	grazes	the	side	of	Rodrigo’s	helmet.
A	twisting	shadow	falls	over	Rodrigo.	He	whirls,	weapon	raised.	“Die,	Mother

F—”
BLAM!	BLAM!	BLAM!
The	 deadly	 spray	 of	Rodrigo’s	weapon	 fills	 the	 claustrophobic	 space	with	 a

deafening	roar.	Body	parts	fly	as	our	attackers	scatter	in	every	direction.
“Get	your	asses	to	the	freight	elevator!”	Leander	shouts	as	he	sprints	from	our

hiding	place.	I	start	after	him,	but	turn	when	I	hear	a	moan	behind	me.
Arrah’s	 on	 her	 knees,	 clutching	 her	 left	 thigh.	 Dark	 streaks	 spill	 from	 the

wound	onto	her	hand.
“Friendly	fire,”	she	groans.
Right	behind	her,	the	twisting	bodies	of	more	infected	

people	 approach,	 making	 those	 sickening	 sloshing,	 slurping,	 and	 crunching
sounds	 that	 drown	 out	 everything—the	 weapons	 blasts,	 the	 pounding	 of	 the
blood	through	my	veins	…
Aiming	my	own	pulsator,	my	finger	tightens	on	the	trigger	repeatedly.	Energy

bursts	find	their	targets	and	the	survivors	scramble.
Arrah	and	I	collapse	into	each	other’s	arms.
Through	 the	 swirl	 of	 emergency	 beacons,	 I	 see	 the	 contaminated	 horde	 all

around	us	in	a	nightmarish	strobe,	wriggling	out	of	the	walls	and	ceiling,	more
and	more,	too	many	to	stop	before	we	run	out	of	ammo.
I	can’t	get	my	brain	around	it.	It’s	all	wrong.	Slade	said	the	rebels	had	taken

over	 the	 facility,	but	 these	are	obviously	victims.	And	 I’ll	bet	my	 life	 that	 this
outbreak	is	the	Establishment’s	doing.



“Rip	out	their	livers	and	make	them	eat!”	a	voice	bellows,	prickling	every	hair
on	my	body.
I’m	not	sure	who	shouted	that,	but	we’re	not	sticking	around	long	enough	to

find	out.	 I	pry	myself	 from	Arrah’s	grip	and	drag	her	 to	her	 feet.	“We’re	outta
here!”
“Spark!	Arrah!”	Dahlia	cries	from	up	ahead.	“We	haven’t	got	all	day!”
Slinging	 Arrah’s	 arm	 over	 my	 shoulder,	 I	 start	 running	 toward	 the	 freight

elevator.	 I	 can	 hear	 the	 awful	 sounds	 of	 our	 pursuers	 not	 too	 far	 behind	 us,
grinding	through	my	brain,	getting	louder	and	louder.
“What	 have	 they	 done	 to	 these	 people?”	 Arrah’s	 voice	 flares	 in	my	 helmet

speakers.	I’m	too	breathless	to	respond,	and	just	as	concerned	with	the	why.
Up	 ahead,	 Leander,	 Rodrigo,	 and	 Dahlia	 are	 waiting	 for	 us	 by	 the	 elevator

bank.	 Rodrigo’s	 got	 the	 access	 panel	 open	 and	 is	 busy	 rewiring	 it,	 trying	 to
bypass	security,	while	Dahlia	and	Leander	flank	him,	firing	at	any	contaminated
that	venture	too	close.
Leander	barely	stops	firing	when	he	recognizes	Arrah	and	me.	His	eyes	bulge.

“Don’t	look	back!	Keep	running!”
A	pang	of	guilt	hits	me.	Leander	and	the	others	are	Establishment,	and	they’re

waiting	for	me.	Would	I	hesitate	to	leave	any	of	them	behind?
As	 Arrah	 and	 I	 reach	 them,	 Rodrigo	 connects	 two	 sparking	 wires	 together.

“That’s	it,	baby.”	The	elevator	doors	grind	open	and	we	spill	inside,	just	before
dark	shadows	smother	us.
Rodrigo	 jams	 his	 gloved	 palm	 against	 the	 elevator’s	 key	 pad	 and	 the	 doors

clang	shut,	sealing	the	horde	out.
Leander	 grins	 through	 a	 blood-speckled	 face	 and	 elbows	 me	 in	 the	 ribs.

“Everyone	having	fun	yet?”
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