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      To those who stand against injustice.

      And the ones who speak when it’s easier to stay silent.
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        Story reminder

      
      Us Dark Few: 300 years after the “Great Collapse,” Earth’s last remaining surface city, Genesis, stands beneath a protective dome that shields the wealthy from the deadly radiation ravaging the planet. Below, in the underground city of Apollo, the forgotten population dwells in the darkness, their lives controlled by oppressive rules and a forbidden history erased by time and a totalitarian regime.

      When eighteen-year-old Khalani Kanes is caught with a banned book from the era before the Collapse, she is swiftly convicted and thrown into Braderhelm—a brutal underground prison where death is all but a guarantee. Forced to live among murderers, thieves, rapists, and liars, Khalani must fight to stay alive. Yet her greatest threat may not be the inmates, but Takeshi Steele, the cold and unforgiving Captain who seems to hate her as deeply as she despises him. With each passing day, Khalani wonders whether she will be killed by Takeshi, or her own unraveling sanity.

      She befriends a few wild inmates who help keep her alive: Serene, the nimble thief; Adan, the eccentric engineer; Derek, the mysterious scientist; and Winnie, the crazy and secretive librarian. But after Khalani is brutally beaten in the Pit, she manages to convince the callous Takeshi Steele to train her in self-defense.

      But the underground holds far more secrets than Khalani ever imagined. When she’s chosen for a labor detail in the city above, she crosses paths with Alexander Huxley, the Governor responsible for killing her parents. He rules over the city with an iron fist and takes a peculiar interest in her. Soon after, Khalani is selected for a job within Genesis, where she witnesses the Governor’s chilling brutality firsthand and overhears a shocking conversation about imminent crop failure in Apollo.

      Desperate to save their city, Khalani and her criminal allies steal a walkie-talkie and make contact with a resistance faction in the nearest underground city, Hermes. A strange voice tells them they must travel across the planet’s surface to reach Hermes if they want to survive. The only problem is that the surface is still riddled with deadly radiation. However, an inmate named Brock, who has crossed the Death-Zone, reveals a staggering truth. The radiation is a lie. The surface has been safe for years.

      Armed with this revelation, Khalani confides in Winnie, who reveals the truth about her ancestor Timothy Talbot. He was a scientist involved in a top-secret initiative known as Project Helix and left behind a journal and an amulet passed down through Winnie’s family. The journal reveals that Project Helix was designed to save the world, and its final cryptic message offers only one clue to its whereabouts: The path starts at Prometheus.

      Khalani and her friends begin plotting their escape. With the help of an unlikely ally and the mysterious Takeshi Steele, they finally break free of Braderhelm. But they’re soon confronted by the vengeful Governor on the apocalyptic surface. In a final confrontation, Takeshi kills Alexander Huxley, only to uncover the horrifying truth that the Governor was never human. He was a machine.

      With the Governor’s true nature revealed, Khalani and her criminal crew must cross the barren wasteland to reach Hermes and uncover even darker truths that threaten to reshape their world.

      

      Us Deadly Few: Khalani and her crew of escaped criminals from Braderhelm begin their long journey across the desert to Hermes, the nearest underground city. Battling the deadly climate, raging storms, haunting visions of the Governor, and Takeshi’s distant nature, they are brutally captured one night and awaken in the walled city known as Desert Spring.

      Desert Spring is ruled by the Chief, who allows them to live and work in the town, but forbids them from leaving. But one night, a vigilante group called the Sinners—a cannibal group—attacks Desert Spring and nearly kills the entire town. With the help of Brock, Takeshi, and Khalani, the townspeople manage to fend off the attackers. Grateful for their aid, the Chief agrees to let them leave for Hermes in exchange for guns and supplies upon their return. However, as collateral, Derek is forced to remain behind.

      Khalani and the rest of the group make the final journey to Hermes, a city beneath the ruins of Las Vegas. Waiting for them is Spade, a member of the Aces gang. Much like the old city of Las Vegas, Hermes thrives on drinking and gambling. Spade leads them to the Black Heart, the Aces’ secret hideout, and during a gang meeting, Khalani and her friends reveal the truth: There’s no more radiation on the surface, and without immediate aid, the underground citizens of Apollo will die from starvation. Spade strikes a deal with them. If Khalani and Takeshi infiltrate the Hermes prison camp and rescue the Aces’ leader, Jack, the gang will help save Apollo.

      Raziel, the Aces’ Enforcer, escorts Khalani and Takeshi to the casino and nightclub, where they’re intentionally captured by the Dealers, Hermes’s military police. The plan is successful, and Khalani and Takeshi awaken in the prison camp, where they’re forced into daily labor while avoiding being taken by the secretive camp doctor, Doctor Strauss, who selects one prisoner for inspection each day. No one knows what happens to those who are selected, only that they never return or if they do, they come back changed.

      Inside the camp, they meet Jack and his companion Ryder, another member of the Aces. Khalani also befriends a young woman named Elise and her father, a troubled man obsessed with a ring engraved with the words Prometheus Inc, the first clue to Timothy Talbot’s journal. As Khalani and Takeshi grow closer and survive a brutal attack, plans for their rescue are set in motion. But everything falls apart when Khalani is taken by Doctor Strauss. In his lab, Doctor Strauss reveals his plan to insert mind-control chips into prisoners and create an army. For the chips to work, he tortures Khalani in an effort to wipe her memory and continuously revives her with advanced medicine. The Aces finally break into the prison camp with a bomb. In the chaos, Elise’s father is killed and she takes his special ring. Takeshi rescues Khalani from Doctor Strauss but during their escape, he is shot in the back, and Khalani is forced to leave him behind.

      Back at the Black Heart, Winnie and Adan uncover disturbing information: several of the first Hermes survivors had Prometheus Inc. listed on their employment records, and the company’s headquarters lie somewhere in the old ruins of California. Winnie urges Khalani to investigate the site, so they can finally uncover the truth behind Project Helix. But Khalani’s plan is to rescue Takeshi, refusing to believe he is dead

      Before they can act, the Dealers raid the Black Heart, searching for the prison camp survivors: Jack, Ryder, Elise, and Khalani. Chaos erupts as Khalani and her found family flee through the back exit. Just as they think they’ve escaped, a figure steps out of the shadows. It’s Takeshi. Overwhelmed with joy, Khalani runs into his arms, but Takeshi presses a knife against her throat and asks one thing.

      “How do you know my name?”

    
  
    
      
        1

      
      
        You might not have been at the start, but I’m happy you’re at the finish.

      

      Khalani Kanes had been defined by many words.

      Orphan.

      Criminal.

      Forsaken.

      But a single title wasn’t enough. Not anymore. Untethered rage boiled inside her. It was an endless type of madness.

      All her life, she’d been lied to.

      Love was supposed to be the defining characteristic that set her free. But with a cold dagger pressed against her throat, Khalani was painfully aware that love only leads to endings.

      She’d just never thought it would be her own.

      “Takeshi,” Khalani rasped, peering into his dark gaze.

      His firm body was the same. His chiseled face and silky hair appeared no different. But Takeshi’s charcoal eyes held zero recognition of her. They were cold and utterly devoid of life, as if a stranger had taken over his body.

      The blade bit deeper into her jugular. She flinched as a dribble of warm blood cascaded down her throat.

      “I’ll only ask one more time,” Takeshi hissed. “How do you know my name?”

      Khalani’s mouth parted, but no cries or pleas escaped. She reached for his face, willing him to recognize her.

      Any minute now, he’d break out of it.

      He had to.

      But before she could speak and get through, a large figure slammed into Takeshi like a battering ram. She gasped as Brock tore him off her, but Takeshi elbowed Brock in the stomach and clocked him in the throat, easily dislodging him.

      Takeshi turned back to Khalani, teeth clenched, but this time, something changed. His muscles coiled and shifted, and Takeshi’s eyes flared with fury. She slowly crawled backward, chills running up her spine.

      He adjusted his grip on the blade. Without hesitation, he drove the gleaming steel straight toward her heart.

      Khalani threw up her hands, instinctively shutting her eyes.

      But the pain never came.

      She looked up to find Adan and Serene grappling with Takeshi. They grunted and heaved, desperately trying to hold him back.

      “Stop it, Takeshi!” Serene cried, struggling to hold his left arm with both her hands wrapped around it, her full weight dragging against him. But Takeshi surged forward, his deadly focus zeroed in on her.

      “Snap the fuck out of it, man,” Adan barked, holding on to his other arm desperately, but Takeshi snarled, shaking off their grips.

      Brock suddenly appeared from behind and wrapped his thick bicep around Takeshi’s neck, choking him out.

      Takeshi’s face turned purple, his limbs shaking.

      “Don’t kill him!” she yelled, but the others ignored her, struggling to pull his raging form back.

      Khalani could barely breathe, let alone think. She scrambled to her feet as they continued fighting, his feral gaze locked onto her, fists clenched like she was the cause of the world’s endless suffering. Takeshi suddenly squared his shoulders and charged ahead. Even with Brock, Serene, and Adan holding him back, they were no match for his rage.

      Crash!

      A barstool slammed on top of Takeshi’s head.

      He stumbled, losing focus as Winnie stood behind him, chest heaving, her eyes bulging wide. Brock immediately took advantage and grabbed the stool from Winnie and brought it crashing over his head again.

      They all jumped as Takeshi slumped to the ground, unconscious.

      Brock’s hands trembled as he dropped the stool. The chair clattered to the ground, the piercing sound echoing throughout the decrepit alley.

      No one moved, like the slightest shift might wake Takeshi and send him into another murderous rampage. But Khalani rubbed her aching chest, feeling like she was about to topple over.

      Emptiness would’ve been a reprieve.

      In fact, anything would’ve been preferable to the bellowing grief inside her.

      “How do you know my name?”

      That’s what Takeshi had kept repeating.

      Did he truly not remember her?

      Khalani shook her head, wanting—no, needing—to deny it.

      Maybe he couldn’t recognize her in the dark alley and was simply confused?

      She searched for any other explanation, but Doctor Strauss’s smiling face flashed in her mind.

      She remembered him sawing her leg open like a bloody slice of cake. Flaying her arms. Amputating her limbs. He’d used a special medicine to heal her wounds at a remarkable rate.

      And the last time she saw Takeshi, he’d been shot trying to escape the prison camp with her. They could’ve used the same medicine to heal his wounds.

      But would that make him forget her?

      No. It had to be something else.

      The only thing she kept coming back to was the chip. The one Doctor Strauss had wanted to insert into her brain.

      He’d said torture was necessary to induce memory loss and make the chip function. In the lab, she’d felt her mind begin to splinter. Her memories. Her poems. Everything was slowly slipping away. The only thing Khalani could do was repeat her own name over and over, so she wouldn’t lose everything.

      But Takeshi had been gone for days. Alone. Suffering. Waiting for her to return.

      A tear rolled down her cheek as her regrets piled higher and higher.

      She’d left him behind. Takeshi had put his life on the line to save her, and in return, she’d abandoned him.

      She gazed at him on the ground, wanting to lie down beside him and say how sorry she was.

      “Where did the chair come from?” Serene’s numb voice broke the silence.

      “Winnie didn’t really think.” Winnie ran her trembling hand through her gray, frayed hair. “She ran back into the bar and grabbed the first thing she could. The men inside were too busy fighting to notice.”

      Khalani’s eyes flickered to the Black Heart. One second, they were in the Aces’ headquarters, discussing plans, and the next, the Dealers had barged in, hunting for the prisoners who’d escaped the camp.

      The clamor of fighting had faded. The alleyway they stood in was eerily quiet. But they had no idea who’d won.

      The Aces might all be dead.

      The Dealers could burst into the back alley, searching for survivors, at any moment.

      “We have to move.” Khalani spoke rapidly, her thoughts going haywire. “Brock, can you help me grab Takeshi? We need to hide.”

      “Have you lost your fucking mind?” Brock snapped, keeping his voice low to not attract attention, but the words sliced her apart. “He tried to kill you!”

      “No, you don’t understand. He’s not himself,” she argued, meeting their incredulous stares. “The Dealers did something to his memory. We have to help him.”

      “Khalani…” Adan hedged. “Maybe we should talk about this.”

      “There’s nothing to talk about!” she roared. Her face was pale, the whites of her eyes showing, like a cornered creature lashing out.

      But she didn’t care who was standing against her. She’d die before leaving him again.

      Brock clenched his jaw, about to argue some more, when the back door to the Black Heart flung open. Jack stormed out with a murderous expression on his blood-smeared face as he supported Ryder’s waist.

      Ryder’s pale cheeks were streaked with dirt as he heaved in ragged breaths, one bloody hand pressed tightly against his ribs. Raziel and Spade followed close behind, their black clothing disheveled and splattered with specks of red.

      A couple other men staggered behind them, gripping their weapons with frantic gazes. Khalani’s mouth flew open when the last figure to stumble out was Elise. Her blond hair hung in disheveled knots, her expression completely lost and shell-shocked as she hobbled down the stairs, nothing like the fiery girl Khalani had met in the prison camp.

      When she hit the ground, Spade slammed the door to the Black Heart shut. His chest heaved, and he braced his back against the wood, like he could somehow contain the violence left behind the walls.

      “We need to get out of here,” Jack ordered, tightening his hold around the injured Ryder. “He needs a doctor.”

      “Fucking Dealer stabbed me,” Ryder hissed, blood seeping deeper pools into his gray shirt.

      “What happened to the other Dealers?” Brock asked.

      “Dead,” Raziel stated unforgivingly, wiping a bloodied arm across his nose, clutching a handgun close to his side. “I counted seven in the raid, but more will come when they don’t report back.”

      “And the rest of the Aces?”

      Jack and Spade exchanged grim looks. Raziel muttered expletives too deadly to list under his tongue. Khalani careened at the silent answer.

      Elise swayed side to side, her gaze glassy, looking like she’d keel over at any moment.

      “Still don’t know how the hell they found us.” Spade banged a heavy fist against the door.

      “Someone must’ve talked.”

      “We don’t know that yet,” Jack snapped, scanning the alley, but his murderous gaze landed on Takeshi.

      He froze, his mouth opening and closing multiple times, like he couldn’t quite believe what he was seeing.

      Jack was with them when Takeshi was shot. He’d witnessed the tunnels sealing off his escape.

      He, like everyone else, had thought Takeshi was dead.

      “How is he alive?”

      None of them spoke. Not even Brock.

      Raziel was perceptive, though. He took in the discarded knife on the ground, their lowered eyes, and the thin line of blood trickling down Khalani’s neck.

      In the next millisecond, he cocked his gun and aimed it at Takeshi.

      “NO!”

      Khalani didn’t think.

      Pure instinct overrode her as she dove over Takeshi, shielding his body with her own.

      “Get off him,” Raziel hissed.

      “I won’t.”

      “You have three seconds to move, or I’m killing you both.”

      “Raziel,” Spade cautioned, “hold on.”

      “No!” Raziel snarled. “I saw him get shot with my own two eyes. If the Dealers saved him, he’s the one who led them to the Black Heart.”

      His trigger finger twitched.

      “That’s not true!” Khalani cried, holding up a hand to stop him. “You can’t hurt him. He doesn’t remember.”

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      “When Doctor Strauss took me into his lab, he told me their plan,” she explained, struggling to get through the words. “They’re torturing prisoners to erase their memories. They’ve been implanting chips to take control over everyone.”

      Shocked murmurs echoed throughout the alley, but Adan, Serene, and Winnie closed in around her.

      “Khalani…they tortured you down there?” Serene’s voice trembled as she took another shaky step forward.

      “Don’t move,” Raziel snapped, shifting the gun to Serene.

      “If you don’t put that gun down, we’re going to have a bigger problem,” Brock growled, the deep timbre and wrath in his voice sending shivers through her spine.

      “I will do no such thing. He’s the reason they found us and killed several of our men. We have no choice but to exterminate the threat.”

      Exterminate.

      Like a roach that needed to be vanquished.

      Over her dead fucking body.

      Raziel shifted the gun in her direction. Khalani tensed, ready to tackle him and draw blood.

      “Wait!” Winnie’s panicked voice cut through the air. “He’s better use to you alive than dead.”

      “How is that?” Jack whipped his head.

      “If what Khalani said is true, then who knows how many camps the Dealers have and how many people they’re controlling?”

      Jack’s lips formed a grim line, and Khalani latched onto the hesitation in his eyes.

      “Doctor Strauss said they were going to distribute the chips throughout Hermes.” She raised her voice, imploring him to listen. “If you help us remove his chip, you can study it. Maybe even find a cure. Isn’t that what you want? To protect Hermes? To help your people?”

      The corner of Raziel’s lips turned down as Jack considered her words. The silence stretched on, and she prepared for the worst, but Spade was the one to break it.

      “I think she’s right, Jack.”

      Raziel spun in his direction. “You can’t seriously agree with this!”

      “He might be our only lead to find out what’s happening in the camps,” Spade countered. “And we need to get off the streets, Raz. Your brother needs a doctor.” He gestured to Ryder, whose skin was turning ashen, his eyes fluttering closed.

      Khalani blinked. Brother?

      She hadn’t known Ryder and Raziel were related, but now that she was looking, she noticed the similarities in their dark hair and sharper features.

      “I don’t like it either, Raziel. But I agree,” Jack stated.

      The vein in Raziel’s neck throbbed as he studied her and Takeshi. Everyone held their breaths, waiting, but he slowly lowered the gun.

      “Tie him up,” Jack immediately ordered. Spade nodded, quietly slipping back into the Black Heart.

      She opened her mouth to protest, but Brock cut her off.

      “We have no choice, Khalani. Until he gets his memory back, Takeshi can’t be trusted.”

      Khalani knew they were right.

      She also hated that they were right.

      Her bottom lip trembled as Spade emerged through the door with thick black rope looped around his hands. She reluctantly moved, her muscles tightening as Spade bound his wrists.

      “Where do we go now?” Adan asked, his eyes sweeping over the shadows in the alley, like he expected a Dealer to jump out at any moment.

      “We have another safe house not too far from here. We’ll take the transports in the back. Raziel.” Jack jerked his head. “Contact Lane. Let him know the situation. We’ll need his help for Ryder…and him.”

      Everyone’s wary gazes drifted to Takeshi, who now lay on his front, hands tied behind him, his cheek pressed firmly to the concrete.

      She silently stared, willing his eyes to open. Praying for his deep voice to speak her name.

      He would wake soon.

      Khalani felt it.

      But what further terrors awaited when he did?
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        I thought I was comfortable in the dark, but then you tugged me deeper.

      

      The journey to the safe house was quieter than she’d anticipated. The gnawing silence made her skin itch, and her knee bounced erratically, like her body could sense the impending doom.

      They split up into three transports. Brock drove, while Serene, Adan, and Winnie sat beside her.

      Lying in the back was Takeshi.

      She prayed no one would pay attention to the unconscious figure in the vehicle, but Jack was clever, leading them through hidden back alleys.

      She stared at the dazzling lights hanging in the distance, highlighting the drunken men and women laughing. They sung and sloshed their drinks onto the cobblestone streets.

      Did they know?

      Surely, they sensed it.

      That sinking feeling in their chest. The one they merely dismissed as stress and anxiety, but it was really the pain from their neighbors dying not far from where they danced.

      Winnie had once said that nuclear bombs weren’t what ended civilization. It was the loss of empathy that marked humanity’s collapse.

      The transport screeched to a shuddering halt, jerking Khalani in her seat, wrenching her from those despairing thoughts.

      Jack parked in front of a towering building, with a sharp, pointed terrace looming overhead. The stone structure might’ve been white in the past, but it was now a muddled gray. Her eyes flickered along the walls covered in patches of dirt, cobwebs, and boarded-up windows.

      She dared a glance at Elise as everyone cautiously exited the transports. Elise’s eyes were dazed and unfocused as she stared at the ground, like she wanted to be as ignored and forgotten as the spatters of dirt on the road.

      “Is he still out?” Jack approached, his stoic gaze fixed on Takeshi’s unmoving body under the blanket.

      “For now,” Brock responded, his tone conveying just how long he thought that status would last.

      Jack’s lips formed a thin line as he turned to the decrepit building. “Be quick and get him inside.”

      Brock and Adan had the lucky job of dragging Takeshi’s six-foot-five frame up the stone steps. Adan cursed at the effort and mumbled, “What the heck does he eat?”

      When they reached the cobwebbed entrance, Jack knocked on the wooden door with a series of intricate beats.

      A small look-through panel slid open.

      She couldn’t tell who stood behind it, but she felt someone’s stern gaze scanning her all over.

      Immediately, the door swung open.

      A broad-shouldered man cloaked in black stood in the doorway. He had a coppery beard that reached his chest. Khalani swallowed at the nasty gash that trailed from his right eye down to his cheek.

      “Get in. Hurry,” the man said in a deep, rasping voice.

      “Thanks, Jericho.” Jack nodded, hastily ushering them inside. Jericho took one final peek at the quiet street, eyes darting left and right before he slammed the door shut behind them.

      Khalani shivered as she stepped into the cool interior. Dark shadows bounced along the white stone walls, and an odd scent drifted to her nose. Like burning incense.

      “This way.”

      Jericho led them down a narrow hallway. Khalani’s shoulders were stiff, her pulse racing as they dragged Takeshi through the haunting building.

      But when the hallway opened on their left, her feet shuddered to a halt.

      “What is this place?” Serene whispered in awe.

      Khalani’s lips parted. “It looks like a…church.”

      Rows of empty pews lined the vast space. At the head stood an altar, with a tall wooden cross mounted above. Her gaze lifted higher to the beautiful stained-glass windows scattering a kaleidoscope of color across the white stone.

      The space was devoid of people. It was peaceful and quiet in a way that was the antithesis of Hermes. A part of her ached to sit in a pew and appreciate the beauty around her, but peace was as absent as Takeshi’s memory.

      His head hung low as Brock and Adan continued to carry his dead weight forward. Jericho led them down a long set of stairs that looped in a spiral. Nearly two stories beneath the church, they entered a communal space similar to the Black Heart.

      Khalani coughed as the scent of mold hit her. A rickety chandelier dangled overhead. Long tables filled the room, with several men and women chatting.

      “Jack!” someone yelled as their harrowed group descended the stairs.

      All chatter dissipated.

      The men and women stood so fast, their chairs crashed to the ground.

      “What happened?” one man with white hair asked, his wide eyes taking in the injured Ryder.

      “Dealers,” Jack said flatly, wiping sweat from his brow. “The Black Heart is compromised.”

      Gasps rippled through the room.

      “How?” Jericho hissed. “Who talked?”

      Jack, Spade, and Raziel’s gazes slid to Takeshi, and everyone took in his helpless form.

      Khalani’s stomach twisted, hating their distrustful eyes upon him.

      A fierce, protective instinct drove her. She wanted to carry him into a room and barricade the door, but she wasn’t strong enough to lug him across the building.

      “Bakarra.” Jack gestured to one of the women wearing a black pantsuit with pixie-length green hair and multiple piercings on her face. “Please show them to their rooms. Jericho,” he continued, and the burly man who led them in stepped forward. “Show them the holding cell.” Jack gestured to Brock and Adan. “When he wakes up, we’ll ask our questions.”

      The last sentence was said with an odd inflection, and Jericho inclined his head. Without another word, he grumbled at Brock and Adan, prowling down the room.

      Must’ve been caveman speak for “follow me.”

      Khalani, Winnie, and Serene trailed behind, keeping their heads down as Jack, Spade, and Raziel stayed back with Ryder.

      “When will Lane arrive?” Jack asked.

      “Tomorrow morning,” Raziel responded gruffly.

      “Don’t worry, Raz.” Spade spoke in a calm voice. “Ryder’s tough. He’s dealt with worse.”

      But just before Khalani disappeared from earshot, she caught Jack’s low murmur. “Once he takes care of Ryder, we’ll have Lane assess him. And then we’ll decide what to do next.”

      Khalani’s frown deepened as she walked down the narrow hallway. Bakarra led Elise inside a sparse room that housed a twin bed and a hanging lamp. A lone tear dribbled down Elise’s chin before she shut the door without a word.

      Khalani’s chest tightened as Bakarra gestured for them to enter the next room, but she pressed on after Jericho. The lingering fear and fury were palpable. The twisted emotions crawled along her skin. Permeated the stone walls.

      Revenge was on the horizon. She could sense it.

      The Aces would not let this treachery go unpunished. Khalani just needed to ensure Takeshi wasn’t on the receiving end of their retribution.

      At the end of the corridor, Jericho pulled out a rusted key and creaked the final door open. Khalani’s eyes widened.

      There was no bed.

      No sink or windows.

      Just a single bulb dangled from the ceiling, offering only a tiny modicum of light in the cold room. But what caught her attention were the thick chains hanging on the stone wall.

      This place was no bedroom.

      It was a prison.

      “Bring him,” Jericho ordered.

      “What are you doing?” she exclaimed when he clamped the thick cuffs around Takeshi’s wrists.

      “He’ll remain in holding until we question him,” he curtly responded.

      “But—”

      “Khalani.” Winnie placed a gentle hand on her shoulder. “Let them help. It’s what he needs.”

      “But what if it makes him worse?” Khalani’s chin trembled.

      She’d been operating off the assumption that his memory loss was temporary. Something that would fade once he talked to Khalani and realized who she was.

      But if he woke up in chains, it might have the opposite effect. The distance between them might lengthen, stretching farther and farther, until Takeshi was completely out of reach.

      “We won’t let that happen. Not to him.” The resounding statement came from Serene. “We traveled to this city together, and we’re going to leave the same way. We all know he means more to you, but he still matters to us too. We’ll be with you every step of the way.”

      The knot in Khalani’s throat tightened at Serene’s words.

      But it wasn’t just Serene staring at her with love and devotion. When she looked around, the same dedication poured from Winnie and Adan. Not even Brock left her side.

      A clamor tore her attention as Jericho finished chaining Takeshi. He sat slumped against the wall, arms pulled above him by the manacles.

      “Let’s go,” Jericho grunted. “I’ll show you to your quarters.”

      The others began to file out, but Khalani didn’t move.

      Her feet were cemented to the floor, her eyes locked on Takeshi. “I’m staying,” she declared.

      Jericho’s brows pulled low. “You can’t.”

      “Says who?”

      “Jack.”

      “Well, relay this to Jack. I don’t give one flying fuck what he says. Someone needs to be here when he wakes up, and that person is going to be me.”

      Adan cleared his throat, shuffling his feet. “Khalani, what if he attacks again?”

      “He’s chained up.”

      But the others gave her pointed looks, like they knew the chains might not be strong enough to contain him.

      She let out a deep breath. “I’ll stay against the wall, out of reach.”

      “If you stay, I’m locking the door with you inside.” Jericho’s eyes narrowed. “I won’t bring water and food for a while. Are you still sure?”

      “Absolutely.” Her voice didn’t waver.

      But her fingertips shook as Winnie, Serene, and Adan hugged her goodbye. Brock nodded at her before the metal door slammed shut, leaving her alone with Takeshi.

      She turned, taking every inch of him in. Even unconscious, his presence held a weight that demanded attention.

      His silky black hair hung over his face as his head dipped to the side, eyes firmly shut. No marks marred his body. The chiseled lines of his cheekbones and strong jaw stood out. But something in his cold energy made Khalani shuffle back.

      The deadly parts of him had always been evident, but in the past, she could always sense a light in him. His uncompromising need to protect others. The child who loved to paint, still looking out for her.

      But now, all those parts of him were absent.

      Not as if they were missing.

      As if they’d never existed in the first place.

      How much torture must Takeshi have endured for the chip to work? She started to unravel after only a few hours under Doctor Strauss’s scalpel.

      Takeshi was gone for three days.

      “I’m so sorry I left you behind.” The whisper was barely audible as her back met the wall and she slid to the floor.

      Khalani brought her knees to her chest, wrapping her thin arms around her legs, curling tighter on herself. Trying to hold everything together as Takeshi lay in chains before her.

      She waited for him to wake up.

      Fought sleep as long as she could.

      But without her permission, her heavy eyelids began to drift shut.

      It could’ve been hours later before she startled awake, wiping the drool off her cheek. Her butt ached from sitting on the stone floor for so long.

      Khalani lifted her head and abruptly froze, every inch of her tensing. Takeshi was awake.

      And he was staring right at her.
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        You were born of violence.

        I chose it.

      

      Takeshi didn’t blink.

      His dark gaze zeroed in on her, the black depths of his eyes drawing her in like a magnet. They held a strange note of curiosity, but when she sat up, his upper lip curled, and that flicker of interest twisted into sheer contempt.

      Even in Braderhelm Prison, he’d never looked at her that way.

      Like he craved her death.

      She dug her nail into her thigh, focusing on the sharp pain instead of the crippling anxiety. She waited for him to speak, but Takeshi seemed content to tilt his head and stare, like he was imagining all the depraved ways he could make her suffer.

      She took a deep breath, ignoring every instinct that told her to run.

      Her limbs protested as she shifted to a more comfortable position. Khalani had no idea how long she’d been asleep, but she noticed the charred redness around Takeshi’s wrists and the trickle of blood leaking down his forearm.

      She cleared her dry throat. “How are you feeling?”

      He didn’t respond, but the dark look in his eyes spoke volumes.

      Of course he wasn’t feeling great. He was chained to a freaking wall.

      “My name is Khalani. Khalani Kanes,” she added, hoping her last name would trigger something, a surging flash of memory, but he kept quiet, his cold and hostile expression unchanging.

      “D-don’t…don’t you…don’t you remember me?”

      Her voice shrank to a pained whisper, no louder than the sound of a heart shattering to a million pieces. Takeshi’s black eyes flickered, and for one second, she thought she saw the barest hint of recognition.

      But he said, “You never answered me before. How do you know my name?”

      She forced herself to take a deep breath. “You’ve known me for over a year. We met in Braderhelm Prison. I was an inmate, and you were in charge of my cell block. We spent a lot of time together. Escaped together. You traveled with me all the way to Hermes. We…” she stopped, trying not to break before she bared herself.

      The crease between his eyes hardened as she spoke, and her words spilled faster.

      “We were close. Are close,” she corrected. “We were imprisoned in a prison camp and tried to escape. But you got shot.” Her voice cracked, and the tears she fought to hide slipped free.

      “I tried to go back for you, Takeshi. I tried so fucking hard. I would’ve broken through the earth’s core to save you. You have to know that. I barely slept. Barely ate. You’re in every breath I take, but it isn’t fucking enough. I need you, Takeshi. Please. Please remember me.”

      Takeshi silently watched her weep, his face giving away nothing. She wiped her tears, but they kept coming. An ocean she’d never be able to drown herself in.

      Her heavy breathing filled the space as she waited for him to speak. She needed him to say anything to break the silence. Her limbs tensed, about to go crazy and scream, when he finally spoke. “You have me confused with someone else.”

      “No. That’s not true.” She touched her chest. “Don’t you feel anything when you look at me?”

      “Why would I?” Takeshi cocked his head. “You’re nothing to me.”

      Punching her would’ve hurt less.

      She’d thought she understood grief. Intimately.

      But apparently, even the most broken hearts still have spaces to cut.

      “You don’t believe me at all?” She dared to look up, and even chained, Takeshi lounged back like he held the upper hand.

      “I don’t indulge in delusional fantasies.”

      “It’s not a delusion!” she yelled. “They did something to you. Something to make you forget.”

      “My memory is perfectly intact.”

      “If that’s true, then how did you get to Hermes?”

      “I’m not here to indulge your questions either,” he snapped.

      “Then why are you here?”

      Takeshi slowly shook his head, sneering at Khalani like she was a pawn who had no idea she was being played.

      “You were right about one thing. I did serve in Braderhelm Prison. My superiors transferred me to Hermes to assist with the work camps and help put down the rising insurrection.” His eyes locked on hers, and she stiffened as he leaned forward, pulling the clinking metal chains as far as they’d go, indifferent to the pain in his wrists.

      “We know your rebel gang has been plotting to overthrow the government,” Takeshi hissed. “We’d finally found your hideout, but you escaped from the Black Heart and interfered with my mission.”

      His voice grew raspier, and Khalani was confident that if he weren’t chained to the wall, Takeshi would’ve finished the job he started in the alley.

      “I’m not your enemy, Takeshi,” she whispered. “None of us are.”

      “Convenient when I’m the one chained up.”

      “You tried to kill me! Do you even remember that?”

      “Vividly.” He openly appraised her, scanning her from head to toe as if he were searching for every weakness imaginable. “If you were smart, you wouldn’t be in this cell alone with me.”

      Khalani narrowed her gaze, remembering him saying something similar in Braderhelm. “I’m not afraid of you.”

      “Then you truly don’t know me.”

      The tension was practically visible in the space between them.

      She closed her eyes, and for a moment, Khalani pretended that this was only a nightmare. Any moment, she’d wake up and hug the real Takeshi. He’d lift her into his arms, kiss her lips, and listen to the three words imprinted on her soul.

      But reality didn’t shift on demand.

      Dreams stayed firmly out of her grasp, and when she opened her eyes, Takeshi still stared at her like he was deciding which bone he should break first.

      She needed a new tactic. Something else to spark his memory.

      “You used to paint.”

      Takeshi froze, his eyes imperceptibly widening.

      “You used to paint for your mother when you were little. She’d hang your drawings everywhere.” Khalani whispered, letting the heartbreaking story he’d once told her ripple across the cell as if it were her own. “But when Hector moved you both to Genesis, you hid all your art under the bed.”

      Takeshi had stopped breathing.

      “How…how do you—”

      “How do I know that?” she finished for him. “You told me.”

      Takeshi lowered his gaze, shaking his head. “That’s not true.”

      “It is true, Takeshi.”

      “It’s not!” he lashed out, clenching his fists. But Khalani noticed the hint of unrest in his eyes. And she pounced.

      “Your mother raised you alone. She meant everything to you, and when you couldn’t save her, you enlisted to become a guard. You carried that guilt for so long. You had so much taken away.” She paused, her bottom lip trembling. “And through it all, you’re still one of the best people I’ve ever known.”

      Takeshi muttered inexplicable curses to himself, glaring at the floor.

      It was working. He was finally beginning to remember!

      But Takeshi lifted his gaze, his eyes hardening. “I know what you’re doing.”

      “What am I doing?!” She lifted her hands.

      “Doctor Strauss warned me about you. He said there were rebels who would try to manipulate me. Make me believe things that weren’t real. This is all part of your scheme to make me turn on my people!”

      “We are your people!”

      “You’re all nothing but a stain on this planet, and I’d rather die than be associated with the likes of you.”

      Khalani didn’t realize that they’d both risen to their feet. Takeshi surged forward but the chains prevented him from getting any closer. He gritted his teeth as the manacles around his wrists groaned from the force he was exerting to pull free, but they held firm.

      There was no mistaking the deadly intent in his gaze.

      Takeshi hated her.

      Loathed her with every fiber of his being.

      Would probably kill her at the first opportunity.

      But the man she knew and loved was in there somewhere.

      She could almost hear him. Banging at the walls of his enclosed mind. Screaming that he was still there. To not give up.

      Khalani lifted her chin and took a few steps forward.

      Takeshi snarled at her approach and yanked the chains, but they continued to hold.

      Only a spare inch separated them, and she took every inch of him in. His sweaty black hair sticking to his forehead. The ruffled black vest. His clenched jaw and bulging muscles that could break her in half.

      Khalani used to believe surviving Braderhelm Prison would be her greatest challenge.

      But saving Takeshi from destruction parked itself square at the top.

      And as she stared at him, the feeling in her chest took on a new weight. Like a whole world lived inside her.

      Before prison, Khalani couldn’t begin to explain why she kept fighting for people who turned their backs on her. Why she continued to push forward when the obstacles seemed insurmountable.

      But no matter how fraught or terrifying the journey was, she was willing to do whatever it took to bring Takeshi back.

      He’d paint again.

      She’d make sure of that.

      “I’m not giving up on you,” she whispered. “Doctor Strauss can take away your memories, but he can’t rip away your soul. No matter what you do, no matter how hard you push me away, I’m not leaving. I’m going to sink so deep into your veins, you’ll have no choice but to remember me.”

      Takeshi stopped tugging on the chains. He studied Khalani like she was a prey he’d never encountered before.

      “You’re assuming I won’t bury you with my blade first,” he stated.

      “Is that your plan?” she asked.

      “I assure you, it is.”

      “Then I look forward to seeing who wins.”

      He probably recognized her fear. But if Takeshi had no memory of her, then he didn’t know Khalani was far more stubborn than him.

      And more than willing to greet death.

      The bitter hatred in his expression shifted, replaced a darker fixation that promised to break her before she could shatter him.

      And if that was the case…

      Game. Fucking. On.
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        Failure is a necessary triumph.

      

      “You’re staring again.”

      “So are you,” she shot back.

      Takeshi remained still as a statue. If it weren’t for the incensed flicker in his gaze, she would’ve been concerned that he’d passed out.

      “There’s nothing else in here worth looking at,” he replied grimly.

      “Careful,” she said. “That sounds awfully close to a compliment.”

      “I didn’t realize the dead wanted compliments.”

      “I’m not dead.”

      “No,” he agreed. “Not yet.”

      Ouch.

      Khalani huffed, adjusting her seated position on the uncomfortable hard floor. She stretched her legs, suppressing a groan from her stiff legs and back.

      Takeshi mirrored her position on the opposite side of the cell, but he didn’t shrink against the wall like her. He lounged against it like a throne.

      And no, it didn’t do well for her psyche that he still managed to look sinfully attractive chained up.

      Khalani had lost track of how long she’d been in the cell with Takeshi. Several hours? More? No food had been brought, and her stomach was starting to make audible growls.

      Jericho had said food would not be brought for a while, but how long was a while?

      Maybe they’d forgotten she was in the cell too.

      Khalani crossed her arms, wincing when her stomach released another loud gurgle, as if a beast was trying to claw its way out.

      “Will you desist from making that noise?” Takeshi snapped.

      “Oh, excuse me. Can you prevent your stomach from growling when it’s hungry?” she countered, tired of his attitude.

      “Sure. By walking out that door and getting food.”

      “Nice try. But I’m not going anywhere.”

      “Ah, yes.” He tilted his head. “The rebels do have a clever way of torture.”

      Her eyes narrowed. And based on the cruel smirk forming, he knew he was getting under her skin.

      “What about breathing?” she bit out. “Is that an acceptable noise?”

      “Feel free to stop. I’ll let you know.”

      One little punch wouldn’t hurt his head too much, would it?

      “Why do I feel like you’re getting enjoyment out of this?” she grumbled.

      “You’re the one refusing to leave me alone. I’m simply repaying the favor.” His voice was dry, and he stared at Khalani like the roaches that used to stalk her in prison would’ve been better company.

      A retort formed on her lips, but she swallowed it back.

      If she kept letting him get under her skin, he’d win.

      So, from that moment on, Takeshi would get nothing but silence from her. But punching him in the head was still an appealing option.

      He regarded her closely, and when she refused to say another word, the slightest frown appeared on his face. But he didn’t speak either.

      They continued to glare and formulate plans to break one another.

      The gnawing tension might have stretched an eternity if the door hadn’t swung open. Jericho labored through, filling up the doorway with his hefty frame. His black coat skimmed the floor. In one hand, he held a tray of food, and in the other, he gripped a single red apple.

      Without warning, he tossed the apple to Takeshi, who caught it effortlessly, despite being chained.

      When Jericho handed the rest of the food to Khalani, her mouth instantly salivated.

      On the small plate rested a tiny slab of meat, strange-looking potatoes, two pieces of bread, and a fork. Her tongue swept over her lips when he deposited a jug of water on the floor beside her.

      “Thanks. What about him?” she asked.

      Jericho crossed his arms. “He’s not a guest. He’s a prisoner and will be treated as such.”

      Khalani’s stomach twisted.

      She used to be treated the same way in Braderhelm. Less than human. Merely a number to be discarded and unremembered.

      “He at least needs something else, so he doesn’t starve,” she stated, ignoring Takeshi’s stare boring into the side of her head.

      “Not my problem.”

      Jericho slammed the door shut, and the metallic clink of a deadbolt reverberated through the air.

      Khalani let her head fall back against the wall with a sigh.

      She was so far from home, she couldn’t remember what peace felt like anymore. She’d held it in her hands for a moment. In a different cell.

      Ironic that the man who made her feel on top of the world was the one trying to put her in a grave.

      Takeshi ignored the apple and chose to study her with an ice-cold expression. She had no idea what he was thinking, but the malice and distrust radiating from him spoke volumes.

      “Why did you do that?” he suddenly asked.

      Khalani furrowed her brow. “Do what?”

      “Ask for more food for me. I would’ve let you starve.”

      At least he was still honest.

      “Yeah, well…consider it proof that I care. No one deserves to go hungry.”

      Takeshi’s lips pressed firmly together, like he’d been told the opposite, but then he shrugged and finally took a bite from the apple. The loud crunch echoed through the windowless cell.

      She picked up the white plastic fork, but something in his statement nagged at her.

      “I don’t believe you, by the way,” she whispered, almost to herself, but he heard her in the tiny space.

      “About what?”

      “That you’d let me starve.” Her eyes met his. “Even when you hated me, the Takeshi I know wouldn’t do something like that.”

      Takeshi let the apple fall to the floor, and it rolled halfway between them. But his focus remained on her.

      He leaned forward, intentionally slow. “It must be difficult. Craving a man who doesn’t exist.”

      “Stop,” she snapped, her grip on the fork tightening. “I don’t want to hear it.”

      “I’ll make you a deal. Come closer and I’ll tell you all my thoughts.” His upper lip imperceptibly curved.

      “I’ll stay over here, thank you.”

      “Pity.” He clicked his tongue, leaning back. “You’re not as stupid as you look.”

      Oh no. Her decision-making was questionable on the best of days.

      But he didn’t need to know that.

      “Maybe I just know you’re lying and have a bigger heart than you let people see.”

      “Or maybe you just don’t know when to give up, Kanes.”

      Her eyes widened at the familiar words, the food forgotten in front of her.

      “What did you just say?”

      Her name. He used her last name.

      Her heart fluttered like it was ready to burst and take flight.

      A muscle in his jaw tensed at whatever expression shone on her face. “What?”

      “You said my last name.”

      “So?”

      “That’s what you used to call me.” She straightened, unable to keep the desperation leaking from her voice. “Do you remember now?”

      “You said that was your last name earlier. Wipe that pathetic look off your face.”

      “But you said I don’t know when to give up!”

      Takeshi stared at her like she’d grown several heads. “Yeah…has no one ever told you that?”

      Yes. You did.

      Khalani’s lungs were barely operating. She clenched the plastic fork so tight, it was about to snap. But one look at Takeshi’s blank expression told her that he still didn’t possess a single memory of her.

      Tears burned behind her eyes, and she blinked rapidly to shove them back.

      “Just forget about it.” Khalani swallowed, using all the strength she possessed to keep it together. She managed to take a bite of the meat, but it was flavorless.

      With each passing moment, she felt emptier than the last.

      She went for another bite but realized that the apple Takeshi dropped lay just out of reach. But he didn’t seem to care. He rested an elbow on his knee, watching her with an even deeper frown.

      Despite everything, Khalani wished she could sink into his mind and see if the remnants of her still remained.

      “Do you want the apple?” she asked, not knowing why she was still trying to speak to him. Perhaps it was the sound of his voice that hurt so good, she wanted to drown in it. Even if it was filled with hate.

      “I’m not hungry,” he said.

      She bit her lip, wondering whether she’d been going about this the wrong way. Maybe the best way to bring him back was killing with kindness.

      Khalani glanced at her barely touched food and stood. She left the fork behind, not stupid enough to go near him with anything sharp. Takeshi studied her warily as she crouched down, just out of reach.

      “Would you like a piece of bread?” she tentatively asked.

      Takeshi didn’t answer, his jaw rigid, but his eyes darted to the bread.

      “It’s okay,” she coaxed. Khalani picked up one of the pieces and took the tiniest bite. “See? It’s not poisoned.”

      When he still didn’t respond, she took matters into her own hands and tossed the bread into his lap. With the way his jaw tightened, she thought he’d launch it right back. But he surprised her by eating a small piece.

      And in the span of a few seconds, he inhaled the entire thing.

      The heavy weight in her chest lifted a fraction. He was finally letting her take care of him.

      It may have been the smallest act, but to her, it mattered.

      “Would you like some more?” she gently asked.

      Takeshi searched her eyes, the oddest expression crossing his face. She didn’t know what it meant before it disappeared, and he quickly nodded.

      Khalani shuffled closer, glancing down at the plate for a split second.

      That’s when he struck.

      Takeshi hooked his foot behind her back and yanked her forward. She gasped, about to fall on her face, but he snatched her elbow. In the blink of an eye, her back was pressed against his chest, with one hand closed around her throat.

      She choked as the metal chains around his wrist dug into her neck, holding her tight against him while his other hand locked her arms in place.

      He spoke into her ear, low and dangerous.

      “You should’ve run when you had the chance.”
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