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			Everything in this cell is exactly as I requested it.

			Fluorescent bulbs running in strips along the ceiling, buzzing and flickering every couple of minutes.

			The rusted pipe in the corner, with a deliberate leak that provides a constant drip drip drip in the background.

			Air that’s cold enough to pierce you to the bone.

			Old bloodstains on the concrete floor that serve as a reminder: Nobody before you had a pleasant experience in this room, and neither will you. So you might as well start talking.

			As the captain of Silver Block, I know how easy it is to break someone. That the most effective interrogation tool is repetition. Do something enough times and it’ll drive a person insane. Soon that barely audible drip drip drip becomes a deafening scream in your head. The flickering lights make you want to rip your own eyes out. The chill makes it impossible to collect your thoughts.

			It might take a few hours, a few days, maybe weeks, but eventually, as time stretches into an excruciating crawl, those relentless, methodical irritants begin to erode your sanity and make you question your own reality.

			On one hand, I’m gratified to see that the torture chamber designed to hold Command prisoners is precisely what I asked for, down to the last detail.

			On the other hand? I’m the prisoner, and this fucking grates.

			My hands are shackled.

			Those assholes actually shackled me.

			Aggravation tightens my throat as I test the strength of the iron chains I’m hanging from and discover that it doesn’t matter how hard I jolt and jerk my bound wrists—I’m not going anywhere. The chains clink with every move I make, pulling my arms taut. My shoulders are fucking killing me.

			I have no idea how long my brothers intend to keep me in here. My older brother is pragmatic. No matter how pissed off he is at me, Travis knows I’m far more useful to him in the field than a cell. But Roe is only eighteen and has a chip on his shoulder the size of a damn mountain. The kid has authority issues and superiority hang-ups. Give him even an ounce of power, and he gets off on the high.

			I can’t even imagine the power trip he’s on right now. For years, he was kept in check by his pathological need to win our father’s approval. Roe was desperate for it, grasping at any crumbs of attention the General would throw his way.

			But now our father is gone. His enemies corrupted his mind, turning the once formidable Merrick Redden into a living, breathing vegetable. And now that Travis has been appointed the new General of the Continent, Roe finally has his opportunity to step out from our father’s shadow and prove he’s not just a spoiled little shit who’s tragically jealous of his big brothers.

			I’m tugging on my chains again when a sharp beep sounds from the steel door. It slides open, and my little brother enters.

			Roe’s lips curl in a pleased smile as he takes in the sight of me dangling from the ceiling like a carcass in a slaughterhouse.

			“Good morning, brother,” he drawls. “How’d you sleep?”

			He strides toward me, his long legs quickly closing the distance. Like me and Travis, he’s taller than average, but he’s not as broad as us. He’s young, though. That lanky frame might still fill out.

			When I don’t respond, Roe’s dark, piercing eyes narrow in displeasure. His resemblance to our father has always set me on edge. Every time I see his sharp features, I instinctively want to distance myself from him.

			“Really? You’re giving me the silent treatment?” he mocks. “Aww, is someone sulking because he screwed up?”

			I raise a brow. “What are you hoping to achieve here, brother? Are you expecting an apology? Waiting for me to beg for my life? Because we both know that isn’t gonna happen.”

			His fists clench at his sides. He hates it when I speak to him like that. Slow, deliberate. Like I’m humoring a small child. I might be less of a dick to him if he weren’t an immature brat who’s spent his entire life alternating between hating me and wanting to be me.

			“No, the all-mighty Cross Redden would never beg,” Roe spits back. “The Golden Son. Mr. Fucking Perfect. He who never makes any mistakes, right? Why would he ever take accountability for his actions?”

			His childish griping makes me laugh, which only riles him up further. He wants me to lash out. To defend myself. It infuriates him that I’m able to remain composed in any situation. Always have been. Roe’s biggest weakness is that he can never keep his composure. That’s why I didn’t want him in Silver Block. I only approved his entry in the training program because our father didn’t give me a choice in the matter.

			“Well, guess what, Mr. Perfect,” he continues when I remain silent, “you did make a mistake.” He’s grinning at me now. Satisfied and self-righteous. “You stuck your dick in a ’fect, and she and her Aberrant friends blew up your precious Command base.”

			I keep my expression blank. Inside, I’m seething. If I weren’t chained up right now, I’d be ripping his throat out with my bare hands for disparaging Wren like that. My girl’s not defective. Never has been, never will be.

			“And I’m the one who caught the bitch,” he boasts. “That’s why you’re in here and I’m the one with a promotion.”

			“That’s nice,” I say politely. “And what have we been promoted to, little brother?”

			He crosses his arms over his lean chest. Proud of himself. “First lieutenant.”

			I don’t acknowledge that, and I know it rips him apart inside.

			Roe moves closer but keeps a safe distance. Kid’s not stupid. He knows if he gets close enough to me, I could easily get my legs around him and snap his scrawny neck in half. I don’t need my hands to do damage.

			“Everyone sees you for who you are now. The invincible, infallible Captain Cross, knocked down to size. You let a woman do that to you. Not just any woman, either, but a godfucking silverblood.”

			I don’t voice a denial. I’d already decided before they detained me that I’m going to own up to some things. Denying wrongdoing altogether will only annoy my older brother. Travis needs to feel like he’s won, at least partially.

			“Darlington fooled me,” I concede. “Happens to everyone.”

			“Never happened to me,” Roe brags, dispelling any notions that he’s matured in any way since yesterday.

			“Wow. Someone should promote you.”

			His eyes flash.

			I can’t stop another chuckle. “What is it you want from me, Roe? To name you the greatest soldier in the world? Declare you some sort of super silverblood detector?”

			Because your detection skills are shit, I want to say, fighting another laugh. I’ve possessed the power of telepathy since I was eight years old. Granted, it helps that my veins don’t expose me—other Mods can’t use their gifts without their veins appearing to surge with liquid silver—but Roe has never even suspected I might be one of them. Nobody has.

			“You’re un-fucking-believable, Cross.” He shakes his head in disbelief, because someone whose will is as weak as Roe’s can’t fathom how someone in my position would not be begging for mercy. “Even now, you think you’re in control. Think you’re calling the shots. But you’re not. Travis is the General now. The Company is under his control, and he’s not going to bend to you the way Dad did. Dad allowed you to be too lenient on the Aberrant. You dropped your guard and let the enemy join our ranks.” He grumbles angrily under his breath. “You gave her a slot in Silver Elite.”

			Ah, so that’s what the bug up his ass is about.

			A smirk lifts the corners of my mouth.

			“Why are you looking at me like that?” he mutters.

			“Hate to break it to you, but even if Darlington weren’t in the Program, that Elite slot still wouldn’t have gone to you. You were never even on my list.”

			He flinches as if I’ve struck him, his entire body vibrating with rage. That’s the problem with Roe. His perceived inadequacies always cloud his judgment, cause him to lash out and make mistakes in his eternal quest to prove himself.

			I roll my shoulders to stretch them out, ignoring the resulting jolt of discomfort. I’ve been hanging from these chains for almost a full day now.

			“You’re completely out of your depth here, Roe,” I say roughly. “Travis can promote you all the way to colonel for all I care, but that won’t change the fact that you don’t have the training or the experience to run ops in the wards.”

			His answering tone is dismissive. “Doesn’t take much experience to round up all the Aberrant and throw their asses in a labor camp.” He pauses for a second. “Although that’s where our brother and I disagree. I don’t give a shit if they’re slaves or loyalists—the only course of action is to line them up in front of the firing squad.” Roe gives me a snide smile. “Starting with your girlfriend.”

			I shrug, and another twinge of pain ripples through my shoulders. “She’s not my girlfriend.”

			She’s just my reason for being.

			No big deal.

			“She isn’t, huh?” His smile widens. “Then why did you help her escape?”

			I keep my face blank. Wren’s escape is the reason for my detainment, though I know Travis isn’t entirely convinced that I betrayed the Company. Roe, on the other hand, was quick to make the accusation. Relished it, in fact.

			“I had nothing to do with that,” I say. “Xavier went rogue.”

			“We both know Ford can’t even jerk his own dick without asking your permission. He wouldn’t have deserted for that bitch. Not unless you asked him to.”

			I meet my brother’s gaze, hiding my irritation. “How long does Travis intend to keep me in here?”

			Roe has never looked happier as he says, “For as long as we deem necessary.”

			We. I try not to laugh, mostly because I’m starting to feel bad for the kid and don’t want to keep laughing at him. But fuck off. Travis isn’t an imbecile. He’s not letting Roe make any decisions. Consequential ones, anyway.

			“I think a week, maybe two, should be enough for you to get your head on straight,” Roe says, still smiling as he heads back to the door. “Remind you where your loyalties lie.”

			The door closes and locks behind him, once again condemning me to the sporadic lights and drip drip drip from the pipe.

			I don’t know how much time passes, but my upper back is almost entirely numb when I feel a familiar tug on the back of my neck.

			Wren.

			Relief washes over me. I immediately accept the telepathic link.

			“Are you okay?” I ask her.

			“Yes. We made it.”

			Her voice fills my ears, unleashing a flood of emotion inside me that would have me keeling over if I weren’t strung up from the ceiling.

			They made it through the Blacklands. But I didn’t doubt it for a second. Xavier knew what would happen if he allowed any harm to come to her.

			For a second, I consider telling her I’m locked in the stockade with my arms above my head, but she has enough shit to deal with right now. Knowing Wren, she’d abandon her plan to join the Uprising and tear into Sanctum Point like a hellfucking hurricane to rescue me.

			I don’t need rescuing. My brothers aren’t going to kill me. They need me too much. Besides, they do care about me, in their own fucked-up ways. Travis, certainly. Roe…I suppose it depends on how much jealousy he’s harboring on any particular day.

			“I can’t talk,” she continues, “but I just wanted to say…” There’s a beat. “…to say I love you.”

			At those three words, my heart expands three sizes.

			She has no idea what that does to me. The raw, bone-deep emotion that closes around my throat at the knowledge that this woman loves me.

			Goddamn fitting, right? I spent years running from anyone who even came close to voicing that sentiment. The moment I thought a woman might be developing deeper feelings for me, I was out. Gone. Wouldn’t indulge it, because I knew loving them back wasn’t even in the realm of possibility. Not when my heart already belonged to someone else.

			It’s one of the reasons I wasn’t against hooking up with Wren before I knew who she really was, at least after I got over the fact that she was my subordinate. She was so closed off, so emotionally unavailable to me—to anyone, really—I didn’t fear for one second that she might fall in love with me.

			It threw me for a loop, how deep under my skin she burrowed, how much it bothered me that she wouldn’t let me in. It made me determined to crack her shell, and in retrospect, I suspect a part of me must’ve sensed, on some subconscious level, that she was Daisy, the girl I’d been telepathically linked with my whole life.

			“I love you, too, Dove,” I tell her, and nearly laugh because it’s such a fucking understatement.

			Those simple, humble words don’t even come close to describing the depth of my feelings for her. What I feel for her is a force of nature. It makes it hard to breathe and impossible to stay in control.

			This woman fucking owns me.

			I’ve always been a master of control. My father and I are similar in that way. But from the moment I met Wren, she unleashed chaos inside of me. No one else in this world makes me feel so fucking helpless and so fucking alive at the same time. She’s owned my heart since we were kids, and she’s going to own it until the day I die.

			“Reach out when you can,” I add, and although I want nothing more than to hear her voice in my head for as long as I can, I don’t stop her when she breaks the telepathic connection.

			If we speak any longer, she’s bound to pick up on the fact that something is wrong. Daisy always knew when to drop a subject, but I’m learning that Wren…not so much. Wren Darlington is too stubborn and too astute for her own good.

			I’m still trying to reconcile the two parts of her that shape the complicated woman I love.

			Daisy, my best friend and confidante from childhood, whose mind I spontaneously linked with years ago. The girl who showed me her vulnerabilities and knew all of mine.

			And Wren, who’s fire and passion. The woman who, from the moment I saw her, drew me to her in a way that didn’t make a goddamn lick of sense to me.

			As a wave of fatigue washes over me, I close my eyes and rest my head against my biceps. It’s twitching from the strain of being thrust over my head for hours.

			I hope she’s okay.

			I trust Xavier to keep her safe, I do. He would throw himself in front of a bullet for me or anyone I cared about, and I would do the same for him without hesitation. But every fiber of my body screams for me to protect Wren, and the thought of outsourcing that task to anyone else, even my oldest friend, makes me want to slam my fist through a brick wall.

			It killed me not to go with them after we got her out of the city, but I have pressing matters here. My mother. My power-hungry brothers. And we don’t yet know the extent of the damage done to my father’s mind.

			Xavier will keep Wren safe while I get my house in order. I have to trust that.

			But if even one hair on her head is harmed, I will burn this entire Continent to the ground.

		

	
		
			Red Threat

			Name: Wren Darlington

			Rank: 1st Soldier

			Ward: Z

			Status: Aberrant

			Last Known Location: Sanctum Point

			Wanted For:

			<high crimes> Treason, concealment

			<low crimes> Destruction of property

			Additional Details:

			Year of Birth: 5 NE

			Age: 20

			Distinguishing Features: Bloodmark, left thigh

			Caution:

			Suspect is a highly trained sniper. Former Silver Elite operative. Aberrant abilities unknown, but bloodmark presence indicates suspect is powerful. Proceed with great caution.

			Action:

			Kill on sight.
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			Your name is Stella Hess.

			Stella Hess.

			My mind keeps tripping over that, spinning faster than the helicopter rotors above our heads.

			Stella Hess.

			The name is completely unfamiliar to me. It feels wrong. Like a piece of clothing you don’t recognize but are told belongs to you. The size is right, it fits fine, but you still feel like you’re wearing someone else’s clothes. I don’t remember being Stella, but it’s not inconceivable that I was. I must’ve had a name before Jim Darlington whisked me out of Sanctum Point at the insistence of my mother, who entrusted her closest friend with protecting me after I began manifesting the psychic powers unique to the Modified people.

			My mother, whose name I’m also now privy to: Marina Serrano.

			A woman I believed to be brave, who went undercover in the Command with the sole intention of burning down the entire institution from within. With the help of my father, she dedicated her life to saving the Mods of the Continent. Together, they were willing to go to any lengths to achieve that goal.

			And me, I’m the product of their inspirational love. The heir to their unceasing loyalty to the cause.

			Oh, wait.

			That’s all bullshit.

			Because everything I’ve ever believed about my parents? Lies. Fabrications. To make matters worse, I had to learn the truth from a dead man, in a letter I might never have even found if I weren’t forced to flee the city for the second time in my life.

			Every word Uncle Jim scrawled on that page is seared into my brain like the brands we used on our cattle back in Ward Z.

			Your parents are known as the Tin Block Traitors.

			They are responsible for the loss of countless Modified lives.

			Your mother betrayed her people, and your father helped her do it.

			A letter? I want to scream at Uncle Jim. You had to leave me this information in a fucking letter?

			I assume he had a good reason for writing it, believing it would serve me well someday, but he only succeeded in leaving me with more questions than answers.

			If my mother was helping the Company, then why did they execute her?

			The attack that my parents helped coordinate, the tragic bombing that wiped out an entire Modified community…why? Why would they do that?

			And how on earth am I going to keep this from the people whose trust I’m supposed to be earning? I escaped from the city thinking I was going somewhere safe, a haven where I could finally stop hiding who I am, and instead, I’m right back where I started. Fucking hiding again.

			With this massive secret hanging over my head, I feel like I’m walking into a lion’s den. Or rather, flying into one—on a helicopter piloted by another dead man, no less. Someone I thought I’d lost months ago in a devastating explosion.

			In the seat next to mine, Xavier Ford rests his handcuffed wrists on his lap and grinds his molars like he’s trying to turn them to dust. He’s angry. I don’t blame him. We just trekked three days through the Blacklands, the place of nightmares, only for him to be detained by members of the Uprising, who are apparently led by my old, not-dead friend Kaine Sutler.

			Also known as Grayson Blake.

			Sneaky little asshole.

			It’s bad enough that he didn’t die in a fiery blaze—we held a funeral for him—but to then discover he’s the Uprising’s hotshot pilot and an absolute Mod legend? Unbelievable. He played me. Hard.

			“I’m breaking that prick’s neck when we land,” Xavier growls at my ear. “Tyler’s dead because of him.”

			I’m sobered by the reminder. Tyler Struck was one of my instructors in the Program, the training course that all Command soldiers must pass in order to join the Continental military. I didn’t know her well, but she and Xavier were together. I’m not sure how serious it was, but enough that her death affected him greatly.

			Kaine—Grayson—led her right into a trap, knowing that the building would explode. Knowing that Tyler and our fellow soldier Noah Jones weren’t going to walk out of there alive. All so the Uprising could steal a plane.

			Grayson asked me before I boarded this helicopter if I was ready for war. Until a few days ago, I thought I was. I’m here because I want to support the cause. Our cause. When I started working for the network to sabotage the Command, I spent months on that base hearing how Mods are spoken about, seeing the way we’re feared and despised.

			We deserve a place in society, an equal one, and I’m willing to fight for it. I’m more than ready to work with the Uprising to make life better for Mods like me.

			But…I don’t know if I could lead two people to their deaths the way Grayson did.

			It’s becoming clear he’s not the same guy I knew from the Program, always quick with a mischievous grin or flirty remark. He’s a deadly network operative who’s perfectly at ease with taking two lives. Maybe not by his own hand, but certainly with his actions.

			Except then he twists around in the pilot’s seat, lips quirked, and when our gazes lock, I glimpse that familiar sparkle in his green eyes. It’ll take some time adjusting to him being Grayson Blake, but I have to believe my friend Kaine is still in there somewhere.

			“Do me a favor, keen?” Grayson drawls toward us. “Please don’t throw up in my bird.”

			I furrow my brow, asking, “Why would we throw—” but then the chopper rolls without warning and my stomach drops out from under me.

			Nausea hurtles its way up to my throat, and I have to gulp rapidly to contain it. How are we even flying this way? The helicopter is almost completely on its side. Then it banks hard and my stomach lurches again.

			From the air, the Blacklands are a thick canopy of black mist, swirling and undulating like a mass of clouds moving through the sky. When we lived there, Uncle Jim used to worry that an aircraft might be able to see into our little clearing, but I realize now he had nothing to fear. It’s impossible to see through that ominous blackness.

			The scenery beyond the windows abruptly changes as the helicopter soars into a mountain valley. Flashes of green and brown fly past my vision. Lush grass. A narrow, twisting river. We’re moving so fast that I can barely focus on any one thing before it vanishes from view. I don’t know how Grayson is able to maneuver so precisely. It’s like the chopper is an extension of himself, and I can’t deny I’m impressed.

			Finally, the chopper rights itself, my stomach settles, and we’re flying at a normal speed again.

			Across from me and Xavier, two stone-faced men are strapped into their seats. They’re the ones who handcuffed Xavier and dragged him into the helicopter the moment the Uprising came to collect us from the Blacklands. They haven’t said a word since the flight started. Neither has Grayson’s copilot, an auburn-haired young woman with a long ponytail and guarded expression.

			I’ve already opened a mental path to test their shields, to check if I can read their thoughts, but their minds are like steel vaults. It would take a while to sweep for any weaknesses, and time isn’t a luxury I have right now. And anyway, I don’t need psychic abilities to know what they’re thinking.

			These two men? They’re prepared to kill Xavier if he so much as blinks wrong.

			The copilot? Doesn’t trust me one hellfucking bit.

			I shift my gaze to the window and jolt when I find myself staring at the side of the mountain. Whoa. I had no idea we were this close to it.

			The helicopter banks again. Jagged peaks, steep cliffs, and dense forest streak into view, and suddenly I’m staring at an imposing stone wall.

			We’re about to fly directly into the mountain.

			My heart leaps to my throat. I brace myself for impact, but to my utter astonishment, the mountain opens for us. It’s a false rock face, I realize. A secret entrance camouflaged in the rock. Two enormous doors slide open to reveal a dark gaping space beyond them.

			Leaving the daylight behind us, we fly into what appears to be a cavernous hangar, and as the doors close, the natural light cedes to the artificial. The chopper lands with a gentle thump on the black tarmac, rotors hissing for several more seconds in a steady thrum before fading into silence.

			“Are we inside the fucking mountain?” Xavier demands.

			Grayson chuckles from the pilot’s seat. He’s unstrapping his harness. “Welcome to Blue Dagger base,” he tells us. “Aka the Dagger.”

			A million questions run through my mind. Why is it called Blue Dagger base? How many people live here? How has it stayed undetected all this time? I’d ask, but I have a feeling nobody’s going to be forthcoming when I’ve got Xavier at my side.

			“Get out,” one of the scowling men barks at me, and I scowl back as I unsnap my seatbelt.

			The other man hauls a restrained Xavier out the side door. I jump out after them, my boots hitting the tarmac with a thud.

			I examine my surroundings, expecting to find a whole fleet of planes, perhaps the B-8 bomber Grayson stole from the Command, but save for a few open-top vehicles, some motorcycles, and this helicopter, the hangar sits empty.

			My gaze follows the short runway to the massive metal wall at the end of it. I note the keypads affixed on either side of it, the blinking red lights from cameras on the ceiling. I’d bet the main hangar is beyond that wall, and this one is used solely for takeoffs and landings.

			“What is this place?” mutters Xavier, his surly gaze fixed on Grayson.

			“Abandoned installation from the Last War.” Grayson slams the chopper door, then reaches into his pocket. He pulls out a sleek device and checks the screen.

			The device is smaller than the Company-issued comms, and silver rather than black. Adrienne carried a similar one the first time I met her for a secret rendezvous on the Command base. The Uprising must have their own tech, which triggers my curiosity.

			“How did you find it?” Xavier pushes.

			Grayson is about to answer, but when his copilot frowns at him, he turns to the two men and says, “Take him to the cells.”

			Panic bubbles inside me as they reach for Xavier. “Wait,” I protest. “Stop. I told you, he helped me escape.”

			“And I told you I don’t care,” Grayson replies. He rolls his eyes when Xavier takes an aggressive stance as if preparing to resist. “Don’t fight it, Ford. You’ll get your chance to defend yourself. For now, don’t make shit harder for yourself.”

			My gaze finds Xavier’s, and an unspoken exchange passes between us. He might not be telepathic like I am, but my eyes are perfectly capable of transmitting my message, loud and clear.

			We’ll regroup later and come up with a plan.

			His head dips in a quick nod. Xavier might be annoying, but he’s not stupid. There’s a reason he made second lieutenant in the Command and was selected for Elite, Silver Block’s most coveted unit.

			With a dour look, he allows them to pull him toward a nearby door. It doesn’t have a handle, just a smooth metal surface and a scanner on the wall that requires a thumbprint. The door slides open, and the men shove Xavier through it. When I hear the soft hiss of the door sealing shut, I realize it’s an air lock.

			Once they’re gone, the copilot glances at me, not bothering to hide her wariness. “You have this handled?” she asks Grayson.

			At his nod, she disappears through the air lock without another word.

			Finally alone, the two of us eye each other.

			I don’t know what to make of this new Kaine. This Grayson Blake. I study his getup—a gray cotton shirt with the sleeves rolled up, and black trousers encasing his long legs. The last time I saw him, he was sporting the same navy-blue Command uniform I’m currently wearing.

			“Ford doesn’t deserve to be in a cell,” I say darkly. “He helped me escape Sanctum Point. I wouldn’t have made it through the Blacklands without him.”

			“As I already told you, the Authority will decide what to do with him.” Noting my frustration, Grayson softens his tone. “We’re not giving a Silver Block lieutenant free rein of our base. He’ll be detained until further notice.”

			“You mean until you decide whether you’re going to kill him.”

			“Pretty much.”

			I shake my head at him. “You weren’t this callous on the Command base.”

			“Yes,” he says simply. “I was.” Then his eyes sparkle. “But I was also charming. Lovable. Hilarious…”

			I recite my own list. “Conceited, obnoxious…”

			He winks. “I’m a man of many talents, Darlington. Haven’t you figured that out by now?”

			“I haven’t figured out anything other than I cried at your funeral. I grieved for you.”

			The playful glint is snuffed from his expression. “I know, and I’m sorry about that. I truly am. But I had a mission to execute. You of all people should understand that. You were running a mission, too, after we recruited you.”

			“ ‘We,’ ” I echo, still trying to process that. “I can’t believe you were a Mod that entire time.”

			Even as I glower at him in accusation, I can’t resist opening a path and tapping into the frequency for telepathy. When you link with someone, you need to ask for permission. It’s a nudge, a polite way to access their mind, rather than the mind-reading frequency that allows you to push your way inside. Luckily, every Mod has an internal alarm system designed to combat that unwanted intrusion. If someone infiltrates your shield, an electric shock courses up the back of your neck, alerting you to the danger.

			With telepathy, Mods possess their own unique energy signatures. You recognize that energy when you link, and if someone dies, that energy disappears.

			Grayson doesn’t have a telepathic signature.

			The discovery fills me with bewilderment. I can see his shield, a strong one, which means reading his mind is a possibility. But telepathic energy? Nothing.

			“Why can’t I link with you?” I stare at him, suspicion churning in my stomach. “What kind of Mod are you?”

			“The kind without telepathy.”

			My mistrust gives way to surprise. “Bullshit.”

			“It’s the truth.” He shrugs. “We’re a rare breed.”

			“But you are Modified?”

			“Yes.”

			“So what can you do?”

			That makes him chuckle. “Sorry, cowgirl. You’re need-to-know at the moment. Until you see the Authority, you’re not getting any more answers.”

			“Fine. Where’s the Authority then? Where’s Adrienne?”

			“You’ll be summoned soon for a briefing.” His comm vibrates in his hand, and he checks the screen again, sighing.

			“Is that them?”

			“No.” Sliding the device in his pocket, he takes off walking and gestures for me to follow him.

			I struggle to match his long strides, trying to absorb everything I’m seeing. And here I thought the Command base’s layout was complicated. The Dagger is a sprawling network of tunnels and corridors bathed in artificial lighting. There are cameras everywhere, and nearly every door requires a print or eye scan.

			“Is this a fortress or a prison?” I ask, marveling at the security protocols.

			“A little bit of both,” he says without slowing down.

			“I can’t believe we’re inside a mountain.”

			“Pretty fucking cool, huh?”

			A pair of automatic doors slide open at our approach, and we head down another long corridor toward an elevator bank.

			“How many levels is this place?”

			“Three. This is the Operations floor, which houses our command center, training facilities, armory, comms. Second floor is R and I—Research and Intelligence,” he clarifies at my blank face. “It’s where you’ll find the medical bay, labs, that kind of stuff. And the top floor is Personnel.”

			We ride the elevator to the third floor, where Grayson points out various facilities during our brisk walk. Common areas, mess hall, kitchen. We pass only a handful of people on our mazelike journey. They’re all in civilian clothes, and while they vary in skin and hair colors, they convey the same curiosity when they spot me.

			“They know I’m a Mod, right?” I murmur when one of those civilians side-eyes me.

			Grayson nods. “Only Mods are allowed in the Dagger. Which is another reason why Ford won’t be welcome. I really wish you ran it past Adrienne before you dragged his ass here.”

			“Well, it’s too late now. He’s already here.” I glance over at him. “Why is it called the Dagger?”

			“Because this mountain is full of daggerstone. When the founders of the Uprising stumbled on this place after General Redden’s Coup, they took a very literal naming approach.” His eyes dance with amusement.

			His mention of the Coup is a depressing reminder that the Uprising has been in operation for twenty-five years now. Twenty-five years of fighting against a regime that wants us either dead or living as second-class citizens. General Redden’s Silver Jubilee was only days ago, the celebration marking a quarter century of his reign, and I was right there in the ballroom when that reign ended in crushing defeat as Adrienne corrupted the man’s brain. I stood there in pure disbelief while she reduced the General to a vegetative state in front of our very eyes.

			At that reminder, I force Grayson to stop walking, curling my hand around his arm. “Did you know what Adrienne was going to do to General Redden at the Jubilee?”

			“Yes.” His response is swift. Unapologetic.

			“And you just let her do that? She fried his brain.”

			“Can’t say I’m too shaken up about it. The man has killed tens of thousands of Mods. He was the enemy, and we’re fighting a war.”

			I know he’s right, but…Shouldn’t there be rules to warfare? Honor in war?

			Honor? an inner voice mocks. You incited a woman to shoot herself in the head.

			The memory triggers a rush of nausea. My hands shake a little, so I press them to my sides as I trail Grayson down the hall.

			Even days after the fact, I can’t erase the horror of what I did.

			I stole someone’s free will. It’s a sickening notion, making me feel like one of those vengeful gods we read about in school. The ones who toyed with the mortals they created. Tricked them, seduced them, tormented them whenever it struck their fancy. But most of those mortals were innocent, I have to remind myself. Jayde Valence, the woman I killed, was far from innocent. She was the General’s right-hand woman, and she helped him kill and enslave her own people. The world is a better place without her in it.

			But isn’t it better off without the General, too? Maybe destroying an enemy of that magnitude justifies what Adrienne did.

			What I did.

			Or at least that’s what I keep telling myself.

			Finally, we reach the base’s living quarters. Grayson stops at a door at the end of the hall and presents his thumb to a scanner. The lock releases, and we enter what seems to be a small apartment.

			His, I suspect, because the scent of him, crisp citrus and pine, lingers in the air. There’s a flight jacket draped over a tall stool at the kitchen counter. The living area contains a sofa, two armchairs, and a table laden with several tablets and a half-finished cup of coffee. A wide doorway across the main space leads to what I assume are a bedroom and lavatory.

			“These are your quarters?”

			He nods.

			“Why am I in your quarters, Kaine?”

			“Grayson,” he corrects. “But you can call me Gray. Most people do.”

			“Why am I in your quarters, asshole?”

			His lips twitch. “Because you haven’t been assigned a room yet.” He walks toward an armchair. “I got you some clean clothes from Luisa.”

			“Luisa?”

			“You met her on the plane. My copilot. You’re about her size.” He picks up a stack of clothing from the chair and passes it to me, nodding toward the doorway behind me. “Lav’s through there. You’re covered in dirt and smell like campfire. Why don’t you go take a shower? By the time you’re done, the Authority should be ready for you.”

			I nod in gratitude. I do feel grimy and in desperate need of a shower after spending days in the Blacklands. And I could use a moment alone.

			The shower stall is small, designed for one person. I crank the water and wonder where it’s coming from, how it fills these pipes. Underground reservoirs, maybe? And how are they filtering the air this deep into the mountain? Controlling the temperature? I’m so curious about this base.

			I drag a bar of soap all over my body and wash away the dirt of the journey here, watching it swirl at my feet before disappearing down the drain. I wash my hair, which has grown longer than I usually keep it, falling well past my breasts. The shampoo smells like citrus, and I scrub my scalp three times because those yellow ants in the Blacklands have a way of getting into your hair and clothing.

			When I no longer feel like I have insects crawling all over me, I turn toward the spray and close my eyes. As the water soaks my face, I finally allow myself to do what I’ve desperately been resisting all day.

			I reach out to my best friend.

			Wolf.

			Cross.

			I imagine he’s busy in the city, cleaning up the mess I left, picking up the pieces of the Mod attack that destroyed a Command hangar and took out a nice chunk of their fleet. I’m sure his brother isn’t thrilled with him right now. Although our relationship was never public knowledge, Cross’s older brother, Travis, suspected we were together. The fact that Travis was appointed the new General only complicates matters. He has ultimate control now. If he chooses to punish Cross for any alleged wrongdoing, he has the power to do so.

			A wave of emotion swells inside me when I hear his familiar voice in my head.

			“You good, Dove?”

			Dove.

			What began as a way to mock me eventually became a term of endearment, and now I melt every time I hear it. I prefer it to sweetling or honey, though I wouldn’t be against hearing either of those escape his sexy mouth. Hell, Cross could make anything sound sexy. He could recite pages from a weapons manual and still succeed in turning me on.

			I picture his perfect face, those cobalt-blue eyes, the mocking dimple and wicked smile…I think about his tall, broad body and big, capable hands…and the charged, heated shiver that rolls up my spine has nothing to do with the hot water pounding against my flesh.

			“I’m fine. We made it to the Uprising base,” I tell him.

			“That’s good.”

			Something in his voice gives me pause. “Are you all right? You sound off.”

			He takes a beat before answering. “I haven’t been sleeping much since you left.”

			“Where are you right now? Are you in your quarters?”

			Another beat. “Yeah.”

			“What’s wrong?” I push.

			“It’s just a shitshow,” he finally says. “All of it.”

			“Same here. They detained Xavier.”

			“Figured that would happen.”

			“I was hoping he’d earn some goodwill with them by helping me, but they don’t trust him. I’m going to do everything I can to get him out of lockup, but we might need to find a way for you to extract him.”

			The moment the suggestion leaves my mouth, I realize it’s impossible. An extraction would mean revealing the location of the Dagger, and I can’t give that up, not even to Cross. I’d be endangering every single person here.

			“I don’t know how feasible that is,” he says. “They’re watching me like a hawk.”

			“Does Travis suspect you helped me escape?”

			“I told him you deceived me and seduced Xavier into helping you, but I don’t know if he believes that. Either way, he’s not happy that I let you into Silver Elite. He thinks I compromised Company intelligence.”

			I tip my face toward the shower spray so I can pretend it’s soaked with water and not tears. I hate the thought of Cross all alone in the city without any backup.

			I hesitate, not sure how much more I should tell him, but it feels wrong keeping secrets from him, so I blurt out the confession.

			“Kaine is alive.”

			“Are you fucking kidding me?”

			“Nope. He was working for the Uprising the entire time he was in Silver Block. He helped them the night the B-8 was stolen.”

			I leave it at that, because while I trust Cross, I also feel oddly loyal to Grayson. Gray. Whatever the hell his name is.

			Unless Cross fully comes aboard and works with the network, he doesn’t need to know that Kaine is Grayson Blake, the pilot who Silver Elite has been trying to compile intelligence on.

			“That prick was playing us the entire time?”

			“Hey, I was undercover, too,” I point out. “If you’re not mad at me, you can’t be mad at him.”

			“I sure as fuck can.”

			His indignant growl makes me smile. It’s crazy how much I already miss him, and we’ve only been apart a few days. My lips crave his, my hands tingling with the urge to run over his sculpted muscles, his tattoos, the strong line of his jaw.

			“So Kaine is Modified?” Cross says, and I can practically see his shrewd military brain working over the implications.

			“Yes, but I don’t know what abilities he has.”

			My skin is turning beet red from the heat, so I twist off the faucet and open the glass door, stepping onto a black rubber mat. I find a fresh towel next to the sink and wrap myself in it before wiping the steam off the mirror. Gray also left out a hairbrush, a toothbrush, and a few other toiletries. My dead friend is a gentleman.

			Silence stretches between us. I stare at my reflection in the mirror and find a pair of weary honey-brown eyes peering back at me.

			“Why didn’t you come with me?” I can’t stop myself from saying.

			“You know why. I have to protect my mother. And someone needs to keep my brothers in check. Travis just declared war.”

			“Yes, and we’re on opposite sides of it when we should be on the same side,” I say in frustration.

			“I couldn’t have gone with you even if I wanted to,” he replies, equally frustrated. “The Uprising would’ve killed me on sight. I’m General Redden’s son. They’re never going to trust me.”

			“What if you offered them intel in exchange for asylum? You said Travis is rounding up all the known Mods in the wards. Is he killing them?”

			“I think most of them are being sent to labor camps for now. And there’s no intel I can provide that will ever earn me their trust.”

			“But what if they knew you were Modified?”

			“Have you told them about me?”

			His question triggers a jolt of shock. “Of course not. I would never do that. But I think if they knew—”

			“It would only piss them off more,” he finishes. “I wouldn’t just be the enemy. They’ll call me a traitor to my people. No better than Jayde Valence or any of the other loyalist Mods.”

			“But you’re not a loyalist,” I object. “What, you’re supposed to single-handedly topple a regime that pervades every aspect of society? Just you? You’re doing what you can to change the system from within. To save the lives you can.”

			“Wren,” he says, his voice gruff, “do you honestly believe your Uprising will view it that way? Because we both know they’ll just declare I’m not doing enough. And then…they’ll kill me,” he reiterates.

			I don’t want him to be right, but I fear he is.

			“There’s one more thing…” I trail off, trying to unravel the inexplicable knot of shame I suddenly feel. “When Xavier and I were in the Blacklands, I found a letter from my uncle in our old hut. He said my parents were traitors to the Uprising. They got hundreds of Mods killed.”

			“Fuck. Have you told anyone else?”

			“No.”

			“Good. Don’t.” Cross’s tone is sharp, forceful. “You can’t say a word about it. Your life could be at risk if they find out.”

			“I know.”

			I push wet hair off my forehead and reach for a smaller towel to dry it with. Cross falls quiet again. Several seconds tick by before his husky voice ripples through my mind.

			“Daisy.”

			“Yeah?”

			“I love you.”

			My heart clenches. “I love you, too.”

			“I’ll check in with you later.”

			He’s gone before I can respond, the link breaking and my mind already missing his presence.

			I towel-dry my hair and brush it back into a ponytail, then put on the clothes Gray brought me. The black leggings have some stretch and fit me fine, but the T-shirt is too tight around my chest because my breasts are larger than Luisa’s.

			I walk into the living area to find Gray speaking into his comm. He sounds annoyed, and when he notices me enter, he wastes no time ending the call.

			“We’ll talk about it later,” he mutters before sliding the device into his pocket.

			“Thanks for the clothes,” I tell him.

			His eyes sweep over me, twinkling when they rest on my bare feet. “Boot up. The Authority is ready for you.”

			“Gee, I’m so honored.” I find a pair of socks and clean boots on the armchair. “So this Authority,” I say, lacing up my left boot. “It’s like a leadership council or something? How many people are on it?”

			“Five.”

			“Including Adrienne.”

			“Yes.”

			“And you?”

			“Yep.”

			I raise a brow. “That’s a huge position of power you’ve got over here, Grayson.”

			“Damn right, Wren.”

			We grin at each other, and for a moment it’s like old times at the Command base.

			Ugh. Fine. Maybe I missed him. I missed his laughter and his teasing and his cocky jokes.

			I suppose I’m not entirely outraged that he’s still alive.

			“Who are the other three?” I ask, hopping to my feet.

			“You’ll meet them soon.”

			We head out and ride the elevator to the Operations floor. Gray points out a set of doors at the end of the hall and tells me that’s the training wing.

			“You’re going to be impressed with our target ranges,” he says. “I know how much you love your guns.”

			“I don’t think you can make fun of me anymore about my gun love, considering I just found out how hot you are for planes.”

			We reach a pair of wide metal doors with yet another security keypad.

			“This is the war room.” Gray is about to scan his thumb, then stops. “Listen, just…be prepared.”

			A frown touches my lips. “For what?”

			“Ah…” He closes his mouth. Then opens it. Then lets out a breath. “Fuck it. You’ll see,” he says, and scans his thumbprint.

			Beyond the doors is a vast room lit by harsh fluorescent bulbs, with a long table in the center. The ceiling is a grid of pipes and vents, the floor a polished dark tile that echoes with the sound of our footsteps. Holoscreens line the walls, as well as some Old Era monitors, the kind that require electrical plugs. Backup system, maybe.

			There’s another holoscreen in the center of the table. Two women sit in front of it, peering at the green-white particles that project an image I can’t make out. I catch a flash of red hair, and then my gaze locks on a familiar face. Big eyes, sensual mouth, narrow chin. Adrienne has an assortment of features that comes together to create a face that’s not quite beautiful but is certainly striking.

			Next to Adrienne is an older woman with pale skin and short blond hair streaked with silver. At the head of the table, two men stand with their backs to us. One of them, a young man in his late twenties with a tawny complexion and cropped hair, glances over when we enter.

			The second man turns at our footsteps, and shock slams into me.

			For a second, I can’t breathe. Lungs seizing. Throat squeezed shut. I’m rooted in place, wholly stunned by what I’m seeing.

			It’s Uncle Jim.
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			The last time I saw Uncle Jim, he was on an execution platform, bullet holes tearing into his chest, blood spilling all over the wooden floor. I heard his voice in my head. Goodbye, little bird. I felt his energy leave me as he drew his last breath. As he died.

			He fucking died.

			Now he’s standing in front of me. No bullet wounds. No blood. His shoulders are held high. He looks unharmed and unchanged, except that his dirty-blond hair is shorter, and grayer around the temples, as if he’s aged a decade in the six months since he was shot.

			To my utter humiliation, tears obscure my vision. I blink rapidly, trying to stave them off, but it’s too late. Two rivulets course down my cheeks, and suddenly I’m stumbling toward him like one of the wobbly calves on our ranch learning to walk for the first time.

			I’m three feet from him when our gazes lock, and a chill sweeps through me, freezing me in my tracks.

			“You’re not Jim,” I accuse.

			While his brown eyes are identical to Uncle Jim’s, down to the gold flecks around the pupils, this isn’t the man who loved and protected me for the past fifteen years.

			“No,” he says gruffly, and damned if his voice isn’t the same, too. How is this possible? “I’m Julian’s brother. Kallister.”

			My breath remains stuck in my throat, lungs screaming for the oxygen I’m depriving them of. I force myself to suck in a deep breath, trying to regulate my heartbeat.

			I knew Uncle Jim had a brother, but he spoke of him so infrequently, basically never, and he sure as hellfuck hadn’t told me they were twins. Identical twins. If they were standing side by side with their eyes closed, I genuinely wouldn’t be able to tell them apart.

			The eyes, though. This man has hard, calculating eyes. Jim was a hard man, yes, but when he looked at me, his eyes were always soft.

			“You look exactly like him.” My voice shakes, so I clear my throat before speaking again. “Sorry, what did you say your name was?”

			“Kallister.” He extends his hand.

			I stare at it for a moment. There’s no dirt under his fingernails. No little nicks and cuts from mending fences and herding cattle. Uncle Jim had rancher’s hands. These ones are neat and tidy, as if he hasn’t performed much manual labor in his life.

			Remembering my manners, I lean in to grasp his wrist in greeting. “You’re part of this council?”

			I glance around the room. Adrienne and the other woman are observing us without trying to hide it. Gray, meanwhile, has joined the younger man and they’re chuckling about something.

			“I serve on the Authority, yes.” He’s studying me as intently as I’m studying him. “The five of us are responsible for making every operational decision at the Dagger.”

			I know I’m being rude, but I simply cannot stop staring. His resemblance to Uncle Jim is so unsettling, and I have a thousand questions I want to ask him.

			Then I feel it—the tugging sensation at the back of my neck. I suspect it’s Kallister. I don’t recognize his energy signature, but it’s definitely not Jim’s, which tells me that although twins share identical DNA, it doesn’t extend to the Modified energy coursing through their veins.

			“I know you have questions,” Kallister says after we establish a mental connection. “We can talk after the briefing, keen?”

			I nod weakly. He pats my arm, then turns and pulls out a chair for me.

			As everyone takes their seats, Adrienne leans forward with her hands clasped, arching a brow at me.

			“I’m impressed,” she says. “Nobody survives the Blacklands on foot.”

			“It wasn’t easy,” I answer, keeping it vague. These people are strangers to me. I can’t tell them that Uncle Jim and I lived in that nightmare forest for three years.

			Unless they already know?

			The notion gives me pause. I just assumed Uncle Jim would’ve kept my true background a secret from them, but Kallister is his twin. Maybe they were in constant contact all these years and not estranged like Jim led me to believe.

			It suddenly occurs to me that I’ve walked into this room completely blind, and for the first time since I arrived at the Dagger, I feel genuine fear. Just a flicker of it, like the trickle from a leaky faucet, stinging my flesh each time it drips on me.

			“How did you manage it?” the short-haired woman asks, her tone clipped.

			I ignore the question. “Is this an interrogation?” I ask warily.

			Kallister chuckles. “Not at all. It’s more of an…open forum.”

			Adrienne gestures to the woman beside her. “Wren, this is Fiona.” She nods at the man beside Gray. “That’s Teriq. And you already know Gray and Kallister. We’re the reason you’re at the Dagger. Your entry was brought to a vote, and just so you know, it was unanimous.”

			“Which isn’t always the case,” Gray says with a wry smile.

			My gaze shifts among the five of them as I attempt to figure out the power dynamics. It doesn’t seem like there’s one leader among this group, though Adrienne and Kallister have done the most talking so far.

			“You did an excellent job with the Jubilee mission,” Adrienne tells me, nodding her approval. “Planting those charges.”

			“I don’t want to talk about the charges. I want to talk about what you did to General Redden.”

			She doesn’t even blink. “In time. Right now, this is about you. If you’re to stay here—”

			“If?” I interrupt. “I didn’t realize my invitation was conditional.”

			“There are always conditions in life. And these apply to every Mod who lives on the base. If you decide you’re not willing to abide by them, we’ll return you to the wards once we’re running regular transports again.”

			“So you really are going dark?” When I was being held in the Command stockade, that was the reason she provided for why the network couldn’t rescue me.

			“For the time being,” she confirms.

			“I don’t get it. Why strike them only to immediately retreat?”

			Kallister fields that. “It’s not a retreat. We took the first shot. Our declaration of war, if you will. But there’re a lot more battles to be fought.”

			I lace my fingers, feeling ill at ease again. “What are these conditions I need to agree to?”

			“Disclosure, for one,” Adrienne says. “We’ll do that tomorrow morning.”

			I wrinkle my forehead. “Disclosure of what?”

			“Your abilities.”

			The guy they called Teriq fixes his serious gaze on me. “Ellis reported that you have a bloodmark. Is this true?”

			I falter. Ellis is a Command healer who I only recently found out is working undercover for the Uprising. He healed the scar tissue on my left hip and upper thigh, which for years had hidden the red mark beneath it, the mark that broadcasts to everyone that I’m more powerful than I’ve let on.

			“Um. Yes,” I finally admit. “I do.”

			Adrienne shakes her head at me. “Care to explain why you made the decision to ask Ellis to heal your scars? A bloodmark is never something to advertise.”

			The rebuke stings, even though I’m well aware of what a stupid move that was. Truth be told, I wasn’t thinking. Simple as that. I removed my scars to show Cross that I was willing to be completely open and vulnerable with him. That he could trust me. But the impulsive decision also undid all the layers of protective scar tissue that Uncle Jim attempted to bury my bloodmark under when he burned my flesh.

			On the bright side, I suppose it doesn’t matter anymore. I won’t be running any undercover missions within the Command anytime soon. I’m at the Dagger now, surrounded by people like me. People who won’t shoot me on sight for bearing a bloodmark.

			“I was tired of hiding,” I lie, feigning confidence I’m not feeling at the moment. “It made me sick pretending to be one of them, the Primes in Silver Block. I didn’t belong there, and I guess I needed to remind myself of that.”

			“You’re saying you were going to desert the Command?” Teriq asks skeptically.

			I nod.

			“And to hell with our recruitment?” Gray sounds amused.

			“Hey, I lost my only ally after you died,” I counter. “And with Jayde Valence watching me like a hawk, it was only a matter of time before I was compromised.”

			“You neglected to mention how powerful you were when we recruited you,” Adrienne says in a dry voice.

			I shrug. “I promised Jim I’d never reveal it.”

			“Fuckin’ Julian,” she mutters. “That man has been nothing but a headache from the day I met him.”

			“I was a child when the mark appeared. He didn’t want anyone using me as a pawn.”

			“Is that why he took you in?” Gray asks. “He saw the mark and wanted to protect you?”

			“I don’t know. Maybe.”

			Fiona gives a slight frown. “Our records indicate that Julian found you on the side of the road when you were eight?”

			Relief flutters through me. Good. Uncle Jim never revealed my background to these people. They don’t know that I was five, not eight, when he took me in, which means they don’t know about our time in the Blacklands.

			And most important, they don’t know about my parents.

			My traitor parents.

			Fuck. How am I supposed to navigate this storm I’ve found myself in? I feel like I’m swimming against an ocean current. If I lose focus for even a second, I’ll drown in all the secrets I’m trying to keep track of.

			“Yes, I was eight,” I say, repeating the lie. “We don’t know where I came from, but Jim suspected my family was killed by the Command while I managed to run away. And he’s the one who burned my bloodmark off.”

			Teriq pulls out a tablet, swiping his finger across the screen. As his brow furrows in concentration, a sense of familiarity washes over me. I feel like I know him from somewhere, but I can’t place where.

			“We keep a file on nearly every Mod on the Continent,” he says, scanning the screen. “Ash reported your abilities as mind reading and telepathy.”

			Fiona speaks again, her tone growing icier by the second. “We’ve never known anyone with a bloodmark to manifest less than three abilities. Are those the only two you possess?”

			“I have more than two,” I confess after a beat of hesitation.

			Intrigue dances across their faces.

			“Like I said before, we’ll require full disclosure,” Adrienne says. “Which is confidential, by the way. Only the Authority has access to personnel files. Your abilities remain private unless you choose to share with other people. But we can deal with that in the morning.”

			I nod, relieved they’re not going to make me do anything now. “What are the other conditions?”

			“Once your abilities are disclosed, you’ll have to commit to mandatory training.”

			“I’m already proficient in everything.” Sort of. If I’m going to disclose my incitement, they’ll find out soon enough I’m not at all proficient in it.

			“Then you won’t require a lot of sessions,” she says. “But you’re required to attend at least one.”

			“I can do that.”

			“We also require you participate in practical training, and if you choose not to be a field operative, you’ll be given a work assignment on the base. Finally, the most important condition—the location of the Dagger must never be projected to anyone,” Adrienne concludes with a look that says, I’m not fucking around. “Projecting our location is an automatic death sentence.”

			“But no pressure, right?”

			Nobody cracks a smile. Not even Gray.

			Kallister’s voice is gentle as he says, “We’re responsible for every Mod on this base. We take their safety seriously.”

			“How many people live here?”

			“Enough,” he says vaguely.

			“And their families?” I press. “Children?”

			“You can save the rest of your questions for after disclosure.”

			“Fine,” I say when I determine he’s not budging. “Let’s move on. I want to talk about Xavier.”

			Kallister chuckles.

			“I told you she likes to run things,” Gray pipes up. He grins at me. “This is our briefing, Darlington.”

			“Not until we talk about Xavier,” I say stubbornly. “What are you planning to do with him?”

			“The lieutenant?” Adrienne knits her brow as if my question is preposterous. “He’ll either be executed or be used as leverage.”

			Horror tightens my throat. “No. You can’t do that. Please. I’ll vouch for him.”

			She flicks up one brow. “He’s the enemy.”

			“He’s not. He deserted when he snuck me off the Command base,” I insist. “And he helped me make it through the Blacklands.”

			It’s the opposite, really. Xavier squealed like a little girl each time he heard so much as a rustling in the darkness. If anything, he was an impediment to our journey.

			But they don’t need to know that.

			“I would be dead if it weren’t for him.” I look around at the table. “Please. He doesn’t deserve to die. He’s willing to join our side, and he’s far more useful as an ally, trust me. He’s highly trained, almost as good of a shot as I am—”

			Gray snickers.

			“And he’s entirely loyal to me.”

			“Yes, and why is that, exactly?” Adrienne challenges. “Why did he put everything on the line for you?”

			I didn’t anticipate the question, so it requires some quick thinking on my part. “There was a Silver Elite mission in Ward C—” I turn to Gray to back me up. “Do you remember? The hospital ward with the fragmented Mods?”

			“Yeah. Fucking brutal. Ford didn’t seem to care, though.”

			“He cared. We spoke about it later, and Xavier said he’d done some digging and didn’t like what he found. We suspect the Company is experimenting on Mods whose minds are fragmented. There were all these blood vials in that hospital room…” I shake my head angrily. “Anyway, Xavier didn’t like it, and then after his girlfriend died—” I cast a pointed look in Gray’s direction. This time he has the decency to appear remorseful. “He realized there was nothing keeping him in the Command anymore.”

			I pray I’m able to see Xavier before they interrogate him, because if he doesn’t corroborate this crazy story, they’ll know I lied to them. But it’s all I’ve got right now.

			“We became friends,” I admit. “When I was sentenced to die after the Jubilee, Xavier refused to let it happen. He wasn’t going to let his superiors murder me for the sole crime of being Modified. He has a conscience.”

			“I’ve yet to meet a Prime with a conscience,” Teriq says, his tone derisive.

			“There are plenty,” I shoot back. “We work with them, for fuck’s sake.”

			“She has a point,” Gray hedges, but Teriq isn’t having it, shaking his head in irritation.

			“I don’t give a shit. I’m not letting a Prime wander around our base gathering intel that he can feed to his fellows if he manages to escape.”

			“Then hold him in a cell until he proves his loyalty,” I plead. “Just don’t kill him.”

			There’s a brief silence.

			“We’ll take the request under consideration,” Kallister says.

			“Is there anything else you’d like to discuss?” Adrienne asks politely, and Gray bites his lip as if trying not to laugh.

			“No, that was it.” I hope I did enough to save Xavier, but I don’t know.

			“Good,” she says, rolling her eyes. “Then let’s move on.”

			

			 

			The rest of the briefing focuses on the Silver Jubilee and the fallout from that, including how my cover was ultimately blown. My blood burns as I describe how Lyddie De Velde, my best friend in the Program, turned on me, yet nobody around the table even blinks to hear it, as if betrayal is a daily occurrence for them.

			I don’t reveal what I did to Jayde Valence. If the Authority isn’t ready to share all their secrets with me, then fine, right back at you, assholes.

			After the briefing, Kallister pulls me aside as promised and says, “Stay behind. I’d like to talk.” He glances at Fiona, who’s gathering her tablet and comm. “Fi, could you ask someone to bring Wren’s dinner to the war room?”

			She nods, but I don’t miss the tight lines around her mouth. Her distrust of me is palpable.

			Gray hesitates at the door, his gaze shifting from me to Kallister, but then he tips his head at me in goodbye and leaves the war room. Once everyone is gone, Kallister drags his chair so we’re sitting next to each other.

			“You were there the morning my brother died,” he says without mincing words.

			A hot stab of agony slices into me. “Yeah. I was.”

			The pain on his face mirrors my own. “Did he suffer?”

			“No. It was fast.”

			Kallister rakes his fingers through his hair, visibly upset. “I wanted an extraction. We could have rescued him.”

			My surprised gaze flies to his. “My contact in the Point said the people on top refused to risk it. Wasn’t it the Authority’s decision not to rescue him?”

			“That was the result of the vote, yes.” I hear the bitterness in his voice. “I was outvoted four to one.”

			“Grayson voted against it, too?” I say in indignation.

			“They all did. I understand why. A rescue in broad daylight would’ve been too dangerous, and we couldn’t risk Gray. He’s the only pilot skilled enough to fly through Company airspace undetected and get close enough to launch an air assault on their base. The logical part of my brain gets that, but…” He trails off, letting out a heavy breath. “How much did Julian tell you about me?”

			“Not much. I knew he had a brother, but not that you were twins. He said you guys didn’t really speak after he joined the Command.”

			“Not often, no.” Kallister rests one palm on the table, running his fingers along the steel edge. “I thought it was foolish when he signed up for Command service. Julian joined right after upper school. He was determined to work undercover for the Uprising and help them sabotage the Company. Me, I wasn’t interested in all that undercover bullshit. I’m better suited for a control center, making tactical decisions. But Julian wanted to be on the ground, in the thick of it. I told him it was too risky, but my brother never shied away from danger.”

			“Why didn’t you reconnect afterward? After he deserted the Command and resettled in Z as Jim Darlington.”

			“We did, occasionally. But we were living very different lives. I was here at the Dagger, and he rarely left the ranch because he was wanted for desertion and couldn’t run ops anymore. And, well, you know how stubborn Julian was. We butted heads every time we spoke. His way was the right way. Always.”

			I chuckle. “Sounds like him.”

			“Eventually we drifted apart. Hardly ever spoke. And when we did speak, we argued.” Sadness dampens his expression. “I do regret that. I wish I made more of an effort to keep in touch. When I found out he was captured and sentenced by the Tribunal, I called for a vote immediately, but the others shot it down, and now my brother’s gone.” Kallister studies me for a moment. “You were at the execution? You witnessed it?”

			I swallow a lump of pain. “Yes.”

			“Our intel says there was an inciter in the crowd. Someone nearly succeeded in inciting the firing squad to turn their guns on themselves. You wouldn’t happen to know anything about that, would you?”

			The knot in my throat thickens as my chest tightens with guilt. I wasn’t able to save him. I tried. I tried so fucking hard. But all I could do was stand there and watch him die.

			I bite my lip to stop it from trembling. “Why don’t you ask me again tomorrow during disclosure?” I finally say. Because now is not the time to relive that particular trauma. Or reveal that particular secret.

			That gets me a soft chuckle. “Fair enough.”

			“What about you?” I can’t help but pry. “Jim was a powerful mind reader. Is that your ability, too?”

			“I can’t read minds, no. To be honest, I prefer it that way. Sounds like a very noisy ability to have.” He surprises me by revealing, “I’m a precog.”

			“Oh wow.” I give him a wry grin. “Does that mean you saw me coming to the Dagger?”

			“Trust me, kid,” he says, sweeping his gaze over me. “I did not see this coming.”

			We’re interrupted by the arrival of a girl who enters the war room holding a metal tray. She has blue eyes and blond hair arranged in two braids and can’t be a day older than fifteen.

			“Dinner,” she says.

			Kallister goes to take the tray from her. “Thank you, Poppy.”

			I watch the girl dart off. “How old is she?” I ask once the doors close behind her. “There’s no way she’s old enough to be a field operative.”

			“Poppy just turned sixteen. She’s Fiona’s daughter. And here at Fi’s insistence. Normally we don’t allow civilians to live on the base,” he explains. “There’s an entire community of civilians in the valley at the bottom of the mountain. That’s where the families of our operatives live, as well as other Mods—and some Primes, too—who were extracted from the city.”

			That’s promising. If there are Primes here, then maybe Xavier will be able to stay.

			If they decide not to put a bullet in his head, that is.

			“How do these civilians remain undetected by Command aircraft?” I ask curiously.

			“We jam their radar if they get too close, but the Company rarely flies this far south. Not just because of the Blacklands and their lack of visibility, but this mountain is too close to Tierra Fe airspace. The Tierrans are merciless when it comes to anyone breaking the airspace treaty.”

			Kallister sets my dinner in front of me. To my delight, it looks incredibly appetizing, comprising a hearty stew that smells fantastic, a fluffy bread roll, and a small container of grated cheese.

			“Is this real cheese?” I exclaim.

			“Indeed. You’ll find very few synthetic items here. We’ve got great farming in the valley, and most of our base rations are either smuggled in from the city or imported from Tierra Fe, which means real coffee. Real whiskey, too.” He winks at me.

			“I drank real whiskey for the first time on an undercover assignment in the Point,” I confess. “It was fucking sublime.”

			Kallister chuckles, a wholly alien sound coming from a mouth that looks like Jim’s. Uncle Jim wasn’t prone to laughter, but when he did laugh, it came out like glass shards scraping his windpipe. A sharp bark of humor. Kallister’s laughter resonates from deep in his throat. It’s a soft, almost comforting rumble. I like it.

			“Nothing beats the real thing.” He gestures to the tray. “Go on, eat.”

			It’s awkward eating dinner while someone is watching you, but I can’t stop myself from inhaling the meal. I didn’t realize how famished I was. Xavier and I didn’t eat much in the Blacklands. It’s difficult to let down your guard and enjoy a meal while engulfed in pure darkness.

			I swallow a bite of bread before imploring Kallister with my gaze. “Would I be able to visit Xavier? I know you probably don’t want me walking around the base until you officially decide whether I’m staying, but if it’s possible, I’d really like to see him.”

			“You’re very attached to this lieutenant,” he observes, a gleam of intrigue in his eyes. “Are you romantically involved?”

			I laugh. “Absolutely not. But I consider him a friend. He risked his life for me, and I feel like I owe him now.”

			“You don’t owe anyone anything,” Kallister says without a trace of empathy, and for once he actually sounds like Jim. My uncle warned me to never go out on a limb for another person, not even him. You owe loyalty to nobody but yourself, little bird.

			I disagree. I think Xavier deserves my loyalty. Not only did he help me escape, but he’s Cross’s best friend. And Cross, well, he’s certainly earned my loyalty.

			“I know I don’t,” I answer lightly. “But what can I say, the asshole has grown on me.”

			“All right, then. Finish your meal and I’ll take you to the cells.”

		

	
		
			Red Threat

			Name: Xavier Ford

			Rank: 2nd Lieutenant

			Ward: Sanctum Point

			Status: Prime

			Last Known Location: Sanctum Point

			Wanted For:

			<high crimes> Treason, desertion

			<low crimes> Aiding and abetting an Aberrant

			Additional Details:

			Year of Birth: 3 NE

			Age: 22

			Caution:

			Suspect is a highly trained officer. Former Silver Elite operative.

			Action:

			Kill on sight.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			The Command stockade comprised an entire wing of their base, offering dozens of cells. The Dagger, I’m told, has only three, and Kallister explains that the Uprising implements a zero-tolerance policy. Low crimes, like theft, insubordination, or repeated brawling, result in exile back to the wards. You screw up enough times, you’re out, but apparently, low crimes are rare. Not many Mods want to risk being sent back to the wards.

			High crimes, he tells me, are the ones you can’t come back from. Murder. Rape. Treason. Commit one of those, and you forfeit more than your place in the network. You forfeit your life.

			“Do they at least get a trial?” I ask with a frown. “An opportunity to explain any extenuating circumstances?”

			“Of course. But if they’re found guilty, they die.”

			I wince. “Isn’t that barbaric?”

			“We don’t have the resources to waste on murderers and rapists.” He gives me a sidelong look. “And be honest with me—would you want to continue living in an isolated mountain with the person who raped you? With someone who killed someone close to you?”

			I let that sink in, slowly shaking my head. “No. I wouldn’t.”

			He guides me down a corridor that seems to penetrate deeper and deeper into the mountain. We pass through a small, brightly lit holding room, where a dark-haired female guard sits behind a desk, her presence the only sign of life in the otherwise silent space. Kallister greets her with a nod, then scans his print at the metal door near her desk.

			“The cells are down here,” he tells me.

			Beyond the door, the lighting isn’t bright anymore. Iron sconces flicker weakly along the walls, casting uneven shadows on the rough surfaces. Three cells line the short corridor. Each one has a hard-packed dirt floor and steel bars embedded into the rock and cement walls. Two of them are empty, but the third reveals a lone figure sitting on the floor rather than on the bed or the bench against the wall. His long legs stretch out in front of him, head bent. He looks up at the sound of our footsteps but remains seated.

			I don’t miss his relief when Xavier’s gaze meets mine. He was afraid they’d done something to me. I find it sort of sweet that he cares. Like he’s seeing me as more than just his best friend’s girl now, as someone he considers a friend.

			When his dark-brown eyes shift to Kallister, his demeanor changes. Stiffening. “Who the hell are you?”

			Kallister is unfazed by the rude reception. “Kallister Ash. I run this base.”

			“Congratulations, prickhole. How long do you plan on keeping me in here?”

			“Well, I was about to let you go, but you just called me a prickhole, so…indefinitely, I suppose.”

			I hide a smile. “Can we have a moment alone?”

			Kallister takes a step away. “That’s fine. Just shout for Neema when you’re ready to leave.”

			“Can I go into the cell with him? I don’t want to talk to him through bars. I promise he’s not going to hurt me.”

			“I might,” Xavier calls out.

			“Shut up,” I call back.

			Kallister thinks it over, then shrugs. “All right. But I won’t be held responsible if he strangles you to death.”

			“Honestly, I can be a real quat. If he kills me, just assume I said something to deserve it.”

			Xavier’s snicker echoes through the cellblock.

			Because Kallister is a member of the Authority, I suppose his prints allow him access anywhere on the base, and sure enough, the bars slide open when he scans the keypad.

			I step into the cell, and the door closes and locks behind me. Once Kallister is gone, Xavier hops to his feet and runs both hands through his cropped brown hair. Before I can speak, he nods toward the corner of the ceiling to indicate the camera. I nod back. I assumed we’d be recorded, which is going to make it difficult to have a real conversation.

			“I really wish you had telepathy,” I remark.

			“Would definitely come in handy right now,” he agrees.

			“Are you all right?”

			He offers a careless shrug. “I’m always all right—” He stops, caught off guard when I suddenly yank him in for a hug.

			But it’s only so I can bring my lips to his ear to murmur, “He can’t get you out.”

			Xavier knows who I mean. He gives me a quick squeeze, then pulls back, resigned. Nodding as if to say, I figured.

			My brain is already scrambling to figure out how we can talk openly. There must be a jammer somewhere on this base, something that can block cameras and other recording devices. Until I get my hands on one, I can’t take any risks.

			“Nobody’s hurt you?” I ask, studying him.

			He’s still in the black pants and long-sleeved shirt he wore in the Blacklands, and his jaw is coated with beard growth. He itches it absently as he wanders toward the single bed and sinks onto the edge of the hard mattress.

			“I’m fine. They just tossed me in here and left. Hell, they even brought me dinner. I’m pretty sure it was real beef,” he marvels. “Goddamn delicious.”

			“I know, right?” I grin at him. “Honestly, once they let you out of jail, I think you’re really going to like it here.”

			“Highly doubt it. These people are assholes.” He glances at the ceiling and raises his voice. “Yeah, you heard me,” he says to the camera.

			I sit beside him and nudge him with my elbow. “Stop. Let’s not piss anyone else off.”

			“What difference does it make? They’re never letting me out of here. At least not alive.”

			“You don’t know that.”

			His voice turns gruff. “Come on, Wren. Let’s not be stupid now. I knew what would happen if I helped you escape. I never expected your Uprising to show me mercy.”

			“What was your plan then?” I ask in dismay. “To just let them kill you?”

			Xavier shrugs. “Figured I’d eventually find a way out. Disappear into the wards, maybe.” He studies the stone walls of the cell, cursing under his breath. “But I didn’t foresee their HQ being inside of a fucking mountain. I feel like this poses a problem for my escape plans.”

			“You think?” I say, but my good humor fades fast. “I just came from a briefing with the Authority. I spoke to them on your behalf, so hopefully they take what I said into consideration. I told them about the mission in Ward C when we found those fragmented Mods, how disturbed you were about what the Company was doing to them.”

			Since his arm is touching mine, I feel it stiffen slightly. Good. He gets it.

			“Maybe they don’t believe you’re willing to help us, but I know you meant it when you told me the Company needs to be punished for experimenting on innocent civilians.”

			In my peripheral vision, I glimpse the merest hint of a smile.

			“But the most important thing is—you risked your life for me, a Mod. I’ll never forget that, and no matter what happens, I’ll do whatever I can to repay the favor. Keen?”

			After a beat, he nods, and I squeeze his hand.

			“I’m meeting with them again in the morning. Will you be okay sitting tight for now?”

			He snorts. “What else do I have to do?”

			“I’ll see about getting you a tablet or something.”

			“Darlington. They’re not giving me access to any of their tech. Come on now.” He turns to flash a snide grin at the ceiling. “I plan on jerking off the entire time I’m in here,” he calls to the camera. “You’re welcome.”

			He’s incorrigible. Laughing, I poke him in the side again. “I know you don’t believe me, but I promise I’ll do everything I can to get you out.”

			I stay awhile longer, but the conversation is insignificant. We don’t mention Cross or reveal anything we don’t want the Uprising to know. It’s not until I walk to the cell door, prepared to shout for the guard, that Xavier comes up beside me, his rough whisper filling my ear.

			“Wren…do you trust these people?”

			I tilt my head to meet his serious eyes. “I’ll get back to you on that.”

			

			 

			Gray is the one to collect me from the cells, taking me back to his quarters. I guess I’m not being assigned my own until I pass their little disclosure process.

			“I’m sleeping on your couch?” The sofa’s been made up with bedsheets, a pillow, and a thin gray blanket.

			“Nope. I’m sleeping on my couch.” He sighs. “You, Darlington, are one of the rare women blessed with the honor of gracing my bed.”

			“I’m fine sharing if you want.”

			“Nah, I don’t think my girlfriend would like that.”

			I raise an amused brow at him. “You have a girlfriend.”

			“Why do you sound so surprised?”

			“Um, because only a few months ago you were sleeping your way through the Command base?”

			“She wasn’t my girlfriend then,” he says with a shrug. “Although with that said, you have a very vivid imagination. I didn’t touch anyone on that base. Well, except you,” he amends.

			A groove digs into my forehead as I think back to our time together in Silver Block. He certainly implied he was sleeping around, never once denying the ladies’ man reputation he’d gotten around base.

			“Does your girlfriend know?” I prop my hip against the counter that divides the kitchen and living area. “About us?”

			“She does not.”

			“Should I assume you want me to keep it quiet?”

			“Probably a good idea.” He wanders into the kitchen. “Not because I feel guilty about it. She and I weren’t together at the time.” He glances at me over his shoulder, his expression taking on a wry gleam. “But Karra does have a temper, so…Tell her at your own risk.”

			“Not my place to say a word,” I answer lightly.

			Opening a cupboard, he changes the subject. “I don’t have any other clothes for you, so I left one of my shirts on the bed. You can sleep in that.”

			“Thanks. What time is it?”

			“Almost nine.”

			“Seriously? It feels like the middle of the damn night.”

			“I mean, a lot’s happened today. You survived a journey through the Blacklands. Reunited with your favorite person—talking about myself, obviously. Met your dead uncle’s twin brother. It’s been eventful.”

			“Quite,” I agree.

			“Do you want a drink? There’s a man in the valley who makes the most ridiculously potent wine.” He holds up a black bottle.

			“Wine?” I echo in surprise. Wine is such a rare luxury in the wards. I heard it’s difficult for the Company scientists to produce a synthetic version that doesn’t taste sour. “I’d love some.”

			“Go get changed while I pour.”

			I duck into his bedroom, where I find a neatly folded white T-shirt on the edge of the bed. I strip out of my clothes and set them on a nearby chair. His shirt hangs to my knees, thankfully covering the bloodmark that’s no longer safely hidden beneath burn tissue. I spent so many years feeling self-conscious about my burns, and now I find myself longing for them.

			When I return, Gray’s green eyes travel up my bare legs, and my first thought is how I doubt very much that Cross would like this. No, he’d get all primal and growly. Tell me how he wants to rip Gray’s eyeballs out of the sockets for daring to look at me.

			I’m not sure what it says about me, but I love that dominant, possessive side of him. No one’s ever growled over me before.

			Gray’s gaze lingers, and I can see the question there.

			“What?” I say, shifting awkwardly.

			“Can I see it? The bloodmark?”

			After a beat of hesitation, I lift the hem of the shirt, exposing my left thigh. He steps closer, taking in the perfect red circle that sits just below my hip.

			He whistles softly. “It’s big.”

			“Not that big,” I protest.

			“Have you seen Ellis’s?”

			“Yeah.” Ellis’s bloodmark was on the center of his palm, maybe an inch or so in diameter.

			“He’s one of the most powerful healers on the Continent, and your mark is twice the size of his. Hell, yours is as big as Jayde Valence’s.” Gray pauses. “I heard she killed herself after Travis Redden started rounding up all the loyalists.”

			He’s handing me a glass of red wine as he says that, and I’m caught so off guard that it nearly slips through my fingers. He doesn’t miss the reaction, his eyes narrowing with suspicion.

			“Do you know anything about that, cowgirl?”

			I secure my grip on the wineglass and head for the couch. I’m so tired after walking for days. I lift my knees and pull the T-shirt over them, trying to decide how much to share.

			Realizing I’m going to have to tell him everything tomorrow anyway, I sigh and opt for the truth. “It wasn’t her choice.”

			“We were told she shot herself in the head. How was that not her choice?”

			I bite my lip.

			“Darlington.”

			“I incited her to do it,” I blurt out.

			His breath hisses out through his teeth. “You’re an inciter?”

			“Unfortunately.”

			“Shit,” he mutters. “I was hoping for mind reader. Or maybe a powerful empath. You’ve definitely got that bleeding heart. But incitement? Does the Company know?”

			“Nobody knows.” Except Cross. I keep that to myself, adding it to the growing pile of secrets and lies I’m amassing.

			Gray shakes his head, then gulps down nearly half his wine. I take my first sip, and the rich flavor explodes on my tongue. It’s incredible. Heady. Just the right amount of sweet.

			We fall silent for a moment, watching each other.

			“I really missed you,” I admit.

			A lopsided grin tugs on the corner of his mouth. “Missed you, too. You’re the only person I’ve ever met who’s more reckless than I am.”

			“I don’t think that’s a good thing,” I say with a laugh.

			“Sure it is. You’re unpredictable.”

			“Again, how is that a good thing?”

			“Life is boring when it’s predictable. You provide much-needed excitement.”

			He lowers his tall, broad body into the armchair, the muscles in his arms flexing beneath his shirt as he shifts his wineglass to his other hand.

			“I wish you told me you were a Mod when we were in Silver Elite,” I complain. “Did you know who I was the entire time?”

			“Of course. I’m on the Authority. I know everything.”

			“You’re going to be lording this Authority thing over me all the time now, aren’t you, you cocky bastard? ‘Oh, I’m on the Authority,’ ” I mimic. “How are you even allowed to be on it? You’re only a couple years older than me.”

			“There’s no age limit to serve on the council. People here only care about competence and leadership skills.” He pauses. “Does Adrienne know you were fucking Redden?”

			I glare at him.

			“What? Are you going to try to deny it? Because I saw him sneaking out of your quarters on more than one occasion.” Chuckling, he raises his glass and takes a long swig.

			I watch his throat work as he swallows, wondering how much to admit to, until I remember something Cross told me when we were saying goodbye.

			“You reported us,” I say in accusation.

			Gray shrugs, utterly remorseless. “So?”

			“So why would you try to get me in trouble? We were friends.”

			“That’s exactly why I did it—because we were friends. I was trying to protect your ass. What the hell were you thinking, hooking up with him? He’s the General’s son.”

			“It wasn’t serious.”

			The lie burns my tongue. It feels like a betrayal to Cross. More than that, a betrayal to Wolf, my best friend since childhood. It still astonishes me how by some twist of fate, Cross and Wolf are one and the same.

			Yet another secret I’ll take to the grave.

			“Well, of course, I figured it wasn’t serious,” Gray says. “The captain is a stone-cold asshole. Not a trace of emotion in that guy. Probably a good lay, though.”

			God, he doesn’t even know.

			I merely shrug in response.

			He barks out a laugh. “That means yes. And you didn’t answer my question—does anyone else know about you and Redden?”

			“Only Xavier.” Bitterness creeps through me. “Why, is that something I need to disclose tomorrow?”

			“No. Your personal life is none of their business. I just wasn’t sure if Ade already knew.” Gray sips his wine, watching me over the rim of his glass. “Was he involved in your escape?”

			“No,” I lie.

			His eyebrows rise in challenge. “He didn’t order Ford to get you off the base?”

			“No. Cross would never give up his best lieutenant. Xavier acted on his own.”

			Gray nods. I don’t know if he believes me, but I’m not going to sit here and try to convince him. I’m too tired for that.

			“Still can’t believe Lyddie turned you in,” he muses. “I mean, I knew she was a hardcore loyalist, but that girl loved you.”

			“Apparently not. After she saw my bloodmark, I tried to feed her a story about how the Company knew all about it and I was an undercover operative, a loyalist like her. For a moment there, I thought she believed me. She promised she wouldn’t say anything. Then she turned around and reported me for concealment.”

			“Quat.”

			Sadness lodges inside me, filling the corners of my chest where I thought I’d found a real friend. “She’s been programmed to hate people like us. So I get it. That’s what happens when you’re fed Company propaganda your entire life. She felt betrayed by me.”

			“She betrayed you.”

			“We betrayed each other, I guess.” I wearily get to my feet. “I need to sleep. I’ll see you in the morning.”

			I leave the wineglass on the counter and walk toward the bedroom, a heavy feeling settling over me.

			“Wren.”

			His voice stops me before I can slip away.

			I turn to face him. “Yeah?”

			“Don’t lie tomorrow during disclosure,” he advises. “Just be honest.”

			“I will,” I assure him, even though I plan on lying about plenty of things.

			I hesitate in the doorway. I can’t decipher his expression, whether he’s warning me or showing concern. I do see a softness there, though. A familiar flicker that reminds me of our tight-knit friendship on the Command base.

			“Grayson…do you trust these people?”

			“I do, yes. And you can, too.”

			“Kallister told me that he voted to rescue Jim from the execution. Is that true?”

			“It is. Majority ruled against it.”

			I take another step, but he stops me again.

			“Darlington, I really don’t want to vote to send you back to the wards. So do me a favor and don’t give them a reason to call that vote.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			“Are you ready to begin?” Adrienne says the next morning. I sit at the head of the war room table, five sets of eyes trained on me.

			I gulp, wiping my damp palms on the front of my pants. I feel like I’m back in school. I hated school. I was the worst student, the one who could never sit still. From the moment the first class started until the second we were dismissed, I’d fix my gaze out the window, desperate to be outside riding my horse or shooting my rifle.

			“Should I be treating this like a test?” I ask, feeling uneasy.

			“There’s no passing or failing here. We’re simply gauging your skills,” Kallister reassures me, and I’m reminded of my first day in Silver Block when they surprised us with a random observation quiz.

			That morning, I wasn’t sure if I should stand out, blend with the group, or outright fail. Now I’m cycling through those same options, considering how much to reveal. Until it dawns on me that I can’t afford to hide anything from these people.

			Before Cross and Xavier broke me out of the city, I was scheduled for execution. If I’m not honest with the Uprising about my abilities, they might send me back to the wards, where I risk being stopped by a Command patrol, or triggering a facial recognition camera, or catching the attention of a surveillance drone. Anywhere I go, I’ll be in danger of getting caught and being sent directly to South Plaza to face the firing squad, just like Uncle Jim.

			I need to convince the Uprising to let me stay here. I spent so many years begging for Jim’s permission to run missions with the network—supply runs, handoffs, anything to prove that I could be an asset. Now I finally have a real shot to help dismantle the Company, and I refuse to squander the opportunity.

			Adrienne folds her hands on the table. “All right, let’s begin with telepathy.”

			Across the table, Kallister and Teriq each hold a tablet, poised to record whatever it is they’re recording.

			“Open a path and link with Fiona.” Adrienne gestures to the short-haired woman who hasn’t once smiled at me since I got to the Dagger.

			I glance at Fiona, trying to ignore my nerves.

			When he first started training me as a child, Uncle Jim explained that Mods are fueled by energy, and that our brains, because they’re incapable of truly seeing that energy, create images to represent it. He told me to picture my mind as a vast, dark space. To empty it, strip it down to nothing but blackness, and then visualize a silver rope stretching out in front of me, leading to a silver light far in the distance.

			Bend down and pick up the rope, he’d urged. That’s your path, keen? From the rope to the light. You’re going to follow the path.

			Opening a path came easy for me, even when confronted with what happens once you enter someone else’s head. The pressure can be stifling, suffocating, because every mind possesses either a natural barrier or, if it’s been strengthened through training, a fortified shield. There’s a primal instinct in every human being to protect the mind from mental infiltration.

			Uncle Jim explained that Modified minds have two frequencies. He likened them to waves, one set giving off positive energy, the other negative. Mind reading relies on the latter; he told me to picture that frequency as a door. Beyond that door, black waves try to repel you, push you out. I remember how proud I was the first time I successfully squeezed through those waves and heard Jim’s thoughts.

			Telepathy is the welcoming hallway off the door. The positive frequency allows you to recognize a person’s unique energy signature and link with it, and once that connection is made, you can use it to speak to each other or to project images into the other mind.

			That’s what I tap into now as I slip into Fiona’s mind, following that familiar pathway until I feel her telepathic energy. Her eyes widen a split second later, her voice filling my head as we link. Her sleeveless shirt leaves her arms bare, revealing the flash of silver in her veins.

			“Well done.” It’s grudging praise, as if she’s reluctant to offer it.

			Fiona nods at Teriq, who scribbles something on his tablet.

			Adrienne raises a brow at me. “Have you always been able to open a path with such speed, or is it something you honed over the years?”

			“I’m not sure. Jim’s the one who taught me how to use telepathy. I don’t remember how fast it took me at the beginning.”

			“At what age did he start training you?”

			“Eight.” I was five, but I stick to the story I’ve recited my whole life.

			“Were you able to link with him on the first attempt?”

			“Yes.”

			“And when did your bloodmark appear?”

			“When I was seven.”

			They ask me to link with Teriq next. But not Gray. It’s still so wild to me. I’ve never met a Mod who can’t do telepathy.

			Which only raises the question—what can he do?

			“There’s no silver in her veins,” Fiona remarks with a deep frown. A moment later, she nudges my mind. “Why do your veins remain dormant when you use your gifts?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“It’s never happened to you?” She speaks aloud now. “Not even once?”

			“Never,” I say.

			“Fascinating,” Kallister murmurs. “That makes…three?” He turns to Teriq for confirmation, and the younger man nods.

			“Three what?” I demand.

			“Until you, we only knew of two other Mods whose veins don’t react to their abilities,” he explains. “Now it’s three.”

			Four, I want to correct, but I’d never betray Cross.

			“Have you figured out why?” I ask curiously. “Why some people’s veins are, um, dormant, I mean?”

			He shakes his head. “Just another mystery. None of the research has ever produced any concrete answers.”

			“How proficient are you in mind reading?” Fiona asks in a clinical voice. She reminds me of the doctor in the village where I grew up, running through a list of symptoms when I went in there with a fever.

			“If the mind is unshielded, it comes easily to me.”

			“And filtering?” inquires Kallister. “Also easy?”

			“Yes.”

			Guilt pricks my stomach at the reminder that some Mods can’t filter at all, making mind reading next to impossible for them. But at least those people can shield themselves from the noise, whereas fragmented Mods are incapable of maintaining a shield or severing links correctly. Once they’ve been in another mind, it opens a floodgate. Outside thoughts are constantly rushing back into their heads, drowning out all sense and order, until their brains become a cacophony of voices. A pure, chaotic racket.

			It’s enough to drive someone insane, and eventually, it does, completely robbing you of sanity. Like the woman I saw in Ward C. Rocking on the hospital bed, whimpering, covering her ears with her hands as she repeated the same phrase over and over and over again.

			Shut up shut up shut up shut up.

			I can’t even begin to imagine what it would be like to never have silence in your own mind.

			“If the mind is shielded, how long does it take you to break through the shield?” Kallister asks.

			I think it over. “It depends. That’s not always easy.”

			“Have you ever encountered a shield you couldn’t break?”

			“No.”

			Surprise creases his forehead. “Including my brother’s? You were able to penetrate Julian’s shield?”

			I nod.

			“At what age?”

			“Nine.”

			Adrienne laughs softly. When I frown at her, she says, “It’s impressive. I never tested Julian’s shield, but if it’s anything like Kallister’s…”

			“It happened after countless hours of training, though,” I protest, because I don’t love all the fanfare around my abilities. We haven’t even gotten to my incitement yet. It never occurred to me they’d be so impressed with my mind reading and knack for opening fast paths.

			Kallister makes a note in his tablet. “I’d like to train with you. Try you against my shield.”

			“Now?”

			“No. But it’ll be part of your mandatory training.”

			“Let’s move on to your next ability,” Fiona snaps. “You mentioned there’s more than two?”

			“I have four,” I say sheepishly.

			Adrienne narrows her eyes. “What else can you do?”

			“I can project.”

			Teriq touches his tablet and brings up a digital image on the holoscreen in the middle of the table. It’s a map of the Continent. He instructs me to project it to Adrienne.

			“Is that all you can project?” she says when I’m done.

			The question confuses me. “What do you mean? Should I try to project something else?”

			“No, I’m asking if you can project only what you see in front of you.”

			“As opposed to what?”

			“What about something you have seen?”

			The groove in my forehead digs deeper. “Is that even possible?”

			I’ve never met anyone who could project something they’d seen in the past. I was taught that projection is tied directly to your optic nerve, meaning you can only transmit what you’re viewing in the moment.

			Rather than elaborate, Adrienne moves on. “And your fourth ability?”

			My gaze finds Gray’s across the table. His head dips in a subtle nod.

			Don’t give them a reason to send you back.

			I can practically hear his voice in my head, urging me to be honest, but I promised Uncle Jim a long time ago that I would never reveal this power.

			I let out a breath. “I can incite.”

			A current of shock travels through the war room.

			“You’re an inciter?” Adrienne says before casting a dark look at Kallister. “Your godfucking brother, Kal. He never disclosed.”

			His voice is calm when he replies, “Julian saw Wren as a daughter. I assume he was trying to protect her.”

			“Protect me from what?” I challenge. “From all of you?”

			Kallister shrugs. “He must’ve known we’d want to recruit you.”

			Want to use me, is more like it.

			“You were the inciter in the crowd at Julian’s execution,” Adrienne muses. “Witness reports stated that all eight members of the firing squad responded to the inciter’s command.”

			From the corner of my eye, I feel Fiona’s distrustful gaze boring a hole into the side of my face. Teriq and Gray both seem impressed, while Kallister shakes his head in amazement.

			“How did you do it?” he asks. “How long have you been able to incite on a mass scale?”

			“So, um…I should probably state for the record that I don’t know the first thing about using incitement.” I hope they can hear my sincerity. “Jim tried to train me, but he had no experience with it. Neither of us knew how to use that ability, and it rarely worked when we practiced. It usually happens spontaneously.”

			“You spontaneously incited eight minds?” Teriq sounds dubious.

			“I don’t know how I did it. I think it was an emotional response, to be honest. I was consumed with panic and desperation and terror, and I was screaming at them in my mind, screaming for them to put their guns down, and suddenly they were just…obeying me.”

			Teriq remains unconvinced. “Have you experienced other instances of spontaneous incitement?”

			“When I was a teenager, I incited Jim by accident while he was driving. I was furious at him for embarrassing me in front of my friends. Spitting mad. Like the kind of mad that has you seeing red. I yelled for him to turn the truck around, and he did it.” A pang of shame tugs on my stomach. “We almost died.”

			“Do you see red when it happens?” Adrienne asks.

			“Huh?”

			“I don’t mean figuratively. Do you see the color red?”

			A frown puckers my forehead. “No.”

			“What about any other colors?” she pushes.

			Kallister glances at her. “We can save all this for training. Let’s move on.”

			“Wait,” I interject, “am I supposed to see colors when I incite?”

			I suddenly flash back to those odd gold flecks that were floating in my mind the morning of Uncle Jim’s execution. I remember seeing them as a child, too, when we practiced incitement. I called them the gold sparkles. Jim always brushed my questions off. I suspect he thought I was just imagining the gold dust.

			“Manipulation abilities harness a different energy source—” Adrienne starts to explain, but Fiona cuts her off.

			“We’re getting into the weeds,” the older woman says irritably. “We’re not here to train her. This is disclosure.”

			“Have you ever consciously incited?” Teriq asks me. “Not spontaneously, I mean.”

			“I did it at the Silver Jubilee last week.”

			Everyone’s expression sharpens.

			“Jayde Valence caught me trying to plant the explosives. She was a precog and had a vision of me, and she confronted me right in the middle of the mission. Getting caught would’ve ruined everything and blown my cover, so I knew I had to stop her.” I swallow. “It took so much energy. I don’t even know how I did it. Again, it was driven by sheer emotion, but…um…I incited her to shoot herself in the head.”

			Silence crashes over the war room.

			“I don’t want this ability,” I mutter when nobody speaks. “I really don’t. And I have no intention of using this power, let alone abusing it. So if you’re going to send me away, just know—”

			“We’re not sending you away,” Adrienne interrupts.

			I feel a flicker of hope. “I can stay?”

			She tips her chin toward Kallister, then the others. “Unless someone has an objection, I don’t think we even need to call a vote.”

			“No objection here,” Kallister says, and the other men murmur their agreement.

			Only Fiona resists, misgiving clouding her expression.

			“Fi?” he prompts.

			Finally, she offers a tense nod, her jaw clenched.

			I can stay.

			A thick lump of relief forms in my throat, but it fades when Adrienne speaks again.

			“The Dagger will be your new home, Darlington. We can’t have an inciter walking around in the wards.”

			And that doesn’t sound like an invitation.

			It sounds like a threat.
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			“You did well,” Gray says on our way to the mess hall for breakfast. I suspect he’s been ordered to stick to me like glue.

			“Really? Because it feels like they just threatened me.”

			He grins. “Okay, I’ll bite. How were you threatened?”

			“They’re only letting me stay so they can keep an eye on me,” I grumble. “And they basically said I’m not allowed in the wards. What does that make me then, a prisoner?”

			“It wasn’t a threat,” he assures me. “And you’re lucky to be here. There’s a red threat on your head in the wards. You were sentenced to die.” He snorts. “Nice of your boyfriend to allow that to happen, by the way.”

			“Cross had nothing to do with it. Travis is in charge now.”

			“Mmm-hmm, and I’m sure the captain of Silver Block has no sway at all with his big brother.”

			We enter the mess hall, where I find rows of long steel tables gleaming under the bright overhead lighting, lined by metal chairs with low backs. Gray said breakfast is served between seven and nine a.m. It’s nearly nine now, so the room has mostly emptied out, but several people linger over their meals, chatting with one another. Some are speaking out loud, but I notice a lot of glowing veins in the room, alluding to the telepathic conversations happening all around me.

			“I want to give you a proper tour of the Dagger,” Gray is saying. “But it might have to wait until tomorrow. I need to make a few supply runs to the valley today.”

			“How do you deal with work assignments here?” I ask curiously.

			We approach a long counter laden with covered metal trays and serving utensils, and as we load our plates at each food station, Gray gives me a rundown of how everything works.

			Domestic assignments like cooking, laundry, and maintenance are performed by civilians who are flown to the Dagger and then transported back to the valley at the end of their shifts. Tactical jobs are performed by operatives who live on the base, whether it’s intelligence, communications, tech, research. The field operatives, when they’re not out in the wards on missions, are required to be in constant training or working to train others.

			“I’m going to try to get you assigned to the shooting range,” he says, ladling a scoop of scrambled eggs onto his plate.

			I examine the salad selection. The vegetables look so fresh. Tomatoes, carrots, cucumbers, even spinach. In fact, everything beneath the lids of these serving trays looks utterly divine.

			“You guys are living in the land of luxury over here,” I accuse. “Doesn’t that make you feel bad when so many Mods have to live in hiding in the wards?”

			“We do what we can for them. And they don’t ‘have’ to stay in the wards. Everyone has a choice.”

			“Jim and I didn’t get a choice.”

			“Of course you did. Kallister offered his brother a post here. Julian Ash chose to settle in Z. Said he wanted to be left the hell alone.”

			To protect me, I now realize. Uncle Jim knew what would happen if he brought me to the Dagger. If the Authority found out I was an inciter.

			“Any Mod can put in a relocation request,” Gray says. “Whether it’s to the Dagger or to Bramble Base in H.”

			“There’s a Mod base in Ward H?” I say in surprise.

			“How do you think we get into the Point undetected? Just fly in and land on a Command runway?”

			“I assumed we had our own airfields, but I didn’t realize there was an entire ward base. Is it all operatives, or civilians, too?”

			“A mixture.” He shrugs. “I stay there sometimes when I’m running an extended op. It’s easier.”

			“How do ops work? How do you get assigned to one?”

			“No one is assigned to a mission. It’s volunteer only.”

			“Really?”

			“Yep. When an operation comes up, the Authority gives it to a mission lead. The mission lead will brief everyone, tell you what kind of op we’re dealing with—recon, transport, whatever. The lead only recruits specific operatives if they have a necessary skill, like if we require a sniper or a pilot who can fly one of the bombers. But nobody is ever forced to do something they don’t want to do. You’re not obligated to accept a mission.”

			“Has anyone ever chosen not to accept a mission?”

			“Doesn’t happen often,” he admits. “Everyone at the Dagger wants to be here. They want to take down the Company.”

			“Are you a mission lead?”

			That cocky smile returns. “Obviously.”

			“How many others are there?”

			“At the moment, I think fifteen. Operatives can submit their names for consideration, but the Authority has final say.”

			We reach the drink station, where the rich aroma of coffee wafts into my nose. Fuck yes. I inhale that glorious smell directly into my soul.

			“Kallister said you have real coffee beans?” I ask hopefully.

			“Damn right.”

			There’s a large platter of baked goods next to the coffee machines, offering pastries, muffins, and what appears to be a loaf of banana cake. I plop a puff pastry onto my plate, about to ask about their trade agreement with Tierra Fe, when a female voice interrupts us.

			“There you are, babe.”

			We’re joined by a beautiful girl with long jet-black hair and dark eyes surrounded by impossibly thick lashes. She’s clad in jeans and a white tank top, and what she lacks in curves, she makes up for in the pure sensuality rolling off her in waves.

			She stands on her tiptoes and plants a kiss on Gray’s lips that lingers a little too long. It’s very intentional, and also very unnecessary.

			“You guys were in that war room for ages,” she remarks when she pulls her mouth away. She flicks her curious eyes toward me.

			Gray is quick to introduce us. “Wren Darlington, Karra Colfer.”

			“I’ve heard a lot about you,” Karra says, continuing to size me up.

			I still don’t have my own clothes, so I’m once again wearing Luisa’s leggings and too-tight top, paired with my combat boots. Gray’s girlfriend doesn’t seem too impressed, finally releasing me from her scrutiny.

			“All good things, I hope.” I shift my tray to my left hand as I reach for an empty tin cup.

			“Gray says you’re a sniper?”

			“Not really. I mean, I’m a good shot, but it’s mostly just been taking out white coyotes on my ranch.”

			Gray bends his head to press a quick kiss to Karra’s lips. “Why don’t you go sit down, KC? We’ll meet you at the table. You want some coffee?”

			“I’m good. Thanks, babe.”

			Karra saunters off. Now that she’s openly staked her claim, I guess she’s comfortable leaving us alone together. It takes some effort not to roll my eyes.

			“She’s gorgeous,” I tell him as he pours the coffee.

			“That she is,” he agrees.

			Trays in hand, we walk to a table near the far wall, where the small group seated there goes quiet at our approach. I can’t help but feel self-conscious as everyone’s attention focuses on me.

			“Everyone, this is Wren,” Gray says, taking the chair next to Karra’s.

			God. This feels like the first day of school.

			After a second of hesitation, I sit beside a young man with black hair and tattoos all over his arms. He’s built like a mountain, with a large muscular chest, broad shoulders, and the wingspan of a wild condor. His legs are so long that I assume he’s well over six feet tall.

			I offer a tentative smile, and he offers a goofy grin in return, which eases some of my nerves. I’ve never cared much about fitting in or winning the approval of others, but I find myself desperately wanting these people to like me.

			I didn’t have a big social circle in Hamlett, my village in Ward Z. Tana was my only friend, but I know that’s on me. I never made a real effort to build and nurture other friendships.

			Ugh. Why is it so hard for me? Why can’t I just be…warmer?

			I guess because I take after Julian Ash. We might not have been related by blood, but I definitely inherited his cool exterior. He was the only example I had growing up, and warmth wasn’t his strong suit. Uncle Jim subscribed to a strict philosophy: Never show affection, emotion, or vulnerability. The end. He buried his emotions so deep, it was next to impossible to drag them into the light.

			I’m not as bad as he was, but I do put up walls. I know I do. But I don’t want to be this way. I want to change. To soften. I want to let people in, more than just Wolf and Tana.

			As Gray introduces me to everyone, I do my best to keep up. I learn that Luisa is a transport pilot, which means she only flies helicopters, hovercraft, and cargo planes.

			Karra handles communications when she’s on the base, and recon missions when in the wards.

			Neema, a petite girl with skin a few shades of bronze darker than my own, works in security and doesn’t bother hiding her distrust as she studies me.

			Golden-haired, blue-eyed Henley is another pilot. He’s utterly gorgeous and knows it, flashing a dazzling white smile that leaves me a little breathless, though I’m not even attracted to the guy.

			The mountain beside me is Mako, whose expression is bright as he says, “A fellow sniper! We should hit the range together. You’re going to love our outdoor range, Wrenny. Can I call you Wrenny?”

			“Absolutely not,” I reply, and Gray snickers.

			They’re all around my age, except for Evlynne, who rounds out the group. She’s twenty-five, and apparently multi-talented, serving as both fighter pilot and sniper. She’s also fiercely intimidating, with pale skin, dark-brown hair cut in a chin-length bob, and sharp gray eyes that inspect me as if I’m a specimen in a lab.

			“I hear you’re screwing a Command lieutenant,” Evlynne says bluntly.

			It takes a second to realize she said lieutenant and not captain. Xavier. She means Xavier. For a moment, I thought she knew about Cross.

			“He’s just a friend,” I say, taking a bite of my eggs.

			“Didn’t realize we were fraternizing with the enemy now,” she drawls.

			I stifle a sigh. “I don’t know if I’d call him the enemy anymore. Lieutenant Ford didn’t have to risk his life to help me escape.”

			Both Evlynne and Neema stare at me in disbelief. Fortunately, we’re interrupted by the arrival of another guy who sinks onto the chair next to Neema, long fingers curled around a coffee cup. His dark hair is cut short, and his eyes are a deep, lush green that reminds me of the forest at twilight. He doesn’t smile. Doesn’t speak. But something about his presence captures the attention without him having to say a single word.

			“This is Saint,” Gray tells me, indicating the attractive newcomer. “Saint, Wren.”

			I nod in greeting. Saint’s gaze sweeps over me. Utterly unreadable.

			“Welcome to the Dagger,” he says, and his voice is low and measured, just like I knew it would be.

			“Are you gonna finish that?” Mako asks Evlynne, then swipes the coffee cup from her hand before she can respond.

			“Jerk,” she grumbles.

			Mako is mid-sip when he suddenly freezes. Eyes narrowing. “Wow. Look at her, just eating that cake with her pink hair like a smug asshole.”

			Confused, I follow his indignant gaze to a table across the room, where a pixie-faced, pink-haired woman sits with two other Mods, chatting as she cuts a piece of banana cake with her fork.

			“I don’t understand.” I turn to Gray for help. “Do we hate the pink hair or the cake?”

			He gives me a look of warning. “Just forget it. Once he gets going—”

			“Let me paint a picture for you, new girl,” Mako announces, and several groans ring out.

			“Please don’t,” begs Henley.

			“It’s a man’s birthday,” he begins, as if performing a dramatic reading. “A handsome, strapping man, about to celebrate his twenty-second year of existence. And this particular birthday is a special one, Wrenny—”

			“Nope,” I warn.

			“—because it coincides with the arrival of a new shipment from those prickhead Tierrans, who possess not a single redeeming quality except for one: gold chocolate.”

			“Gold chocolate?” I echo. “Is that a real thing?”

			“Oh, it’s very real,” Mako confirms.

			“It’s a rare cocoa bean,” Luisa tells me. “Only grows once a year in Dey Province.”

			Tierra Fe is divided into four provinces, and from what I recall of my geography classes, Dey Province is in the northernmost point of the continent.

			“Are the beans actually gold-colored?” I ask.

			Luisa nods. “They’re called granos de sol. The Tierrans still use certain words and phrases from their old language. I think it means grains of sun.”

			“I saw a video of the harvesting process once,” Karra pipes up. She’s practically draped over Gray’s lap now, her chin resting on his shoulder. “When you crack open the pods for the first time, the beans look like little gold nuggets. It’s cool.”

			“Are you all finished hijacking my story?” Mako asks politely.

			Gray tries to ward him off again. “How about we save your saga for another time—”

			“Imagine it, new girl,” interrupts Mako. “A granos de sol birthday cake. It was the most glorious thing ever. Lu baked it for me—”

			“It was literally just a cake,” Luisa whispers in my direction. “Like seriously unimpressive—”

			“It was magnificent,” interjects Mako. “And of course, I shared it with my friends—”

			“He allowed eight of us to share one piece,” Henley tells me with a snort.

			“—because I’m generous like that,” Mako continues as if nobody but him is speaking. “Anyway, that night, there was only one slice of cake left. One perfect slice, my prize for surviving another year in this bleak, dark world.”

			I glance around. “Is he always this dramatic?”

			“Yes,” everyone says.

			He ignores them. “I wrapped it up and put it in one of the fridges so I could have it for dessert the next day. And do you know what happened the next day?” he says, gaping at me. “I opened the fridge, the place where dreams are made—”

			Saint chuckles softly.

			“—and my slice was gone! Someone fucking ate it. What kind of sick bastard does that?”

			“Maybe they didn’t know it was yours,” I hedge.

			“Of course they knew. Everyone knew.” Mako is making wild hand gestures now, and with his size, that means the entire table starts shaking, rattling everyone’s cups. “So naturally, I launched an immediate investigation.”

			“You know, if you channel all the energy you spend obsessing over this nonsense and redirect it to getting laid, you’ll be a lot more relaxed,” Henley says helpfully.

			“Also, aren’t there security cameras all over this base?” I point out. “Couldn’t this have been solved in five seconds by checking the files?”

			Gray’s lips twitch with humor. “If only.”

			“The cameras on the Personnel floor were down for maintenance that day,” Mako says, utterly outraged. “What are the odds, Wrenny?”

			“Please don’t call me that.”

			“We do a system check once a month and of all the days to schedule it, they choose the day I’m betrayed. And those checks only last two minutes. Two minutes, and my life is ruined.”

			Gray sighs.

			“So after I finished my interrogations—”

			I can’t keep from laughing, though to be fair, I’m fully engrossed by the tale. “Did you really question people about cake?”

			“What else was I supposed to do? Sit idly by while a criminal mastermind roams the Dagger?”

			“And we think that woman over there is the culprit?”

			He gives a decisive nod. “I narrowed it down to one suspect. One person who was spotted entering the kitchen right before the system maintenance. Her name? Raven Persimmons.”

			I turn to examine Pink Hair again. She’s still eating her cake, oblivious to the tale of betrayal and mayhem unfolding at our table.

			“She denied it, of course,” Mako says with an exaggerated eye roll. “But I’m a human lie detector. I detect lies. And until she owns up to what she did, there will be no peace.”

			“For you or for her?”

			“For us,” Evlynne mutters.

			The ridiculous conversation comes to an abrupt end when loud static crackles out of the ceiling speakers. A second later, a PA system blares to life.

			“Attention, all base personnel.”

			A tense silence ensues as everyone waits for the announcement.

			“Please stand by for a broadcast from General Travis Redden.”
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			A wave of anger swells through the mess hall. Chairs scrape the floor and clothing rustles as people shift so they can see the far wall, which suddenly glows from the light of a holoscreen.

			My shoulders go rigid. I don’t even want to know what Cross’s brother, the newly minted General, has to say. Whatever it is, it’s bound to provoke rage, retaliation, or both.

			With a low hum and a white-green flicker, Travis’s image appears on the holoscreen. He’s standing alone on the steps of the Capitol. I’m startled for a moment, because his resemblance to Cross is so damn jarring. They share the same classically handsome features, the chiseled jaw, the bottomless blue eyes. But where Cross accelerates my pulse, Travis makes it stutter with trepidation.

			The last time I saw Travis, he wore civilian attire. Intelligence officers rarely don Command gear even though they technically serve in Silver Block.

			Today the new General Redden sports the navy-blue uniform his father used to wear. The same general’s star pinned to his left breast, like the one that used to grace his father’s.

			His gaze is cold and unwavering as he fixes it on the camera.

			“I’d like to begin this broadcast with a somber message. By now, I’m sure you’ve heard the news. My father, General Merrick Redden, a man of unwavering honor and integrity, the leader who has stood at the helm of our Continental ship for the past twenty-five years, a quarter of a century during which our society prospered—”

			Someone snorts.

			“Did it, though?” Henley quips, and I grin despite the tension gripping me.

			“—was tragically targeted last week by members of the Aberrant Uprising. During this attack, the enemy revealed a power previously unknown to us: the ability to corrupt minds. To destroy them, as if our minds are nothing more than a series of wires to be tugged and pulled at their will. That night revealed a danger unlike anything we’ve faced before. The Aberrant destroyed my father’s mind, and they now seek to destroy the rest of us. These people, these unnatural beings…they must be neutralized, swiftly and decisively.”

			I feel the heat of everyone’s fury rippling through the room in palpable waves. And I can’t help but put myself in the shoes of a Prime citizen watching this broadcast, being told about the threat of having my brain fried. Any terror they’re experiencing right now would be wholly justifiable. Cross’s brother is intentionally trying to create division, and I suspect it’s going to work. So many Primes already hate us, fear us. This broadcast will only stir up more hatred.

			Meanwhile, Travis’s own brother is a Mod. One of these “unnatural beings” he so despises. Would Travis kill Cross if he knew the truth?

			My stomach clenches at the thought. Fuck. I hate this hopeless, helpless feeling that’s stuck in my chest. Cross keeps assuring me he’s not in danger, but how can he not be? His entire world is one dangerous misstep away from crashing down on him.

			But he’s right—would he really be any safer if he were here with me? They threw Xavier in a cell the first chance they got. I don’t even want to consider what they might do to Cross.

			“My message to the Aberrant,” Travis continues, “to you, the silverbloods hiding in the fringes, planning your little attacks on the Company and its citizens—your actions will not go unpunished. If war is what you want, then war is what you’ll get.”

			“Bring it,” Evlynne says, mocking the screen.

			“And to all the Primes on the Continent, this is the time for neither hesitation nor inaction. War doesn’t allow for indecision. War requires a choice. So I want you to ask yourself this: What side will you choose to fight on? Do you want to be on the right side of history, or would you rather look back and wish you’d followed the moral path? Not only are the Aberrant dangerous, but they lack all traces of morality. They are the enemy.” His expression grows cold. “And make no mistake, any Prime citizen caught aiding that enemy will face the same consequence as the enemy himself: detainment at one of our camps, or execution by firing squad.”

			He’s clever, I’ll give him that. The impassioned speech, the clear battle lines. Sowing fear, because fear is how you control the masses. Making them question whether they’re on the right side of this war, because nobody wants to feel like the villain of their own story.

			Like my parents.

			Shame burns my throat as I realize that every single person in this room would view my parents as the villains. Marina Serrano and Jake Hess sided with people who abhor us. They worked with the Company to murder an entire Mod village.

			But I’m not them. The reminder has me tightening my jaw in fortitude. Now that I’m an official member of the Uprising, I plan to do everything in my power to defeat people like Travis Redden, not work with them.

			“The Aberrant will not go unpunished for what they did to my father, to our leader. I promise you, as the newly appointed General of the Continent, that I am committed to eradicating the Aberrant scourge on our society. I commit to crushing the Aberrant Uprising, one silverblood at a time if I must. And it is your duty, as a Prime and as a citizen, to help us achieve this.”

			The broadcast cuts off without warning, the holoscreen flickering before shutting off and disappearing from view. The mess hall is deadly silent for several beats.

			“Godfucker,” Evlynne finally mutters, and then the entire room seems to be speaking at once.

			I hear incredulous laughter at another table. A few snorts. A male voice remarking, “Someone’s on a power trip.”

			My mind is spinning too hard to pay much attention to all the reactions. Travis had delivered that broadcast alone. Where was Cross? Roe? How do either of them fit into any of this? And why didn’t Cross warn me his brother was planning to deliver a war declaration this morning?

			“You good over there?” Gray’s voice nudges me out of my thoughts.

			“Oh. Yes. I’m fine,” I say, trying to pretend the broadcast hadn’t left me shaken. Nobody else seems too concerned by Travis’s bold threats.

			“You sure, cowgirl?”

			“Cowgirl?” Karra’s pinched expression belies her airy tone.

			I don’t think I blame her. If Cross had a nickname for another woman, I’d rip his tongue out.

			Since I’m not a total bitch, I decide to do Gray a favor. “That was my nickname at the Command base,” I tell his girlfriend. “Everyone called me cowgirl because I grew up on a ranch in Z.”

			The nickname was used exclusively by Grayson Blake.

			But she doesn’t need to know that.

			I don’t miss the quick flicker of gratitude that passes through his eyes. “Sorry, all those Command nicknames are stuck in my head now. I should probably break myself out of the habit.”

			“Oh no, I think it’s cute,” Karra chirps, while her tight jaw reveals “cute” is not the word she really wants to use.

			Luckily, I’m given a reprieve when I feel Adrienne trying to link with me.

			“Are you still with Gray?” she asks.

			“Yes, why?”

			“Have him bring you to my quarters. We need to speak.”

			

			 

			Adrienne’s quarters are larger than Gray’s, but not any more luxurious. Inside, I find sparse furnishings and zero frills. It appears nobody lives beyond their means on this base.

			“Your lieutenant friend is an insufferable ass,” Adrienne says as we enter the living area. She doesn’t offer me a drink or make small talk. I get the feeling this woman is always business.

			I bite my lip in amusement. “Xavier’s an acquired taste.”

			She lifts a brow. “Are you sure you want to continue vouching for him?”

			“If it saves him from execution, yes.”

			“Well, he’s refusing to cooperate, so execution is looking like the likeliest option here. We’d give him back to the Company, but they don’t want him, either. They released a red threat for him.” She gestures to the small sofa. “Have a seat.”

			“Am I ever getting my own quarters?”

			“We’ve assigned you a room on Gray’s block. The current occupant is being relocated. Room’s being cleaned now. It should be ready for you soon.”

			“You kicked someone out of their room for me?”

			She waves off my consternation. “Take it up with Gray. He requested it.”

			I don’t know whether to be touched or annoyed that Gray wants to keep me close. I suppose it depends on his motives. If it’s because of how much he’s missed my amazing friendship, I’ll give him a pass. But if he thinks I can’t watch out for myself, then he should know me better by now.

			Adrienne settles in an armchair and crosses her legs. She clasps her hands on her thighs. “Let’s discuss your goals, Wren.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“When you were working undercover for us in the Command, you told me you were willing to do anything to take the General down.”

			“Yes, and then you went in and did it yourself,” I say, my voice edged with sarcasm.

			“I took down the man, not the system.”

			I fold my arms against my chest. “Can we talk about your corruption now or are we still dancing around the subject?”

			She shrugs, causing strands of red hair to slide over one shoulder. “What do you want to know?”

			“What do I want to know? How about: How the fuck is it possible?”

			“Trust me, it’s very possible.” Her tone is dry.

			“How many other corrupters are there?”

			“I’m the only one we’re aware of.”

			“On the entire Continent?” I say in surprise.

			“As far as we know, yes.”

			“Do you have a bloodmark?”

			Without a shred of modesty, she pulls up the bottom of her shirt to show me the red circle above her belly button. It’s about as large as mine.

			“It appeared when I was eleven,” she says. “But I didn’t discover I had the power to corrupt until a couple years later. Hell, I didn’t know how to use any of my powers until my father and I connected with the Uprising. He was a Prime, worked as a coal miner at the Spearhead facility in D. When my bloodmark appeared, he found a way to contact the network and gave me up to them.”

			I frown. “He gave you away?”

			“Happens all the time. Prime parents of Mod children only have three options, Darlington. They report their child to the Company and let the Primes use them as pawns or slaves. They hide their child’s abilities and risk being executed for treason and concealment if it ever comes out. Or they ask the Uprising to protect them. My father chose the third option. He loved me, and if he’d known how to handle my abilities, I think he would’ve kept me with him and concealed my powers from the Company. But he was out of his element. He knew the network would be able to help me more than he could.”

			That’s what my mother did, too, or at least I used to think that. Before I read Jim’s letter, I believed she gave me to Julian Ash in order to protect me, not only from the Company but from the Uprising. Afraid both sides would want to use me to further their own agendas.

			But none of her motivations make sense to me anymore. If she was working against her own people, why wouldn’t she just report me to the Company and let them use me? Maybe she feared the Company would deem me too big a risk and kill me instead? Incitement typically means a death sentence, but I was only a child. I don’t know if General Redden would’ve been barbaric enough to execute a child.

			“I started training when I got to the Dagger.” Adrienne’s voice pulls me back to the present. “Until that point, I didn’t even know how to use telepathy, let alone corruption. And it was only during my training that I realized not everyone can see the thought strands.”

			“Thought strands?”

			“When you read a mind, how do you absorb the person’s thoughts?”

			Confusion puckers my brow. “What do you mean, absorb? I just…hear them. Their thoughts are like voices that I can hear in my own head.”

			“You don’t see them?”

			“No. Do you?”

			She nods. “When I’m in someone’s mind, their thoughts appear as individual threads. Hundreds and thousands of them, swirling like a kaleidoscope of gold. I can see and hear them at the same time.”

			“The night of the Jubilee,” I say slowly, “after you corrupted the General’s mind, you called it rewiring. So those gold strands are like wires?”

			“Precisely. The first time I did it, it was an accident. I assume the same way it happened to you with incitement. I was twelve. Khem and I were training in mind reading—Khem was on the Authority. A powerful mind reader.” Regret flickers through her expression. “We lost him a few years back. Teriq was given his seat.”

			I’m fascinated by all this. I hadn’t realized there was a whole Modified political system operating right under the Company’s nose.

			“I was surrounded by all these gold threads in Khem’s head, and I suddenly visualized myself running my fingers over them. I don’t know why. A random instinct, I suppose. But when I did it, I realized I could actually touch them. Which got me even more curious.” She releases a heavy breath. “I pulled one of the threads.”

			There’s a sharp hitch in my breath. “And what happened?”

			“Nothing at first. I was tugging on a thought about Khem’s wife—Milla. I twisted it a little, then got a bit creative, wrapping it around another thought of needing to see Fiona later for a wellness check. Nothing happened, the session ended, and then…” Adrienne averts her gaze. “Later, everyone was at the mess hall for dinner. Khem waltzed in, planted a kiss square on Fiona’s lips, and sat beside her instead of at his usual table with Milla.” She stops, guilt flashing in her eyes. “He thought Fiona was his wife.”

			“Whoa.”

			“Gets worse. He genuinely couldn’t remember he was married to Milla. He recalled who she was, that they’d met in upper school, the ward they lived in, joining the Uprising together, but anything to do with their marriage, their entire marriage—gone. Luckily, the confusion about Fiona didn’t last. He had enough wiring left about her that he was able to piece together that no, she was not his wife, but a fellow Authority member. But not Milla.” Adrienne rubs her face with both hands. “I erased his wife from his head.”

			I can’t fathom what she’s saying. I stare at her in shock, trying to process it. “Corruption erases people’s memories?”

			“Sometimes. Other times it just scrambles everything. Khem knew he had a wife, but somehow that wife became Fiona. I can’t fully explain what corruption does. From what we’ve gleaned, those thought strands are more than just fragments that someone is thinking in the moment—they’re connected to both short-term and long-term memory storage. Pull and twist enough strands, and you create pure chaos. Eventually the wiring is totally fried. The brain can’t function.”

			“Did Khem know what you did?”

			“Yes. I confessed to pulling the strands. He claimed he forgave me, but he never looked at me the same way. And Milla never spoke a word to me again. She left the Dagger and went to live at Bramble Base. She’s a civilian now. Refuses to run ops. I think she resents taking orders from me.”

			I can’t mask my disbelief. “And you continued to use the ability? Why would you ever corrupt again after that?” There aren’t enough Luxury credits on this Continent you could pay me to use a power like corruption.

			“I didn’t, not for a few years. But when I was fourteen, I wanted to try again. Kallister had just joined the Authority. He was ten years older than me, like a big brother. We were talking one day, and he offered to help me train again. We both wanted to see what else I could do with it. Whether it could be reversed.” Her gaze meets mine. “So Kallister brought me a test subject. A Prime from the wards who’d been scheduled for execution.”

			A sick feeling flutters in my stomach. “He made you intentionally corrupt someone?”

			“He didn’t make me do anything. I wanted to. I was a stupid teenager, and it felt great to possess so much power, especially over a Prime. I spent my entire childhood listening to my dad’s friends talk about Mods like we were vermin. Aberrations.”

			“What did you do to that Prime?”

			She doesn’t break eye contact. “I went into his mind, and I didn’t pull just one strand. I pulled all of them. I twisted them, knotted them. And then I severed them.”

			“Holy hellfuck, Adrienne.” I wrench my gaze away, rubbing my own temples as if it were my mind she’d damaged.

			“I know,” she says quietly. “I destroyed that man’s brain.”

			“What happened to him?”

			“He fell into a vegetative state, and they shot him later that day.”

			“How could you do that to him?”

			I rise from the sofa, unable to sit still. Her words are stirring up too much agitation. At least for me. Adrienne remains seated in her armchair, unfazed by what she’s telling me.

			“He was going to be executed regardless. Kallister and I made the decision to not waste a perfectly good lab rat.”

			“You tortured him.”

			“Corruption doesn’t cause physical pain. Only confusion.”

			“Mental anguish is still fucking torture, Adrienne.”

			I feel the heat of anger flushing my cheeks. Or maybe it’s disgust. I can’t believe how nonchalant she sounds about what she did. She’d exhibited genuine remorse over what happened with Khem. But with this Prime, he’s just a lab rat?

			“Did you corrupt those people in Ward C?” The question pops out before I can stop it. “The ones in that hospital?”

			“No. I wasn’t lying about that. The incidents I’m relating to you happened two decades ago. Corruption is not something I take lightly anymore, especially when it comes to innocent civilians, and it’s not something that should ever be performed on a mass scale.”

			She sounds sincere, but then again, this is the Uprising. These people are trained for covert ops, for deception. Adrienne could be telling me what I want to hear.

			Either she’s a phenomenal actress or that’s a genuine crack in her voice as she adds, “Every mind I’ve corrupted chips away a little piece of my soul. Believe me when I say it’s not an ability I’d ever choose for myself.”

			“Did you corrupt the General’s wife?”

			Although the question startles her, her expression doesn’t change.

			“I saw her. Vinessa Redden,” I clarify. “When I went to the General’s mansion with Captain Redden. He tried to convince me she was schizophrenic, but it was clearly something else. At first, I thought she was a fragmented Mod, but that didn’t feel right, either.” I lift my chin in challenge. “Was that you?”

			“Yes.” She doesn’t even try to deny it.

			I feel sick. Cross stayed behind to make sure his mother was taken care of, and now I’m finding out Adrienne is the reason Vinessa is incapacitated?

			“Don’t look at me like that,” she says with a harsh laugh. “We’re at war, Darlington. Sacrificing a mind or two is a necessary cost.”

			“You literally just said you don’t agree with corrupting innocent civilians.”

			She’s unmoved by my reproach. “The General’s wife was targeted because of exactly that: She was the General’s wife. Our objective is to destabilize the current regime. That requires hard decisions. Picking strategic targets.”

			“It took many years before she was fully corrupted, though,” I say warily. “Captain Redden told me it started off like symptoms of schizophrenia and lasted years.”

			“I was only eighteen. I hadn’t perfected the process yet.” Noting my face, Adrienne rolls her eyes. “You incited a woman to kill herself, Wren. How is that any better than what I did to the General’s wife?”

			My throat constricts.

			“When you incited Valence, you did what you needed to do to survive. That’s what we’re all doing. That’s our goal: survival. So we can sit here judging each other for our actions, or we can fight a war against the people that want to destroy us.”

			“Not all of them want to destroy us,” I protest, but it sounds weak to my ears.

			“Most do,” she says. “That was Merrick Redden’s intention. To dehumanize us in the eyes of his Primes. All those soldiers, the pilots, the ground troops who wiped out Valterra Ridge—they didn’t view the Mods there as people.”

			I know she’s right. The General’s tactics were always transparent to me. Dehumanize in order to eradicate. Because if you don’t view your enemy as a human being, then why should you care if they die?

			But not everyone agreed with Cross’s father.

			“A lot of them do see us,” I argue. “People like Griff, my friend Tana’s father. Or the network’s other Prime allies. They don’t want all of us dead.”

			“And if we can protect those people, we will. Mitigating casualties and collateral damage is a priority for me. But I also recognize it might not be possible to save everyone. That’s just the way our world works, and we don’t have the luxury of debating what’s right and wrong when our survival is at stake. If you’re going to stay here, you need to think about what you’re willing to do and how far you’re willing to go.” Adrienne lifts a brow in challenge. “So tell me, Darlington, are you willing to fight this war with me?”
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			Gray is gone the rest of the day on transport flights to this mysterious valley everybody keeps talking about, and since I don’t feel confident enough to explore the Dagger on my own, I retreat to my quarters.

			I’ve been given a room three doors down from his apartment, where I find a silver comm on the night table, a neat pile of clothes on the bed, and some toiletries in the small private bath. I take a quick shower and change into a fresh pair of leggings and a T-shirt that both smell like laundry detergent. Then I stretch out on the single bed and set up my new comm while Adrienne’s question continues to gnaw at me.

			Am I willing to fight this war with her?

			I suppose I’ve already agreed to it by virtue of being here, but that doesn’t mean I’m ready to shoot down every single Prime who crosses my path.

			My parents had no qualms about collateral damage. They didn’t care how many civilians were caught in the crossfire so long as they exacted the Company’s agenda. They decided they could live with that cost, but…I don’t know if I can. The lines blurred for me when I was in the Command. I started to view some of the people there as friends. It screwed with my head, and as much as I want to fight alongside Adrienne and the Uprising, I’m afraid I won’t have the stomach to go to their lengths.

			I’m afraid they’ll find out about my parents, and I’ll never get the chance to prove myself.

			I’m afraid for Cross, alone in the city without any real allies.

			I’m just…afraid. And I fucking hate feeling this way.

			The device in my hand buzzes to indicate it’s finished uploading, rescuing me from my turbulent thoughts. My thumbprint is required to restart it, and a moment later I have a working comm with a cheerful greeting message:

			WELCOME, WREN DARLINGTON.

			I scroll through the device, finding a message center, digital library, and practical applications like a camera, torch, compass, and navigation screens. I notice there’s no access to Nexus, the Continent’s online network, which isn’t a surprise, but I do find the Uprising’s version of it, an application labeled Spider that seems to operate via satellite signal.

			I’m scrolling through the digital library for something to read when Kallister pokes my mind.

			“We’ll start your training tomorrow,” he tells me. “I’ll come find you after breakfast.”

			Training. I wonder what that’s going to entail. Incitement, I assume, which makes me uneasy because that’s the one ability I’ve never been able to get a good grasp on, and the one that scares me the most. The idea of robbing someone of their free will never fails to wind my stomach into knots.

			I think about Travis’s broadcast again, the fear tactics he’d employed to scare the Primes into believing every Mod is cackling with evil intent, eager to corrupt their minds. Meanwhile, I’d give anything not to be able to incite.

			I roll onto my side and reach out to Cross, because the sound of his voice always soothes me.

			“You good, Dove?”

			Sure enough, an immediate sense of peace settles over me. “I’m good. Just needed to hear your voice.” I hesitate. “I wish you’d given me a heads-up about your brother’s big speech.”

			“His speech?”

			“The melodramatic morning broadcast? All his nonsense about being on the right side of history and destroying the Uprising one silverblood at a time? Scaring the shit out of everyone over what happened to your father?”

			“Right. Sorry. My mind is elsewhere right now.”

			“Were you at the Capitol with him?”

			“No. I’m on the base.”

			“I don’t like that you’re there without backup,” I say miserably. “I wish Xavier stayed behind. What if Travis figures out you’re a Mod?”

			“I went my whole life without anybody in my family figuring it out,” he reminds me. “If I had silver veins, who knows, maybe my father would’ve put a bullet in my head. But luckily, I don’t. Nobody has ever even suspected me.”

			“You’re not safe there,” I insist.

			“I’m safe. I promise.”

			He’s quiet for a moment. Then he curses, and there’s something raw and tortured about it. Something very unlike Cross.

			“I wish you were here. I think about you every second of the fucking day.” His voice is thick with longing. “Helps me pass the time.”

			I frown, even though he can’t see it. “I thought your brother was keeping you busy.”

			There’s another pause. “He is. Just wish you were with me, that’s all.”

			“And what would you do if I were there?”

			It’s not intended as a tease, but the moment the question slips out, I realize how suggestive it sounds.

			A heavy groan echoes in my mind, making me shiver. “I’d kiss you until your lips were bruised. Fuck you until your legs were weak.”

			I bite my lip, a bolt of arousal going right to my core. “Sounds dangerous.”

			Cross groans again, the husky sound edged with the same desire burning in my blood. “Goddamn it, Daisy, I’ve never craved anyone the way I crave you.”

			I know exactly how he feels.

			“I wish I were there, too,” I say softly.

			He doesn’t answer.

			“Wolf?” I say, fighting a twinge of panic.

			“I have to go. Roe’s here.”

			“Reach out again when you’re—”

			He’s already gone.

			

			 

			I can’t fall asleep that night. My brain refuses to stop working, replaying my conversations with Adrienne, with Cross, with Gray and his friends. I resist the urge to reach out to Cross again, because it’s late and he barely sleeps as it is. When we were kids, just two young strangers secretly chatting in our heads, he told me about his recurring nightmare of drowning in an underwater cave, a nightmare that left him paralyzed with fear each time it came. If he’s managed to fall into a peaceful slumber tonight, the last thing I want to do is deprive him of it.

			I shift beneath the blanket, unable to find a restful position, and I find myself thinking about my mother, wishing I had memories of her. Good ones, bad ones, just…anything. But I can’t even picture her face. When I try, it’s nothing but a blurry shape, a fuzzy recollection.

			As I lie there, staring at the ceiling, my mind suddenly flashes to the Blacklands. To a cool spring afternoon when I was six years old. Uncle Jim often left me alone in our little clearing while he hunted or went to get us water, but that day, when he returned from the creek, I immediately noticed that his demeanor was subdued, his eyes rimmed with red.

			“You look weird,” I accused, in that frank way children communicate. “And your eyes are puffy.”

			He’d shrugged and said he’d just washed his face in the creek.

			At the time, I hadn’t realized what a dumb response that was. As a six-year-old, I didn’t question it. It wasn’t until years later that I connected the red eyes to the fact that he’d been crying.

			A few days after that, he came to sit next to me on the grass, his expression somber.

			“I need to tell you something, little bird,” he began, his voice gruff. “I received some news about your mother.”

			“Mama?” My face lit up. “I miss Mama. Is she coming to see us?”

			“I miss her, too. But no, we won’t be seeing your mother again.”

			“But I wanna see her. Why can’t I see her?”

			“Because she died.”

			I blinked in confusion. I understood the concept of death, because my father had died the previous year, but the notion that my mother was also dead…it wouldn’t penetrate. Nobody had two dead parents. For some reason, that was inconceivable to my child brain.

			“Your mother died,” Uncle Jim repeated. “Do you understand what I’m saying? You can’t see her again because she’s dead.”

			I remember sitting there in silence, I don’t know for how long. I didn’t cry. I didn’t get hysterical. I sat quietly, until finally, I stood up and went to help Uncle Jim tend to the fire.

			Now I curse myself for not asking more questions that day. Years later, Jim would reveal that my mother was executed by the Command—while conveniently omitting she’d been loyal to the Company and not the Uprising.

			Your mother’s name is Marina Serrano.

			Yeah, thanks, Jim.

			He couldn’t have provided a few more details? A morsel of insight?

			Who was she, this Marina Serrano? This woman I thought was one of the good guys.

			And who the hell are the good guys? Because I sat with Adrienne today and listened to her describe pulling and severing threads in people’s minds until they were brain-dead.

			How is that supposed to reassure me that I’m fighting for the right side?

			Who fucking decides what’s right and wrong, anyway?

			Groaning into my pillow, I roll over for the hundredth time. I wish I had someone to talk to about this. Someone to help me make sense of the chaos in my head. Usually, that person would be Wolf. And if not him, then Tana.

			An ache settles in my chest at the thought of my best friend. Tana and I used to speak every day. Now we go days, often weeks, without contact. I suspect that if I didn’t make the effort to connect with her, she’d be content with never speaking to me again.

			Tana blames me for what happened to her and Griff. I know she does. But I don’t regret striking that deal with Cross, convincing him to send them to labor camps instead of the firing squad. She can hate me all she wants, but I wasn’t going to let my best friend die.

			Still, her continued silence has left a gaping hole in my life. We’ve been friends since we were eight years old. I feel her absence in a soul-crushing, visceral way that makes me want to cry whenever I dwell on it.

			Before I can stop myself, I open a path and nudge at her mind. It’s usually hit or miss whether she responds, but tonight she surprises me by linking.

			“Hey. I know it’s late, but I just wanted to check in.” I hear the awkwardness in my voice. I’m sure she does, too. “How are you?”

			“I’m fine.” The response is terse.

			Fine. I’m so tired of that word. Each time I reach out to her, she tells me she’s fine, but we both know that’s bullshit. Usually I play along, so eager to connect with her that I’m willing to pretend she’s not slowly dying inside, but right now I’m too exhausted to pretend.

			“Tana,” I say, cringing at the desperate note in my voice. The silent plea for us to go back to the way we used to be. “How do I fix this?”

			She doesn’t answer.

			I swallow the panic in my throat. “I know you’re angry with me for letting them send you to a camp.”

			She still doesn’t answer.

			Guilt and regret war inside me, but both eventually dissolve, leaving a hollow emptiness in my chest. “I didn’t have any other choice, Tan.”

			Finally, I get a response.

			“Yes, you did. You could have let them execute me.”

			I grit my teeth, my fingers tightening over the edge of my blanket. “No. I couldn’t.”

			“What would you rather, Wren?” she says dully. “Being dead or being this?”

			A flash of pain goes off behind my eyelids as she projects an image into my mind without warning.

			I see brown skin. A thin black band. And a red one.

			It takes a second to register that I’m looking at her wrists.

			Bile sizzles up my throat, burning my windpipe. They marked her.

			After General Redden’s Coup against President Severn, he tattooed black bands on the wrists of every known Mod on the Continent. The ones who pledged their loyalty to him received only the black band, but those who resisted were marked with a second tattoo, a red one to indicate their prisoner status.

			I feel sick, my stomach eddying, twisting. Although the projection fades, I can’t erase the image of those tattoos from my mind, and I’m suddenly struck with a flash of clarity that burns away all the uncertainty I’ve been harboring about the idea of war.

			How do I know I’m fighting for the right side? This. Tana, trapped in a work camp against her will. What the Company does to us is wrong. It’s fucking wrong, and I’m not going to stand by and let people I care about live as slaves.

			“I’m going to get you out of there,” I say firmly. “I promise you that.”

			“Don’t make bullshit promises you can’t keep, Wren.”

			The blunt reply is like a punch to the gut. “Tana—”

			She abruptly severs our link, leaving me in the darkness of my new, unfamiliar bedroom, fighting back tears.
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			I wake the next morning from a fitful sleep to find a message from Gray on my new comm, telling me to meet him in the mess hall for our tour of the Dagger. After a quick shower, I get dressed, brush my hair into a low ponytail, and head out the door. I leave my room at the same time another door down the hall buzzes open.

			Bare feet peek out, followed by tanned legs, then finally, the owner of those legs. She’s a pretty brunette with rumpled hair, wearing a short dress and holding her shoes in her hands. She sprints away like she really doesn’t want to be seen.

			The door is about to close when a pair of green eyes catches mine.

			It’s that Saint guy, a smirk lifting his lips when he spots me. He ducks back into his quarters, and I hide my amusement as I pass his door.

			It’s my first time trying to navigate the Dagger without a guide, so I’m pleased with myself when I manage to make it all the way to the mess hall without having to check my comm. As I round the corner, the sound of raised voices stops me in my tracks.

			Outside the mess hall, Gray and Karra are engaged in a heated argument.

			I quickly back away, keeping out of Karra’s eyeline. If Gray sees me, he doesn’t let on. His jaw tightens at whatever she says, and his irritated response makes Karra cross her arms over her chest. Her voice rises, and when I catch a glimpse of her profile, I see that her cheeks are flushed with anger. Finally, she tosses her black hair over her shoulder and stomps off in the other direction.

			I wait a few seconds before stepping forward, pasting on a casual smile as I approach. “Sorry I’m late.”

			“You weren’t late. You were lurking at the end of the hall pretending not to see Karra chewing me out.”

			I can’t stop a laugh. “I didn’t want to interrupt.”

			“Good call. She probably would’ve ripped your head off.”

			“Hey,” I protest, “what did I do to her?”

			“Technically, nothing.” He drags his hand through his blond hair, letting out a long sigh. “But there might be some…fallout from last night.”

			“Why? What happened last night?”

			“She found out about us fooling around in Silver Block.”

			I falter. Shit. And I was really hoping to make some friends here.

			“How did she find out?” I ask suspiciously.

			“Well,” he says, pushing open the doors, “she asked me if you and I ever fooled around, and I said yes.”

			My jaw drops. “Why would you do that?”

			“Why would I lie?” He shrugs. “Look, KC’s hotheaded, but don’t worry about her. She’ll breathe fire and brimstone for a couple days, then reach the very sensible conclusion that she does not, in fact, own my dick. Especially when I’m single.”

			In the mess hall, we’re mostly greeted by friendly faces, but I feel a strange shift from a few people who were quick to smile at me yesterday. One of the pilots Gray introduced me to, Lexi, won’t meet my eyes, and her friend whose name I can’t remember observes me with overt hostility.

			When we pass the two women at the coffee station, their veins immediately start to ripple as their gazes flick in my direction.

			“So,” Gray says lightly, “I should probably warn you about something else.”

			I can’t contain my sarcasm. “Does it have to do with the reason your pilot friend is looking at me like I poisoned her eggs?”

			He seems reluctant to answer. “Word’s gotten out that you can incite.”

			“What? How?”

			We find two seats in the back of the room, a quiet spot with nobody beside us. I spear my fork into my scrambled eggs with a little more force than necessary.

			“My guess?” he says. “Fiona.”

			“You promised disclosure was confidential.” My stomach starts churning. “Why would she do that?”

			Regret lines his face. “Fi served with President Severn before the Coup. She’s not a fan of that particular ability.”

			No, I suppose she wouldn’t be. It’s no secret that the former leader of the Continent used his abilities freely. Severn had no compunctions about inciting anyone who crossed his path, even his Modified allies.

			“So now she’s warning people to stay away from me? To be afraid of me?” My eyelids sting, but I refuse to cry. I curl my fingers over the edge of the table to distract myself, my knuckles slowly turning white from the tight grip. “I would never incite anyone here.”

			“I know that, and I promise you, most people won’t care that you’re an inciter. Best case, they’ll be impressed. Worst case, they’ll pester you about using your powers against the enemy.” His tone becomes gentle. “I get you wanted to keep it a secret, but you want to know my take? It’s better if they know. A lot of people at the Dagger choose to disclose their abilities, especially field operatives.”

			“Really?”

			He nods. “It fosters an environment of trust. You don’t want to be working with someone who’s hiding something from you, right?”

			Maybe he’s right. But I feel so exposed now. I’ve spent my entire life hiding the fact that I can incite, and now all these strangers know about me, and it triggers a helpless feeling. I blink rapidly, trying not to cry. I don’t know what’s happening to me, where this deluge of emotion is coming from, but I don’t like it. I wish Cross were here right now to hold me in his arms and shield me from everyone’s eyes. And I wish Wolf’s voice was in my head, reminding me that I’m Wren fucking Darlington and the strongest person he knows.

			“Wren. Hey.” Gray reaches across the table and touches my hand, gently prying my fingers off the edge of the table, forcing me to relax my grip. It’s a soothing gesture, and my agitation slowly begins to dissolve. “Listen, the ones who might be wary of you…just give them time,” he advises. “They’ll warm up.”

			“This is worse than Kess and Anson,” I say, referring to the Silver Block recruits who got off on bullying everyone around them.

			“Trust me, it’s not worse. Those two were stone-cold psychopaths.”

			I notice another telepathic conversation happening at the far end of our table and clench my teeth. “Maybe they’re not psychopaths, but they’re fucking rude. They’re talking about me behind my back in front of my face.”

			“Or…” He pauses enticingly. “…they’re talking about something totally unrelated to you.”

			“Why don’t you read their minds and tell me?” I challenge. He still hasn’t revealed his abilities, and there’s nothing more unbearable to me than unsated curiosity.

			“Not a mind reader,” he answers with a wink.

			“Then what can you do?” I whine when he doesn’t elaborate.

			“Wouldn’t you like to know.”

			“Yes! I would!”

			“Pity.”

			“What happened to fostering trust?”

			“I already have your trust.”

			“If I guess correctly, will you tell me?”

			“Sure. But you haven’t guessed correctly.”

			“I hate you.”

			Unfazed by my tantrum, Gray pops the last piece of bacon into his mouth, then pushes his chair back. “I’m getting another coffee. Finish up and then let’s take that tour.”

			

			 

			We start at the top of the Dagger and work our way down. I’m already familiar with most of the third floor, but he gives me a quick tour of the food production facilities, which I haven’t seen yet. The kitchen is enormous, though I suppose it must be to feed everyone on this base. Gray reveals there are nearly a thousand people currently living at the Dagger.

			As we’re passing the common rooms, he points out another corridor. “If you follow this hallway all the way to the end, you’ll find the exit to the Ledge. People go out there to smoke or relax or whatever. Great view of the mountain. I’d take you there now, but it’s raining out.”

			“Can’t get your beautiful hair wet?” I mock.

			“Of course not,” he says solemnly. “It takes a lot of work to look this perfect.”

			“Uh-huh. I’m sure.”

			Next up is the second floor. Research and Intelligence. We peek into the medical bay but don’t go inside, which is fine by me because I’m told this is where Fiona spends most of her time. Turns out that along with being a snitch, she’s also the Dagger’s resident healer.

			Gray shows me the digital library, which requires a thumbprint to enter. He explains there are different levels of clearance depending on the text or document you’re trying to access, and not every workstation is accessible to everyone.

			“The laboratories are in this wing,” he says as we enter yet another endless corridor. “But we also have an off-site testing lab on the north side of the mountain.”

			“What are you testing? More of your sugar bombs?” I tease.

			When we were in Silver Elite, Cross gave an entire briefing about an incendiary device that the Uprising was using. The Command called it a sugar bomb because the Company scientists who developed it had figured out a way to extract and refine natural sugars into a compound creating an explosion comparable to the atomic bombs of yore.

			“Among other things,” Gray says.

			“You know, my good friend Kaine Sutler died in a sugar bomb attack.”

			“Damn. You must have been devastated.”

			“Heartbroken,” I confirm gravely. “I cried myself to sleep for months.”

			Chuckling, he leads me to a security door at the end of the hall. “This is Intelligence,” he says.

			The door slides open, and I find myself looking at a large chamber filled with workstations and holoscreens on every surface. There are people seated at various desks, swiping through the air or typing on their tablets. I also spot a surprising number of notebooks and other paper products. The decades-long lumber shortages on the Continent make paper a rare commodity.

			When I try to step inside, Gray tugs me back. “You can’t go in. You don’t have the clearance. Come on, let’s get to the fun stuff.”

			We ride the elevator to the Operations floor, which is a hub of activity.

			“Control center is through there.” He gestures beyond the elevator bank. “It’s where we monitor satellites, comms, signals, drone control…basically everything that keeps us ahead of the Company.”

			He strides in the opposite direction while I race to keep up.

			“This is the sparring gym.”

			The next door opens into a cavernous gymnasium full of black mats and punching bags. I catch sight of Evlynne across the room, her fists flying as she pounds into a guy twice her size.

			“Equipment and weight rooms,” he says, nodding toward a wide doorway.

			Beside the gym is an archery range. I give it a perfunctory glance, since archery has never piqued my interest. Excitement makes an appearance, however, when we reach the indoor shooting range.

			Gray notices the way my eyes light up. “You and your guns.”

			I grin at him.

			“I haven’t forgotten about your Little Miss Incompetent act in Silver Block, by the way,” he grumbles. “What’s the right grip? What’s wrong with my stance?” He sighs. “Remember that day I instructed you? You must’ve had a good laugh about it afterward.”

			“Sort of. But it was very sweet of you to try to help me,” I say, patting his arm.

			“Well, now you can repay the favor. I’m still waiting on approval, but I’m trying to arrange for your work assignment to be here at the range.”

			He approaches one of the shooting stations, grabbing a handgun from the rack. He checks the clip before shoving it back in, then raises the weapon with one hand, his stance lazy. We’re not wearing ear protection or goggles, but he doesn’t seem to care. He fires off a shot and hits the target in the chest. Dead center.

			“Nice,” I say.

			He winks at me, then holds out the gun, butt-first.

			Grinning, I step up and mimic his pose. The same laid-back stance, same one-handed grip. My bullet connects dead center, too.

			Between the eyes.

			“Show-off,” he accuses.

			I laugh and set the gun back on the rack.

			“We have a few new recruits at the Dagger that I’d love for you to work with,” he says on our way out of the range.

			“How does that work, anyway? Recruitment, I mean. Do you get a lot of new recruits?”

			“Some. We have eyes and ears all over the wards, so it always gets back to us if someone wants to work for the Uprising. That’s how you got on our radar. We received word from Tana Archer saying she and her friend wanted to help.”

			I glare at him. “Yeah, and all you did was send us on minor supply runs.”

			“Hey, not me. I wasn’t on the Authority yet—I only joined two years ago. You can blame Julian Ash. That man did everything in his power to keep you away from us.”

			Somehow that doesn’t surprise me.

			“But there are parents who are eager for their kids to join the Uprising. Age of entry is sixteen, so we get a lot of teens sent to the Dagger or Bramble Base for training. Other times, we might hear about someone in the wards with a skill we can utilize, someone with a knack for tech, maybe a pilot, an explosives expert, whatever. It’s not always a Mod, either. If we hear of someone we’d like to recruit, we reach out via the network to see if they’re interested.”

			“There’s really no Primes at the Dagger?”

			“Nope. We’ve got some living in the valley, mostly parents who didn’t want to be separated from their kids, but the Dagger is exclusively a Mod base. We’re not against working with Prime operatives in the wards, but not here. This base is too important to fall.”

			“That’s why you won’t let Xavier out of the cells.”

			“He’s a massive security risk. If he were to get out—”

			“How would he even get out?” I counter. “He isn’t Modified, so he can’t reach out to anyone telepathically. He’s essentially cut off from the rest of the world here. And suppose he manages to break out of the cells, then what? He shoots his way off the mountain? And if he manages that, now he has to find his way back to the Blacklands, make it through alive, and then scramble to hide in the wards because there’s a red threat on his head. Trust me, he doesn’t want to escape.”

			Gray shrugs. “Then he can start cooperating during interrogations. Until then, he remains a prisoner.”

			“Speaking of prisoners…” I hesitate for a second. “Why aren’t we trying to rescue the Mods in the labor camps?”

			“Because it’s not as easy as it sounds.”

			“I linked with Tana last night,” I admit. “My best friend from Z. They marked her, Gray.”

			His face goes grim. “They mark them all.”

			“So why are we letting that happen?” His lack of righteous outrage irritates me. “I got on that helicopter with you because you said we were going to war. That we were going to fight. And instead, all you guys are doing is training inside a mountain and going dark in the wards. How is that fighting?”

			“I’m sorry this war isn’t moving fast enough for you, cowgirl,” he says dryly. Noting my frustration, he softens his tone. “We’re constantly making plans. I know right now everything feels like it’s standing still, but I promise you, once the shit gets going, you’ll be longing for these quiet days.”

			“Maybe,” I say, unconvinced. The lack of action is excruciating for me.

			The tour continues. He shows me the armory, security booths, and communications wing. Our last stop is tech, and this time we don’t lurk in the doorway. We enter an enormous room full of equipment. Tablets, radios, earpieces, and an array of other devices. A long white table spans the center of the room, littered with random gadgets. My eyes snag on one device. It’s black, narrow, and cylindrical.

			I immediately know what it is.

			A signal jammer.

			It’s almost identical to the jammers that the Command uses, and other than my rifle, I’d consider it one of the most useful tools in an arsenal. It stops cameras from recording, scrambles signals, cripples critical systems, shuts down entire networks depending on its strength…

			In other words, it makes you invisible.

			Venturing deeper into the room, I approach a glass case that contains various earpieces. “So how does it work? What if I require a piece of tech?”

			“Everything is logged in and out, but you won’t have access to everything in here. Clearance depends on several factors. Authority members have full clearance, mission leads have high clearance. Lower-level personnel can usually only sign out comms and redacted tablets, unless you request access.”

			Only comms?

			Nah. I don’t think so.

			“What kind of earpiece is this?” I ask, gesturing to the case. “Can I see it?”

			“Sure.” He walks over to unlock the cabinet.

			The moment his back turns, I sidle up to the edge of the table and cover the jammer with my palm, the matte surface cool against my skin. In one fluid motion I slip it into my back pocket, and when Gray turns, I shift my feet like I’m just casually adjusting my stance.

			He holds out the earpiece for me to examine. “This is similar to the one Silver Block soldiers use, but it works via sat signal.”

			“For an earpiece?” I say in surprise.

			“Yep. It’s impossible to pick up the signal or be intercepted. There’re only a handful of these in existence—we save them for high-risk missions. We’re careful with our satellites.”

			“Wow. That’s cool.”

			He arches a brow at me.

			“What?” I keep my expression neutral.

			“I’m not a Command recruit. You can’t pull that shit on me.”

			“What shit?”

			“Stealing tech.”

			Fuck.

			Gray flashes me a grin. “You know, you could’ve just asked me for it.”

			“Really,” I challenge. “You’d let me take a jammer out of this room?”

			“Depends on what you want it for…”

			I hesitate. Then I opt for honesty, because I’ve got nothing to lose and it might score some points with him.

			“I want to be able to talk to Xavier freely.”

			His jaw tightens slightly. “About the captain?”

			I nod sheepishly.

			He goes quiet, several seconds ticking by. Then he surprises me by saying, “Keep it.”

			“Are you sure?”

			“It’s fine. I’ll sign it out under my ID.” There’s a buzzing noise, and he reaches into his pocket for his comm, checking the screen. “Kallister says it’s time for your training.”
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			Kallister waits for me in the elevator bank near the landing hangar. He greets me with a warm smile, reaching out to squeeze my arm.

			“How are you acclimating?” he asks.

			I don’t bother lying. “Not everyone has been friendly this morning.”

			His gaze softens. “Ah, I’m sorry. But you grew up with Julian, so you of all people should know that Mods don’t always take kindly to strangers. They’ll warm up to you.”

			“Probably had a better chance of that happening before Fiona decided to tell everyone I’m an inciter.”

			Kallister’s eyes flash. “I wasn’t aware she’d done that.”

			“I don’t know for sure. But Gray seems to think so.”

			“I’ll speak to her,” he says tightly.

			He presses a button on the panel, and I’m surprised to realize this elevator has more than three options. 1, 2, 3, and ll. Lower level would be my guess.

			“I thought the Dagger was only three floors,” I say as he hits the ll button.

			“It is.”

			And yet we ride the elevator down another level. The doors open to reveal a hallway illuminated by eerie blue light.

			It takes a second to realize it’s neither a hallway nor a light.

			We’re in a daggerstone cave.

			Swallowing a gasp, I step out of the elevator and take in our surroundings. A long, narrow passageway with uneven stone walls stretches out before us, and above our heads the entire ceiling is covered with daggerstone.

			Blue daggerstone.

			Now the name of this mountain makes even more sense. Blue Dagger base. I can hardly contain my amazement. I’ve only ever seen white daggerstone. I was told that a blue variation existed, but it’s more dazzling than I ever imagined. Twisted, gnarled spears of the gemstone hang from the ceiling like glowing, winking icicles, bright enough to illuminate our path. The rare dark-blue gems catch the light, shifting and dancing across cave walls that seem to hum and pulse as we walk past them. There’s energy flowing down here. A massive amount of it. It makes the hairs on my body stand on end.

			I’m suddenly transported back to the cave that Cross showed me in the wards. Full of white daggerstone and an endless sea of vibrant flowers growing from every crack and crevice in the walls, thriving in the darkness. Every inch of that cave had vibrated with energy, as if the earth itself possessed a throbbing, pulsing heartbeat.

			The memory brings a deep ache. He should be here, damn it. And yes, I realize how selfish it is of me to even think that, because it means asking him to abandon his mother, who’s fragile and defenseless with her mind corrupted. Cross will do anything to protect her, I know that. But I can’t stop myself from wanting him to be with me.

			“What is this place?”

			Kallister smiles at my reaction. “We call it the Temple.”

			The floor is uneven, but only until we enter the main chamber. There I’m greeted with another shock.

			“Whoa,” I breathe.

			We’re standing inside a perfect circle, on a smooth floor surrounded by thick white columns and bearing strange markings etched into the stone. The colors of the symbols might have been bright at one point, but they’re faded now. Muted shades of blues, reds, purples.

			“Is this marble?” I exclaim.

			“It is,” Kallister confirms.

			It’s rare to see such an expensive building material on the Continent. Only the elites can afford to build with marble. The capitalists who work closely with the Company reap the rewards that come with their collusion. I’ve heard there’s a hotel in Sanctum Point that boasts miles of marble. But to find it here, this deep underground, is incredible.

			The chamber’s walls are covered with more daggerstone, and between each set of columns I glimpse what appear to be natural rock alcoves bathed in blue light. I realize we’re not alone in here when I notice two shadowy figures in one of the alcoves, sitting cross-legged and facing each other.

			“Did the Uprising build this?” I ask Kallister.

			“No, this is how we found it. I assume whoever designed the facility discovered this daggerstone cave when they were digging and decided to use it as a religious space.” He steps forward, pointing to the center of the floor. “See this symbol in the middle?”

			I study the marking, which looks like a lowercase t.

			“It’s a crucifix,” he explains. “A symbol of the old religion. And if you think this floor is impressive, look up.”

			I tip my head back, and a gasp flies out. The ceiling is carved into a dome and covered with a breathtaking mural that certainly doesn’t require an explanation. I see angels everywhere. Graceful females, sinuous males, round cherubs. Their outstretched arms are all pointing toward the center of the dome, the highest point of the ceiling. Angels are on the Company’s list of forbidden images, so their overwhelming presence in this cave feels like a satisfying fuck you to our oppressors.

			“It’s meant to draw your eye upward,” Kallister says. “Toward heaven.”

			I glance over at him. “Do you believe in heaven?”

			“No.”

			“Neither do I,” I admit, though whether I share the religious beliefs of the painter doesn’t take away from this extraordinary feat of artistry and craftsmanship. “Does anyone practice religion down here?”

			He chuckles. “No, that nonsense doesn’t interest us. We’re only here for the daggerstone. We’ve found that it sharpens our abilities. When you use your gifts in the Temple, everything is amplified. Shields are stronger. Projections more vivid. Thoughts clearer.”

			“Why?”

			“If I could answer the why behind half the mysteries surrounding Mods, I’d be the smartest man on earth.”

			I catch a flicker of movement across the room. The two figures from the alcove step into the marble circle. The older woman is one I haven’t met yet, but I recognize the blond girl at her side. Poppy. The teenager who delivered my dinner last night.

			They murmur their hellos as they leave the cavern. I study their retreating backs. “Is everyone at the Dagger expected to come down here to train?”

			“It’s not mandatory for everyone, no. A lot of people choose to, though. Some just come here to meditate because they find the daggerstone soothing. But anyone with a bloodmark is required to train.”

			“Do you have a bloodmark?” I ask curiously.

			Kallister rolls up his left sleeve to show me the red circle on his forearm.

			“Jim didn’t have one,” I remark.

			“No, but he should’ve. Julian was a powerful mind reader. Not to mention a master at decoying his mind.” The pride in Kallister’s voice makes me feel more connected to him, knowing that we both loved Jim.

			Kallister guides me into one of the small alcoves. The ceiling is low, but there’s enough room for him to stand at his full height without having to duck. He gestures toward the two flat cushions on the ground. “Sit,” he encourages.

			As we sit facing each other, cross-legged, a spooky sensation washes over me. This reminds me of training with Uncle Jim in the Blacklands, his gruff voice ordering me to focus, try harder. I can’t look at Kallister’s face without seeing Jim.

			“I’d like you to try to get past my shield,” he says, his posture relaxed as he rests both palms on his thighs.

			“Okay.” I wipe my hands on my pants and clasp them in my lap, then close my eyes, inhaling slowly.

			The second I open a path into his mind, I feel it—the pressure. Normally it’s just a faint buildup of it, but in Kallister’s mind, the pressure is suffocating. His shield is impossibly strong and determined to repel me. The sensation is like being stuck in a crowded room, pressed in by bodies from all sides as I try to make my way forward.

			Finally, I’m able to see the shield. It’s impressive. Not a single crack, not even a sliver. I imagine myself standing in front of it, running my hands along the smooth surface. Jim called this process sweeping. You dance your fingertips over the shield, explore it inch by inch, until eventually you find it: that one soft spot.

			Kallister doesn’t have a soft spot.

			No weakness.

			At all.

			I drag a fingernail over the shield. Sometimes the faintest scratch will appear, and if it does, you can slowly massage it with your finger. Push into it. Dig your nail into it until it forms a bigger crack, then push your way inside. But not this time. Kallister Ash is a wall of mental discipline, his mind completely elusive to me.

			My temples begin to throb, the back of my neck aching with discomfort. Trying to infiltrate his shield is expending a lot of energy. I don’t remember Uncle Jim’s being this impenetrable.

			“All right, enough,” he commands.

			I blink, a ragged breath leaving my lips. I realize I’m sweating. If I peered into a mirror right now, I suspect my face would be totally devoid of color. I feel the same way I felt the morning I incited the firing squad. Weak. Dizzy.

			“We can try again another time,” Kallister says.

			“No,” I protest. “Let me try again now.”

			“I can’t allow you to do that. We require a mandatory rest period after mental strain lasting more than an hour.”

			We’ve been sitting here for more than an hour? I had no idea. Time slowed to a complete crawl when I was sweeping.

			“You just sat there for an hour in total silence?”

			“I’m used to it.” Smiling, he gets to his feet. I notice that his veins are rippling, indicating he’s using his powers, and then he says, “Wait here. There’s someone I’d like to introduce you to.”

			As he steps out, I stand and smooth the front of my shirt. I hear footsteps echoing through the main chamber, and then Kallister returns with a lanky young man who looks about my age. He would probably be cute if not for the pinched features that lend him a birdlike air. The deep scowl doesn’t help, either.

			“Wren, I’d like you to meet Hawkins Jost. The only other known inciter on the Continent.”

			I stare at the guy in shock. I’ve never met another inciter before—which I suppose makes sense, if there’s only two of us.

			“Hawkins will be able to help you harness gold,” Kallister adds.

			My shock gives way to confusion. “I don’t understand.”

			“I figured you wouldn’t. Julian always thought he was the smartest man in the room,” Kallister says. “I bet he thought he could teach you everything himself, right? Well, my brother didn’t know everything. It’s difficult for those without gold to know how to use it.”

			“I still don’t get it. What is gold?” I push.

			“It’s a frequency only some Mods possess,” Kallister explains. “Associated with the manipulation powers.”

			Noting my increasing bewilderment, Hawkins’s lips curl into a sneer. “Do you know anything?”

			Apparently not.

			Kallister gives the other man a reprimanding frown. “Let’s be kind now. She was never trained properly.”

			I bristle, because…bullshit. Jim trained me well. So what if he didn’t know how to harness some stupid mysterious power most Mods don’t even possess?

			Turning to me, Kallister speaks in a patient voice. “Modified abilities fall under a few categories. We call them the three families of powers—foundational, emotional, and manipulation. The foundationals are your basic gifts, like mind reading, telepathy, precognition, projection, and the like.”

			“Emotional would be empath abilities?” I guess.

			“Correct. And manipulation powers include incitement, corruption, persuasion—”

			“Persuasion?”

			He nods. “A persuader is able to plant ideas in someone’s mind. It’s similar to incitement, except that the target mind doesn’t usually realize a seed was planted. If a persuader is skilled enough, the other mind will believe the idea was completely organic.”

			My eyebrows fly up. I had no idea that ability even existed.

			“We used to have a Mod here who could do it. Siggie.” He sighs with regret. “We lost her in a ward ambush a few years back. But I digress. Manipulation powers tap into a rare frequency,” he continues. Hawkins stands silently at his side, arms crossed. “We call it gold, because every manipulator we know of says it manifests like the color gold in their mind.”

			I bite the inside of my cheek, thinking of the gold dust that swirled behind my eyelids when I incited the firing squad at Uncle Jim’s execution.

			“The gold frequency is undetectable in the receiving mind. If it’s used on another Mod, the target won’t receive an electric shock. The internal alarm system doesn’t go off, and most times the other mind is unaware it’s being targeted. A powerful inciter—President Severn, for example—could compel another person’s will, hijack their motor system, without them even knowing it’s happening.”

			Whoa. No wonder Tack Severn was so feared. Whenever I’ve incited, the other mind resisted. Hard.

			“But if they have a really strong shield—” I start.

			“Won’t work,” Hawkins interrupts.

			“What won’t work?”

			“Shields.” His tone is curt. “Any ability that harnesses gold can’t be shielded against.”

			Holy shit.

			“Did you see gold when you incited?” Kallister asks me.

			“Yes.”

			“And when you drew it to you—”

			“What do you mean, drew it to me?” I wrinkle my forehead. “I don’t draw anything to me. I just…repeat the command over and over again.”

			Hawkins barks out a surly laugh. “And how does that fare for you?”

			I frown at his sarcasm. “I—”

			He cuts me off again, turning to Kallister. “She doesn’t know how to incite.”

			“That’s what I’ve been trying to tell everyone,” I mutter, my skin prickling with offense. “I don’t know how to do it. It happens spontaneously.”

			Hawkins continues to focus only on Kallister. “She’s tapping into the gold, but she’s not harnessing it.”

			“Then teach her to harness it,” Kallister replies, sounding irritated.

			“What do I get in return?”

			“What do you want?”

			Seriously? They’re negotiating?

			“Synth tobacco next time Reed is here on a run,” Hawkins says after a moment of thought.

			“Fine. Just teach her.”

			“I’ll need a rat.”

			“Gray has volunteered.”

			My gaze flicks from one man to the other as I try to make sense of what they’re talking about, but their fast-paced exchange ends with Hawkins abruptly stalking out of the alcove.

			“We’ll start tomorrow morning,” he snaps over his shoulder, leaving me to wonder what the hell just happened.

			

			 

			Life at the Dagger is similar to that on the Command base. Everyone has a work assignment. Everyone trains. Everyone keeps busy. Gray told me I might be able to work at the target range, but nobody has said anything yet, and my comm remains depressingly quiet for the rest of the day as I sit in my quarters bored out of my mind.

			After we finished at the Temple this morning, Kallister said he had a briefing to attend and disappeared. I tried to explore the Operations floor on my own, only to discover that my thumbprint and retina scan don’t work everywhere. Most areas are still restricted to me, and when I attempted to return to the Temple, the elevator wouldn’t grant me access to LL.

			To make matters worse, I miss Cross. I miss the heat of his lips traveling along my neck. I miss his strong, capable hands, gripping my waist, tangled in my hair.

			I reach out to him before I can stop myself, needing to hear his voice.

			“You good, Dove?”

			I smile. It’s how he opens most conversations now.

			“I’m okay.”

			“What’s wrong?” He knows me well.

			“Nothing. I mean, something. But it’s not a huge deal. People found out I can incite and now some of them are scared of me.”

			“Well, you are pretty fucking scary.”

			“I am not,” I protest.

			“You scare me.” He’s no longer joking, his voice rough with emotion.

			“Why do I scare you?”

			“Because there are no limits to what I’d do to keep you safe.”

			A rush of emotion floods me. I know exactly what he means.

			“What did you get up to today?” he asks, changing the subject.

			“I trained with Kallister.”

			“He’s one of their leaders?”

			“Yeah.” I pause. “I didn’t tell you before because I was still trying to wrap my head around it, but…he’s Jim’s brother. His twin brother.”

			“Shit. That must be unnerving.”

			“It really is.”

			“What kind of training are we talking about?”

			“They want me to master incitement.”

			Silence fills my head.

			“Wolf?”

			“Is that what you want?” he finally asks. It doesn’t sound like a reprimand. Just curiosity. “To master it? Because you told me it’s not a power you ever want to use.”

			“I don’t. But I should probably learn how to control it, so it doesn’t happen spontaneously anymore. At least if I can consciously wield it, I’ll have a choice about whether to use it.” I hesitate. “Would you use it? If you could incite someone to do your bidding?”

			Unlike me, he shows no hesitation. “If my life was in danger, yes, I’d use incitement. Like you did with Jayde. Kill or be killed, yeah?”

			“I just…I feel like a hypocrite.” The confession slips out before I can stop it. “I’ve always told myself how important free will is, how wrong it is to incite someone, but I didn’t even hesitate to incite Jayde to shoot herself.”

			“Self-preservation kicked in,” he says roughly. “It’s that innate instinct to stay alive. Most people can’t fight it.”

			“I know, but that’s what makes it worse. That it felt justified. But I still felt like a monster afterward, because even when it’s about survival, it’s still a violation. I don’t want to be the person who could do something like that.” I hate the way my voice breaks. “I never thought myself capable of crossing that line.”

			“Would you prefer she killed you? Because I sure as fuck wouldn’t. Cross as many lines as you have to. I don’t care what you need to do to stay in this world with me, Daisy.”

			“But I’m not with you,” I shoot back. “I’m over here, all by myself. Worrying about whether your brothers are going to kill you. Wishing every second of the day that you were here with me.” I groan out loud. “The city is too dangerous for me, and the Uprising is too dangerous for you—so what the fuck are we going to do?”

			“We could run,” he suggests. “Leave it all behind.”

			The idea makes me laugh. “Right. Because that’s an option.”

			“It could be.”

			Something about his tone gives me pause. “Really. You would run away. You’d leave your mom? Your unit? Just let your brothers win this war and burn the world to the ground?”

			“There are no winners in war, Dove. Everybody fucking loses. That’s what happens when the entire hellfucking world is morally bankrupt.”

			I don’t think I’ve ever heard him sound so cynical. As we both go quiet for a moment, I’m unable to ignore the pang of worry gnawing at my gut.

			“Are you good?” I ask, because he hasn’t sounded right at all since I left.

			“I’m fine,” he assures me.

			“Where are you right now?”

			“On the base. Staring at the wall. I miss you.”

			“I miss you, too.”

			The ache in my chest returns. Cross and I had only just found each other, realized that we were Wolf and Daisy, before I was forced to flee the city and leave him behind.

			No. He left himself behind.

			I gulp down the lump that rises in my throat, because it feels dangerously close to resentment. I don’t resent Cross. I’m not angry at him. Not really.

			But…maybe a part of me…a tiny, wounded part of me…can’t forget that he had the chance to come with me, and he chose to stay behind.

		

	
		
			Chapter 10
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			I stay in my quarters until my growling stomach refuses to be ignored, spurring me to go to the mess hall to grab some lunch. When I walk in, I find the room abuzz with the sounds of clinking utensils and loud chatter. They’re serving wild rice and roast chicken today, with freshly baked bread. I’ll never get used to how good the food is here.

			I hesitate with my tray in hand, scanning the rows of tables. I spot Neema and Evlynne nearby. There are open seats all around them, but neither invites me to join them. When my gaze meets Evlynne’s, her lips tighten, and she turns away.

			Okay then. I guess she’s one of the people poisoned by Fiona’s incitement fears, although perhaps not, given she wasn’t too friendly to begin with. Evlynne continues to intimidate me with her mere presence.

			I feel her staring at me as I wind through the rows toward the back wall, where I settle at an empty table.

			“May I join you?”

			An embarrassing wave of gratitude swells inside me when Teriq approaches. “Sure,” I tell him.

			“I’m glad I have you alone, actually,” he says, taking the seat across from me. “I wanted to talk to you about something.”

			I pop a bite of chicken into my mouth, chewing slowly. “All right…”

			“You knew my sister.”

			“I did?” My brows crash together as I set my fork down. I remember thinking he’d looked familiar, but I still can’t place him.

			Noting my bewilderment, he clarifies, “Betima.”

			“You’re Betima’s brother?” I say in surprise, but now that he’s said it, I see the clear resemblance. Same wide mouth and black hair, same dark skin and dimples.

			“She was my little sister. Three years younger,” he says, a fond smile on his face. “She was such a brat sometimes.”

			“Was Betima her real name or an alias like Grayson had?”

			“No, she was Betima. She didn’t need a cover. Gray did because his real name was reported to the Command a year prior.” Teriq’s lips flatten. “We had a traitor in our midst. A mole.”

			“Shit. Did you catch them?”

			“Yep. We plugged that hole real fast.”

			I’m momentarily distracted when Gray’s friends pass our table. Saint and Henley, their stride confident, with Mako towering over them. All three men nod toward us in greeting, Mako flashing a big smile my way.

			“New girl,” he chirps as they walk to another table.

			“Did she suffer?”

			Teriq’s question jolts me back to our conversation.

			“No,” I assure him, sadness filling my chest. “She didn’t even have time to feel anything.” I swallow. “I thought he was about to shoot me. Roe Dunbar, I mean. The General’s youngest son.”

			“Gray said they discovered she was Modified?”

			“Yeah. She slipped up earlier that night. One of our fellows fell off a roof, and Betima was holding him when he died.”

			Teriq sucks in a breath, realizing the implication right away. Betima was an empath, which means she could feel other people’s emotions. She felt that boy dying. I can’t even imagine how horrible that would be.

			“That would have been excruciating for her,” he mutters.

			“It was. And I guess as he was dying, her veins flashed silver and Roe saw it. He showed up later and cornered us, said he couldn’t have an Aberrant bitch roaming around. I was panicking inside. I thought he was talking about me. I had no idea he meant Betima.” My voice cracks. “He shot her in the head. It happened so fast, I couldn’t have stopped it if I’d tried.”

			My appetite is gone. I reach for my water, gulping it down.

			“Nobody blames you for her death,” Teriq says, curling both hands around his coffee cup. “If anything, it’s my fault.”

			I gape at him. “What? Of course it wasn’t your fault.”

			“I approved her assignment.” Guilt flashes in his eyes. “I was the deciding vote.”

			I hesitate. I want to acknowledge his pain, ask him if he blames himself for her death, but I don’t want to make him uncomfortable. Maybe he’s like me and hates being vulnerable around strangers.

			I decide to focus on practical questions instead. “I’m still trying to figure out how the voting works. Does the Authority hold a formal vote for everything?”

			“Not everything, but all high-risk assignments require a vote. Sending someone directly onto the Command base is borderline suicidal. We never would’ve risked Gray if there’d been someone else to fly that plane, but the B-8 tech was too new. No one else could do it. Still, we weren’t comfortable with him going alone, so we sent him in with backup.”

			I shake my head to myself. So Betima and “Kaine” had known each other that whole time? I never even suspected they were anything but strangers meeting for the first time. I wonder if I’ll ever be half as good an operative as they were.

			“Adrienne and Gray didn’t want her to go in,” Teriq says, visibly swallowing. “They think empaths are too unreliable. But I had confidence in my sister. She was a great shot, quick under pressure. If anyone could have backed Gray up, it was her. And I thought she had a strong shield. She was always able to fully control the empath tendencies.”

			“I’m sure she could under normal circumstances. You had no idea somebody would die in her arms.”

			Teriq stares into his coffee. “I should’ve voted against it. Sent someone else. I…” He swallows. “I got her killed.”

			This time, I can’t ignore his pain. “I get it. It was my fault that Jim—Julian,” I correct, “was caught. I drew the attention of a Command soldier in my village, and that’s why they showed up at our ranch. One of the officers recognized him.” I gnaw the inside of my lip. “I’m the reason he was arrested, so…yeah…I know what it’s like to feel like you got someone you love killed.”

			We both fall silent for a moment.

			Finally, he clears his throat. “Anyway, I’ll get out of your hair.”

			I almost beg him to stay, but he’s already pushing back his chair, leaving me to finish the rest of my lunch alone.

			

			 

			REPORT TO THE TEMPLE AT 09:00

			The alert greets me when I wake the next morning, triggering a rush of trepidation. I’m supposed to train with Hawkins today and…well…he scares me.

			A knock sounds on my door as I’m finishing getting ready. I tie my hair in a twist atop my head, then go to answer it, finding Gray standing there, looking quite handsome in a gray flight suit.

			“Don’t hate me,” he says.

			“What, you’re going to fake your own death again?”

			His eyes twinkle. “No. But I will be off the base until tomorrow.”

			“I thought you guys were going dark for a while.”

			“We are. But Adrienne needs to go to the city. I’m her transport.”

			“Please let me come,” I beg.

			He just laughs. “No.”

			“What am I supposed to do here on my own? I still don’t even have a work assignment.”

			“Actually, you start this afternoon. You should be receiving the details on your comm soon.”

			“Can I see Xavier today?” I’m starting to worry about him. For all I know, he’s in some torture chamber now, his skin flayed and fingernails shredded down to the nail beds.

			“You can take that up with Kallister. But I doubt they’ll reward him with a visitor when he’s spent days refusing to talk.”

			“Talk about what?” I say irritably. “He’s not going to spill all the Command’s secrets, if that’s what you’re hoping for. But at least give him a chance to prove he can be loyal to us.”

			“He can prove his loyalty by selling out his former people,” is Gray’s response, and while I appreciate that, I also know Xavier would never reveal anything that might endanger Cross. Neither would I. “Like I said, talk to Kallister. Ade and I will be off the grid until tomorrow night.”

			“Will you have breakfast with me before you leave?” I ask hopefully.

			He looks like he’s trying not to laugh. “Sorry, cowgirl. Can’t hold your hand today.”

			Once he’s gone, I duck inside to put on my shoes and grab my comm, sliding the device into my pocket. When I step into the corridor, I think my brain has glitched until I realize, yes, that is a girl—a different one this time—sneaking out of Saint’s room for the second consecutive morning. Once again, his veiled green eyes find mine, that half smirk appearing before he shuts his door.

			In the mess hall, I grab a bowl of cinnamon oatmeal and a coffee. I don’t see any familiar faces, so I find a seat alone in the corner of the room.

			I’ve barely taken a bite when Karra appears. She stands over me, arms crossed. Her expression isn’t quite antagonistic, but it’s not friendly, either.

			“Morning,” I say politely.

			She doesn’t answer right away. Merely watches as I chew my oatmeal. Finally, she slides into the chair across from me, almost too casual.

			“It’s funny how secrets have a way of coming to light, isn’t it?” Gray’s girlfriend remarks.

			I flick up a brow. “Who’s keeping secrets, Karra?”

			“You, silly. Our newest operative.” She smiles. “Real exciting life you lead there, cowgirl. Inciting people. Kissing them.”

			“I think you must be mistaken. I’ve never kissed anyone I incited.”

			Her eyes flash. “Let’s not do this. Gray told me you hooked up in the Command.”

			“Once,” I say, and now that I’m satisfied we won’t be having a bare-knuckle brawl, I resume my meal.

			“I don’t care how many times,” she says with a shrug. “And I don’t care that it happened. Gray and I have a very…complicated relationship. We weren’t together when you had him. But we’re together now, so if you’re locked on him, I’m going to need you to unlock yourself, and fast.”

			I shrug back. “Gray is a friend. I will continue to be friends with him.”

			“Did I say you couldn’t?”

			“Wouldn’t care if you did.”

			That seems to amuse her. “Be friends with whoever you want, Darlington.” She stands, tossing her raven hair over her shoulder. “But if you touch him while he’s with me, I will rip your fucking throat out.”

			At that, she winks at me and saunters off, her combat boots snapping sharply on the floor.

			Good chat.

			After breakfast, I make my way to the Operations floor; the elevator down there is the only one that offers access to the Temple. Someone must’ve upgraded my clearance level, because the thumb scan works for me this time, the elevator doors parting without delay.

			Though it’s only my second time, I don’t know if I’ll ever get used to stepping into the Temple, to this ghostly sensation of being engulfed by pure energy. The eerie blue light guides me toward the marble circle and the shrine where the people of the Old Era worshipped their God. If I were alive back then, I would’ve been incensed to find out that while the entire world was burning, my leaders were hiding in this mountain bunker. Presidents, politicians, the ones wealthy enough to buy themselves a place here. They hid like rats while their own people were dying in the Last War.

			When I enter the main chamber, I spot Poppy again, meditating on a wide stone bench situated between two of the white marble pillars. She’s alone, sitting cross-legged, eyes closed.

			At the sound of my footsteps, her eyelids pop open.

			“Sorry,” I tell her. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

			“It’s fine. I was just strengthening my shield.” For once, she doesn’t avert her gaze, instead locking it on mine, steady and sure. That’s encouraging.

			“You’re Poppy, right? I’m Wren.”

			“I know who you are.” I don’t hear any hostility in her tone.

			I want to ask her a hundred questions, but suddenly her body goes rigid. I glance over my shoulder to see Hawkins stalking toward us.

			Without acknowledging the blond girl, he gives me a curt nod. “Ready?”

			Poppy darts off before I can even say goodbye to her. Not a fan of Hawkins, it appears.

			Rather than go to one of the alcoves, Hawkins straddles the bench previously occupied by Poppy, resting his forearms on his thighs. I sit down and mimic the pose.

			He gets right to business, which doesn’t surprise me. Hawkins doesn’t seem like someone who enjoys small talk. Or talk in general.

			“Kallister said you incited a woman to kill herself.”

			Oh.

			Okay.

			Guess we’re getting right into it.

			I swallow the shame that floods my throat. “I did, yes.”

			“Did she resist?”

			“Yes. Well, actually, no—at first, she didn’t realize I was in her mind. Which I suppose makes sense now that I know Mods can’t detect a manipulator because there’s no electric shock.” I pause, trying to get back on track. “She only realized what I was doing once her hand started to move on its own. That’s when her mind began to resist me. I could feel her trying to push me out, to stop the command from taking hold.”

			“They fight hard,” he concurs. “It’s a survival instinct.”

			“I can imagine. I’m surprised you agreed to let me practice on you.”

			“I didn’t. I’m helping you harness gold, not letting you incite me.” Hawkins snorts. “Sorry, but I don’t know you yet, and I sure as shit don’t trust you.”

			“Then how am I supposed to train in it?”

			“You’re in luck,” he says, dripping sarcasm. “A lab rat offered themselves up.”

			He means Gray, I realize. Kallister used that same phrase yesterday, referring to Gray as my “rat.”

			I don’t know whether to be touched or call him an idiot for agreeing to let me practice incitement on him. Gray knows I have no control over it.

			“But your rat is useless to you until you can harness,” Hawkins says. “Tell me what you do when you see the gold dust.”

			I purse my lips. “When I was inciting the firing squad at my uncle’s execution, the gold was swirling in my head and distracting me. I was trying to maintain control of their minds, but the dust kept clouding my vision. I tried to clear it away—”

			“That’s your issue. You don’t want to clear it. You want to gather it. What was the energy drain like?”

			“I don’t understand.”

			“Was your own mind resisting as hard as theirs?” Hawkins clarifies. “Were you tired? Weak? Headaches? Dizzy?”

			“All of the above,” I say wryly.

			“That’s what happens when you’re not harnessing the gold properly. Or if you possess an ability that requires a massive amount of energy. Corruption, for example. Adrienne has a perfect grasp of it, and she’s more than proficient at harnessing, but no matter how skilled she is, corrupting a mind will still drain her.”

			I nod slowly. “The night she corrupted the General’s mind, she could barely walk afterward. I practically had to carry her. She couldn’t even use telepathy for almost twenty-four hours.”

			“Because it drained all her other abilities, too. It takes time for everything to recharge.”

			“Why doesn’t that happen with incitement?”

			“No idea. All we’ve been able to determine is that corruption is the most strenuous of the manipulation powers. Anyway. Sounds like every time you consciously attempt to incite, you try to push the gold away, right?”

			“I guess?”

			“That’s why you’re unsuccessful. You need the gold. Once you know how to harness it, you’ll be able to incite at will.”

			“Can you incite at will?”

			“Yes. It’s simple.” His tone is matter-of-fact, not smug. “Easy to do, easy to hold.”

			“What do you mean, hold?”

			Hawkins pushes a lock of dark hair off his forehead. This is the most animated I’ve seen him since we met. “Say I wanted to incite you to leave the Temple and grab me a coffee from the mess hall—”

			“Wait, what? You can incite me when I’m not even in the room with you?”

			Now he does look smug. “Like I said, easy. It’s similar to telepathy—the first time you establish the link, you need to be sharing the same space, right? But after that, you can access that link from anywhere. With incitement, think of it like…a leash. You need to be in the same space to open a path, to harness the gold and capture their mind. Once it’s been captured, you’ve created a leash from your mind to theirs, and as long as you can hold on to that leash, you can continue to incite the other person even if they leave your sight.”

			“What happens if you lose your grip on the leash?”

			“Then it’s done. Their mind belongs to them again. And you can’t incite remotely. The incitement always needs to start with you sharing the same energy space.” He rolls out his shoulders, as if preparing for a fight. “Enough talking. Let’s harness. Go into my mind.”

			I close my eyes, centering myself, then open a path and follow it into his mind.

			“What do you see?” Hawkins asks.

			Behind my eyelids, I see his shield, the negative frequency that protects his mind from intrusion. Just outside my field of vision, I glimpse what Uncle Jim always described as the hallway: the positive frequency you follow to establish a telepathic link.

			“Pay attention to the energy around you. Block out the negative and positive waves. What’s left? What do you see?”

			I strain my mind, trying to do what he asks. All I see is blackness. I hear a hum, though. Something else is there. I feel it. I…

			“I see it,” I mumble. “The gold dust.”

			It’s so faint, barely perceptible to the naked eye. Flickering in and out of my vision. The thinnest, most delicate sparks.

			“Picture yourself gathering it up. When I harness, I visualize coiling the gold into a tighter and tighter ball until it’s something I can hold.”

			I do what he says, reaching out to gather the gold, but it’s too elusive. I can’t for the life of me grab hold of it. Every time my fingers brush a gold strand, it floats away as if it’s being tugged by an invisible string.

			Frustration rises inside me. “It’s not working.”

			“Just keep trying.”

			I try again, but it takes several more attempts before I even come close to touching the gold.

			And then, finally, my fingertips brush it.

			Excited, I eagerly close my fingers around it, trying to trap the gold inside my fist, but the moment I do, an uncomfortable shiver rolls through my arm and up my spine. I release my fist, and the gold dust flies away.

			“I had it for a second, but I lost my grip,” I complain.

			“Try again.”

			That’s all I hear for the next hour.

			Try again. Try again. Try again.

			I grow increasingly frustrated at each failed attempt. I can almost grasp it, the slippery gold. Sometimes I’m even able to keep it in my palms for several seconds, until that peculiar shudder overtakes me, stopping me cold.

			“You keep letting go too soon,” Hawkins says brusquely. “You’re scared of the sensation. Don’t be. Let it travel through you.”

			“It doesn’t feel…right.” That’s the only word to describe it. It feels wrong when the energy is flowing through my body.

			“If you weren’t supposed to use it, you wouldn’t have the power to do it. Try again.”

			I tamp down my frustration and give it another go.

			This time, I make actual progress.

			Focusing all my concentration on the task at hand, I start gathering the dust, one wisp at a time. Excitement tickles my belly as the gold slowly becomes a bigger and bigger clump. I clench my fist around it, determined not to let it escape. My palms begin to feel hot. Tingling wildly.

			“Unclench your fists.”

			Hawkins’s voice distracts me. My eyelids open, causing me to lose my grip on the gold again. It disappears like smoke through my fingers.

			“I was just starting to get it,” I grumble at him.

			“No. I could see that you weren’t. You’re tensing too hard. Restricting the gold to one spot. That’s one of the reasons you’re not able to control it. You need to let it flow through your entire body. Here. Watch.”

			Hawkins opens a path into my mind. He’s not trying to break through my shield—I’d feel the shock at the back of my neck if he were—but he is doing something.

			I watch him in fascination. His forehead twitches a little, hinting at the mental strain transpiring behind his eyes. His veins begin to ripple, liquid silver swelling through his arms. But it’s not just his arms. The silver surges in the veins of his hands, running up his throat, flickering across his collarbone. I suspect his legs and chest are also glowing beneath his clothing.

			Finally, the silver begins to ebb and his eyes open.

			“Did you see? You want it to consume every inch of you. You expend less energy that way. Once you have the gold in your hands, let it travel to the rest of your body. When everything is contained in one spot, like your fists, for example, you only end up struggling to keep it in place. You’re not making the best use of the gold.” His dark eyes pierce my face as he utters my new least favorite words. “Try again.”
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			I head to the indoor shooting range after leaving the Temple, and the moment I enter, I feel right at home. I breathe in the familiar scent of metal and gunpowder and can’t help smiling.

			I approach the large weapons cage by the entrance, where I’m greeted by an older man in black trousers and a gray sleeveless shirt. Intricate black tattoos wind from his wrists all the way to the base of his neck.

			“You must be Darlington.” He gives me a welcoming smile. “I’m Zak. I basically run this place.”

			“Nice to meet you,” I say.

			“Come. Let me show you around.” He leads me into the cage, where he’s quick to explain their weapons protocols. “We store all the range firearms in here. When you’re done with a weapon, it goes back in the locker until it’s checked out again. And this always stays locked. If someone wants a gun we don’t have on-site, you can send a comm to the armory and they’ll bring it over.”

			That’s simple enough. I follow him back out, and he shows me where to find ear protection, safety glasses, and other equipment. Zak is personable and easy to talk to, and I find myself quickly relaxing in his presence. When I admit I prefer long-range shooting, he tells me about an Old Era rifle they keep in the armory, then regales me with an entire history of the sniper rifle in general, emphasized by dramatic hand gestures and a lot of enthusiasm.

			Eventually, he wanders off to train with a dark-haired guy I’m told is a new operative at the Dagger. I’m tasked with training a teenage boy who’s just out of upper school. His name is Wells and he’d recently been recruited by the Uprising. He walks into the range, wearing a loose shirt and worn jeans, his gaze darting around nervously.

			“This your first time shooting?” I ask him.

			With a shy smile, Wells nods. “Yeah. Never even held a gun before.”

			“Don’t worry. I’ll walk you through it.”

			I grab a handgun from the cage. Nine-mil, lighter than I’d usually pick for myself. We gear up and go to the first stall, where I demonstrate how to hold the gun and the proper stance.

			“Keep your arms slightly bent,” I advise, repositioning him. “And copy my stance. You want it to be a bit wider than that.”

			He copies me, albeit awkwardly.

			“All right, let’s line up your target.” I chuckle when he closes one eye. “Nope, keep both eyes open. And make sure to keep your finger off the trigger until you’re ready to fire.”

			I teach him how to aim, then take a step back as the eighteen-year-old gets ready to fire his first shot ever. I took mine when I was five years old. Uncle Jim wasted no time weapons-training me.

			“Deep breath,” I tell him when he glances at me for reassurance. “Then exhale and fire.”

			On a slow exhalation, Wells squeezes the trigger, jolting back from the recoil. The shot rings out, and I smile with pride when I see he hit the target. The very edge of it, barely a graze, but it still counts.

			He smiles back, his entire face lighting up. “I hit it!”

			“Killed it,” I praise. “Now do it again.”

			I spend the next several hours at the range, leaving it only for lunch, then returning to get my own training in. Zak and I have an impromptu shooting competition, and when I beat him, he seems more amused than angry. It’s refreshing. Growing up, whenever I outshot the boys in my village, they griped and complained afterward, their sad little egos bruised.

			By the time I return to my room, I’m in such a good mood that I link with Cross just so I can tell him about my day. For the first time since I got here, I actually feel like I have something to offer the Uprising. Like I can be a real asset to them.

			I curl up in the cushioned armchair across from my bed, eager to hear Cross’s voice, but when he responds, I instantly sense something is off.

			“You sound distracted,” I tell him. “What’s going on?”

			“Nothing’s going on.”

			“You’re lying. What is it?”

			There’s a long pause. He hasn’t severed the link, though. I still feel him inside my head. I feel his resistance, too. Something’s happened and he doesn’t want me to know.

			“Cross. Don’t make me come over there,” I warn.

			“What are you gonna do? Spank me?”

			His husky taunt makes my thighs clench together. Asshole. He knew exactly what would happen if he said that. As in, I’m beyond turned on now.

			“Stop trying to distract me with dirty talk.”

			“Just…don’t be mad, keen?”

			“I will never promise to not be mad.”

			I can practically feel him grinning. “I didn’t tell you because I didn’t want to worry you. But, ah, well, you know…I’ve spent the last week shackled in the stockade.”

			I blink in shock, as his words sink in.

			“I’m sorry—what?”

			He repeats himself. Reluctantly. “I was in a cell. Courtesy of my brothers.”

			“You were in a cell?” I don’t even care that I’m shouting in his head. “They shackled you? What in the hellfuck, Cross!”

			“See? This is why I didn’t want to tell you. I knew you’d react like that.”

			Anger continues to ripple through me. Cross and I have been in constant contact since I got to the Dagger, and he didn’t feel the need to tell me he was talking to me from a cell? How am I supposed to be keen with that? What the hell else has he been keeping from me while I’ve been giving him banal updates about my day?

			“You lied to me,” I say flatly.

			“I didn’t lie. I just left out some details.”

			I clench my fists, pressing them against my thighs. “Don’t pull that omission shit on me, Wolf. We promised we’d never lie to each other.”

			“Fuck.” I can hear the remorse now. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I should’ve told you.”

			“Was it because of me?”

			Guilt rips a hole in my chest when he says, “Yes. Roe’s been trying to convince Travis that I helped you escape, so they detained me in the hope that I’d own up to it.”

			“I’m going to kill them,” I growl.

			His soft chuckle tickles my ear. “It wasn’t that bad. I promise. They just strung me up from the ceiling and sent Roe in a few times a day to knock me around and annoy me.”

			“Great. I’ll kill Roe first.”

			“Don’t waste your energy on him. On either of them. Travis was just trying to teach me a lesson.”

			“What lesson?”

			“I think he wanted me to acknowledge I’m not invincible and that even the almighty Cross can make mistakes.”

			“And did you acknowledge that?” I ask in amusement.

			“Fuck no.”

			“Of course not, because the almighty Cross doesn’t make mistakes.”

			“What do you want me to say? That I regret helping you escape? I don’t. Saving your life wasn’t, and will never be, a mistake.”

			Some of my irritation thaws. “You should’ve told me you were being tortured.”

			“I wasn’t being tortured.”

			“You had to listen to Roe bitch at you every day. I consider that torture.”

			“You had enough on your plate. I didn’t want you to worry.”

			“I want you to worry me. I need to know this stuff, Cross.” My frustration bubbles over. “We’re supposed to be a team.”

			“We are.”

			“Well, that means you don’t have to handle everything on your own anymore. You can come to me for support. You can talk to me. And you need to fucking tell me if you’re strung up in a cell somewhere. Promise me.”

			“Dove—”

			“Promise me.”

			“I promise,” he says gruffly.

			But I can’t fight the feeling that he’s lying to me again.

			

			 

			Despite Cross’s assurances, I’m still fuming after our conversation. The last thing I want to do is go to dinner by myself, but Gray is gone, and my stomach demands nourishment, so I force my feet to carry me out the door. I wish I could press a button and have my meals delivered, but these people aren’t my servants. I’ll just have to suck up my discomfort.

			I try to appear as inoffensive as possible in a pair of jeans and the only item of color I find in my closet: a loose lilac shirt. I’m a dark-color kind of girl, so wearing purple feels wrong, but Tana always used to say that vibrant colors make other people feel at ease. So let’s put these assholes the fuck at ease.

			As I turn the corner toward the mess hall, I slam square into Evlynne. We collide hard, bringing a flash of displeasure to her eyes.

			“Watch where you’re going,” she snaps, striding away before I can apologize.

			She doesn’t look at ease.

			I keep walking. They’re serving steak and mashed potatoes tonight, and it smells incredible. I load up a plate, then hesitate at the end of the line, glancing around. I spot Mako with a group of men I saw at the gun range earlier. I consider joining them until I notice Evlynne heading their way. Ugh. Pass.

			Teriq is across the room, but he’s with the perpetually frowning Fiona, so that’s out, too.

			Finally, I locate Hawkins eating alone in the corner.

			After some reluctance, I stride toward him. When I set my tray on his table, I swear I hear a collective breath travel through the mess hall.

			Hawkins glances up from his plate, a slight scowl appearing. “You don’t want to sit here.”

			“Why not?”

			“Because I don’t want you to sit here.”

			“Oh.” Embarrassment tickles my throat. “I’m sorry. I should have asked.”

			Now I’m not at ease.

			Cheeks flushed, I pick up the tray, scanning the room until I notice Saint watching me from a nearby table with Henley and two young women I don’t recognize. When he nods in invitation, relief flutters through me. I join their group, eagerly dropping into a chair.

			“Were you trying to sit with Hawkins?” Henley eyes me with deep amusement.

			“Yeah.” I sigh. “And he basically told me to get lost.”

			The two girls laugh. “Trust me,” the one with dark hair says, “you’re better off. He’s a total psycho.”

			They introduce themselves as Vikka and Darlie and proceed to tell me all about life at the Dagger. Despite their friendliness, I feel out of place, a sensation that always causes me to become guarded, more aloof. Too nervous to engage, I eat quietly and quickly, then bid them goodbye and hurry off. Sometimes I really wish Uncle Jim had encouraged me to socialize with human beings rather than horses and cattle. But the man was as antisocial as I am.

			Leaving the mess hall, I reach out to Kallister telepathically.

			“I’d like to see Xavier. Gray said to check with you.”

			There’s a brief pause. “All right. I’ll let the guard know.”

			“Great. Thanks.” I expected a lot more resistance.

			“Maybe when you’re there you can convince your friend to be more cooperative. A show of good faith, if you will.”

			“I’ll do my best.”

			Ignoring a twinge of guilt about betraying Kallister’s trust, I stop at my quarters to retrieve the signal jammer Gray was kind enough to let me steal, then take the elevator to the Operations floor.

			I enter the holding area to find Neema behind the desk. Evlynne’s best friend.

			I stifle a sigh. “Hey. I’m here to see Lieutenant Ford. Kallister granted me clearance.”

			She offers a haughty smirk. “There are no lieutenants on this base.”

			“You know who I mean, Neema,” I say, fighting my impatience. “Can I please see him?”

			We stare each other down for a moment. Her jaw is tight. The rest of my patience is waning. Then, without another word, she swipes the holoscreen on her desk, and the door behind her slides open.

			“Thank you,” I mutter.

			When I reach his cell, I find Xavier lying on the bed, staring at the ceiling. He groans the second he spots me.

			“I changed my mind, Darlington. I need you to try to get me a tablet or something. I’m so bored.”

			I approach the bars. “I’ll see what I can do.” As my gaze rests on the keypad, I quickly link with Kallister again. “Can I go into the cell with him?”

			I assume he contacts Neema, because a moment later, the lock releases with a buzz.

			“Be careful,” Kallister warns.

			“He won’t hurt me.”

			I step into the cell, the door locking behind me. “Move over,” I tell Xavier.

			“Don’t you have better things to do?” he cracks, sliding up into a sitting position. He runs a hand through his dark hair, then scratches the side of his neck.

			“Not really. I’m awful at making friends.”

			He laughs. “Why does that not surprise me?”

			I slip my hand into my back pocket and activate the jammer. I’m only blocking the audio signal. Hopefully Neema is satisfied with seeing us on her holoscreen and doesn’t try to access the sound feed.

			I join Xavier on the cot, leaning my head against the cold stone wall and pulling my knees up. He mimics my pose, bringing his knees up, too.

			After a beat, I shock myself by resting my head on his shoulder.

			It doesn’t go unnoticed.

			“Are you leaning on me?” he demands.

			“Yes. And I’m not happy about it, so please just shut up.”

			“Wow, it must really be bad up there.”

			“It’s not terrible. Most of the people are friendly.”

			As I straighten up, Xavier suddenly grips my chin and pulls my face toward him.

			For one outrage-laced moment, I think he’s going to kiss me, but all he does is bring his lips to my ear and whisper, “Have you spoken to him?”

			I shove his hand away, leaning back with a grin. “Yes, and you don’t need to sexy-whisper in my ear. I’m jamming their audio.”

			He looks impressed. “How’d you manage that?”

			“I have my ways. You need to stop doubting my covert abilities.” I frown at him. “I hear you’re not cooperating.”

			“With the ’fect assholes? Why would I?”

			I reach over and smack him on the cheek. Lightly, but hard enough to mean business.

			“Hey,” he protests. “What was that for?”

			“For calling me a ’fect.”

			“I wasn’t calling you that. I was referring to your friends.”

			“I have the same abilities as them. So if you don’t think I’m defective, then you need to stop calling them that, too.”

			“I’ll take it into consideration,” he says in that mocking voice of his.

			“Are they interrogating you in here or taking you somewhere else?”

			“They bring me into a command room.” Xavier grimaces. “It’s usually the bitchy redhead questioning me.”

			“Adrienne,” I say with a snicker.

			“Yeah, her. Other times it’s Julian Ash’s brother, or this other asshole who sits there sulking and whining that they’re wasting their time and should just vote to execute me.”

			“That would be Teriq.” I hesitate. “Look, you’re not going to like hearing this, but…I think it’s time you start talking. Try to strike some sort of deal.”

			His jaw snaps open. “Fuck that.”

			“What’s your endgame here, Ford? That Cross will extract you? Because he won’t. He can’t.” My anger comes rushing back. “He spent the last week shackled in a cell and didn’t think it necessary to tell me until today.”

			Xavier snorts under his breath. “Does that really surprise you?”

			“Yes,” I shoot back. “He’s been lying by omission for days. Acting like he’s on the base when he’s in the stockade.”

			“Technically the stockade is on the base.”

			“Don’t defend him.”

			He just chuckles. “What did you expect, Darlington? It’s Cross Redden. He’s an impenetrable fortress. He’d rather keep everything locked up inside, even if it means pushing away the people who care about him. It’s how he’s always been. You just gotta accept it.”

			Cross Redden might be an impenetrable fortress, but I knew him long before I ever met him. I knew him as Wolf, and Wolf was capable of being vulnerable with me. Wolf told me about his nightmares. His hopes. His darkest fears. Sometimes it feels like Cross has forgotten I know those parts of him.

			“He said they only ‘knocked him around.’ ” I lean into Xavier again, groaning softly against his shoulder. “I hope he’s not downplaying it. I want him to be okay.”

			“Downplaying is this asshole’s middle name,” Cross’s best friend says, ruffling my hair. “There was this one summer when we were kids, maybe twelve, thirteen years old? We went on a hike in Ward E, just outside the Point. Well, first we broke into the General’s liquor cabinet and stole some grange—”

			“Nope. There’s no way you can convince me that General Redden drank grange.”

			Grange is mostly found in the less prosperous wards. It’s the liquor of choice of the miners in D, the factory workers in B, the laborers in K. I’ve only had it once—Uncle Jim couldn’t stand the stuff—and I remember it tasting like a mixture of burnt caramel and sour pine, which I suppose makes sense since it’s a synthetic offshoot of whiskey and gin, a horrible-tasting combination of two much tastier liquors. But it’s cheap to make and costs hardly any Lux credits to buy, so I get why it’s popular. A man in General Redden’s position, however, could afford a lot better.

			“I’m serious. The General always kept a bottle in the house,” Xavier insists. “Anyway, we were out in the woods, boozed off our asses, when we suddenly decided to climb what was basically a vertical cliff wall. In the dark.”

			“Why?”

			“Because we were stupid.” He chuckles, amused by the memory. “Cross gets halfway up the wall, can’t find a foothold, and slips. This asswit plummets fifteen feet and breaks the fall with his left arm. But according to him, he’s just fine. He says, Let’s try again, and we scale the wall and make it all the way to the top this time. And it isn’t until we get back to the Point that he says, Oh, by the way, we should probably stop at the hospital.”

			I sigh. “How bad was it?”

			“Arm was broken in four places. He climbed a cliff with a broken arm and hiked for two hours afterward without so much as a grunt of pain. He had to spend more than an hour in the regen chamber. Usually it takes ten minutes, tops, to regen a fracture.”

			“I can’t believe he didn’t say a word.”

			“I can. That’s how Cross is. He doesn’t want anyone to see him as weak. He’ll never ask for help, and he sure as shit won’t let anyone worry about him.”

			My heart squeezes. I relate to that, more than anyone can ever know. I don’t want anyone worrying about me, either.

			Before I can respond, I feel Kallister poking the back of my mind.

			“Time’s up,” he says, and the cell door buzzes open. “I’m waiting for you in the corridor. There’s something I need to show you.”

			“I have to go.” As I stand, I reach into my pocket and disable the signal jammer. “I’ll come see you tomorrow, if they’ll let me.”

			Xavier pouts. “Get me that tablet if you can. Load some books on it.”

			“When did you learn how to read?”

			“Fuck off.”

			I return to the holding area where I receive another glare from Neema. I don’t bother bidding her goodbye.

			In the hall, I find Kallister typing on his comm. His head raises at the sound of my footsteps.

			“How’s our prisoner doing?” he asks dryly.

			“Bored and demanding something to read.”

			“Those arrogant Command fucks never change. Come on. Let’s go.”

			He takes off walking. I fall into step with him, curious about where we’re going. When we reach the air lock and I realize we’re leaving the base, wariness climbs up my throat.

			Outside the Dagger, the sun has long set, but the moon sits high above us, lighting our path. The topography of this mountain base is truly something else. I follow Kallister up a staircase that’s carved directly into the stone, winding its way upward.

			“Where are we going?”

			He doesn’t answer, which only heightens my unease. Something doesn’t feel right. And I feel naked without a weapon.

			“This way,” he says as the path grows steeper.

			I follow without a word. He moves like Uncle Jim. Those sure strides. The impatient set of his shoulders. Anytime Jim moved, it was brisk and decisive, even if he was just rising from his armchair to grab whiskey from the kitchen cupboard. He moved with purpose. Kallister is the same way.

			The path ends on a bluff that offers a view of the dark treetops and craggy peaks in the distance. Kallister strides toward a shadowy cavity in the rock.

			“In here.”

			I hesitate, but my innate curiosity propels me forward until I’m inside a small cave, staring at something from one of those old science-fiction novels in the digital library. Standing out against the pitch black is a jagged glowing slice in the rock, emitting a faint white light.

			Although it’s about six feet tall, it’s barely a foot wide. The gap doesn’t look big enough for anyone to walk through, so I’m startled when Kallister suddenly twists his body and steps sideways into the iridescent slit in the rock.

			Portals. That’s what the books called them.

			“Come on,” he calls over his shoulder. “I want to show you something.”

			Okay. That’s promising. He didn’t evaporate in a cloud of blood and molecules, so I guess it’s not a supernatural portal into another dimension. Nonetheless, apprehension tightens my throat as I approach the opening. I run my fingers through the shimmery light, then brace myself.

			When nothing happens, I laugh, feeling silly.

			I shuffle in sideways, gasping when I find myself in another cave. Small and circular, with walls covered in white daggerstone and a gurgling natural fountain in the center. Water spills into it from a crack in the rock, forming a shallow crystalline pool that gently swirls and ripples. It’s like a magical little sanctuary, evoking a sense of serenity.

			Kallister walks to a weathered stone bench at the edge of the fountain and takes a seat, gesturing for me to join him. The glowing white walls guide my way, and as I sit, I marvel at the beauty all around us.

			“Is this entire mountain full of daggerstone caves?” I exclaim.

			“Pretty incredible, isn’t it? Nature never fails to astound me. None of these things existed before the Last War, before all the bombs and radiation and toxins released into the air. We tried to kill her, but she wouldn’t let us.”

			“Her?”

			“The old books refer to her as Mother Nature.” He smiles. “I think it’s fitting. Look at what she’s birthed.” He gestures at the rare gemstone that didn’t exist until the last century. “Daggerstone. Horned bears. A black mist that rises from the mountains. It’s like she was trying to tell us something.”

			“Tell us what?”

			“That if you attempt to destroy her creations with your bombs and toxins, she’ll just create even more beautiful and mysterious things.”

			This cave is beautiful and mysterious, all right.

			“Did you bring me here to train?” I ask, remembering how he said daggerstone harnesses your powers.

			“No. We can’t train here. White daggerstone mutes your abilities.”

			I falter. “But you said…”

			“Blue daggerstone amplifies them. Fuels them. White stops them from working entirely.”

			Curious to test that theory, I try to link with him.

			A frown mars my lips. “I can’t open a path.”

			He chuckles. “Told you. Something about the properties of white daggerstone blocks the flow of energy.”

			“Why did you bring me here, then?” I rise from the bench, my anxiety returning now that I know I’m telepathically handcuffed. “Are you going to kill me?”

			Kallister responds with a deep, full-throated laugh. “Of course not. I just wanted us to speak privately.” Humor fading, he tips his head, studying me. “It’s uncanny,” he says.

			Despite his assurance that he’s not here to murder me, my heart is stuck in my throat. After Roe shot Betima in the head in front of me, I vowed I would never be caught off guard again, but right now I fear I’ve been led into a trap. My mind’s scrambling for a way out, feet inching away from the fountain.

			“What’s uncanny?” I edge backward another inch.

			“Your resemblance to your mother. You have her eyes.”

			Shock freezes me in place. But I recover fast, clearing my throat before adopting a careless tone. “I never knew my mother.”

			“I did. I knew Marina very well.”

			My body grows weak. He knows her name.

			He fucking knows.

			Kallister’s gaze never leaves mine. “Julian tried to feed me a story about finding you orphaned on the side of the road, but my brother really should’ve known better. I figured out the truth as soon as your photograph was uploaded to the Company database. I know exactly who you are, Wren.” He cocks a brow. “Or do you prefer Stella?”
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			I never had any memories of my parents, so when I was younger, I used to make up my own. I’d daydream about who they were, creating warm and fuzzy scenes that never happened. My favorite fake memory is of my father helping me with my schoolwork at the kitchen table. He’s so patient with me when I can’t concentrate, when my longing gaze fixes out the window. He smiles and says that if I finish my math worksheet, he’ll push me on the swing before dinner.

			In my fake memory, we live on the ranch in Z, and there’s a tire swing hanging from the ancient oak tree out front. That’s where Mom finds us later as she walks up and wraps her arms around my dad from behind, nuzzling her face in his neck. The sun is setting, casting a golden glow over the ranch, and I bask in the way my parents look at each other. Soft smiles passing between them, adoration on my father’s face. Their love wraps around me like a cozy blanket, and in that one perfect moment, everything feels right.

			Except none of that is real. It never happened.

			My father never helped me with my homework, because he was dead.

			My mother never joined us at the tire swing, because she was too busy planning a bombing that killed hundreds of Mods.

			I have no memories of them, only secrets.

			Secrets that Kallister knows all about, apparently.

			“It’s all right,” he says when he catches my stricken expression. His voice is gentle, reassuring.

			“Is it?” I counter, sneaking another step backward. Fuck. I wish I had my rifle.

			“No one else at the Dagger knew your mother, so they won’t see the resemblance. But I’ll never forget those eyes.”

			My eyes. Of course. These fucking things have always been a thorn in my side. A deep honey brown, with flecks of gold around the pupils. In certain lighting, they can appear yellow.

			“I don’t understand. You knew this entire time who I was? From the second I stepped foot on this base?”

			“Yes.”

			“So you were playing me?” Bitterness coats my throat. “Pretending to trust me?”

			“No. I was waiting for the right time to discuss it.”

			He shifts on the bench, angling his body so he can see me better. I know he doesn’t miss how I’m creeping away. I’m not being subtle.

			“I wanted to get a sense of you first. To get to know you without bringing your parents into it. I worried you’d be on guard if you realized I knew your true background, that you would shut me out before we had a chance to know each other.”

			He’s right. That’s exactly what would’ve happened.

			“But you knew. You knew all these years that Jim was raising Marina’s daughter.”

			“I suspected the second he resurfaced after deserting the Command, suddenly in possession of a child. A child who happened to be the same age as the child Marina tragically lost in a fire.”

			I frown. “There was a fire?”

			He ignores the question. “My suspicions were confirmed when I saw your photo.”

			“If you knew that Jim was harboring a traitor’s kid, why didn’t you say anything?”

			“Because he was my brother. My blood. And it was clear how much you meant to him, judging by the lengths he went to protect you.” Kallister pauses. “He loved your mother. Did he tell you that?”

			The frank statement triggers a slew of questions, all of them biting my tongue at once. But only one flies out before I can stop it.

			“Was Jim my father?”

			“No,” Kallister answers. “Jake Hess was your father. I guarantee it.”

			“How?”

			“I tested your Company DNA sample against Julian’s. It wasn’t a match.”

			My jaw drops. “You ran a paternity test without telling him?”

			“Needed to be sure.” He doesn’t sound at all repentant.

			“Have you told anyone who I am?”

			“If I had, you wouldn’t have been allowed at the Dagger.”

			“Because my parents were traitors.”

			His lips curl slightly, and I sense his disgust. “Yes.”

			As my anxiety rises, I start to pace the small space only to realize there’s no room for that. So I lean against the wall and slide down until my ass lands in a heap on the dirt floor. I pull my knees up, wrapping my arms around myself.

			“I only found out recently,” I say, tilting my head toward him. “Jim never told me who they were.”

			“You don’t have any memories of them?”

			“Not really. My dad died when I was four, and my mom gave me to Jim when I was five. It’s mostly just fuzzy images.” Pain slices into me. “I don’t even know what they look like. There aren’t any photos of them in the Company public database or on Nexus.”

			“Intelligence would’ve scrubbed them for security reasons.”

			“Jim told me that my mother sent me away because I incited her. She realized how dangerous it was for me to remain in the city, so she asked him to protect me.”

			Kallister scoffs before shifting his gaze away.

			“What?” I push.

			“Nothing. I won’t speak out of turn.”

			“No, please do.”

			There’s a long pause, then, “I don’t know if your mother ever protected anyone other than herself.”

			His blunt words stab me in the heart. Somehow, I manage to keep a brave face, but Kallister just voiced the fear I’ve been battling since I read Uncle Jim’s letter. That my mother’s actions had nothing to do with my safety and everything to do with some unknown nefarious motive.

			I’m questioning everything now. Every single thing. And I fucking hate it. I feel like my own mind sprang a trap for me, and like a fool I walked right into it. I allowed myself to craft a heroic backstory for my parents, based on the meager details Uncle Jim provided over the years.

			He said my mother was brave, and my mind thrust her into the role of valiant warrior.

			He said my parents loved each other deeply, and I conjured up a couple whose transcendent love helped them fight together against oppression.

			Hearing Kallister call her selfish feels like a rug being pulled out from under my feet. In my mind, my mother was selfless, fearless, clever. She possessed unshakable strength and not a single weakness.

			She was perfect.

			I suppose this is what happens when you place someone on a pedestal where they can do no wrong. When you don’t acknowledge they might have flaws and contradictions and deep-rooted insecurities. Now that I’m learning all these new details, the perfect image I created is fading by the second.

			I set her up for failure the moment I idealized her.

			“He told me the truth in a letter,” I say miserably, rubbing the bridge of my nose. “One of those in-the-event-of-my-death letters. That’s where he revealed their real names, my real name. He said they were responsible for the bombing of Valterra Ridge.”

			“Yes. They were.”

			“But why? She was a Mod.”

			“Marina was…a complicated woman. But now probably isn’t the time to get into everything.”

			I capture the inside of my cheek with my teeth, gnawing on it. “Are you going to tell anyone who I am?”

			“No.”

			I gnaw harder. “Because they’ll hate me if they knew the truth?”

			“Most of the people at the Dagger weren’t personally affected by what happened at the Ridge, but there are some in the valley who remember. Who suffered. I’d like to think they’re enlightened enough not to blame a child for her parents’ sins, but it was a dark day in our history and…yes, I worry some might hold it against you,” he says gruffly.

			A dark day in our history, indeed. From what I recall, more than fourteen hundred people died during that attack, hundreds of them children. It sickens me that my parents were responsible for it.

			It feels like my entire identity has been upended. I was desperate to join the Uprising so I could follow in their footsteps, and it turns out it was all a childish fantasy.

			“Why?” I ask through the lump in my throat. “Why would they betray their own people?”

			“There were many Mods who opposed President Severn’s reign. Your mother was one of them.”

			“So she sided with the General instead?” Disgust climbs up my throat. “She helped him with his Coup? With the Silverblood Purge?”

			“In her eyes, I suppose Merrick Redden was the lesser of two evils.”

			I clench my teeth, trying to control my anger. “I never would’ve done that.”

			Kallister stands, brushing the front of his trousers, then lowers his body next to me, stretching his legs out. It’s a bit jarring because he doesn’t seem like the kind of man who sits on the ground. Uncle Jim fit right in amid the dirt, doing hard labor on the ranch, mucking out stalls, but Kallister seems too put-together to get dirty.

			“You would’ve sided with Severn?” he presses.

			I don’t answer right away, a knot forming in my stomach. By all accounts, President Severn caused a lot of harm. He incited without remorse. Treated Primes as less than, scoffing at their inferior blood.

			And yet…there isn’t a chapter in our history called the Prime Purge. General Redden killed tens of thousands of Mods in his purge. Severn, for all his flaws, never went that far.

			“Yes,” I finally say. “Maybe he wasn’t the greatest leader, maybe his morals weren’t entirely on straight, but he was still a Mod. I wouldn’t have gone against our people.”

			“That’s good to hear. Because we’re at war again, and I need to know that unlike your parents, you’re going to fight for the right side.”

			“I’m not like them,” I reply through gritted teeth. “I would never betray people who are counting on me.”

			Kallister pats my knee, giving it a quick, reassuring squeeze. “I know you wouldn’t. My brother knew it, too. He wouldn’t have gone out on a limb to protect you, to keep you safe all these years, if he thought you weren’t loyal to the cause.”

			“And exactly what is the cause?”

			“Creating a world where we can live free,” he says simply.

			“At the expense of the Primes?”

			“Only if they choose to be expendable. They don’t have to be.” He shrugs. “There is a way for us to live together, but it won’t be with them in charge. Every time they’re in power, we become second-class citizens, and we’re not going to live that way anymore.”

			“When President Severn was in charge, they were second-class citizens.”

			“Severn didn’t have an Authority. He didn’t have a council voting on important issues. He took it upon himself to make all the decisions, whether the people supported them or not. That’s not how we operate here. We care about your opinions, and we want to please the majority. All we require in return is trust and loyalty.”

			“You don’t need to question my loyalty.”

			“I don’t.” Kallister hops to his feet and extends his hand. “If Julian trusted you, then so do I.”
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			The days pass. I spend most of my time at the range or in my room, despite Gray encouraging me to socialize with him and his friends. Meanwhile, he’s not there himself half the time. Turns out Grayson Blake is a workaholic. He’s constantly in the hangars, training new pilots, flying transports, even working as a mechanic when needed. At dinner last night, he pored over a flight manual on his tablet and ignored everyone, which pissed off Karra because she was one of the people being ignored. I heard them fighting about it later. Gray’s girl definitely has a temper.

			Cross hasn’t been around much, either. I guess now that he’s no longer chained in a cell, he doesn’t have as much free time, but I wish he would check in more often and tell me what’s happening in the wards, what his brother is planning.

			If my gut is correct, the Uprising has plans of their own. They might claim to be in dark mode, but I’m convinced something is stirring at the Dagger, at least among the Authority. Gray disappears into the war room every morning, and whenever I ask him what they’re discussing, he keeps it vague.

			This afternoon, I’m heading to the outdoor target range to try out an Old Era rifle that Zak refuses to shut up about. I was surprised by the heft of the rifle case when I checked it out of the armory, and it’s made for a cumbersome walk ten minutes down the mountain.

			When I get to the range, I find several other shooters already taking up residence there, including Mako, Evlynne, and an older man named Orin whose marksmanship skills everyone keeps lauding.

			The range is in a flat, open area, with metal plates for targets positioned at various distances, and multiple shooting lanes set up on the grassy expanse. Across the field, Evlynne is working with Wells, the teen I’ve been helping in the indoor range. He lies flat on his stomach, eye fixed on his scope, while she coaches him. Her gaze flicks toward me, but she doesn’t offer a hello or other greeting. Not even a smile or nod.

			Whatever. I didn’t come to the range today to win Evlynne over. I’m here for the rifles. This rifle. The TAC-50, a relic from the Old Era. According to Zak, this bolt-action sniper rifle was used by nearly every global military, and he swears by its accuracy and long-range capabilities. But I need to see it for myself before I believe it.

			I find an empty lane and get settled as a slight breeze moves through the air, carrying the faint odor of gunpowder. Removing the rifle from the case, I admire its heavy-duty barrel. Zak said it was specifically designed to handle the recoil from the .50-caliber round.

			When I pick it up, I’m once again startled by the heft. This thing must be fifteen pounds, easy.

			From the corner of my eye, I see Mako ambling toward me.

			“Heavier than you thought, right?” he chortles.

			“Oh yeah. Didn’t expect that.”

			“The weight helps stabilize it when you’re firing and controls the recoil. Let me guess, Zak said you had to test it out.”

			“Yep. He’s obsessed.”

			Mako plops down on the grass a few feet away, watching me set up the TAC-50. He’s so big, his larger-than-life stature mirroring his personality. Every time I see him, he’s cackling about something or sporting that goofy grin.

			“Are you sure you want to be seen talking to me in front of your friend Evlynne?” I challenge, raising an eyebrow. I can feel Evlynne’s gaze on us.

			“Ev will get over it. She and Neema just have some hang-ups about inciters. They had a bad experience once.”

			“Do you really want to risk their wrath? They seem like they’d hold a grudge. I won’t be insulted if you leave.”

			“Are you going to incite me?”

			“No.”

			“Then why would I leave?” He leans back on his elbows. With his shirt stretched tight across his broad chest and shoulders, it looks like his muscles are trying to escape.

			I bite back a smile, then position the rifle so it’s pointing toward the closer set of targets. I don’t know if I’m ready to go big right out of the gate.

			“Have you shot this rifle before?” I ask Mako.

			“I’ve shot ’em all. As far as Old Era rifles go, the TAC is one of my favorites. Solid, powerful. That thing feels like it’s built to last forever.”

			“I mean, it sort of has.”

			“But my ultimate favorite? The M82. Whenever I fire it, I feel like the universe is communicating with me.”

			I snicker. “Uh-huh. Is that so?”

			“Oh yeah, Wrenny. That recoil is wild. But it’s worth every single shoulder bruise.”

			My first shot confirms that bruising is going to be a likely side effect today. The recoil is intense, making my teeth rattle and vibrating through my shoulder and down my arm.

			Mako and I spend the next hour shooting and chatting. When we’re leaving the range afterward, he reveals there’s a party tonight, urging me to come.

			“Maybe,” I say noncommittally, but he proceeds to pester me about it the entire walk back to the Dagger, until I finally agree to go.

			

			 

			A few hours after dinner, Gray knocks on my door to take me to the party.

			I step into the hall outside our quarters to find him looking handsome and relaxed in a pair of faded blue jeans that hugs his long legs, brown hiking boots, and a button-down shirt in a deep green that brings out his eyes.

			As I close my door, the wide neckline of my thin black sweater falls off one shoulder to reveal the strap of my bra, drawing Gray’s attention.

			He rakes his gaze over me, making a tsking noise with his tongue. “You’re wasted on the captain, cowgirl.”

			“I don’t think your girlfriend would appreciate you saying that.”

			“I’m not hitting on you, only stating a truth. You’re pure smoke. Way too hot for a cold prick like Redden. That guy doesn’t know how to have fun.”

			“Trust me, he knows how to have fun.” I swallow a laugh. “Though maybe not as much as you.”

			“Nobody can have as much fun as me.” He swings his arm over my shoulder. “Come on, let’s go and get boozed.”

			We make it five feet down the hall before he stops, claiming he forgot something. He jogs back to his quarters and returns a moment later with a rifle.

			I raise my eyebrows. “Why do we need a rifle for a party?”

			“Lots of white coyotes in these hills,” he explains. “Ridgehowlers, too. Better safe than sorry.”

			“You know I’m a much better shot than you, right?”

			“Good point.” He slips the strap off and holds the weapon out to me.

			“You’re giving me a rifle?” I can’t fight a jubilant smile. Aside from the guns at the range, which I return and lock up after I’m done with them, this is the first time I’ve carried a weapon since I got to the Dagger. “Even though nobody trusts me?”

			“Oh, fuck off with that. Everyone loves you. Mako talks about you so much that I think he’s locked, and Lu is dying to be your friend, which you would know if you weren’t so antisocial. But anyway, who cares about everyone else?” Gray winks. “I’m the only one who matters, and I trust you.”

			I trust you.

			Those three simple words do more for me than he could ever imagine.

			Nobody but Kallister knows who my parents are, yet it constantly feels like I’m walking in the shadows of their actions, trying to atone for sins I never even committed.

			Knowing I have Gray’s trust dislodges some of that shame and fear from my chest, easing the weight.

			We leave the base through the air lock, taking the same path Kallister used when he showed me the white daggerstone cave on the bluff. The reminder triggers a rush of anxiety. I hate placing my trust in people I don’t know, and if he wasn’t Uncle Jim’s twin, I’d be a lot more terrified about Kallister knowing my secret.

			Earlier, when I told Cross about Kallister’s cave ambush, he made it clear how much he trusted Kallister. As in, not one damn bit. Cross warned me to be on guard and keep my distance. All I can really do, though, is hope that Kallister keeps his promise to stay quiet.

			The back of my neck suddenly tingles. Speaking of Cross.

			Since I hate ignoring him, I quickly accept the link, but only to say, “Hey. I can’t talk.”

			“Why not?” he asks suspiciously.

			“I’m with Kaine. We’re—”

			“Don’t fucking make me murder that man, Dove.”

			I clamp my teeth over my lip to stop from laughing. “Stop it. He’s my friend.”

			“Yeah, well, he’s gonna be your dead friend if he tries anything.”

			“Can we link up later?” I ask him. “Or is it important?”

			There’s a beat. “It can wait.”

			“You sure?”

			“Yeah. We can talk later. I love you.”

			“Love you, too.”

			I end the conversation, part of me wondering if I should’ve told Gray to go on ahead and found a private spot to speak to Cross. But how would I ever explain that? Gray doesn’t know Cross is a Mod, and that’s not something I’m about to share.

			The path grows narrow as the trail winds higher into the mountain, and my breath hitches when I notice the view beyond the ridge. The moon hangs perfectly between the two peaks, its pale, ethereal light spilling across the rugged terrain. It’s beautiful.

			“Is that where the valley is?” I ask, trying to get a better look. I can’t make anything out in the darkness.

			“No. The valley is east of here, bordered by mountains on three sides. You can’t see it until you’re right on top of it.”

			“Sounds like a great location for a hidden camp.”

			“It is.”

			I suddenly register the sound of voices up ahead, drifting toward us from the end of the trail.

			“We’re almost there,” he says, nodding forward.

			I glimpse the lights flickering between the trees like fireflies, casting an orange glow over the dark forest. I hear music now, too, something electronic, and a wave of laughter floats toward us, along with the acrid smell of campfire.

			While Gray relaxes as we near the clearing, I only grow more tense. His shoulders loosen. Mine tighten. A blast of heat from the bonfire hits me the moment we emerge from the trail. Someone is poking it with a long stick, and the flames rise higher, crackling and spitting and sending yellow-orange sparks upward toward the sky.

			As if sensing my anxiety, Gray stops walking and fixes me with a firm look. “Stop cowering. You’re Wren Darlington. You don’t care what other people think about you.”

			He’s right. I’m usually impervious to judgment and criticism. But…

			I bite my lip. “What if I do care?”

			He reaches for my hand, clasping it gently. “The only opinions that matter to you are the ones belonging to people you care about. Keen?”

			A smile breaks free. I feel my nerves trickling away. “Keen.”

			“Good. Now come on, let’s see what kind of party favors we’ve got tonight.”

			The party favors, we soon discover, are grange and stims. I’m not a fan of either, especially stims. I don’t begrudge those who choose to use recreational drugs, but they’re just not for me. Instead, I accept the small brown bottle that Gray hands me and take a quick sip, grimacing at the flavor that’s somehow both sweet and bitter.

			The clearing is full of people, some clustered together in groups, others dancing in the light of the fire. I spot Henley wrapped up with a brunette in a short dress, his hands taking a lot of liberties as they slide under the hem. The rest of Gray’s usual crew stands nearby laughing about something. We join the group, Gray tugging Karra toward him to plant a kiss on her lips. She flings her arms around his neck, fervently kissing him back.

			I smile at the others, receiving answering smiles from Luisa and Mako. Saint nods, watching me over the rim of his grange bottle. Evlynne and Neema offer their usual glares, then continue the conversation as if I’m not there.

			“My favorite part is Luisa’s response. ‘Oh hi,’ ” Evlynne says, mimicking a high-pitched voice while Luisa’s face flushes.

			Gray breaks his lip-lock with Karra, chuckling in our direction. “Are we talking about Lu’s first solo flight?”

			“Yep,” confirms a grinning Mako.

			“It was an accident,” protests Luisa. “I wasn’t paying attention because I was too focused on my instruments. Gray scared me that morning about the airspeed gauge glitching out.”

			Gray fills in the blanks for me. “She flew directly into Tierra Fe airspace without realizing it. Didn’t even know she was being tailed by two enemy fighter jets until they were talking to her over the radio.”

			Mako howls with laughter. “You gotta hear that recording, Wrenny. I think it’s still saved in the comm library.”

			“One of the Tierran pilots orders her to turn around or they’ll shoot her down,” Gray continues. “And she goes, ‘Oh hi. I didn’t see you there.’ ”

			“Is this Lu’s Tierra Fe adventure?” Henley joins us then, holding hands with the girl he was dancing with. “Fuck, that was epic.”

			“You guys trade with them, right?” I ask. “I remember Kallister saying something about that.”

			“We have an agreement in place,” Gray explains. “Shipments come in every few months.”

			“So I get why we want their stuff,” I say. Uncle Jim told me the entire continent of Tierra Fe is rich with resources. “But what do we have that they’d want?”

			Gray shrugs. “Medical supplies. Tech.”

			Karra raises her bottle and waves it around. “And cases and cases of grange. They can’t make it down there.”

			“In exchange, we get their glenshade,” Henley says, grinning happily.

			I look over in surprise. “They give us glenshade?”

			“Oh yeah,” he confirms. “And it’s the pure stuff, too. Not lab made.”

			I’m not a big drinker, but I’ll always take glenshade if someone offers it. Like grange, it’s an offshoot of whiskey, but this iteration tastes incredible and goes down as smooth as butter.

			Henley winks when he sees my face. He holds out the tin bottle in his hand. “See for yourself.”

			I take a deep swig. The moment the amber liquid touches my tongue, I let out a soft noise of contentment. Holy hellfuck. This actually is glenshade.

			“Good, right?” he prompts.

			“So good,” I say, handing the bottle back.

			Mako’s enormous shoulders suddenly tense, his expression darkening as he calls to someone across the fire. “Hey, Raven! Enjoying the party?”

			The pink-haired woman’s muffled response floats toward us. “I didn’t eat your cake, Mako!”

			“Do you think she ever gets tired of lying?” he asks the group.

			Hiding a smile, I sip my grange, which after the glenshade tastes like warm, bitter awfulness. It burns my throat, and not in a good way.

			Someone adds more logs to the fire, sending orange embers exploding in the air and carried away by the night breeze. I listen to the crackle of the fire and look up at the sky. The stars are so bright tonight.

			As Henley’s companion wanders off, he drags a hand through his shoulder-length blond hair and flicks his curious gaze at me. “You got a man, Darlington?” he drawls.

			The question catches me off guard. But I decide to be honest. “Sort of.”

			“Where’s he at? The Point?”

			I shrug, which brings a faint smile to his lips. I notice Gray listening intently to our exchange, and I don’t think he’s the only one. From the corner of my eye, I see Evlynne’s veins begin to ripple, indicating she’s using her powers. Neema’s arms start glowing, too.

			“Now, now, ladies,” chides Henley. “Let’s not be rude.”

			Neither woman is at all contrite. If anything, Neema gives me a smug look. Yeah. They were totally talking about me.

			I shift my gaze and catch a flash of movement at the edge of the fire. Fiona is trying to lead Poppy away, but the teenager isn’t having it.

			“It’s not even ten.” Poppy’s complaint drifts toward us as the two of them pass. “Why do I have to leave if you’re tired?”

			“Enough,” I hear Fiona scold.

			Once they’re out of earshot, Luisa shakes her head. “Fiona is so overprotective. I’d lose my mind if my mom treated me like that.”

			“Welcome to my life,” I say dryly. “My uncle broke out in hives every time I left the ranch.”

			She laughs. “That’s my worst nightmare.”

			“Wasn’t fun,” I agree, and Henley chuckles.

			My attention is once again diverted when a loud rustling noise echoes in the brush. I instinctively raise my rifle at the same time Saint lifts his own.

			A trio of young men stumbles into the clearing, and I relax, lowering the weapon.

			“Careful there,” Evlynne taunts. “It’s dark out. Can’t have you accidentally shooting our own people.”

			I eye her in amusement. “I’ve never accidentally shot anything in my life, in the dark or otherwise. When I fire, I mean it.”

			She gives a mocking laugh, her eyes gleaming in the firelight. “That so? How about a demonstration then?”

			“What exactly am I demonstrating? You’ve seen me shoot at the range.”

			“You’re right. Night shooting isn’t everyone’s strong suit,” she says with a tsking noise.

			I tamp down my irritation. “If you’re trying to goad me into—”

			“Who’s goading?” she interjects, her tone overly sweet. “I asked for a demonstration. You declined. No need to be embarrassed.”

			Godfucking damn it.

			Fatal flaw triggered.

			The one thing I’ve never been able to walk away from is a challenge.

			“All right,” I say in an equally saccharine voice. “I’d love to demonstrate, but how about we make it a good old-fashioned competition? How’s that sound, Evlynne?”

			The muscles in her jaw tighten. She doesn’t like the cutting way I said her name.

			Well, I don’t like the shitty way she speaks to me.

			“Ooh, a little bit of night shooting,” chirps Karra, mischief dancing in her dark eyes. “How fun.”
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			A sense of anticipation hangs in the air as we veer away from the fire toward a deserted section of the clearing, but the excitement is edged with something sharper, a bite of hostility. I don’t like Evlynne, and she doesn’t like me, which probably isn’t the best recipe for a shooting competition. At a party. At night. While buzzed on grange.

			“All right,” announces Mako, “this is far enough, boys and girls. Let’s pick our targets.” He’s designated himself the referee or taskmaster or whatever the heck this is as he crosses his thick arms and examines the area for suitable targets.

			I’m not afraid of shooting in the dark, but I do worry about firing my weapon during a party. Anybody could be walking through the woods right now on their way to the bonfire.

			“Nah, static targets are boring,” I say. “Let’s go airborne.”

			Evlynne falters for a second before hardening her expression. “Excellent idea.”

			Mako purses his lips in thought. “Well, we don’t have any clay pigeons lying around, so…” He scans the area. “Guess we’ll have to make do with good old-fashioned rocks.”

			He crouches and gathers a handful of smooth round stones about the size of a child’s fist. His grin widens.

			“Really? Those are huge,” Evlynne says in a bored voice. “This will be easy.”

			“Who’s up first?” Henley asks, his posture relaxed as he slides his hands into his pockets.

			“I’ll go.” Evlynne gives a dismissive flip of her ponytail and holds out an expectant hand toward Saint, who passes his rifle.

			Mako holds up the rock enticingly. “Ready?”

			“Do your worst,” she says.

			Without warning, he tosses it high in the air. The rock spins as it shoots upward, creating a perfect target.

			Evlynne fires and—bang.

			The shot echoes in the night, and the rock shatters into several chunks, flying in all directions. Small fragments rain down on us as the pieces hit the ground.

			She turns to me with a self-satisfied smirk.

			I shrug, then snap my own rifle upward when Mako whips another target into the sky. I take aim and pull the trigger.

			The rock explodes in midair.

			I’m gratified to see smaller, finer pieces floating down, indicating I hit the target dead center. Evlynne notices, too, because the corners of her mouth tighten.

			“Nice,” Mako says, and she glares at him as if to say, How dare you compliment her.

			“Give me another,” she mutters.

			A second later, another gunshot booms through the clearing. She only connects with the bottom of the rock this time, and I can tell the less-than-perfect angle burns a hole in her gut.

			On my turn, I once again obliterate the target. White shards briefly become visible under the light of the moon before the night becomes dark.

			Saint looks impressed, nodding at me.

			Neema, of course, scowls as if I’ve personally offended her, then tries to catch me off guard by hurling a stone into the air before she even calls my name. Unfazed, I throw the rifle up on my shoulder and annihilate the target.

			Evlynne nails her next shot, allowing her to feel smug again.

			Then I nail mine.

			And she nails hers.

			And on and on it goes until Gray finally interjects with a grin. “I say we call it a draw and go back to getting boozed. Because I know from experience that Darlington can go all night.”

			Karra’s eyes blaze, and he realizes at the last second how bad that sounded.

			“Shooting, I mean,” he assures her. “We ran a ton of shooting drills in the Program. They would fly us out to the desert and make us shoot for hours.”

			His girlfriend’s expression is cloudy as she says, “Can I please speak to you alone?” and in a singsong voice, Mako says, “Uh-oh, I think somebody’s in trouble.”

			“Shut up, Mako,” she snaps, but when she tries to drag her boyfriend away from the group, he frowns at her, locking his boots in place.

			Handing the rifle off to Saint, Evlynne folds her arms across her chest and focuses on me. “We all know you’re a good shot, Darlington. That was never in dispute.”

			Uh-huh. So this little pissing contest was just for fun? It’s no secret that Evlynne fancies herself one of the best snipers at the Dagger. She was trying to upstage me tonight. It just didn’t go the way she’d hoped.

			“Then what’s the problem?” I ask her, my tone cool.

			“The problem is, it’s bad enough we have one inciter on this base that we can’t fucking trust. Now we have to deal with two.” She jabs her finger in the air in front of me. “Stay out of my head.”

			“I have no intention of getting in your head.” I’m so frustrated, I want to scream. I look at the others, imploring them with my eyes. “Same goes for the rest of you. I understand, okay? You can’t protect yourself from me. But I promise I will never incite any of you. Ever. And if I do, I give you permission to kill me.”

			Evlynne sneers. “Forgive me if I don’t believe you.”

			I swallow a sigh. This is futile, especially with the new knowledge that shields don’t protect against incitement. Of course they’re distrustful of me.

			“Some people might be impressed with your powers, but we’re not,” Neema chimes in, because of course she does.

			“I’m not trying to impress you, Neema,” I say, turning away from her.

			I’m jolted backward when Evlynne grabs my arm.

			“Hey, we’re not done here.”

			I sure as fuck am. “Don’t touch me,” I warn, shrugging her hand off me.

			My blood is boiling, fists clenching involuntarily. I’m seconds away from knocking her and Neema on their asses.

			As if sensing that, Saint moves closer, ready to intervene if needed. Our gazes lock for a second. I feel Gray watching me, too. I’m sure both men can see me trembling with anger.

			Walk away.

			I heed the thought, recognizing what a terrible idea it would be to fight these girls when I’m trying to earn their trust.

			Exhaling slowly, I unclench my fists and step back from the group. “I think I’m going to call it a night.”

			“What? Don’t feel like talking anymore?” Evlynne mocks.

			“Oh, shut up, Evlynne.” I hear Luisa sigh.

			I’m halfway down the slope when footsteps sound behind me, pebbles cascading along the ground as Gray finally catches up to me.

			“Wren, wait. Are you all right?”

			I shrug. “I’m fine.”

			He falls into step with me. “I’m surprised you walked away. That’s not a Darlington move.”

			A reluctant smile breaks free. “What would a Darlington move have been?”

			“Remember when you beat the shit out of Kess from Silver Block after she mocked you about your uncle?” He grins at me. “That’s a Darlington move.”

			“Maybe I’m maturing.”

			“Well, that’s boring.”

			We head down the path, guided by the moonlight. I can’t shake the weight on my shoulders, the depressing realization that I might never win over everyone here.

			“I wasn’t lying up there, by the way,” I say, avoiding his eyes. “I don’t plan on inciting anyone, not if I can help it.”

			“That’s why you need to control it. It’s too dangerous otherwise.”

			I’m well fucking aware of that. My ability to incite is always lurking just beneath the surface like a silent threat. Like a wild animal that could break free at the slightest provocation. Why couldn’t I have manifested any other power? I’d even prefer to be an empath, and I hate feeling smothered by other people’s emotions.

			But this, I hate so much more. Incitement makes me feel like an outsider.

			“I don’t know if Kallister told you,” Gray says, “but I volunteered to be your lab rat for incitement training.”

			“I heard. Are you sure you want to take that risk?”

			“Wouldn’t have offered otherwise.”

			“When did you want to start training?”

			He glances over, shrugging. “How about now?”

			

			 

			We go to his quarters because he has more space, settling on opposite ends of the couch. I sit cross-legged and rake both hands through my hair to tuck it behind my ears.

			“Why are you letting me do this to you?” I ask warily.

			He rolls up his sleeves, making himself comfortable. “Because you need to train, and you can’t do that without working with someone.”

			“Hawkins said no one wants to train with him.” A glum breath slides out. “And I see the way everyone looks at him. Nobody even goes near him in the mess hall.”

			“Well, Hawkins is a different case. He incited someone a couple years ago, and it cost him a lot of people’s trust.”

			I blink in shock. “Who did he incite?”

			“His girlfriend.” Gray pauses as if deciding whether to go on. “He incited her to jump to her death.”

			The air leaves my lungs in a sharp gasp. I search for any signs that he’s joking, but he’s dead serious.

			“On purpose?” I demand, still reeling.

			“According to Hawkins, it was an accident, but not many people believe that. Ev and Neema, in particular. They don’t buy his story at all. But Zoe was their best friend, so their judgment might be clouded when it comes to her.”

			“What does Hawkins say happened?”

			“He says they were arguing, he and Zoe. She told him she couldn’t stand the sight of him or something, and apparently he lost his temper and said, Fine, then jump off the fucking cliff if you don’t want to see me anymore, and…” Gray trails off. “It was a thirty-foot drop. Zoe didn’t survive.” There’s another pause. “It’s hard to imagine how he could’ve ‘accidentally’ compelled her to jump off the ledge.”

			“Incitement can happen by accident,” I hedge in, but Gray doesn’t look convinced.

			I suddenly feel an odd kinship with Hawkins, because if his girlfriend’s death was the result of spontaneous incitement, I can sympathize.

			“Anyway,” I say, changing the subject, “should we begin?”

			I expect a playful remark, maybe a wink, but he only grows more serious. “Before we do, I need you to promise me something.”

			“What is it?”

			“I’m training with you because I trust you, but you have to promise you’ll never use incitement on me without my consent. That’s my only caveat.”

			My mouth falls open. “Of course I promise. I would never do that to you.”

			“Good. Then let’s start. We need to decide on a command for me. How about…” He flashes a cocky grin. “You can incite me to undo my pants.”

			“I am not inciting you to do that.”

			“You’re right. I’ll do it of my own volition.”

			I snicker. “I don’t think Karra will like that very much.”

			Speaking of Karra, when Gray’s comm beeps a second later, I have no doubt she’s the one messaging him. He leans forward to check the screen, then sends a quick response.

			“Sorry,” he says.

			“How about…” I examine the table. “I’ll order you to pick up that water glass.”

			“That’s boring.”

			“And spill it over your head.”

			“Now I’m listening.”

			I grin. It’s so easy to be with him. He’s fun.

			“Okay.” I rest my hands in my lap and take a long, steadying breath. “Let me try to clear my head and harness the gold. It might take a minute.”

			Minds are such annoying, complicated things, because they’re not just a jumble of thoughts. They’re echoes of the past and running fears about the future. The mind is never, ever silent. Even when you’re meditating, the brain is working, synapses firing back and forth while you sit there with your eyes closed under the illusion that you’ve completely stilled your mind.

			I inhale slowly, trying to do what Hawkins always instructs in the Temple. Clear it all out. Everything but the gold dust. It doesn’t come naturally to me. I’m used to pushing my way into the black void, opening a path while the negative frequency of the target mind tries to repel me. And if I’m tapping into the positive frequency, it’s an even smoother ride. I’m welcomed right in and invited to link.

			With this new frequency, there’s no easy path. It’s entirely about concentration and harnessing energy I never even knew existed.

			“Take your time,” Gray murmurs.

			Like last time, I can’t retain my grip on those gold flecks. I need a new approach. I shift the visualization, picturing a ball.

			“A glue ball,” I mumble.

			“Do I even want to ask?”

			Our eyes lock, and I see the amusement dancing in his.

			“Shush. You’re distracting me.”

			I imagine a ball in my hands, covered in a sticky substance. I draw the gold dust to it and experience a rush of triumph when it sticks.

			Yes.

			Slowly, I start collecting more and more of those gossamer threads, wrapping them around the ball. It’s getting bigger. So much bigger. Now I just need to figure out how to draw the energy from my gold ball and allow it to course through my body.

			I take another breath and open myself up to the sensation, but the resulting shudder is so forceful that my grip snaps, the ball exploding and the dust dispersing in all directions.

			“Damn it!”

			I try to regain my bearings. The room is spinning.

			“It’s fine,” Gray encourages. “Try it again.”

			I rest my palms on my thighs and shut my eyes, even though I don’t need to for visualization. Yet again, I can’t seem to harness the gold. Either I clutch it too tightly and stifle the energy, or I’m unable to gather it in the first place and it skims past my fingertips.

			“Breathe,” I hear him say.

			“What?”

			“You’re not breathing. I can see you holding your breath.”

			“How do you know breathing even helps?”

			“Breathing always helps. You can’t truly focus if your lungs aren’t getting what they need.”

			He has a point. Closing my eyes, I concentrate on my breathing until the slow, meditative breaths start to come naturally. Flecks of gold float behind my eyelids, and this time, I know I’m harnessing. My palms grow hot. Tingling. My arms follow suit, and although I don’t have silver veins like Hawkins, I feel the energy shuddering through them. I’m mindful of my hands, forcing myself not to clench them. I need to give the gold room to spread. And it is. It’s spreading. I feel it.

			I open my eyes to find Gray watching me.

			Pick up the glass.

			I broadcast the command into his mind, but he doesn’t move.

			Pick up the glass.

			Pick up the glass.

			Come on, you asshole.

			Pick up the glass.

			Every muscle in my body begins to strain, and then, without warning, the energy wavers and dims. When I look down, I realize my hands have curled into tight fists.

			“Shit. Why do I keep doing that?” I mumble.

			“Doing what?”

			“Clenching my fists. Hawkins said I should relax, but the tensing just happens naturally.”

			“Because you’ve never trained in this before.” He shakes his head in disapproval. “Julian really should have disclosed. We could’ve helped you figure this out a long time ago.”

			No, I don’t blame Uncle Jim for not saying anything. He was protecting me, and I’m glad for it.

			Gray’s comm dings again.

			“Your girlfriend’s pissed,” I say, amused.

			He checks the screen, then grins. “No. She just wants to fuck.”

			I stand corrected.

			“You can tell her we’re done,” I say, sliding off the couch. “It’s late, and I think I’m too tired to concentrate properly.”

			I’m almost at the door when Gray says, “So he’s your man, huh?”

			I glance over. “Who?”

			“The captain. You told Henley you had a man.”

			He never calls him Cross, though I suppose he wouldn’t. On the Command base, we all referred to him as captain or sir.

			I’m not sure how to answer—how he wants me to answer—so I say nothing. The mention of Cross elicits a rush of longing, however. I would give anything to see him right now. To make sure he’s actually okay and wasn’t feeding me a load of bullshit about what his brothers did to him. What they might still be doing to him. But there’s nothing I can do when I’m in the mountains and he’s in the city and—

			A thought suddenly occurs to me.

			“You flew Adrienne into the city this week.”

			Gray blinks at the change of subject. “She was on Authority business. She needed an escort.”

			I draw a slow, hesitant breath. “What if I need an escort?”

			“Exactly what are you asking me for, cowgirl?”

			The breath comes out in a rush. “Will you take me to see Cross?”
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			There isn’t a single star in the sky.

			Is that normal? I feel like there should at least be one. Instead, we’re in a black hole. A murky empty void that stretches endlessly in all directions.

			It took me three days to convince Gray to do this for me, and now that it’s happening, part of me wishes we were back at the Dagger. I told him that I was able to send Cross a message through a Sanctum Point acquaintance, a Mod who’s involved with a Command soldier. I assume Gray believed me, because he didn’t jump up in accusation and demand to know whether Cross Redden is Modified. Still, I can tell he’s not happy with the request.

			I glance toward the pilot’s seat. “Are you sure you won’t get in trouble for this?”

			“Already told you, I had some business in the city anyway. I told the others you were tagging along because you had a friend in the city you urgently needed to see.” Catching my wariness, he rolls his eyes. “Don’t worry, I didn’t say which friend.” He pauses. “They won’t be happy to hear you’re consorting with the enemy.”

			“He’s not—” I stop. The enemy, I almost said. But in the Uprising’s eyes, there is no greater villain than someone with the surname Redden. “All bad,” I finish awkwardly. “I know you’re judging me for this—”

			“I’m not,” Gray interjects, and when I turn in surprise, he appears sincere. “I’ve gone undercover in the wards enough times to see how it fucks with your head.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“The Primes. The loyalist Mods. You want to view them as evil, as irredeemable. But sometimes they show you sides of themselves that make it hard to hold on to that view.”

			I lean over to squeeze his arm. “Thank you for taking me.”

			“Are you sure about this?” he counters. “Because you’re going to a lot of trouble for this asshole.”

			“I’m sure.” I keep it vague. “We have unfinished business.”

			“Well, you owe me,” is all he says, his gaze fixed on the darkness ahead.

			I’m not one to get nervous when it comes to risky missions, but I feel like we’re flying into the center of an abyss. I have zero spatial awareness, not a single point to focus on that could orient me as to where we are. Hell, I barely understand the aircraft we’re in.

			Back at the hangar, Gray referred to it as the “hybrid,” because the design is a blend of fighter jet and attack helicopter. He explained that the aerodynamic frame combined with the semi-swept wings optimizes its performance at both high and low speeds, making it capable of superior air support and a precise ground attack. Then he went on about hover mode and vertical thrust vectoring and the most complicated-sounding weapons system ever, and I promptly tuned out.

			Turns out Grayson Blake has a real hard-on for aviation.

			I search the darkness, trying to better orient myself, once again to no avail.

			“Seriously, what do we have against lights?” I ask, fidgeting in the copilot’s seat.

			“Airspace is being monitored,” he says. “We can’t risk being spotted by a Company aircraft. The lack of lights is the least of our concerns—just pray our radar jam holds up until we land.”

			“We’re landing without lights?” I squawk in dismay. “No beacons? How will you see the runway?”

			“Relax, cowgirl. I’ve done this hundreds of times before.”

			“In the dark?”

			“Yes.”

			“Without lights?”

			“That’s what ‘in the dark’ means.”

			“Stop laughing at me.”

			“Can’t help it. You’re not usually such a chickenshit.”

			It bothers me how calm he is. The cockpit has minimal lights, only a select few dials illuminated, and every time I catch a glimpse of his expression, it’s gleaming with confidence. He flicks a switch and another one of those dials goes dark.

			“How are you not fazed by this? You don’t care that you can’t see?”

			He seems amused by the note of panic we both hear in my voice. “I’m unfazed because it’s second nature to me, and I don’t need my eyes when I have my senses and my instruments to guide me. I trust my instincts, my plane. She’ll tell me everything I need to know.”

			“ ‘She’? Oh God, you’re nuts.”

			He chuckles, and the plane dips a little when he shifts the yoke. His every movement is controlled and deliberate. No hesitation at all. I suddenly hear a mechanical grind and realize he’s releasing the landing gear.

			“Where did you learn to fly?”

			“My dad,” he says, keeping his gaze straight ahead. His voice is devoid of emotion, but I can’t tell if that means something. “He was a pilot. Took me flying with him when I was younger, and I became addicted to it.”

			The darkness seems to press in on us, heightening that sense of isolation. Like we’re floating aimlessly in the sky.

			“Relax.” He adjusts the throttle, and the plane descends farther.

			I can’t see the ground. I can’t see a thing. I don’t know if we’re ten feet off the ground or thousands. But Gray isn’t at all nervous. He licks the corner of his mouth and shifts the controls again.

			“There you go, baby.”

			For a second I think he’s talking to me, but his tone is almost reverent, and his gaze is wholly focused on his plane.

			“Almost there,” he mutters under his breath.

			I tense, waiting for the wheels to hit a runway I can’t see. The engines hum indifferently, and then I hear a soft whine, and I wait for it. A jolt. A lurch. Yet when the tires meet the ground, it’s the softest of kisses. A caress. I’m stunned by how effortlessly he did that.

			The plane bounces slightly as Gray slows it down.

			“That was incredible,” I tell him.

			He winks at me. “I know. And you don’t have to look so relieved.”

			“I’m beyond relieved. You literally landed a plane with no lights on a runway with no lights. I almost peed myself.”

			Snickering, he shuts off the engines, and we climb out of the hybrid onto the tarmac. I breathe in the scent of pine and damp earth, turning to study our surroundings. There’s no airport. No hangars or other outbuildings. Beyond the shadowy runway lies a small stretch of forest, which Gray strides toward.

			“This way,” he says over his shoulder.

			We don’t walk far, only a few yards into the woods, where I’m startled to find a small carport. I almost miss it, that’s how well hidden it is. If he hadn’t been walking right up to it, I would’ve thought I was looking at overgrown foliage and the thick trunks of ancient trees. Branches and moss cloak the structure, blending it seamlessly into the background.

			He pulls aside the brush to reveal a hunter-green canvas tarp. Pushes that aside, too, and now I’m breathing in the faint smell of engine oil and exhaust. Inside is a black vehicle that feels out of place in this rundown carport. It’s shiny. Almost brand-new.

			“It’s a block-registered vehicle,” he says.

			I’m relieved to hear it. A block-registered vehicle means it belongs to someone serving in one of the Command’s four blocks, usually a high-ranking officer. We’re unlikely to get stopped.

			The airfield is in Ward E, only a short drive from Sanctum Point. As I settle in the passenger side, I link with Cross, who’s quick to respond. He’s clearly been waiting for me.

			“Just landed,” I tell him. “En route to the rendezvous now.”

			“Copy. I’m already here.”

			My pulse quickens at the knowledge that I’ll be seeing him soon. I’m still shocked he even agreed to this, though to be fair, it wasn’t without plenty of arm-twisting and coercion. Cross thinks it’s too risky to meet, but once I make up my mind about something, there’s no talking me out of it.

			Gray slides behind the wheel and steers the car down a narrow, unlit road in the direction of the Point. The car windows are almost completely tinted. I can see out, but no one can see in. If we do get stopped, we’re hellfucked, or at least I am, what with the red threat on my ID.

			Every citizen exists in the Company database under a unique identification number, but Gray assures me that our people in Company Intelligence swapped my prints in the system. Last time I snuck into the Point, they were able to temporarily lift my person-of-interest flag under the guise of a system glitch that lasted six hours. This time, I’m told I only have two.

			“Two hours?” I echo uncertainly. That doesn’t seem like ample time.

			“You’re lucky to have even that. For the next two hours, your prints and eye scan are linked to the name Mary Bowers. And if you, my dear Mary, aren’t at the pickup exactly two hours from now, I’m leaving without you.”

			“Where will you be in the meantime?”

			He’s obnoxiously vague. “I have some business to take care of.”

			We drive through the city’s perimeter checkpoint, where the car is automatically scanned by the entry cameras.

			“Oh,” he adds, “and they’ve increased security in the Point. Checkpoints in every zone now.”

			“Fuck. Since when?” The city is divided into five zones, some of which are restricted to the general public. Like Zone 1, where the Capitol and official Company buildings are—only authorized civilians can access that zone. But Cross and I are meeting in the entertainment district, which is Zone 5. I’ve never heard of a checkpoint in Zone 5.

			“Since your boyfriend’s brother took charge,” Gray says sarcastically.

			A few minutes later, he pulls into an unpaved alley, gravel crunching beneath our tires. He stops the car but leaves the engine running, glancing over sternly.

			“This is as far as I can take you. You’ll have to get to the checkpoint on foot. This’ll be your pickup spot. Like I said, you’ve got two hours. Give yourself enough time to get back here.”

			“Are you sure the fake ID will work?”

			“It should. But we didn’t have time to sync a bio to your comm, so if you are stopped, don’t let them question you. Just fucking run.”

			“Awesome.”

			“Hey, you wanted to take the risk.” His voice sharpens slightly. “Guess we’ll find out if the captain was worth it.”

			Cross is always worth the risk.

			I slide out of the car, my boots connecting with the pavement. I check the pocket of my tight-fitting leather jacket to make sure my comm is there; every citizen is required to have their comm on their person. On my wrist, though, is the watch Gray got me from the tech room. It has a signal jamming function, which means any camera I pass will glitch the moment I get near.

			Emerging from the alley, I’m instantly hit with the sensation of being observed. Sanctum Point is a surveillance state, which means cameras blinking from every building and streetlight, along with small gray drones humming through the air, their metal eyes scanning the sidewalks for any suspicious activity. I move at a brisk gait, but not fast enough to draw attention.

			At the end of the block, I spot the checkpoint. A line of impatient citizens waits for entry while the Copper Block soldiers at the gates usher people forward to scan their prints.

			My heartbeat thumps in my ears, and I try to keep my breathing even and calm. Fuck. My palms are getting damp, but I don’t want to wipe them on my pants. I can’t appear nervous.

			As I enter the line, the steady sound of shuffling boots combines with the oppressive hum of the surveillance drones, those eerie metallic wings buzzing like vultures. A few people ahead of me chat with one another, but for the most part, everyone stays quiet. They know the drill. Don’t look up at the drones. Don’t look down at your feet. Don’t get noticed. Stare straight ahead and try not to flick off the soldiers until you’re out of their sight.

			My nerves heighten as the line crawls forward. What if Gray is wrong and my ID didn’t get swapped?

			“What a nuisance,” the woman behind me mutters.

			“Tell me about it,” her companion mutters back. “I had to wait an hour last time. Was late for my work assignment and they fined me fifty credits.”

			“This new protocol is a fucking joke,” the first woman agrees, shifting with impatience. “I just want to get to work. They’re acting like everyone has something to hide.”

			Some of us do.

			My gaze shifts toward the front of the line, where one of the Copper soldiers is now scanning the crowd.

			Anxiety whips through me, my throat running dry. Is he looking my way?

			I try to act as nonchalant as possible, but I swear his cold eyes are trained on me.

			The line moves again, dragging me closer to the gate. Damn it. Maybe this was a bad idea. I’m desperate to see Cross, but this is nerve racking. Travis Redden’s security net is tightening, and the last thing I need is to get caught in it.

			I edge forward again. Only five more people ahead of me. Fuck. Fuck.

			Yeah.

			This was a bad idea.

			But it’s too late now. If I abruptly step out of the line, that guard with the cropped hair and ice-cold eyes will notice.

			I maintain an air of indifference, throwing some impatience into it as well, but inside, the worry is eating at my insides like acid.

			Three more people.

			My heart hammers against my ribs.

			Such. A. Bad. Idea.

			Two more people.

			“Next,” the soldier barks.

			The man in front of me steps toward the scanning bay. A moment later, it beeps, and he’s allowed through.

			“Next.”

			I take a breath and walk forward. The soldier spares me a cursory glance. Cold and expectant.

			I press my print to the scanner, hoping nobody notices the slight trembling of my hand. Please work. Please fucking work.

			It feels like an eternity before I hear it.

			Beep.

			The scanner flashes green. The gate opens.

			Oh, thank God. The relief that floods my body is so acute I almost keel over. I force myself not to break into a sprint, acting casual as I go through the gate. When it closes behind me, my entire body feels lighter. I step onto the street, quickly glancing around to get my bearings. Haven is two blocks from here. Two blocks and I’ll disappear into the city, blend in with the crowd.

			“Stop.”

			I freeze at the harsh command.

			Fuck!

			My heart sinks to the pit of my stomach. I force myself to turn around, weak with anxiety.

			Only to find one of the soldiers extending his hand toward the woman who’d been behind me. He holds a black wool glove, which he waves around.

			“You dropped this, lady,” he calls, and as she goes to retrieve the glove, I’m overcome with another wave of relief.

			I don’t waste any more time. I hurry down the sidewalk, head low, eyes angled away from cameras and drones. Shit, that was a close call. Well, not really, but it sure felt like it. And I haven’t even gotten to Haven yet. I don’t like it here. This city feels too dangerous, too much like a trap.

			I walk faster, linking with Cross as I do.

			“I’ll be there soon.”
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			The last time I visited Haven, a brothel fronting as a drinking establishment, I was on a training op for the Command. Cross, being his vindictive asshole self, assigned me to go undercover as an aspiring whore. In the wards, prostitution isn’t illegal as long as it’s conducted through the proper channels via Human Services, but Haven’s operations are certainly not on the up-and-up.

			I’m the one who asked to meet here, since it’s a location I’m already familiar with, but Gray made the arrangements through the network, surprising me by revealing that the bartender is actually one of ours. Her name is Pasha. She’s supposed to let me in through the alley behind Haven, but I hesitate as I reach the brick building, tapping my earpiece instead.

			“Grayson,” I murmur over the comm. “Are you sure she can be trusted?”

			“Yes. Pasha’s solid.”

			Sticking close to the wall, I creep toward the back door. I’m uncomfortably aware of the camera pointed at that door. I’m a few feet away when it swings open, a hand beckoning me from the shadowy doorway.

			I slip inside and come face-to-face with the bartender I met when I was undercover. She’s wearing short sleeves, her arms shimmering as I feel her trying to link with my mind.

			“If anyone stops you,” she says over telepathy, “you’re my sister Mary.”

			“Understood.”

			Without a word—an audible one, anyway—Pasha leads me through a dimly lit corridor toward a rear stairway, where she suddenly stops, scrutinizing me.

			“I know you,” she accuses.

			“I was here a few months ago. You served me pure whiskey for my birthday.” I offer a sheepish smile. “Wasn’t my birthday, though.”

			Recognition flashes in her expression, and she returns the smile. “I won’t even ask what your mission was, but you fooled me.” Pasha turns and climbs the stairs. “Come.”

			I take the first step, wincing when the metal staircase creaks beneath my boots. We emerge through a door into a corridor on the second floor. This one is brightly lit, and I blink against the sudden onslaught of light. I feel exposed.

			Pasha slips a keycard into my hand. “Last door on the left. Your guest is already waiting for you. If you’re here to kill him, try to keep it clean. I don’t want to scrub blood off the hardwood later.”

			Killing him is the last thing I intend to do.

			Well, unless he annoys me.

			My heart rate kicks up from anticipation as I near the end of the hall. I tap the key against the door, and the lock releases with a soft beep. As I step through the threshold, I brace myself, because what if this is a trap—

			I’m pushed up against a wall before I can blink.

			Rough hands shove me forward, and suddenly there’s a hard, warm body pressed against mine. It’s reminiscent of the first time I met him at the inn in Hamlett, when I burst into his room uninvited while trying to flee another suitor.

			His chin brushes my shoulder as his lips hover at my ear.

			“This feels familiar, no?”

			That deep, sexy voice.

			God, I’ve missed it.

			Cross grinds his lower body against my ass, letting me feel every inch of him, and a soft, desperate sound escapes my throat. He chuckles, his breath tickling my neck.

			Then he spins me around and my gaze collides with his beautiful face.

			Cross Redden is the most striking man I’ve ever seen in my life. His eyes are a vivid shade of deep, dark blue I’ve never seen on another human. His features are flawless, as if chiseled out of stone. His smile is otherworldly. Those perfect lips curve when he sees me, and there it is—the elusive dimple that so rarely makes an appearance.

			I blink and I’m in his arms, clinging to him as he holds me tight to his body. I don’t expect the rush of emotions that hits me all at once. I didn’t realize how much I missed this. The feel of his muscular chest, the spicy scent of him, his lips moving along my jaw. The weeks apart melt away.

			“Fuck.” Cross buries his face in my hair. “It was so stupid of you to come.”

			“You’re here, aren’t you?” I tease.

			“Of course I’m here. They didn’t let you come alone, did they?” He doesn’t look pleased with that notion.

			“No. Gra—” I quickly catch myself. “Kaine escorted me. He’s handling some business.”

			The corners of Cross’s mouth tighten.

			“What?” I say.

			“Sutler’s here with you?”

			“Sort of. He’s off on some super-secret errand. He’ll collect me in two hours.”

			“Oh, he’ll collect you, will he?”

			His nostrils flare slightly, and I try not to smile.

			“You’re jealous,” I accuse, unable to mask my delight.

			“Yes.” His gaze rakes over me with a hot intensity that makes my heart race.

			“If it helps, he has a girl back at the base.”

			“So? Lots of men cheat on their girls.”

			I lift a brow. “Would you ever cheat on me?”

			“Never.” His voice rings with unwavering certainty. “Don’t you get it?”

			“Get what?” I swallow through the sudden thickness of my throat.

			“You own me, Dove. My heart, soul, body. It’s all yours. There could never be anybody else. Not in a million fucking lifetimes.”

			For one breath-stealing moment, it feels like time stops. The entire world pauses for us. Cross isn’t usually a romantic, but the way he’s looking at me right now…

			He cups my face, his thumbs brushing over my jaw. His blue eyes are bottomless, drawing me in, deeper and deeper, until I can’t look anywhere else.

			“With that said…” His voice drops an octave. A sexy, possessive growl. “You belong to me, and I’m not sharing you. Not now. Not ever.”

			There’s the Cross I know and love.

			I toy with the fabric of his shirt, my voice rippling with mischief. “What are you gonna do? Mark me like I’m your territory?”

			One strong hand curls around my waist, tugging me closer. “You are my territory.”

			“Oh really?”

			“Yes, fucking really. And if anyone doesn’t know that yet, I’m more than happy to educate them.”

			“You’re cute when you’re jealous.”

			“Don’t test me, Dove.”

			I shiver at his imposing tone. I’m obsessed with this side of him. The intensity, the raw need on his face when he looks at me, his possessive grip on my waist. The sharp pull of desire it evokes is more than welcome. The weeks apart almost made me forget the way his presence overtakes a room, filling it with sex and magnetism. I forgot the way he makes my head spin.

			He didn’t come in uniform, no captain stars on his sleeve, and his all-black getup only adds to his imposing air.

			“I missed you,” Cross rasps, brushing a lock of hair off my forehead. His touch is infinitely gentle, but the uncontained fire in his eyes tells me he’s barely holding on to control. “You have no idea how much.”

			His lips hover for a teasing, heart-pounding second before crashing over mine in a kiss so fierce, my entire body goes weak from the force of it. It’s like coming home. The familiar heat, the taste of him, the greedy plunge of his tongue.

			“I forgot,” I groan against his lips.

			“Forgot what?” he mumbles between drugging, hungry kisses.

			“How much I crave you.”

			“I didn’t forget at all.”

			His hands slide down to cup my ass, squeezing it, and then he lifts me into his arms, while his mouth devours me. It’s more than a kiss. It’s all-consuming. A reminder of how utterly and completely his I am, and how fiercely he’s mine.

			We have a lot of talking to do, I know that, but kissing him feels more crucial right now. Like I’ll die if we stop. He smells so good. Feels so good.

			Next thing I know, I’m being lowered onto the bed. I yank his head down for another kiss and he winces before masking the response. But not fast enough.

			“What’s wrong?” I ask immediately.

			“Nothing. Just a little sore.” But when he twists his head, adjusting the collar of his tight black shirt, I catch a glimpse of color.

			I tug the collar down and find a bruise blooming there. A faded purple. I gently run my fingers over his collarbone, grazing the skin just below it.

			Alarm flickers through me. “What the hell, Cross?”

			“I’m fine,” he insists, but I’m already pulling off his shirt, ignoring his pained grimace because I know if I don’t look for myself, he’s going to minimize whatever I find underneath.

			And what I find underneath are bruises.

			Everywhere.

			He’s been beaten.

			I run my fingers along his warm flesh, finding more bruises in various stages of healing. Purple ones on his ribs. Yellowing at the edges on his stomach. A bluish green on his shoulder.

			“You said he just knocked you around,” I accuse. “Baby. This is bad.”

			He grins.

			“What?”

			“Did you just call me baby?”

			“Oh shit. I did.”

			That makes him shudder with laughter before he stills, his voice turning rough. “I liked it.” He cups the side of my neck, pulling me closer, and his thumb traces my jaw. “I’m fine, Daisy. I’m a big boy. A few bruises and some broken ribs won’t kill me.”

			“That little asshole broke your ribs? I’m going to kill him.”

			“Don’t bother. It made Roe feel good about himself. Just let him have it.”

			“I don’t give a shit if he feels good. I want him to suffer.” I continue to run my hands over him, examining him for injury. “Did he beat you anywhere else?”

			Cross gives a cheeky grin. “Well, not there,” he drawls, and I realize my hands are at the button of his trousers. “But please, keep going. Take them off.”

			Desire surges through me when I see how hard he is, the thick ridge of arousal straining against his zipper. The hunger returns in full force, and I promptly forget about his bruises, because if they don’t bother him, then I’m not going to fret on his behalf. We’re kissing again, breaking apart only so he can peel my shirt off. He reaches behind me to unclasp my bra, and when my breasts are exposed, his blue eyes burn with approval. Cross tugs me toward his seeking mouth. His tongue comes out to taste my nipple, summoning a moan from my lips.

			“I missed that sound,” he says, humming with satisfaction as he draws my nipple into his mouth and sucks.

			He lavishes attention on my other breast before releasing the puckered bud and pushing me onto my back. He makes quick work of my pants, my underwear. I kick off my boots. His pants come off next, and his cock springs into my eager hand, hot and thick and ready for me. He only allows one stroke, one squeeze of my hand, before he nudges me away and his lips are suddenly trailing over every inch of my body. Sucking and tasting and teasing until he finally kisses his way between my legs.

			“Have you missed me?” His voice is low, with just a hint of mocking.

			“Mmmm.” That soft, pleading noise is all I’m capable of making.

			“What did you miss the most?”

			Oh my God. He’s decided to torture me.

			“Everything,” I mumble.

			“Did you miss my mouth?”

			He brushes his lips over the inside of my thigh, and I shiver in anticipation.

			“Answer me.” Cross lifts his head, a wicked smile on his face.

			“Yes,” I choke out. “I missed your mouth.”

			“What else?” He kisses dangerously close to where I crave him the most. “How about my tongue? Did you miss that?”

			When I nod wordlessly, he licks a hot stripe along my inner thigh, and my hips eagerly jump off the bed. Chuckling, he turns his cheek and starts kissing my other thigh.

			The teasing is unbearable. My heart is pounding so loudly, it drowns out everything else, even Cross’s rough voice and the sexy words he’s whispering.

			When his tongue finds my aching core, he groans, “Yes,” and damned if I don’t hear that.

			I thread my fingers through his hair and keep him there before he can try to escape. His answering laughter vibrates through my entire body.

			“Don’t worry, I’m not going anywhere,” he promises before proceeding to lick me into sheer oblivion.

			Every stroke of his tongue brings me closer and closer to the edge, and I’m a mindless pile of need and desperation by the time he climbs up and pushes his cock inside me. We both groan with abandon. Cross hikes my leg up to his hip, driving deeper, fucking me hard enough to rob me of breath. I didn’t come here for this, but I’m not complaining—

			Who am I kidding? Of course I came here for this.

			I missed him.

			I’m feral for him.

			He thrusts into me. Fast, deep, relentless. With our lips fused in the hottest kiss I’ve ever experienced, I rock up to meet each deliberate plunge of his hips. This angle is divine, his body rubbing my swollen clit, putting pressure on it with each downstroke. The pleasure gathers, building in my core, tingling in my fingertips, my toes, but I fight it, wanting to prolong the sensations for as long as I possibly can.

			As I try to stave off my climax, my teeth clamp down on Cross’s lower lip, nearly drawing blood.

			His voice echoes through my head. “Let go, Dove. Come for me.”

			I shatter, gasping for air as waves of bliss pulse through my body.

			“Fuck. I’m coming,” he groans out loud, and there is no sexier sight than watching Cross Redden chase his pleasure. Shuddering as he finds his own release, pressed deep inside me.

			We’re both breathing hard as we recover. He rolls onto his back and pulls me on top of his warm, trembling body, his arms wrapped tightly around me, his lips against my shoulder.

			“I’ll never get enough,” he says.

			I know exactly how he feels. I’m consumed by his presence, by his voice, by the way he laughs. And I constantly feel like I’m losing control when I’m with him. This connection between us is too powerful. Too dangerous.

			Nobody should want someone as much as I want Cross.

			

			 

			We have sex again.

			And then we have sex again.

			It’s funny, because it’s only been a few weeks since the last time—and before that, we went most of our lives never having sex—but now that we’ve seen each other naked, it’s like a sexual dam has been broken.

			After the third time, he collapses on his back and groans. “Holy fuck.”

			I prop myself on my elbow and peer at him, grinning at the sheen of sweat on his perfect chest and abs. God, he’s sexy.

			My satisfied smile fades when my watch comm beeps. I’d set an alarm to alert me when it was almost time to go.

			Shit. I’m due to meet Gray in thirty minutes, and Cross and I haven’t talked about anything.

			As Cross lies there catching his breath, I collect my clothing and start getting dressed.

			“So that’s it?” he says in amusement. “We’re done here?”

			“We’re done with that,” I reply. “It’s time to talk.”

			“You’re probably right. I had to lose three tails to get here tonight. I don’t know when we’ll be able to talk in person again.”

			“What tails?” I ask suspiciously.

			Cross snorts under his breath. “Travis thinks I haven’t noticed he has me under surveillance, but I’m not a fucking amateur.”

			“You’re being watched?” Wariness creeps through me. “What if you were followed here?”

			“ ‘Baby,’ ” he mimics, “do you honestly think someone followed me tonight? I don’t know if I should be offended by that.”

			“How did you lose them?”

			“Does it matter as long as the job got done?”

			I swallow a moan. “God, why did that turn me on so much?”

			He grins at me. “We’re not fucking again. You wanted to talk.”

			I walk to the small mirror over the dresser and smooth out my hair, which is rumpled from Cross running his fingers through it. He hops off the bed and pulls his underwear on, tugging the black fabric over his taut ass before reaching for his pants.

			As he stands before me bare-chested, my attention is once again drawn to the colorful patchwork of bruises marring his flesh.

			“I can’t believe they beat you. Why didn’t you fight back?”

			His biceps flex as he grabs his discarded shirt. “I needed to let them feel like they were punishing me.”

			“And that’s all it took? Chain you up for a week and now you’re back in the trust circle?”

			“Not quite.”

			I narrow my eyes at him. “What does that mean?”

			“It means I’m not running Elite anymore.”

			The admission hangs between us as I stand there agape. Cross, meanwhile, is unruffled, slipping his shirt over his head as if he hadn’t just revealed he’d been stripped of his command.

			“Who’s in charge then?” I demand.

			“Radek,” he says, referring to Silver Block’s administrative captain.

			“Why the hell didn’t you tell me this earlier?”

			“I tried.” He gives me a pointed look. “Every time I’ve tried linking with you these last few days, you haven’t been able to talk.”

			Guilt pricks at my stomach. He’s right. He has reached out. But I’ve become so ensconced in life at the Dagger that I haven’t been as present for him. I feel like a fucking asshole.

			“I’m sorry,” I say softly. “If I’d known how important it was, I would’ve been there—”

			“It’s not important,” he interjects.

			“Cross.” I stare at him. “Silver Elite is your unit. Losing it can’t feel good.”

			“Nothing about the current state of the world feels good,” is his gruff response.

			I bridge the distance and loop my arms around his shoulders, running my fingers through his cropped hair. “Talk to me. Tell me what happened after your brothers let you out. What are they planning?”

			“Travis is taking his new role as General seriously. Total power trip. And Roe’s really milking this lieutenant rank. Travis is letting him assemble his own unit in Silver Block. Roe calls it his hunting party.”

			My back stiffens. “Hunting what?”

			“What else? Mods and Faithfuls.”

			His flippant tone bothers me. “And you’re just…okay with that?”

			“Of course not. But I doubt it’ll amount to anything. Roe’s not a leader. Nobody’s gonna follow him.”

			“Then why give him his own unit?”

			“I think Travis just wants the kid out of his hair, so he’s giving him a distraction. Like handing a toddler a toy to distract him from the other thing he really wants. In Roe’s case, that’s total control over the wards and the systematic killing of anyone who opposes the Company.”

			“And what does Travis want?”

			“At the moment, to crush the Aberrant Uprising.”

			“Aberrant?” I echo, frowning at him.

			“Mods. Silverbloods. You know what I mean, Wren.” He sounds tired now. “Travis isn’t quite at Roe’s level of bloodlust yet when it comes to Mods, but I fear he might get there eventually. I’ve been hammering the point that we need them for labor.”

			I shake my head bitterly. “Slave labor.”

			“They can be slaves, or they can be dead. Which would you prefer?”

			“So what do we do? How do we stop your brothers?”

			“I’m in no position to stop anyone. I didn’t just lose Elite. I lost all the power I had to keep shit in check. I still have my rank but it’s in name only. Travis won’t even let me attend Intelligence briefings. All I know is what they’re willing to tell me, and that isn’t much.”

			“You were the captain of Silver Elite,” I remind him. “You know how to gather intel. You don’t need Travis and fucking Roe, of all people, to throw you crumbs.”

			He doesn’t answer, which has me searching his expression. It’s shuttered. Impossible to decode. I suddenly wonder if we’re on the same page, because right now, it doesn’t feel that way.

			“What’s your goal?” I ask slowly. “How do you see this ending?”

			His blue eyes darken. “You mean us?”

			“No, of course not. I mean this war. Because it’s going to have to end eventually. And when a war ends, that usually means one side loses.”

			“I’ve been in the military my entire life. I understand how war works.” His shoulders are stiff as he steps out of my grasp.

			“So which side do you want to be on when that happens?” I push.

			“Which side do you want to be on?”

			“I’ve chosen my side. The Modified. The network. That’s where I need to be. That’s where you should be.” I reach for his hand, forcibly intertwining our fingers. “You can’t possibly be keen with what your father’s done—the Silverblood Purge, taking Mods as slaves, killing them. And now your brother is doing the same thing.”

			“I’m not keen with it.” His voice is rough. “But can you honestly tell me the Uprising will be any better to their enemies? Because one of the people you’re working with destroyed a man’s mind without batting an eyelash.” He takes his hand back, and my heart clenches because it feels like a rejection. “What the fuck am I supposed to do with that? He’s my father. And now he’s brain-dead. Because of your new friend Adrienne.”

			“You hated your father.”

			“That’s oversimplifying it. And my feelings about him have nothing to do with the fact that the Uprising corrupted his mind. Do you realize how sick that is?”

			“And what the Primes are doing to Mods is any less sick? My best friend has slave tattoos around her wrists,” I say angrily. “She’s locked up in a fucking salt mine. What Adrienne did, she did in order to save people like Tana from your father.”

			“I get it, all right? And it doesn’t fucking escape me that I’m the one who put your friend in that position.” He drags both hands through his dark hair, visibly rattled. “I saved her from a firing squad, yeah, but you think I don’t wish I could’ve done more? Now I can’t even do that. I don’t know how long it’ll take to convince Travis to trust me again. All I know is…” He groans, trailing off.

			“All you know is what?”

			He steps toward me, those strong hands resting on my waist, this time pulling me closer instead of pushing me away. He smooths my hair away from my face, tucking it behind my ear. His touch is gentle.

			“I know I want to protect you. And I can’t do that when I’m here and you’re there.”

			My breath catches. “Are you asking me to stay?”

			If he is, I don’t know if that’s something I’m willing to do.

			“No. You’re wanted for treason and concealment. If you’re caught, the orders are to kill you on sight, and I won’t be able to stop it.” He lets out a ragged breath. “But I don’t trust the people you’re with, either.”

			“Well, I do. They’ve welcomed me into their ranks, given me a place to live, a place to train. Soon I’ll be running missions with them. I’ll be able to rescue Tana, and her dad, and everyone else the Company is holding in camps.”

			“And if they find out about your parents?” he says flatly. “What happens to you then?”

			I falter. “I…I’m hoping if that happens, by that point I will have proved my loyalty to them.”

			“You’re willing to bet your life on that?”

			“Am I any safer in the wards? No. We’ve just established that. So all I can do is hope I’m able to earn their trust.” A lump rises in my throat. “Come with me. Please.”

			“I can’t.”

			“But—”

			“Come on, Wren. If they don’t kill me, they’ll just put me in a cell next to Xavier.” He slants his head. “Unless they’ve decided to show him mercy?”

			“No. Not yet.” I bite my lip. “It’s my fault he’s in that cell.”

			Cross runs his fingers along my jaw, his thumb stroking my lip, freeing it from my teeth. “Hey. Stop. It’s not your fault. He chose to help us. Nobody forced him. Ford’s too loyal. And now he’s hellfucked if he steps foot in the Point. He’s got a red threat on his head, too.” Cross sighs. “He can’t come back here. Make sure he knows that.”

			Another silence falls. We haven’t reached an understanding, haven’t formulated a plan, and time is slowly ticking by. Counting down to the moment I have to say goodbye to him again.

			“I have to go,” I tell him. “If I miss my pickup, I’ll be stuck here.”

			Cross tugs me forward and our lips meet in a fleeting kiss before he takes my hand, pressing it directly over his heart. The steady thumping vibrates against my palm.

			“You feel that?” he says.

			I nod.

			“A few bumps and bruises don’t mean shit, Dove. As long as this thing keeps beating, I’m alive. I’m fine. You didn’t have to risk your life to come here—”

			I’m about to protest when he finishes that thought.

			“But I’m glad you did.”
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			I pay Xavier a visit first thing in the morning, prioritizing him over breakfast despite my empty stomach screaming for food. When I saw him last, he finally had a tablet, except he was convinced it was being used as a brainwashing tool because they’d only loaded one book on it, a text called A Living History: The Modified People. When I asked him if he’d learned anything interesting, he said, “Yeah, that humanity is fucked.”

			I give him a quick once-over as I approach the bars. After two weeks down here, his chiseled face is covered in beard growth, and his dark hair has grown out a little. But at least he’s unharmed, faring much better in captivity than Cross, whose entire body had been covered with bruises.

			That only illustrates which side I want to be on. Xavier served in the Command, our enemy. The Uprising could’ve killed him if they chose to. Instead, they tucked him into a cell and gave him things to read, while Cross was being chained and beaten by his own brothers.

			I don’t ask to be let into the cell today, and I don’t mince words as I say, “You’re wanted for treason in the city. You and I have both been designated kill on sight.”

			“Aww, we finally have something in common.”

			I sigh. “Look. I’m willing to stick my neck out for you. I’m going to ask for a meeting with the Authority and try to convince them to release you. But you’re going to have to work with us.”

			Xavier scowls. “To do what? Kill my own people?”

			“They’re not your people anymore—they’ll kill you if they find you. And nobody is coming to rescue you. This is your new life.” I meet his eyes through the bars. “If you want it to be.”

			His features tighten. “They’re not going to welcome me into their midst.”

			“They might if you prove your loyalty.”

			Xavier snorts. “Great, well, then I’m never getting out of here. Because I’ll never be loyal to them. I’m only loyal to two people—” I assume Cross is one of those people, but he surprises me by finishing with, “You and myself.”

			I think it over for a second. “What if proving your loyalty just means not killing anyone here? Sticking by me and not causing trouble?”

			“I’d consider that.”

			I grin at him. “Okay. Sit tight. Let me see what I can do.”

			On my way out of the cellblock, I link with Kallister, whose voice sounds eerily like Uncle Jim’s when it fills my head.

			“How do I request a meeting with the Authority?” I ask him.

			“You just did. Come to the war room after lunch.”

			“Just like that?”

			“Why do you sound so surprised? Our role here is to represent our people, not keep them at a distance.”

			Huh. It’s a refreshing change from the way the General operates, keeping a barrier between himself and the citizenry. Ruling from his office while his colonels and captains deal with all the little people beneath him.

			I go straight to the mess hall because I’m famished. When I search for Gray, I find him and Karra sitting alone today, their bodies angled toward each other, his blond hair tousled. She leans in and smooths it away from his face before kissing him, and his lips curve into a smile before he pulls away.

			It’s the first smile I’ve seen from him since we boarded the plane last night. On the flight back after my rendezvous with Cross, he barely glanced my way, let alone smiled. Maybe he thinks I took advantage of our friendship by asking for the favor? I hope not. I would do the same for him and never view it as a bother.

			“Wrenny,” Mako calls out, waving me over. He’s sitting with Henley, Saint, and Evlynne, who never hides her dislike of me.

			Still, eating breakfast with her snide ass beats eating by myself, so I carry my tray over and settle next to Saint.

			“Morning.” I nod toward Gray and Karra’s table. “What’s with the lovebirds sitting alone?”

			Mako snorts. “Karra decided they require one couples breakfast a week to strengthen the relationship.”

			“You mean the relationship she’ll end in a few months?” inquires Saint.

			“Only to immediately come crawling back to him?” finishes Henley.

			Evlynne punches Henley’s arm. “Hey. Don’t be an ass. It might last. This time,” she amends, which triggers boisterous laughter from Mako and Henley, and a low chuckle from Saint.

			Luisa and Neema join us a few minutes later, setting down their trays. When Luisa’s gaze homes in on Saint, she breaks out in a delighted smile.

			“Is that a hickey?” she demands.

			He merely smirks. The man has a way of exuding sex appeal without saying a single word.

			“Who’s been sucking on your neck, Sainty?” Neema teases.

			Henley grins. “Who hasn’t?”

			“Seriously?” counters Evlynne. “You’re even worse, Hen.”

			“And you’re innocent in all this? Because I’m pretty sure you’ve given Saint his fair share of hickeys over the years.”

			She’s completely unrepentant. “Well, look at him.” Evlynne gestures to Saint, who’s casually sipping his coffee, unfazed by the attention. “How could you not want to nibble on that?”

			“Are you done objectifying us?” Mako asks with a mock frown.

			“Oh, honey, I don’t think you were part of the conversation,” Luisa says, reaching over to pat his arm.

			He growls in outrage, and another wave of laughter rolls through the table.

			

			 

			I spend the rest of the morning at the range, working with Wells and a recruit named Uma, then eat lunch with Zak. Afterward, I make my way to the war room for my meeting, relaxing when I receive a smile from Gray. Maybe he’s not angry about last night.

			“Cowgirl,” he greets me.

			Today, Adrienne sits at the head of the table, with Kallister and Fiona to her right, and Gray and Teriq on her left. Rather than pull out a chair, I stand facing them all, feeling like I’m about to give a presentation in school.

			“What’s this about, Darlington?” Adrienne asks.

			I clear my throat, swallowing my nerves. “It’s about Lieutenant Ford.”

			Teriq speaks up, annoyance etched into his features. “He hasn’t provided a single piece of useful intel in two weeks.”

			“And he’s not going to,” I answer with a shrug. “At least not yet.”

			Kallister chuckles. “You’re not exactly making a convincing case for him.”

			“Look, he can’t go back to the city. He doesn’t want to go back to the city—”

			“He doesn’t want to be here, either,” Gray points out. “He’ll try to run the moment we let him out.”

			“That’s where you’re wrong. He won’t run, not as long as I’m at the Dagger.” I offer a self-deprecating smile. “For some reason, he’s taken it upon himself to be my bodyguard.”

			That elicits a laugh from Gray. “Does he know you don’t need one?”

			“He’s aware, but…” I glance around the table. “Ford and I became friends on the base. He’s a good ally to have, if you only give him a chance.”

			“He’ll never be loyal to us,” Adrienne says.

			“He’s loyal to me. And if I’m loyal to you, he’ll follow suit eventually. The thing about Xavier is, he just wants to stay alive. He knows what’ll happen if he’s released into the wards.”

			“Who said that was an option?” Teriq rolls his eyes. “Because if it’s up to me, I vote we kill him and be done with it.”

			Fear prickles at my skin. “If you do that, I’ll leave, too.”

			“Then leave,” Teriq says.

			It’s jarring hearing those cold, apathetic words from Betima’s brother, who sat with me in the mess hall and shared his pain about losing his sister.

			“Ter,” Gray warns.

			“What? Let her leave. She hasn’t proved herself to us yet, either.”

			I shift my attention to Adrienne and Kallister, who seem to wield the most power at this table. Fiona never says much; she takes everything in, absorbs it. Unless, of course, she’s shooting her mouth off about how I’m an inciter.

			“I’m not asking you to give him a position of power,” I say. “I’m not asking you to send him out on missions. I just don’t want him to stay in a cell. Maybe he can go to the valley?”

			“Absolutely not,” Fiona snaps. “Too many people there have had traumatic run-ins with the Command. I won’t allow it.”

			“Then let him stay here. Release him into my custody,” I plead. “I’ll vouch for him. I’ll take full responsibility for anything he might do in the Dagger. I promise you, though—he’s an asset. He’s great with weapons training. Has a lot of technical skills. He’s even a decent mechanic. I remember that from the Command base.”

			“I’m not trusting him with any of our planes,” says Gray.

			“Food production then—”

			“So he can poison us?” counters Teriq.

			I suppress an exasperated sigh. “He’s a Prime, yes, but he doesn’t hate Mods. He doesn’t want us dead. If he did, I wouldn’t be here. He wouldn’t have saved my life. Just give him a chance.”

			Adrienne’s arms start glowing. So do Kallister’s. I don’t know if they’re communicating, but a moment later, Adrienne says, “Give us a minute, Darlington,” and nods toward the doors.

			I leave, the doors shutting behind me with a sharp buzz. I wish I could hear their discussion, but those doors are pure steel and inches thick, so I stand in the hall with my hands in my pockets, battling my impatience.

			About ten minutes later, footsteps reverberate through the corridor. I glance toward the sound, startled when Xavier appears. He’s flanked by two men, one of whom I don’t recognize. The other is Henley, who arches a brow when he spots me leaning against the wall.

			“What is this?” Xavier grumbles.

			“This is me sticking my neck out for you,” I tell him. “So show a little gratitude, prickhole.”

			Henley chuckles under his breath.

			The doors slide open, and Adrienne calls out to us from the war room. “Darlington, Ford. Get in here.”

			We enter the room and stand together at the head of the table. Xavier meets the Authority’s steely eyes with defiance. I poke him in the side, mentally urging him to behave.

			The silence stretches on, heavy with tension. Even I start to feel nervous under the weight of their scrutiny.

			“Any day now,” Xavier cracks.

			Irritation flashes in Adrienne’s eyes. “Shut up, Ford. And perhaps consider saying thank you to the woman beside you. She’s the only reason we’re even entertaining this.”

			“Entertaining what? What did you agree to, Darlington?”

			“Wren believes that your loyalty to her trumps your former ties to the Company,” Adrienne says. “We’ve decided we’re willing to give you a shot to extend that loyalty to the rest of us.”

			Xavier lifts his bound hands to the side of his face, scratching his beard. “I’m not selling out my fellows.”

			“You’re not in any position to negotiate,” Teriq says coldly.

			“I have friends in the Command. People I won’t betray.” He pauses. “There are limits to the intel I’m willing to offer.”

			My gaze swings to his. This sounds…promising. That option wasn’t even on the table when we spoke this morning.

			“I’ll never give you everything,” he tells them, “but I can give you some things. Take it or leave it.”

			Fiona shakes her head irritably. “Why are we wasting our time on this man?”

			“Because I owe him my life,” I say.

			“It’s some intel or no intel at all,” Xavier reiterates. “Your call.”

			Kallister and Adrienne exchange a look, but I think they had already decided what they were going to do before they summoned him here, because nobody asks us to step out of the room so they can discuss it.

			“You’ll be released into Wren’s custody effective immediately,” Kallister says, an icy glint in his eyes. “One misstep and you hang.”

			Adrienne turns to address me. “As of now, he’s tied to you, Darlington.”

			I falter. “What does that mean?”

			“It means if he fucks up, you’re both punished. If he does something that warrants losing his life, you lose yours, too.”

			“Well, hell,” Xavier says sarcastically. “There goes my dastardly plan to blow up your secret mountain base.”

			“Xavier,” I caution. To the others, I say, “I’ll keep him in line. I promise.”

			“I’d like to see you try,” he mocks.

			A sigh slips out.

			What the hell have I gotten myself into?
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			Xavier is outfitted with a tracker, a thin metal band that Teriq snaps around his wrist with great glee and more force than necessary. It can’t be released without a security code that only the Authority knows. I guess they don’t trust me enough to not free my new buddy. Actually, make that my new roommate, because—against my very vocal protests—I am now sharing a room with Xavier Ford.

			I insisted that I’m perfectly capable of keeping a watchful eye on him even if he’s next door, but I suspect this is the Authority’s way of punishing me for fighting for him. They don’t think a Command lieutenant deserves my loyalty, and they’ve chosen to drive that point home by removing the small love seat across from my bed and replacing it with a bed for Xavier.

			“Is this really necessary?” he complains, holding up his wrist.

			“Trust me, I’m not thrilled about sharing a lavatory with you, either.”

			“I was talking about this fucking tracker. But you’re right. The lav bit is equally preposterous. What if I want to jerk off in the shower?”

			“I can stand there and watch,” I say helpfully. “Cheer you on.”

			Xavier doubles over. “Oh, hellfuck, that would be amazing.”

			Chuckling to myself, I pull the bedsheet over his mattress and secure it in place. Xavier watches me make his bed, his laughter dissolving into a ragged breath.

			“You’re an idiot,” he informs me. “You shouldn’t have advocated for me.”

			“Would you prefer to be in a cell?”

			“What’s the difference?” He waves his wrist. “I’m still a prisoner.”

			“Yeah, but now you’re a prisoner who gets to hang out with me all the time.”

			“Gee, can’t wait.”

			“You’re all set,” I say, fluffing his pillow before I walk to my own bed and flop down.

			“Are you sure we can speak openly?” He looks around the room as if someone might materialize out of the walls at any second.

			“It’s fine. I jam the signal whenever I’m in here.”

			His eyes meet mine. “Have you spoken to Cross?”

			“Not since last night. We rendezvoused in the city.” I pause. “At Haven.”

			“Wow, Darlington. I’ve been crying myself to sleep in a cell every night and you’re off banging my best friend in brothels?”

			“You have not been crying.”

			“I notice you didn’t deny the banging part.”

			My cheeks grow hot. “We can skip over everything except for the fact that he lied to me. He was covered in bruises. They beat him a lot worse than he let on.”

			“Travis?”

			“Roe. They were punishing him for his stupidity. You know, because of the evil Aberrant woman he unknowingly allowed into Elite.”

			“But they don’t know that he’s…?” Xavier trails off.

			I’ll never say it out loud, either, so I just shake my head no. “They stripped him of his command,” I reveal.

			“Fuck off. They didn’t.”

			“Yep. Radek is running Silver Elite now. At least until Cross can regain Travis’s trust.”

			“Cross must be fucking pissed.”

			Uneasiness washes over me. “That’s the thing. He isn’t. He seems…resigned.”

			“Resigned to what?”

			“I don’t know. But he’s talking like shit is hopeless. Like society is doomed and trying to fix it is futile.”

			“Maybe it is,” Xavier says glumly. He examines his surroundings again. The gray walls and sparse furniture. “So, what? This is our life now?”

			“For now,” I say.

			“I don’t trust these people.”

			“So you trust the Command, the people who issued a red threat for you? You trust Travis?”

			“No. I don’t trust any of them, either.”

			“Since when?”

			“Since always. The only person I’ve ever trusted is Cross, even over my own family. And if I’m being honest, any trust I might’ve had for Travis or my other superiors went out the window after the Jubilee. When Travis asked us to round up all the silverbloods, including the ones who’d been loyal to the Company for decades. I’m not keen with killing innocent people.”

			“What about guilty ones?”

			He contemplates that for a second. “Killing isn’t something I enjoy regardless of who it is.”

			“Why did you join the Command, then?”

			“Because Cross did. What else was I going to do? I’m not good at anything, Darlington,” he says with a chuckle. “I like to fight. I like to get dirty. I like to shoot guns and blow shit up. Where else would I get to do that?”

			“You could do it here,” I point out. “If you prove your loyalty.”

			“I told you, I’m not loyal to them. I’m loyal to you. I’m loyal to myself. And I’m loyal to him.”

			His impassioned response gives me pause. For a moment, I can’t help but wonder if he has feelings for Cross.

			And for someone who’s not a Mod, he sure is good at reading my mind.

			“It’s not like that,” Xavier says, rolling his eyes.

			“No?” I arch a brow.

			“No. We’ve known each other since lower school. I don’t want to fuck him.”

			“I do,” I say, and he snickers.

			“Okay, great. You go ahead and do that, and I’ll be over here making sure you don’t get yourself killed. Seriously, though. What’s our plan? Are you going to work with them?”

			“Yes. I am. The Company needs to be taken down. I’ll never be safe on this Continent unless there’s new leadership. People like me need the Uprising.”

			“Yeah, and what are their plans for people like me?” he counters.

			“According to Adrienne and Kallister, they want everyone to live as equals in society, but with Mods in positions of leadership.”

			“Bullshit. Nobody wants an equal. They want a subordinate.”

			I rub my temples, feeling a headache coming on. I hate politics. I hate this shit. All I want to do is live my life without the fear that someone will try to kill me for being psychic. I honestly don’t think that’s asking for too much.

			A voice suddenly echoes out of the overhead system. “Mess hall is open for dinner service.”

			I glance at Xavier. “Feel like making your debut?”

			

			 

			I want to give Xavier a quick tour of the Dagger before dinner, but we soon make a discovery: His prints only grant him access to the Personnel floor. Not a single elevator opens for him unless I scan it myself, and when I try to take him beyond the air lock, the tracker on his wrist flashes red, no doubt alerting the security booth.

			He might not be in a cell anymore, but he’s still a prisoner. That much is clear.

			Walking into the mess hall, we attract every pair of eyes. The tension is sky-high as we move through the food line. Xavier keeps his head down, but I know he’s aware of everything around him.

			I touch his arm. “Relax. It’ll be fine.”

			“Will it?”

			“Maybe?”

			He snickers.

			Nobody asks us to join them. Even Mako doesn’t smile or wave at me, and I see all the progress I’ve made slipping through my fingers like grains of sand. But I don’t regret fighting for Xavier. He left his entire life behind for me. For Cross. The least I can do is return that favor with friendship.

			We find an empty table and sit down. I see Hawkins eating alone nearby, but I don’t invite him to sit with us. I’m still traumatized by the one time I mistook him for a friend.

			We eat our dinner, keeping to ourselves. The chatter in the room picks up again, though I’m sure most people are talking about us. The inciter and the Silver Block lieutenant. We’re the opening act tonight.

			I can’t hide my surprise when Gray strides up to us and settles in the chair beside mine. “Hey.” His gaze shifts to Xavier. “Ford,” he says carefully.

			“Fuck you.”

			“Xavier.” I stifle a sigh.

			Xavier glowers at me. “He killed Tyler.”

			“What about you?” Gray counters. “How many of my people have you killed?”

			That shuts Xavier up. Meanwhile, the whispers all around us don’t let up. I also see plenty of silver veins as some people opt to plot our deaths via telepathy.

			“You should probably eat with the others,” I warn Gray, nodding toward the table where his friends are eyeing him with displeasure. “You’re not doing yourself any favors right now.”

			“Nah, I think it’s probably safer for everyone if I sit here today.”

			“Did the Authority ask you to?”

			“No, it’s common sense.”

			“Gray,” a tight voice says, and then Karra stands over him, her black hair hanging off one shoulder and her eyes shooting daggers at him. “Don’t be an idiot.”

			He arches a brow at her, but he looks more amused than offended at being called an idiot. “Don’t make it a thing, KC.”

			Her angry gaze flicks in my direction before refocusing on him. “What, did she incite you again?”

			My shoulders snap into a straight line. I’m about to demand what the hell she means by that, but she’s already stalking off. Xavier makes no effort to hide that he’s checking out her ass.

			“You banging that girl, Sutler?” he asks Gray.

			“Blake,” I correct absently. My uneasy gaze finds Gray’s. “What did she mean by that?”

			There’s a quick flash of…something in his eyes. Regret, maybe. “Evlynne thinks you incited the Authority to release Ford.”

			Unhappiness constricts my chest. “I didn’t do that.”

			“I know you didn’t. You weren’t even in the room when we voted. But…” He shrugs. “You know how rumors are.”

			Tears burn my eyes, and I lower my gaze to my dinner plate, refusing to reveal how much that hurts.

			“Well,” Xavier remarks. “This is fun.”

			

			 

			Later, Xavier snores in his bed, a soft, steady rumble, and I lie in mine, staring at the ceiling.

			The snoring isn’t what keeps me up. I’m thinking about Cross, and all the times I longed for him to be here with me. But today I saw how hated Xavier is on this base. How much they resent his presence. I can’t even imagine what kind of reception the son of General Merrick Redden would receive. Or how I’d be received if they found out I’m in love with him.

			Even if they knew he was a Mod?

			I want to banish the thought, but it lingers. If they knew…That would go a long way in earning their trust and building some goodwill with the Uprising. They might accuse him of being a loyalist Mod, but better that than a Company Prime. Cross could tell them all the ways he tried to protect Mods while he served in Silver Block, all the lives he’d managed to save when his father wanted them snuffed out.

			But that would require him to leave the city. Abandon his mother. Make a real choice. And he’s unwilling to do that.

			I ignore the sensation in my throat, the growing lump, because it feels a lot like resentment, and I don’t want to resent Cross. I love him. I can’t blame him for not wanting to side with the Uprising, and even if his Mod status could help his case, Cross doesn’t want anyone to know, and I’d never betray his confidence.

			Eventually, I give up on sleep. I pull on a pair of leggings and a thick wool cardigan that I suspect belonged to Gray, because it still holds a faint hint of citrus.

			The lights on the base are controlled by a timer, so only a faint white strip along the floor guides my path. I still haven’t been out to the Ledge—I forgot all about it until now—and although it’s late, I decide to scope it out. I follow the hallway that Gray pointed out during his tour. It takes me to a set of steel doors.

			Since I don’t have full clearance, I never know which doors will part for me and which ones will remain shut. I’m in luck. This set opens. I find myself in another air lock, the doors closing behind me with a hiss as the air pressure equalizes.

			Fresh air fills my nostrils. It’s winter, but according to the history books, the Continent hasn’t had a real winter in over a century. I’ve never experienced the kind of frigid chill you read about, never even seen snow other than in photographs.

			I read a book once about a famous mountain in the Lost Continents, one of the tallest peaks in the old world, but when I tried searching for it again years later, the book was gone. The Communication Board pulls that shit all the time, banning books out of nowhere for no rhyme or reason. Titles disappear from the Company’s digital catalog all the time, especially subject matter that involves the Old Era; Cross’s father despised the Old Era.

			But I swear that book existed, the one about the majestic snowy mountain and the grueling journey so many people embarked on to summit the famous peak. I would have liked to see it.

			Tonight the air carries a cool bite, causing me to wrap my cardigan tighter around me. There’s no railing on the Ledge, and I’m reminded of what Gray said about Hawkins’s girlfriend tumbling to her death. Is this where she fell?

			I walk along the ledge, which narrows and curves before opening onto a large natural patio. I approach the edge and peer over it to see a thirty-foot drop onto what appears to be a footpath.

			I’d like to explore this mountain, these trails. Now that Xavier is free, maybe he’ll be allowed to come with me. It could give us something to do until the Uprising deems us more useful.

			I slide to the ground and dangle my feet over the Ledge, gazing out at the treetops and dark sky. The sprinkling of stars reminds me of the force fields around the Command base.

			As I’m admiring the view, I feel Kallister trying to link with me.

			“I don’t want to startle you, but I’m coming outside.”

			I hear the air lock open, then close with a suction-like whoosh. Footsteps echo around the corner before Kallister appears with a rueful smile.

			“People get jumpy on the Ledge,” he says out loud. “Figured I should give you a warning. Do you mind if I join you?”

			“Sure.”

			Rather than sit, he stands a few feet away, hands slung in the pockets of his black trousers.

			“How did you know I was out here?” I ask him.

			“Security booth alert. We don’t get a lot of people opening the air lock this late.”

			“Would they alert you if anyone was here, or just me?”

			“Anyone.” He chuckles. “Unfortunately, you are not special, Wren. We had an incident out here once, so the booth keeps a close watch.”

			His response only supports my suspicions. This must have been where Hawkins’s girlfriend died.

			“Can’t sleep?” he says.

			“No.”

			“I know it’s been hard for you to acclimate. We live in a world that breeds distrust, but the people here…they’re mostly good. You’re always going to encounter people like Evlynne, or Fiona, who will fear your abilities. But all anyone wants—even those two—is for themselves, their families, their friends, to be able to live in peace. Once they realize you’re not a threat to that, the trust will build.”

			I twist my gaze back to the dark landscape. “I miss Jim. He was the only family I had.”

			I love you as if you were my own daughter.

			My heart aches at the memory of his letter. Those unexpected words he’d penned to me.

			I don’t remember my father. He died when I was barely four years old. Jim Darlington is the only father I’ve ever known. I think of him as Uncle Jim, but I realize now how unfair that moniker is. He wasn’t an uncle. He was my father in every way that counted.

			Kallister’s voice becomes gruff. “Julian and I were orphaned at a young age, and we didn’t have any relatives other than our parents, so after they died, we were all alone. He was my only family, too.”

			“Do you have a wife? Girlfriend?” I ask curiously.

			“No. Not for a long time.”

			“But you were married?”

			“Nearly. She left me after she discovered I was a Mod.”

			My breath hitches. “Did you tell her, or did she discover it on her own?”

			“She found out. I was in the Point at the time, working in Communications. We lived in separate quarters for most of our relationship, but she insisted we apply for a joint living assignment. I knew it was a bad idea. Hell, it’s a bad idea to get involved with a Prime to begin with. But I loved her. We got approved for cohabitation, and everything was perfect for almost a year. And then one night, when she was asleep, I used telepathy to check in with my Uprising handler.”

			“But she wasn’t asleep.”

			“No. She saw my veins and that was that. She decided I was a monster and left.”

			“Did she report you?”

			“I didn’t give her the chance. I was compromised, so the network extracted me and I moved to the Dagger. I was twenty-five.”

			“What happened to her?”

			“She married someone else.” He gives a knowing smile. “And before you ask, yes, I’ve kept tabs on her, and yes, it’s probably not healthy.”

			“No judgment. I would do the same. Especially if I really loved the person.”

			“I loved her very much.” His voice is laced with regret.

			After a short silence, I wearily get to my feet. “I should probably try to get some sleep. I’m working at the range tomorrow.”

			Before I can reach the air lock, Kallister stops me, touching my arm.

			“Come to my quarters in the morning. I have something you might like to see.”

			

			 

			I fall into a restless slumber. The sheets are a tangled mess by the time I wake up, and I don’t feel well rested in the slightest. Only more exhausted.

			“Are we going to the range?” Xavier asks in a groggy voice. Bare-chested, he stretches and yawns as he sits up.

			“Yes, but I need to check in with Kallister first.”

			“Ah, our new master.”

			I sigh.

			Kallister’s quarters are in the same block as Adrienne’s. He welcomes me inside and offers me a coffee, which I gratefully accept, the hot liquid warming my throat and firing up my brain.

			He gets right to it, saying, “What I’m going to show you can never leave this room.”

			His quarters consist of several rooms, and curiosity sparks in my gut as he leads me into an office. It’s small, containing nothing more than a desk, a plush chair, a holoscreen, and a locked vault cabinet built into the wall.

			Kallister approaches the cabinet and scans his retinas, triggering a flash of green light and the mechanical whir of a lock releasing. The metal door pops open, and as he reaches inside, I glimpse what looks like stacks of tablets. He grabs one and gestures to the desk chair.

			“Have a seat.”

			I sit, watching as he unlocks the tablet. I can’t see the screen yet, but when he finally walks over and hands it to me, I’m filled with shock.

			It’s a digital file.

			Subject: Marina Serrano

			And judging by the index page, the dossier is a treasure trove of information. Excitement tickles my belly as I scan the various headings.

			Biographies. Mission records. Interrogation transcripts. There are Serrano and Hess family trees. Marriage certificates. Death certificates. There’s even an entire directory for Valterra Ridge and the Sun Post bombing, including links to books and documents on the subjects.

			“Most of our intel is freely shared at the Dagger,” Kallister explains. “We don’t usually keep secrets from our operatives. But some data is too sensitive for public consumption and isn’t available on the general database.”

			I lift my gaze from the screen. “Who has access to this file?”

			“Only the Authority. And now you. But I can only allow you to read it in here. The tablet doesn’t leave my quarters.”

			My pulse speeds up. “Why are you doing this?”

			“You said you don’t have any family, but…good or bad…you do.” His gaze softens. “I thought you’d like to get to know them.”
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			Certificate Number: 289BL44

			Categorization: Child under 12

			Decedent

			Full Name: Stella Hess

			Year of Birth: 5 NE

			Sex: F

			Ward: Sanctum Point

			Parent/Guardian

			Full Name of Mother: Marina Serrano

			Year of Birth: 2130 OE

			Full Name of Father: Jakob Hess

			Year of Birth: 2129 OE

			Date and Time of Death: 04/22/10 NE 04:45 A.M.

			Place of Death: Home residence, Sanctum Point

			Cause of Death

			Immediate Cause: Smoke inhalation, burns due to structural fire

			Contributing Factors: None applicable

			Manner of Death: Accidental

			Medical Examiner’s Notes

			Decedent found dead at the scene. First responders unable to retrieve body until after fire containment. Remains identified via DNA testing. No signs of foul play or preexisting medical conditions. Toxicology reports show no illegal substances. Fire appears to be accidental, originating from electrical malfunction.

			Certifying Physician

			Name of Physician: Dr. Macon Driscoll

			Signature: Dr. Macon Driscoll

			Date: 04/23/10 NE
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			While I’d love to spend all day poring over my mother’s file, I sense my welcome is wearing thin. I’ve already spent an hour in Kallister’s office, and he clearly doesn’t want to leave me alone in his quarters but is too polite to kick me out. By the third time he very obviously walks past the doorway, I force myself to close the file. I barely made a dent in it, but hopefully there’ll be time to read more of it later. Truthfully, maybe some time to absorb what I did read wouldn’t hurt.

			It’s not every day you find your own death certificate.

			“Why don’t we arrange a standing engagement?” he suggests. “Perhaps dinner here in my quarters once a week? That’ll give you time with the file, and I won’t have to rush you out.”

			“That sounds great. Thank you.” I pause in the doorway, then awkwardly reach for his hand, giving it a quick squeeze. “I really appreciate this, Kallister. You don’t know how much it means to me.”

			“I think I have an idea.”

			I’m supposed to take Xavier to the shooting range, but I’m too distracted to handle firearms right now, so I go to the mess hall instead. I grab a cup of coffee and sit alone in the corner, absently tracing the rim of the cup with my index finger. I had no idea the lengths to which Jim and my mother went to smuggle me out of the city. A fake death certificate?

			And the body at the fire scene? Was that also fake?

			Troubled, I reach out to Cross. My real superpower, in my opinion, is the ability to use my powers without detection. My veins never betray me.

			“You’re not back in a cell, are you?” I ask him, surprised he’s actually linking with me. He’s been hard to pin down lately.

			He sounds weary when he responds. “No. Just finished an Intelligence briefing.”

			“I thought Travis was shutting you out.”

			“He was. This was my first briefing in weeks. He keeps sending me out on bullshit assignments in the wards to prove my loyalty. Security detail, for fuck’s sake. Had me shadowing one of his capitalist cronies last night in the Point.”

			“What was the briefing about?”

			“How to root out the rest of the loyalist Mods that went into hiding after the Jubilee. There are still hundreds unaccounted for.” Cross pauses. “Lyddie was at the briefing.”

			The thought of Lyddie sets my teeth on edge. I don’t want that traitorous quat on the same planet as Cross, let alone in the same room.

			“And what did my old friend have to say?” I ask tightly.

			“Not a thing. She was too busy hanging on my brother’s every word. I think someone’s on for Travis.”

			I grind my teeth harder. I remember all the times Lyddie commented on how attractive Cross is, how she blushed when I teased her about liking him.

			Well, too bad, Lydia. You’re not his type and he’s fucking taken.

			Ugh. Fine. That was petty. I own it.

			Although Cross can’t see me, he senses the change in my mood. “You’re angry.”

			“Oh, you mean because you were sitting in the same room as the people who want to kill our kind and the girl who’s responsible for getting me sentenced to death and you were perfectly content to not do a thing about it? Why would that make me angry?” Sarcasm drips from my every word.

			“What would you have me do instead?” he asks quietly. “Kill them all and shoot my way off the base? Hike through the Blacklands to their base and be greeted with a bullet to the skull?”

			“How about not spending time with Lyddie? That would be a fucking start.”

			Silence fills my mind, but I know he’s still there. Waiting for me to calm down. To take a breath. I do, allowing the anger to flow through me and dissipate. Yet the unhappiness remains. I understand that he’s in an impossible situation, but…Lyddie? He’s playing nice with Lyddie?

			“Daisy?” he says roughly. “Are we good?”

			I slowly release the breath. “We’re good.” I hesitate for a beat. “Kallister gave me access to my mother’s file this morning. I found my own death certificate.”

			“Seriously?”

			“Yeah. Turns out my mother and Jim faked my death in a fire. But there were actual remains discovered at the scene. Do you think they killed a kid?”

			“Doubt it. All children are logged into the system. If one had gone missing, it would’ve eventually been flagged.”

			“Then how did they get their hands on human bones? The medical examiner tested them, and the DNA matched mine. I assume those records were doctored, but how do you explain the body?”

			“If I had to guess, they got access to the morgue in the Point. Probably grabbed a body before it was incinerated.”

			A shiver rolls through me. That’s gruesome, but I wouldn’t put it past Uncle Jim. I could see him doing that, especially if he loved my mother the way Kallister claims.

			No, the way Jim claimed.

			What was it he wrote in his letter?

			I loved her deeply, despite what she was.

			Did he love her as a friend, or was he in love with her? Either way, it’s depressing. He loved Marina so deeply that he was willing to walk away from her and take custody of her only child. And by his own account, he continued to love her even after she was revealed to be a traitor.

			Could I do that? Still love Cross if he betrayed me?

			I gnaw on my bottom lip, realizing…

			Yes.

			I would.

			I suppose Uncle Jim and I have that in common.

			

			 

			I enter my quarters just as Xavier is stepping out of the bathroom, a towel wrapped around his waist, and his bare chest glistening with droplets falling from his wet hair. My gaze fixes on the tattoos on the left side of his rib cage. Black roses intertwined with thorny vines.

			“Sorry,” I say as I close the door. “Wasn’t expecting you to be half naked.”

			“It’s keen. Feast your eyes, Darlington. I don’t mind.”

			I snicker and walk toward the closet, where I grab a gray zip-up sweatshirt. “Nice ink. It’s like a very scary garden.”

			“The women seem to like it. The men, too.” He pauses. “I just realized…I’m irresistible to literally everyone.”

			“Trust me, I can resist you,” I say, slipping the sweatshirt on. “I’m going to take a walk and clear my head before I need to meet Hawkins. We can hit the range after my training.”

			“You want company on the walk?”

			“Nah. Will you be okay alone for a while?”

			“Do I have a choice?” He lumbers past me and flops onto his bed, towel and all.

			I open the top drawer of the nightstand, pulling out the entertainment tablet Gray gave me the other day.

			“Here,” I say, tossing it to Xavier. “There’s an entire film library on this. I’ll be back soon.”

			Although I know I’m not obligated to, I notify Adrienne that I’m leaving the Dagger. She tells me to take a weapon, so I stop at the armory first to log one out. I guess Gray wasn’t kidding about the white coyote packs around here. Adrienne confirms they’re more vicious than the ones that skulk on the outskirts of ward villages.

			The morning sun is climbing higher in the sky as I step outside. Soon it’s beating down on my head and I’m so hot, I unzip the sweatshirt and tie it around my waist.

			I follow a path around the side of the mountain in a direction I haven’t yet explored. I’m startled to see flowers in full bloom along the path, vivid swathes of purples and blues. It’s late in the season for the bluebonnets, and either I’m imagining it, or the purple ones are violet bells. I’ve never seen one outside of the Blacklands, and I give them a wide berth because I’m not in the mood for temporary paralysis right now.

			It’s quiet out here. No birds chirping, no insects humming. A sense of peace washes over me as I reach a small grove overrun with tall grass and an endless sea of wildflowers, but the serenity sharpens into caution when I hear a rustling in the grass. A blond head pops up as the girl who’d been crouching in the grass rises to her full height. It’s Poppy.

			She turns, startling at the sight of me.

			“Sorry,” I say lightly. “Didn’t mean to scare you.”

			“I wasn’t scared.” She emerges from the grass holding a cluster of bluebonnets.

			“Picking flowers?” I say, then cringe at myself for stating the obvious.

			“I’m making a bouquet for my mom.” Poppy shrugs. “She loves flowers.”

			“Is that why she named you after one?”

			“Yeah. Poppies are her favorite flowers. She said naming me Poppy was her way of never forgetting them after they stopped growing.”

			I nod in understanding. A lot of plant species completely died out after the Last War, some from the radiation, others slowly fading away for no real reason. Poppies went that route, lasting long after the war before disappearing out of the blue.

			The teenager approaches a bush that’s low to the ground and kneels, reaching for a tall flower with pale-purple petals.

			“I wouldn’t do that,” I warn.

			She stiffens, a frown touching her lips. “Why not?”

			“It’s a violet bell.” I approach, flashing her a tentative smile before peering at the bush. “Yeah, that’s definitely a bell.”

			“I’ve never seen these here before.”

			“The violet bell is a mutation. It only blooms every three years. Closest relative in the plant world would be…” I think it over. “Hemlock, maybe. Bells don’t usually lead to death, but the sap can cause paralysis. If you get even the tiniest bit on you, you’re facing several hours of lying there paralyzed. It hits fast, too, within minutes of touching it.”

			Poppy’s blue eyes flicker with alarm. She shuffles backward, as if the purple petals might jump out of the bush and attack her.

			“How do you know all that?” She tips her head at me, curious and a little impressed.

			“My uncle knew everything there was to know about plants, especially the mutations and hybrids that cropped up after the radiation from the Last War. He taught me which ones to avoid.”

			“Oh. Well. Thanks.” She glances at the flowers with a newfound respect. “Why are the pretty ones always the most dangerous?”

			I grin. That applies to men, too.

			“I still need some fluffy leaves for the bouquet,” she says, sticking out her bottom lip. She looks around, now eyeing every single plant as if each one is harboring a deadly secret. “Is anything else going to paralyze me?”

			“Paralyze, no. But see this red one?” I walk over to another bush and pluck a dark-red bloom. “This is crimlock. If you dig up the root and then boil and drink it, it’ll give you the worst stomachache of your life.” I flick the petals onto the ground and scan the other flower bushes. “I think the rest are safe.”

			“Well, maybe stick close just in case,” she says shyly.

			“Sure. I’d love to.”

			“I was going to visit the aviary, too, if you want to join.”

			“There’s an aviary here?”

			Poppy’s face lights up. “Yes! It’s my favorite place on the entire mountain.”

			We continue along the path for a few feet before she stops to pluck some thick green leaves.

			“This should be good.” She tucks the bouquet inside her brown canvas shoulder bag. It swings at her side as she walks.

			“So, tell me all the gossip,” I beg. “You must know everything that happens at the Dagger. Like…for example, who stole Mako’s gold chocolate? Do you think it was Raven?”

			Her laughter sounds rusty, as if it’s not a sound she’s accustomed to making. “I have no idea, but I love his dedication to the mystery.”

			“Same. Okay…what else…” I scan my brain. “Is Evlynne always such a quat?”

			Poppy coughs out another laugh. “I guess I can see why you’d think that. Evlynne is tough. But I think you have to be when you get pregnant so young.”

			My jaw drops. “Evlynne has a kid?” This is the first I’m hearing of it.

			“Yeah. They live in the valley. His name’s Fisher, and she had him when she was nineteen. I think the baby’s father abandoned her. Or she left him? I shouldn’t say. I don’t actually know what happened.”

			“Then the father’s not here?”

			Poppy shakes her head. “I think he’s in the wards.”

			I tuck that nugget of information away.

			“So you knew Gray from the Command base?” she asks me. “I heard someone say that.”

			“Yes. We became friends there, but I had no idea he was a Mod until I got here. Hell, I had no idea he was still alive, because the asshole faked his own death. We held a funeral for him.”

			Poppy opens her mouth as if she wants to say something, but then her cheeks turn pink, and she shifts her gaze to the path ahead.

			“What is it?” I push.

			“Nothing. Just…” She gives a little shrug. “If you’re on for him, you could probably just wait it out.”

			“Wait what out?”

			“Nothing. I shouldn’t say anything.”

			“No, tell me.”

			“Karra cheats on him all the time.”

			Whoa. Okay. I wasn’t expecting that.

			“Does Gray know?” I ask with a frown.

			“I think so. They’ve been on and off for years. I don’t think he’s that invested. He and Saint don’t really seem like relationship boys.”

			Sounds about right, considering all the women I see sneaking out of Saint’s room every morning.

			“How did Saint enter this conversation?” I tease, and Poppy ducks her head so I won’t see her blushing. It’s impossible not to. Her entire face is redder than crimlock. “Uh-oh. Does someone have a crush on Saint?”

			“It’s not a crush. I just think he’s cute, that’s all.” She groans. “Whatever. Come on. The aviary is through here.”

			I drop it because I’d like to be friends with this girl, and I don’t want her thinking I’m some jerk who’s going to relentlessly tease her about her crushes.

			My eyes widen as Poppy opens the gate for us, because this is the last thing I expected to find on the mountain. The aviary is a large enclosure tucked against a dense thicket of trees, its wire fencing nearly camouflaged by vines and foliage. Clusters of trees provide shade for the birds, which are soaring from branch to branch, and there’s even a small rock pond running through the middle of the enclosure. Crystal-clear water and smooth stone.

			“Wow,” I marvel. “You know, I’ve never actually seen an aviary before.”

			“It’s more of a sanctuary. We take care of injured birds and—well, not ‘we,’ ” she corrects, blushing again. “Scarlett does all the work, but she lets me help out sometimes.”

			We walk in, and I feel a sense of serenity as we’re surrounded by the sound of rustling leaves and the soft whisper of the breeze. I hear the faint birdcalls, tweets, and chirps, various melodies that make me smile. It reminds me of our clearing in the Blacklands where we spent three years. The birds used to flock to the clearing because it offered one of the only sun pockets in the entire forest. They’d sit on branches and bask in the weak sunlight that penetrated the thick black mist.

			In the center of the aviary sits a wooden structure, a hut really. The wood is sagging and gray, weathered after years in the elements, and half of it is covered with creeping vines.

			“What’s in there?”

			Poppy heads for the propped-open door. “Come see.”

			Inside, the air is at least twenty degrees warmer and a hundred times more humid. I breathe in the scent of wood and straw, along with that earthy bird scent. About a dozen birds take up residence in the hut.

			“This shelter is for the birds that don’t feel like flying. They’ll usually come in here and hide out,” Poppy explains.

			I see sparrows and jays, and even a wren. The little brown bird is perched on a ledge against the wall.

			I shift my gaze to the rafters, raising a brow. “Is that an owl?”

			She nods. “Scarlett found him last month with a broken wing.”

			I’ve encountered plenty of wild creatures in my life, both in the Blacklands and during a decade of ranching, but it’s eerie to see all these birds in one space. All perfectly content to be indoors.

			A blue finch flutters over our heads and settles on the ledge across the room.

			“Do you release them into the wild after they’re healed?”

			“Most of them, yeah. Unless Scarlett thinks they won’t survive out there. And some of them are just too stubborn to stay away. Like Buttercup.” Poppy grins up at a fat yellow budgie. “Every time we try to release her, she comes back. She’s stubborn. They all have their own personalities.” The teen’s cheeks are flushed again, this time with excitement. “See that raven over the door? That’s Didi. She’s such a troublemaker. Constantly bullying the others.”

			I snort.

			“And the sparrow at the window is Marvin. He thinks he owns the entire place. Super bossy.”

			Without warning, the silent wren sails off her ledge and flies directly into my palm. I gape as she perches on the edge of my finger.

			I turn to Poppy in amazement. “Do you think she knows my name is Wren?”

			The teen stares at me for a second.

			Then doubles over laughing.

			“Of course she doesn’t,” Poppy sputters. “She’s a bird.”

			Suddenly I’m howling, too, because…well…yeah. That was a stupid question. This is the first time I’ve felt relaxed enough to let down my guard and just break out in giggles, and we’re both panting by the time our laughter dies.

			“I rescind the question,” I say primly. “Let’s pretend I didn’t reveal how gullible I can be.”

			The bitchy raven—Didi—is now squawking and flapping her wings at Marvin the sparrow. She has way too much attitude for a bird. It’s impressive.

			I extend my hand. “Want to hold her?”

			Poppy’s smile fades. She shakes her head. “Not allowed to touch them. Scarlett’s rules.”

			“Shit, then why did you let me?” I flick my finger, and the little wren flaps away, resettling on the window ledge.

			We stand there for a moment, listening to the soft chirps and soothing fluttering of wings. These injured birds, flitting from one perch to another, the owl shuffling along the wooden beam along the ceiling…they seem so free, even here. Unburdened. I can’t remember the last time I felt unburdened.

			“Do you come here every day?” I ask her.

			“Not every day, but a lot.” She turns, and I follow her gaze out the window, where the mountain peaks loom in the distance, dark brown against a light-blue sky. “It’s peaceful. I can think here. Or when I’m gathering flowers. The quiet helps me clear my head.”

			She hesitates, and I can tell she wants to keep going, so I encourage her with a smile.

			“My mother is overprotective,” she finally says.

			“I’ve noticed.”

			“She’s too much sometimes.” Poppy’s features grow strained. “I can’t even leave the base for an hour without her linking with me, checking if I’m okay.”

			Yeah, I noticed that, too. Her veins have been rippling on and off since we left the clearing. I assumed she was using telepathy, but her words confirm it.

			“And the constant hugs and I love yous,” she moans. “It’s so suffocating—” She stops, visibly guilt-ridden. “Don’t tell anyone I said that.”

			“I won’t. And I understand. I can see how it gets annoying.” I surprise myself by reaching for her hand, giving it a squeeze. “And, well, I’m not trying to invalidate your feelings, they’re totally valid, but…for what it’s worth…I would kill to have a mom, or any parent for that matter, who cared about me that much.”

			Poppy frowns. “You don’t have parents?”

			“I was raised by my uncle. And trust me, he never hugged me. He did tell me he loved me, but very rarely.” I offer a shrug. “Anyway, sometimes putting it into perspective helps. One day she might not be there to fuss over you, and I guarantee you’ll miss it.” I glance around the little bird hut again, inhaling a deep breath. “I get why you like it here so much. It really is peaceful. And it’s sort of a reminder, too.”

			“Of what?”

			I gesture to the finches, who are now happily chirping to one another as if they’re having a real conversation. “Like, if these guys can be happy even with their broken wings and other injuries, if they can keep singing, then so can we. It reminds us to not let the world take away our joy.”

			A soft smile tugs on her mouth. “I like that.”

			The joy of our aviary excursion stays with me during the entire walk back to the Dagger. But the moment we near the air lock, a sharp female voice cuts through the air.

			“Poppy.”

			My good mood fades. It’s Fiona.

			“Come here,” the older woman orders, beckoning her daughter with a stiff hand.

			Poppy’s posture changes, her shoulders sagging just slightly. I don’t miss the way her bare arms glint in the sunlight. She’s communicating telepathically. I bet Fiona has a lot to say about seeing us together.

			Sure enough, Poppy’s eyes shutter as she turns to me. “Thanks for the plant lessons.”

			She’s gone before I can say goodbye.

			

			 

			Hawkins is waiting for me in the Temple, where we spend about an hour harnessing gold. I’m making progress, my confidence growing after each training session. As we sit in the ethereal blue shimmer of a daggerstone alcove, I feel the energy surging inside me, a silent current traveling underneath my skin. I’m learning not to force it. To just slowly gather the gold dust.

			Wrap it around my hands…

			Let it build, thread after thread…

			Just let it grow…

			Today, I even feel it humming in my torso rather than staying isolated to my hands and arms. I keep breathing, slow, steady, letting the energy pulse through my veins. For a moment, I’m tempted to incite Hawkins. I bet I could if I tried. That’s how powerful the energy is right now. But he didn’t agree to be incited, so I resist the temptation to push that boundary.

			Afterward, when he announces the session is over, I don’t get up just yet. I fidget with my hands in my lap, biting my lip unhappily.

			“Does it ever get to you?” I ask before he can go.

			“Does what get to me?”

			“Having people fear you because you can incite.”

			He shrugs. “You get used to it.”

			“Before I came to meet you, I was out walking with Poppy. When we got back here, Fiona practically dragged her away from me like I was a carrier for an Old Era plague. I get that Fiona hates inciters. But…I don’t know. It hurts that some people don’t trust me.”

			“Of course they don’t. There’s no way for them to protect themselves from you.”

			“They don’t need to,” I object.

			“My advice? Stop trying to make anyone like you. Find a fucking hobby or something.”

			“Is that what you do? Distract yourself with a hobby?”

			It hasn’t gone unnoticed by me that he spends every single meal alone, except for the rare times Kallister eats in the mess hall. I suspect Kallister feels bad for the guy, because he always invites Hawkins to eat with him. Every time I see their veins rippling in telepathic conversation, I wonder what on earth they talk about. Hawkins is the least affable person I know.

			“I suppose,” he answers. “I hike. I fly.”

			“Like planes?”

			He gives me a look that says, Are you a total imbecile?

			“Sorry, dumb question.” God, this guy makes me nervous. “I didn’t realize you were a pilot.”

			“Not officially or anything,” he mutters. “None of the mission leads would ever work with me.”

			“Oh.” I feel a twinge of sympathy for him.

			“But I enjoy it. Sometimes I get special permission from Kallister to take an aircraft out. If it’s not in use or whatever.”

			For a moment, I’m silenced by hesitation, until I can no longer fight my curiosity. “I heard a rumor that you incited someone by accident.”

			His expression turns to stone, but I’ve already opened this door. Might as well keep going.

			“Your girlfriend…Zoe, right?”

			He keeps staring.

			“She fell off the Ledge?”

			That gets me a quick nod.

			“And you were arguing when it happened? That happened to me once,” I confess. “With my uncle. I was furious with him for dragging me out of a party with my friends, so I shouted for him to turn the truck around and accidentally incited him. We were nearly crushed to death.” A shaky breath slips out of my throat. “It scares me.”

			“What does?” His voice is gruff.

			“Having this power that I can’t control. Knowing that my emotions might trigger me to incite someone to do something dangerous. Something that hurts them or, worse, kills them.”

			“Then learn to control it.”

			“Is that possible? To fully control it?”

			Before he can answer, my device beeps. I pull it out to find a message from Gray.

			Fancy a flight?
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			I find him in the departure hangar standing by the gray helicopter he always fondly refers to as his bird. He’s dressed casually in khakis, a white T-shirt, and brown boots. The look suits him.

			His green eyes brighten as I stride toward him. “Hey. I have a couple hours free, so I’m taking the bird up. Thought you might like to join me.”

			“Going anywhere in particular?”

			He shrugs. “Just the sky.”

			I can’t help but laugh. “I was going to take Xavier to the range and introduce him to Zak.”

			“The range’ll be there when you get back. The sunshine won’t.”

			“Good point.” Although I feel bad abandoning Xavier again, the offer is too tempting to pass up.

			A minute later, we’re sitting in the cockpit. He hands me a headset before flicking on some flight controls, and the rotors start hissing in the cavernous space. Even though I’ve seen it once before, it still jars me when the mountain seems to open up for us. Looking completely at ease in the pilot’s seat, Gray flies us out of the hangar, his long fingers on the yoke, handsome profile set in a line of concentration.

			Everything sounds so much louder from the cockpit. The whir of the rotors, the wind whining past us, the vibration of the engine humming through my body. We’re wearing headsets so we can talk to each other, which only serves as a reminder that he can’t communicate telepathically. It’s rare for a Mod to lack such a basic ability. Most Mods can do telepathy and nothing else, like Cross.

			I peer out the windshield at the valley below us, a patchwork of grass, trees, and roofs of various structures that are too small to make out from the air.

			“You okay?” His voice fills my ear over the purring of the rotor blades.

			“I’m good.”

			As I gaze at the sprawling landscape, something shiny catches my eye, winking at me. I crane my neck to try to get a better view.

			“Is that a solar field?” I ask.

			“Yep.”

			“Was it already there when you found this base or did the network install it?”

			“A little bit of both. It was a lot smaller when we got here, but we strengthened it, installed more panels.”

			The chopper dips, and so does my stomach. Gray doesn’t seem at all affected. He looks like he belongs in this helicopter. Like it’s part of him.

			I turn to smile at him. “You love flying, huh?”

			He nods, pensive. “I do. Life is a lot simpler up here.”

			“I can see that. There’s so much noise down there.”

			“A lot of fucking noise. Flying is a reprieve from that. I don’t know how to describe it other than…” He trails off for a beat. “Time moves slower up here. The sky’s the only place I can think clearly.”

			“That’s how I feel when I’m shooting. When I’m lining up a shot, I have to clear my head of everything but the wind, the scope, the target. Life gets so quiet in those moments.”

			“Those are the best moments.”

			“Can we fly closer to the valley?”

			All I can see from up here are those scattered rooftops and what appears to be several dirt roads winding their way through the settlement. Everyone keeps talking about this place, but I still haven’t been there. It intrigues me that there’s a whole community of people I haven’t even met.

			He flashes that easy smile of his. “I’ll do you one better. Let’s go for a visit.”

			My stomach flutters with a mix of nerves and anticipation. Judging by the reception I’ve received at the Dagger, I’m skeptical that my welcome in the valley will be any warmer. But I’m too curious to turn down the offer.

			He adjusts the controls, and the helicopter responds, making a gentle bank to the right. We’re circling the edge of the valley now, which provides me with a better view of the settlement. I see small houses nestled against the hilly terrain, with swathes of green rolling through the landscape. Most of the homes seem to be constructed from wood, but I spot a few with stone exteriors.

			We fly in a wide arc, then begin to descend, passing over what appears to be a circular courtyard enclosed by low stone walls. With utter precision, Gray lowers the chopper onto a flat cement pad surrounded by a vast stretch of grass, the wind created by the rotors kicking up dirt. The air grows still once the blades whir to a stop.

			I unbuckle my harness and hop out, happy when my boots connect with earth. I’m not afraid of flying or anxious in the air, but I feel most comfortable with solid ground beneath my feet.

			Gray climbs out and joins me. “It’s a bit of a walk from here. There’s a closer landing pad across the valley, but I figured you’d want to see as much of the settlement as you could.”

			He figured right.

			We walk along the grass toward a gravel path while I admire our surroundings. The valley is encircled by towering mountains, their jagged peaks and ridges sharp against the sky.

			“It’s quieter than I expected,” I remark.

			“Yeah, this isn’t a Faithful camp where everyone is living on top of each other. Like those old communities you read about in school—what were those called?”

			“Communes?” I supply.

			“Right. Communes. Most of the valley residents came from Sanctum Point, so a lot of them are used to living in hiding in the city, trying to keep their abilities under wraps. I think they brought that mentality here. They live quiet lives, prefer to stay in their homes.” He grins. “Don’t get me wrong, they throw some fucking great parties, but for the most part, they keep to themselves.”

			It smells different down here than it does up on the mountain. The air in the Dagger is filtered, so it always holds a slightly stuffy trace. Either that or it smells like fuel and exhaust. Here it’s fresher, carrying the scent of pine and flowers and the smoke wafting out of chimneys in the distance.

			We near a huge, enclosed pasture, and my heart skips happily when I spot the horses. Three of them, grazing near a split-level fence. A soft whinny carries in the breeze, bringing a smile to my lips and making me long for my sweet mare, Kelley. My ranch was reassigned, and I have no idea who’s living there now. Whoever it is, I hope they’re being good to her.

			“Are those workhorses, or do people ride them?” I ask Gray.

			“Both. The farmers use them for plowing, hauling firewood, other farmwork. But people do take them out for trail rides. The horses need the exercise.”

			“Do you ride?”

			“Nope,” he says cheerfully. “I have no desire to plummet to my death off the back of a giant animal that could stomp me to death.”

			“Says the man who flies fighter jets.”

			“Planes are way safer than horses.”

			“I don’t know if that’s true.”

			As we keep walking, he points out various crop fields, and the vineyards in the distance. “Orchards are down there.” He gestures at a distant rise at the edge of the village. “And up there is the solar field you saw—it powers the entire valley. There are backup generators, too, but we try to rely on the sun as much as we can.”

			I nod, impressed by what they’ve built here. The community is entirely self-sustainable.

			We pass a wooden chicken coop and a goat enclosure, then round a corner to find a handful of cottages set far apart. I notice Gray quicken his pace, but his laid-back demeanor doesn’t change, at least not until the front door of one of the cottages swings open.

			A middle-aged woman with blond hair appears in the doorway, waving at us. “Grayson!” she calls.

			His entire body stiffens. When his gaze lands on the woman, I feel the shift in the air. The tension. His good humor evaporates as if a switch has been flipped.

			“Who’s that?” I murmur.

			“My aunt.”

			The woman hurries down the path from the house. When she reaches us, she looks as if she wants to embrace Gray, her arms lifting slightly, but whatever she sees on his face has her hands dropping to her sides.

			“I didn’t expect to see you here today,” she says, an awkward note in her voice.

			“Just giving a tour,” he says, his own voice cool and distant. I don’t think I’ve ever heard him sound like that before. “Wren is new to the Dagger. I’m showing her around the valley.”

			I step forward with my hand extended. “Hi. It’s nice to meet you.”

			She gives my wrist a brisk shake. Her hands are cold to the touch and rough with calluses. “Likewise. I’m Jenni, Grayson’s aunt.”

			“We should get going,” he says abruptly. “Lots more to show Wren.”

			My gaze slides between them. I glimpse a flicker of desperation in Jenni’s eyes, as if she wants to argue, beg him to stay. But his posture remains rigid, every muscle locked in place. It’s obvious he’d rather be anywhere but talking to this woman. Whatever their history, it’s not a pleasant one.

			“All right. I won’t keep you then,” Jenni says, defeat settling over her face. She edges away. “Don’t be a stranger.”

			He doesn’t even say goodbye as he takes my arm and guides me down the dusty road.

			The second his aunt is out of sight, he lets out a ragged breath, clenching and unclenching his fingers as if he’s trying not to make a fist.

			“Hey…” I don’t want to pry, but I can’t help it. “What was that? Are you okay?”

			“I’m fine. We’re not close, that’s all.”

			Clearly.

			Rather than push for answers, I simply nod and keep walking. Though I make a mental note of the encounter, because this is the first time I’ve ever seen a real crack in his playful, carefree exterior.

			We continue down the road, Gray explaining more of valley life. “Our main laundry facilities are at the Dagger. But some folks prefer to wash their things here.” He points toward a cluster of trees. “There’s a nice clean stream beyond those trees.”

			We pass several barns, supply sheds, a schoolhouse. There are very few people outside, but the ones we do see are quick to smile or wave in greeting. Everything seems to move at a slower rhythm here, lacking the fast pace and tension of life on a military base.

			Beyond the school is a grassy sports field, and I spot a group of children kicking a ball around. A young boy, about five or six years old, spots us and breaks away from the group.

			“Grayson!” he yells, running toward us.

			Gray breaks out in a smile, the tension leaving his body. He crouches and scoops up the boy, swinging his little body around while the kid shrieks in delight.

			“When did you get here? Can we go flying? Please?” His words tumble out in an excited rush.

			“Ah, I’m sorry, bud. I can’t today. I’m showing Wren around.”

			“But you promised you’d take me next time you were here!”

			Gray ruffles the kid’s dark hair. “I know I did, but I don’t have time today.”

			I note the easy camaraderie between the two of them. I’m not really a kid person, but it doesn’t surprise me that Gray has a way with children. He comes off as a big kid himself most of the time.

			The boy glances at me. “Are you a pilot, too? Do you fly better than Grayson? Because he flies better than a bird.”

			“I’ve heard that,” I say with a smile. “But no, I’m not a pilot, unfortunately.”

			“This is Wren,” Gray tells the boy. “She’s new here. Wren, this future pilot is Fisher.”

			Fisher…Isn’t that what Poppy called Evlynne’s son?

			“Did you know,” Fisher says, fixing big solemn eyes on me, “that pilots who are really, really good are called aces?” He holds his hands out, miming an airplane soaring through the air. “Aces are the best pilots in the world. They do loop-de-loops and fly upside down.”

			“Upside down?” I echo, feigning amazement. “No way.”

			“It’s true!” He nods seriously. “My mom is a pilot, and she told me. She’s an ace because she’s the best.”

			“I thought I was the best,” Gray accuses.

			“Nope. It’s Mom.”

			“Well, damn. Guess I should just retire my wings and get into farming.”

			I pat Gray’s arm. “It’s okay, ace. Second-best isn’t anything to be ashamed of.”

			“Fisher!” one of the boys on the field shouts, a whine in his voice. “Come back to the game!”

			“Oh no, I forgot,” Fisher exclaims with the most adorable sheepish smile. “I have to go!”

			Before we can blink, the kid is gone, running back to his soccer game.

			I turn to Gray. “That’s Evlynne’s son?”

			“Yeah. Great kid.”

			“How did Evlynne manage that?”

			He snorts. “Ev’s not that bad. She just has trust issues.” With a pointed look, he adds, “Like some people I know.”

			“You’re comparing me to Evlynne? Nope. Take that back.”

			“ ‘Nope,’ ” he mimics. “You two have more in common than you think.”

			We finally reach the covered courtyard I saw from the air. I realize it’s a gathering place. A round pavilion with scattered tables and other seating, wood-burning cooking stoves, even a small stage.

			“This is the square,” Gray says.

			“But it’s a circle.”

			“Well, we call it a square. I don’t know why, so just fuck off.”

			I choke down my laughter as I follow him toward the hub of activity. There are nearly two dozen people in the square today. Some are standing around, smoking tobacco cigarettes, chatting. Others are seated, eating some kind of smoked meat that smells fantastic.

			Nearby, a trio of men plays a dice game that I don’t recognize, while across the pavilion, I see several card games in progress. And one chess game. Ugh. I detest chess. Uncle Jim tried to teach me how to play, but I was terrible at thinking so many moves ahead. I’d always do something impulsive and get my ass kicked every time we played.

			I remember learning in school that chess is one of the oldest games in existence, over fifteen hundred years old, but honestly…I wish we just left it in the Old Era.

			As we enter the square that is actually a circle, I receive plenty of suspicious glances, and Gray’s voice is gentle as he speaks close to my ear. “Don’t take it personally. You of all people should know that Mods are wary of outsiders.”

			“It’s fine. I’ve never been good at fitting in with either Primes or Mods.”

			That’s what happens when you’re keeping so many secrets. When you’re spinning a web of lies with too many threads to keep track of. I kept secrets from Jim. From Wolf. From Tana.

			When you’re always hiding something from someone, it means you can never be truly open with anyone.

			I thought that would change when Wolf revealed himself to be Cross. I thought I finally had someone I could share every single part of myself with, but even now, I’m still keeping things from Cross.

			“Gray!”

			I snap out of my thoughts as a woman with chestnut-colored hair ambles over, a beaming smile stretched across her face. She wears brown sandals and a plain linen dress in a muted shade of blue. On the Continent, it’s difficult to find bright colors or patterns unless you’re one of the elites.

			“This is a nice surprise! You didn’t tell us you were coming,” she says, pulling Gray into a warm embrace.

			“Hey, Bea.” As he steps out of the hug, he introduces us. “This is Wren Darlington. Newest addition to the Dagger.”

			Her smile shifts to me as she leans in to shake my wrist. “Welcome, Wren.”

			“Beatriz is Luisa’s mother,” Gray tells me.

			“Have you two eaten?” she asks. “Seth just let me know that lunch is ready.”

			“Oh, I don’t know if—” he starts.

			“You’re joining us,” she interrupts, her tone firm. “Especially you, Gray. You need to make up for all the meals you missed when you were in the city.”

			Gray glances at me. “Hungry?”

			

			 

			We follow Beatriz to a small, cozy cottage at the edge of the village. It has a tidy patch of grass and potted flowers lining the front path. The aroma of cooking food greets us when we walk through the door. Smells like freshly baked bread and something garlicky.

			In the main room, an auburn-haired man sits in front of a wood-burning fireplace. He rises to greet us, one hand resting on a wooden cane. His movements are stiff as he walks over to give Gray a quick hug.

			“About time you paid us a visit. Lu says you’re always too busy.”

			I’m introduced to Luisa’s father, Seth. He’s less friendly than his wife, but I suspect that’s just his personality. Fatigue lines his features, as if he’s seen some hardships, and from the way he moves, I sense he’s dealing with chronic pain, which is confirmed when he turns his head and I see the burns.

			I do my best not to stare, but it’s difficult. The pink raised flesh runs along his left cheek and down the side of his neck, disappearing under the collar of his gray shirt. I wonder how far the burns go beneath his clothes. And as someone who dealt with burns her entire life, too, I know how painful they can be.

			“We’re having rabbit for lunch,” Seth says. “Bea’s snares finally paid off.”

			“Finally!” Beatriz echoes as she goes to the stove to check the food. “Usually those damn white coyotes beat me to the snares before I can collect my kill.”

			“Oh right. Adrienne was telling me they’re a problem on this mountain,” I say.

			“We’ve had a big pack prowling around these past couple of years,” Beatriz answers. “They must’ve had a few good litters, because for a while there, they were even coming down the mountain and hunting on the outskirts of the valley. Some were bold enough to walk right into the settlement.”

			“Have you ever tried to domesticate them?” I ask curiously.

			“Too much effort, not enough reward,” Seth says. “White coyotes are hard to train. Too damn stubborn.”

			As we settle around the table for lunch, I can feel Luisa’s father warming up to me, especially as Gray regales them with stories about our time in the Program.

			“Before we recruited Wren,” he reveals, “she was so desperate to escape their base that she let someone break her wrist during a sparring match.”

			Luisa’s mother shakes her head in reprimand. “Oh, honey. That must have been painful.”

			“Agonizing,” I admit.

			“And it didn’t even work.” Gray snorts. “They flew in a healer to fix her. Ellis.”

			Seth raises one thick eyebrow. “You must have been important to them.”

			I don’t want anyone thinking that the Company views me as a valuable asset, so I give a rueful smile and say, “I think my commanding officer had a crush on me.”

			Gray snorts again.

			After lunch, I offer to clean up, but Beatriz puts Gray to work instead. As they wash dishes at the sink, I join Seth in the main room by the fireplace, watching as he pushes his chair even closer to the roaring blaze.

			When he catches me staring, he says, “I tend to run cold.” Then he laughs. “And yes, I realize that’s ironic considering half my face is melted off. You’d think I’d be hot all the time, huh?”

			Since he’s the one who pointed them out, I don’t feel as awkward taking a closer look at his burns. They’re much worse than the ones I used to have. Mine were the result of a pot of boiling water spilled on me as a child, and as I grew older, the skin slowly stretched and whitened. Seth’s burns don’t look recent, but he clearly suffered more extensive damage than I did. His flesh is an angry red. Deep and jagged.

			“What happened?” I ask, because I’m too curious for my own damn good.

			A dark cloud floats through his eyes.

			Fuck. I shouldn’t have opened my mouth.

			To my surprise, he answers. “Just another casualty of Valterra Ridge.”

			The confession accelerates my heartbeat. “Oh. I’m sorry. I had no idea.”

			Seth touches his neck, running his fingertips over the uneven flesh. His features grow taut with anger. “I got these trying to shield Lu when the bombs started falling and everything caught fire. Managed to get her out, but not without some battle scars.”

			As he shifts his harsh gaze to the fireplace, the rabbit stew I just ate threatens to make a reappearance. I gulp down the nausea and try to focus on not losing my lunch.

			“We learned about the bombing in school,” I say.

			He lets out a derisive laugh. “And I suppose the Company narrative was one of victory, huh?”

			I nod. The Primes of the Continent were ecstatic about the result of Valterra Ridge. Hundreds of Mods burned to a crisp by the bombs that rained over their village. Before the location was compromised, the community had been more of an urban legend. The General and his people suspected that a secret community of Aberrant existed somewhere in the wards but were never able to find it. This was partially because Valterra Ridge was located along a dangerous fault line, and it was believed that nobody could survive beyond it. Turns out, a lot of people could.

			“It’s good you left that place,” Seth tells me. “The Command, I mean. They warp your mind there. Feed you bullshit until you turn on your own.”

			“Like the Tin Block Traitors?” I blurt out.

			He grunts. “Yeah. Like them. Godfuckers. Hope they’re burning in hell.”

			My throat is almost completely obstructed by the knot of guilt jammed inside it. I want to apologize on behalf of my parents, which is quite possibly the stupidest impulse I’ve ever had, and something I can never do. Telling the truth would destroy everything I’m trying to build here.

			Yet it feels like I owe this man something. Like I need to atone. My parents caused more death and destruction than I could’ve ever imagined. I’m sitting here with a man who suffered at their hands, and it makes me want to crawl into a hole and never show my face again.

			My stomach flips from the now familiar swirl of shame. This isn’t my sin to bear, I know that, but I also know that everyone would look at me differently if they learned my parents had been traitors to the Uprising.

			“They sold us out, but they got their just rewards in the end,” Seth says, shrugging. “God will always have retribution for his children.”

			It’s rare to hear someone speak about God in this way. The old religions are banned on the Continent; General Redden had no interest in them. I’ve never known anyone who practiced, but Seth is clearly pious. Maybe he’s earned the right to be, after what my parents did to him.

			I suddenly wonder how many other people in the valley are Valterra Ridge survivors, and my hands start trembling. Cross is right. I need to be extremely careful going forward.

			“Wren,” Gray says from the kitchen, his tone sharp. “We need to get back.”

			His serious demeanor makes me frown. “Everything okay?”

			“We have a visitor.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 21
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			It isn’t until we’re in the air that Gray reveals the identity of our mysterious guest.

			“Jasper Reed?” I echo, my brows shooting up. “Are you serious?”

			Reed is the most notorious smuggler on the Continent, and the last person I’d expect to be welcome at the Dagger. At my first Silver Elite briefing, Reed and his criminal enterprise were the main topic of discussion. The Command has been trying to dismantle his operation for years. I remember Cross saying the bulk of Reed’s business involves bringing contraband into the Continent from Tierra Fe, but he also works closely with the Faithful, smuggling supplies out of the Point and trading with them.

			After reading his entire dossier, all I remember is determining that Jasper Reed is the most dangerous kind of person: one whose loyalty belongs to whoever’s offering him the most credits in the moment.

			I eye Gray in disbelief. “You just let the city’s most wanted criminal fly into the Dagger?”

			“Not on his own. Evlynne went to collect him.” Gray sounds annoyed. “He wants to renegotiate his deal.”

			“Since when do you have a deal with him? I was told the Uprising wanted to recruit him, but he wasn’t interested.”

			“He’s not. Jas will never work for somebody else. But he’s also a greedy prick, which means he’s not averse to working with us, so long as he believes it’s to his advantage. Especially now that the opiate vein has dried out and he’s only running tobacco and alcohol.”

			When we return to the Dagger, I’m a bit disappointed that Reed isn’t in the hangar waiting for us, but I suppose there’s no reason for him to be.

			Gray touches his ear, receiving a message over a channel I’m not privy to. “I have to go,” he says.

			When I walk into my room five minutes later, I find Xavier sulking on his bed.

			“What happened to the range? You were gone all day! I’m so fucking bored here, Darlington. I’m built for excitement, not boredom.” He lets out a loud, frustrated groan. “I regret my friendship with Cross.”

			“No, you don’t.” I can’t help but grin. “But if excitement is what you crave…Guess who’s on the base.”

			He narrows his eyes. “Who?”

			“Jasper Reed.”

			“You fucking kidding me?”

			“Nope. He and the Uprising have some kind of trading deal in place.” I flop down on my bed. “Silver Elite was hunting him for a long time, right?”

			“Oh yeah. He’s a slippery fucker.”

			“Have you ever met him?”

			“No. He stays well hidden in the city. And we always suspected he has another hideout somewhere in the wards, maybe with the Faithful, because he has the maddening habit of dropping off the face of the earth whenever he’s under too much heat.”

			It’s too late to visit the range now, so I take pity on Xavier and steal a pack of playing cards from one of the common rooms, then spend the next hour letting him beat me in clash poker despite holding winning hands nearly the entire game. His ego deserves the boost more than mine.

			At dinner, we’re once again relegated to the corner and ignored by everyone around us. When I get up to refill my water, I spot Evlynne in the line and try to strike up a conversation.

			“Gray took me to the valley today,” I tell her. “I met your son. He seems sweet.”

			My attempt at civility backfires. “Stay away from my kid.”

			“He ran up to us—”

			“I said stay the fuck away from my kid.”

			She stalks off without another word.

			I return to the table and retake my seat next to a grinning Xavier. “Not winning any popularity contests here, are you?” he says.

			“Hey, I was much more popular before you fucked it up for me. Now I have to try to convince everyone that you’re not evil so they’ll like me again.”

			A murmur travels through the room, drawing my gaze to the doorway, where Adrienne just walked in with a dark-haired man in his late twenties.

			Jasper Reed. I instantly recognize him from his dossier photograph. Bronzed skin, devilish brown eyes, an endearing dimple in his chin. It’s hard to forget such an attractive face.

			I watch him greet a few people, his cocky attitude evident in the way he carries himself. The lazy stride, the confident set of his shoulders. He’s tall but not bulky, more the lean, sinewy cheetah than the hulking lion, and he’s very sure of himself as he touches Adrienne’s arm and leans closer to whisper something to her. She rolls her eyes, but I can tell she’s amused.

			“Reed is mighty cozy with these people,” Xavier remarks. “That’s…interesting.”

			“You deserted the Command,” I remind him, or maybe it’s more of a warning. “You’re not gathering intel for them.”

			“I’m gathering intel for me. Haven’t you figured that out by now, Darlington? The only team I’m on is my own.”

			

			 

			Xavier is driving me crazy.

			We’re floating in this nebulous no-man’s-land between dinner and bedtime, forced to entertain each other. I don’t know how I got tasked with entertaining Cross’s best friend, but I sort of wish he’d been eaten by a red cougar in the Blacklands. Xavier has just spent the last hour describing his favorite sexual encounters to me. In great detail.

			I know way too much about this man.

			“But if you really want to talk about voyeurism—”

			“I don’t.”

			“—there was this girl in upper school who always wanted me to go down on her in the tech lab even though she knew the school cameras were—”

			“No,” I interrupt with a groan, jabbing my finger in the air. “If you tell me one more sex story, I will actually kill you in your sleep.”

			“Fine, then you tell me one,” Xavier pleads. He’s stretched out on his bed, bare-chested and barefoot, his boredom etched into every line on his face.

			“Absolutely not,” I retort.

			He scowls at me. “This place sucks. I don’t get to fuck. I don’t get to drink. I don’t get to talk about fucking and drinking—”

			He’s interrupted by my comm going off. I eagerly snatch it off the night table to find a message from Gray.

			Get dressed. Party in the cave.

			I use my index finger to scribble a response on the screen.

			What’s the cave?

			You’ll see. I’ll come grab you in 30.

			Oh, thank fuck. Maybe this will finally shut Xavier up.

			Can Ford come?

			Sure, but I’m not breaking up any fights tonight. If he says or does something to get his ass kicked, I’m letting it happen.

			Deal.

			I slide off the bed, arching a brow at my roommate. “You’re about to love me.”

			“I don’t think that’s ever going to happen, sweetling.”

			“There’s a party tonight. And I’ll have you know this place is crawling with glenshade…”

			His mouth falls open. “You’re shitting me.”

			“Nope. I drank some when you were in the cells.”

			Xavier shoots to his feet faster than I can blink. “Do you think they have any seraphis?”

			I burst out laughing. “Seriously?”

			“What? I’m not gonna use it with you.”

			“I’m sorry to inform you, sweetling, but I doubt there’s a single person on this entire mountain who’s going to have sex with you, with or without an aphrodisiac.”

			“Nah, I’ll win ’em over. All it takes is one, right?”

			

			 

			The cave is not outdoors like I expect. Rather, we go down to the Operations floor and then into an elevator at the farthest corner of the Dagger. Like the one that offers access to the Temple, this elevator also features a button for a lower level. Karra, who showed up with Gray to collect us, shoots dark looks at Xavier the entire journey to the cave.

			“You should cut this one loose,” she advises me. “He’s bad for your image.”

			“You realize I’m standing right here?” Xavier says politely.

			Karra flicks up an eyebrow. “So?”

			Despite the fact that she just insulted my friend, I can’t contain a laugh, which gets me a grin from Karra. I wouldn’t consider us close friends, but there’s been no animosity whatsoever since she warned me off Gray. I like her, in fact. Especially her confidence. Karra knows exactly who she is and doesn’t care if anyone has a problem with it.

			The elevator doors open onto another cavern. This one lacks the daggerstone, religious imagery, and marble floor of the Temple, but not the otherworldly atmosphere. Metal sconces provide weak lighting that cuts in and out of the shadows, and the walls create an acoustic chamber as waves of electronic music bounce and reverberate through the cave, fusing with the loud voices and eruptions of laughter. It’s so loud, I can barely hear my own thoughts.

			All around us, people are pressed together in the low-ceilinged space, some chatting, some dancing, some doing a lot more than dancing. The air is thick with sweat and body heat, and although I’m wearing a tank top, I’m sweating by the time we reach the bar.

			The sight amazes me. They’ve managed to build a bar into the jagged stone walls, using one thick ledge as a natural counter and carving shelves directly into the rock behind it. The shelves hold a remarkable selection of glass bottles. Glenshade as far as the eye can see.

			Gray swipes a couple of bottles and hands one to Xavier, who takes a sip and moans like he’s in the throes of orgasm.

			“Damn, that’s good,” he says to Gray. Then, as if remembering who he’s talking to, he glares at him. “But I still think you’re a prick.”

			“Yeah, I don’t care,” Gray says, chuckling.

			He grabs another bottle for his girlfriend, who I can’t deny looks gorgeous tonight. Karra’s body is on full display in a pair of tight dark jeans and a leather bustier with her cleavage spilling out. Black hair cascades down her back in loose waves.

			“Is this party in honor of Reed?” I raise my voice so Gray can hear me over the music.

			“Not in honor of, but definitely because of. Every time he’s here, it somehow leads to some crazy drunk debauchery. He brings the Faithful mentality wherever he goes.”

			“Well, shit,” Xavier remarks. “I’ve been trying to befriend the wrong people.”

			“You haven’t been trying to befriend anyone,” I point out.

			“Speaking of debauchery,” Karra says, then drags Gray into the throng of dancers.

			Xavier and I move away from the bar and settle against the wall, the bass line thumping beneath our feet. I watch the crowd, spotting Mako, Saint, and Neema chuckling over something Mako is saying. Nearby, Henley is dancing with a brunette, her body melting into his. Gray and Karra are wrapped up together, too, lips locked as they move together to the music.

			Xavier pokes me in the arm. “I feel like I should ask you to dance, but I don’t want to.”

			I burst out in laughter. “Then don’t.”

			“But I should.” He gives me a sour look before taking a swig of glenshade. “I’m not the loser at the party, Darlington. I refuse to be banished to the sidelines like a ’fe—” He cuts himself off.

			“ ’Fect?” I supply, smiling innocently at him.

			“I wasn’t going to say that,” he grumbles, but his face is sheepish. “Fuck. I’m sorry. I’ll just add it to my bad-habit list, under sex addiction and bloodlust.”

			“Darlington,” someone calls.

			I turn to see Adrienne weaving through the crowd. Her bright-red hair is hard to miss, even in the darkness. The man behind her, on the other hand, almost slips past my notice. Wearing all black, he blends right into the shadows.

			Tension thickens the air when they reach us. Jasper eyes me with intrigue, a dark smirk playing at the corners of his lips. I eye him right back, because I’m curious about him. The infamous smuggler the Command hasn’t been able to nail down.

			“Jasper Reed, Wren Darlington,” Adrienne introduces. “Wren’s new to the Dagger. She was undercover with Silver Elite before she came here.”

			Jasper looks impressed as he continues to examine me. “You made it into Elite? Those fuckers are tough.”

			“Damn right,” rumbles Xavier, drawing the smuggler’s attention.

			“And this,” Adrienne says irritably, “is Second Lieutenant Ford. Silver Elite.”

			“I’m the prisoner,” Xavier supplies, then slugs back some glenshade.

			Jasper’s smirk deepens. “Brother, if your prison consists of good booze and hot women, you should probably count your blessings.”

			I’m eager to know more about Reed. For example, how the hell does this man wield so much power that he’s granted air transport and direct access to the Uprising’s top-secret base?

			But he and Adrienne don’t linger. Disappointment lodges in my chest as I watch them stride off.

			Xavier is watching, too, pursing his lips before turning to frown at me. “I’d fuck them both.”

			I snort. “Why do you look so upset by that?”

			“Because she’s a quat and he’s a cocky asshole.”

			“So? I feel like that would only make the sex better.”

			“Good point.”

			He drinks some more glenshade, then passes me the bottle. I take a long swig and pass it back, and we do that for a while, slowly draining the bottle until we’re both thoroughly buzzed. We’re not the only ones, I notice, as people around us begin shedding more and more inhibitions.

			I catch a shadowy glimpse of Adrienne and Jasper in the far corner, his hands on her ass, his lips exploring her neck.

			When Gray returns, I poke him in the side. “Are they together?” I say in his ear.

			He follows my gaze, his white teeth gleaming in the darkness. “Nah. Jas isn’t the monogamous type. Neither is Ade. I think they just enjoy each other whenever he’s here.”

			They’re enjoying each other, all right. Jasper has her against the wall now. One of her legs is hiked up on his hip as he kisses the curve of her neck.

			My eyes track the motion of Jasper’s hand. He traces the line of Adrienne’s jaw. His other hand tightens in her red hair. He brings her head to his, his lips finding hers.

			I quickly look away, feeling like I’m intruding on something private.

			Before I can stop myself, I nudge Cross’s mind, suddenly desperate to hear his voice. But when he links, it’s with a distracted voice.

			“Hey. I can’t really talk, Dove.”

			“Everything all right?”

			“I’m trying to convince my brother that teaming up with the Continent’s capitalists is a shit idea. I’ll fill you in tomorrow.”

			“You’ll fill me in, huh?”

			I can feel him laughing at me. “If you’re trying to flirt, you can do better than that.”

			“I miss your dick. Better?”

			There’s a choked sound. “You’re going to pay for that.”

			He’s gone before I can respond, and I’m back to people-watching and deciding whether to leave.

			If Tana were here with me, we wouldn’t be against a wall, watching others enjoy themselves. She’d pull me into the crowd, into the sweat and heat and buzzing electricity.

			Instead I’m standing witness to it all. All these raw, unguarded moments at the Dagger. My gaze slides back to the corner of the cave, and my breath catches in my throat. Jasper is pulling Adrienne deeper into the shadows, their bodies flush with each other. His fingers are back in her hair. Guiding her down but not forcing her.

			She sinks to her knees, and I gulp hard and wrestle my gaze away.

			

			 

			Xavier and I are drunk as we stumble back to our quarters. He’s bare-chested for some reason, but neither of us can agree on what happened to his shirt. He claims Gray stole it, but that seems wrong.

			When we reach the door, he grabs my arm, his eyes full of misery. “No, don’t make me go in there yet. I spend all my time in there. Let’s finish that somewhere else.”

			I look at the half-empty bottle of glenshade I’m holding. “You’re right. We need to finish this before we turn in.”

			“This is why we’re best friends.”

			“We’re not best friends.” I plow forward. “Come on, I want to show you something cool.”

			I grab his hand and drag him down the hallway toward the air lock that leads out to the Ledge.

			“Nice,” Xavier says, admiring the view.

			The stars are so bright tonight, providing ample light for us to walk along the wide ledge and find a spot for us to sit. When he stumbles slightly, I grip his arm to steady him and force him to sit before he topples over the edge.

			We’ve just made ourselves comfortable when the air lock hisses open and none other than Jasper Reed steps outside, a rolled cigarette dangling from his mouth. He’s shirtless and disheveled, and I don’t miss the way Xavier’s eyes rest briefly on his unbuttoned pants.

			Jasper startles at the sight of us. “Party’s still going, you know.”

			“We moved it out here.” Xavier tips the bottle and guzzles down some more glenshade.

			A lighter hisses, and the orange flame reflects in Jasper’s eyes. A moment later, the minty scent of euca travels toward us. It smells stronger than usual.

			Xavier notices, too. “Is that synthetic?”

			“Pure.” Jasper takes a deep pull, then steps closer, holding out the joint.

			After a beat, Xavier accepts it and brings it to his lips. He coughs as he exhales.

			Jasper chuckles. “Has a kick, doesn’t it?”

			When Xavier offers me the joint, I shake my head. I’ve never been into drugs, neither herbal nor chemical.

			“How did you get the pure shit?” Xavier asks the other man.

			“I’m Jasper Reed.”

			“Well aware. We compiled an entire dossier on you.”

			“ ‘Well aware,’ ” Jasper mimics. “In fact, I just spent the whole night asking Adrienne why I shouldn’t slit your throat. You and your Command have been messing with my enterprise for years.”

			Xavier cocks his head, smirking. “Didn’t seem like you and Adrienne were doing much talking.”

			“Well, first we did other things—many times—and then we talked about why I shouldn’t slit your throat. She thinks you might be useful, but the Tribunal’s still out on that one.” Jasper’s curious gaze slides toward me. “What’s your story, Wren?”

			Something about the way he says my name makes me uneasy. “I don’t have one.”

			“Oh, I highly doubt that. Everyone has a story. And I have a feeling yours is quite eventful.” He sucks on the joint, then passes it back to Xavier. “How are you liking the Dagger?”

			“It’s great,” I say at the same time Xavier moans, “Fucking boring.”

			I grin at Jasper. “The lieutenant is used to excitement. He misses the action.”

			“Who wouldn’t?” Jasper drawls. “Action gets your blood pumping. That, and sex.”

			“He misses that, too,” I quip.

			Xavier jabs me in the side. “I already told you, it only takes one. One person’s gonna warm up to me. I guarantee it.”

			“You’re Command. No one here is going to touch your dick.”

			Jasper snorts loudly.

			I can feel the minty eucalyptus scent starting to fog my brain, so I force my wobbly legs to stand up. “All right,” I tell Xavier. “Now the party’s over.”

			To my surprise, he stays put. Propped back on his elbows, long legs dangling over the edge. “I’ll be in soon.”

			“I don’t know if the air lock will work with your print,” I remind him.

			Jasper gives a careless shrug. “It’s fine. I’ll get him back to you.”

			My eyes narrow.

			“What?” he says.

			“Please don’t kill him.”

			That gets me another snort.

			“I mean it,” I say. “You just spoke about slitting his throat. I don’t want to wake up tomorrow and find out he went over the edge.”

			“I promise you, Wren Darlington. The lieutenant will be alive when you wake up tomorrow.”

			Xavier glances up at me with a grin. “Hey, if this fucker tries to push me off this Ledge, I’m taking him down with me.”

			Whatever. I’m too tired to argue. Besides, it doesn’t seem like Jasper wants to mess with Xavier, so I leave them to their own devices and go back inside.

			I’m turning the corner when I hear giggling.

			Karra.

			She and Gray are at his door, and she’s all over him, her lips exploring his neck while her fingers attempt to undo his pants.

			“No,” I hear him mumbling. “Too drunk…No way I’m getting it up tonight.”

			She keeps kissing him, but even in his drunken haze, he manages to move her hand.

			“Good night, KC.”

			“Fine. I’ll see you in the morning.” She stands on her tiptoes and gives him one last kiss before flouncing off to her own quarters.

			I stand at the end of the hall, watching Gray spend a full minute trying to scan his thumb so he can unlock his door.

			“You okay there?” I finally call out.

			“Cowgirl,” he moans when he spots me. “I’m locked out.”

			“You’re not locked out.”

			Grinning, I walk over to him. When I take his hand, he tries to lace our fingers together.

			“Stop that,” I chide.

			I isolate his thumb from his fist and press it firmly against the keypad. The door buzzes open, and his green eyes brighten.

			“Oh, I love you. Thank you.” He stumbles into his room, jolting when he realizes I’ve followed him inside. “What are you doing?”

			“Making sure you find your bed. How much glenshade did you drink?”

			“I feel like it might have been a lot.”

			He takes a step toward the bedroom and trips over his own feet.

			“You’re a disaster,” I say, quickly wrapping my arm around his waist to support him. I urge him forward.

			“You’re a disaster,” he shoots back.

			“Well, sure, but at least I can stay upright.”

			The smile he flashes me is a little lopsided. “Uprighted is overrated. Uprighted, I mean. Upright. Up-right.”

			Drunk Grayson is fun.

			I guide him into his room, my body lilting to the left as he sags against me. “You’re a lot heavier than you look,” I inform him.

			“Are you saying I’m fat?”

			“No, I’m saying you’re heavy. Pilots shouldn’t have this many muscles.”

			“Pilots should have all the muscles.”

			Laughing, I half carry him to his bed. He sways on his feet again, and I give him a gentle shove until he falls back onto the mattress.

			He blinks up at me, eyes a little glassy. His gaze lingers, as if he’s trying to memorize something in my face.

			“You’re fucking beautiful.”

			My breath catches in my throat.

			“Oh. Thanks,” I say lightly. “You should get some sleep.”

			I sit on the edge of the bed and unlace his boots, then pull them off. I don’t dare reach for his pants. Instead, I make him lift his ass so I can drag the blanket out from under him. I drape it over him and lean forward, pushing hair away from his forehead.

			“Get some sleep. You’re gonna feel like shit in the morning.”

			I’m straightening up when his hand shoots out, curling around my cheek. His eyes lock with mine, in perfect focus even as he operates through a drunken haze.

			“Beautiful,” he mutters. “But that’s not why.”

			“Not why what?” Damn it, why am I even entertaining this? He’s too drunk, and he’s going to regret every word in the morning.

			He leans in as if he’s about to impart some kernel of deep wisdom. “Not why I want you…” He’s slurring his words again. “…want you because you’re you…”

			The drunken confession lingers in the air. I try to ignore the fluttering in my chest. It’s accompanied by a pang of discomfort and a racing heart, because I know I should put an end to this.

			“You have a girlfriend, ace. And I can promise you, she won’t like what you’re saying right now. So…” I tuck the blanket around him. “I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear it.”

			His hand drops from my face as he settles back against the pillows.

			“Okay,” he mumbles. “I can pretend, too.”

		

	
		
			
				VALTERRA RIDGE

				 

				(excerpt from A Living History: The Modified People)

				The bombing of Valterra Ridge remains the highest-casualty attack on the Modified since the Silverblood Purge of 2050 OE, the military Coup against President Tack Severn enacted by his general Merrick Redden.

				Located west of the Valterra fault line, the small village was decimated by an aerial strike that occurred without warning and left more than fourteen hundred Mods dead and more than five hundred wounded. Prior to the assault, the population of the Ridge was just over two thousand, comprising mostly civilians unassociated with the Modified Uprising (though some residents had ties to the network).

				The first air strike began shortly after dawn and lasted less than thirty minutes, as two Silver Block squadrons dropped incendiary and high-explosive bombs on Valterra Ridge, reducing homes to rubble and igniting conflagrations that burned through the settlement. The second strike targeted the perimeter of the village, strategically aimed incendiary devices targeting the landscape and creating landslides that buried entire farms under dirt and debris. Of the five hundred survivors, fewer than a hundred were able to evacuate; a subsequent earthquake caused by the strikes claimed the lives of many who survived the initial bombings.

				The attack on Valterra Ridge has been traced to Marina Serrano, a Command colonel who at the time was believed to be working undercover for the Uprising. Serrano, serving as a spy for General Redden and his Company, revealed the previously undisclosed location of the village and assisted the Command in the planning and execution of the air assault.

				Valterra Ridge and its devastating casualty toll serve as a reminder that the Modified will continue to face life-threatening risk so long as we live under the rule of a regime that practices inhumane and indiscriminate warfare against innocent civilian populations. The Company’s disregard for human life only strengthens the Modified objective of escaping oppressive Prime rule and forging a new way of life on the Continent.
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			The next week passes without incident. I start bringing Xavier along on my work assignment and am pleasantly surprised to find him and Zak hitting it off. The first time we walked in, the scruffy weapons instructor wasn’t enthused. He narrowed his eyes on Xavier and said, “I like you, Wren, but I’m not sure it’s a good idea to give a prisoner access to firearms.”

			“Probably not,” Xavier agreed. “But I’m Darlington’s new bodyguard, so…guess you’re stuck with me.”

			“Bodyguard?” Zak echoed in amusement.

			“I know what you’re thinking, but it’s just a bodyguard situation. We’re not screwing. She isn’t my type.”

			“I wasn’t thinking that at all,” Zak replied, at which point I sighed and apologized on Xavier’s behalf.

			The funny thing is, Xavier is a far better instructor than I am. He’s a natural teacher, whereas I find it awkward to connect with people sometimes. By the end of the week, he’s not only impressed Zak but also won over some of the recruits. Uma now prefers to work with Xavier exclusively.

			Tonight, I visit Kallister in his quarters before dinner to read more of my mother’s file. I’ve been tackling it out of order. Probably not the most efficient method, but I’m a bit afraid to delve into some sections. Like the transcripts of her Company interrogations, days before they executed her. I don’t know how I’m going to feel seeing her own words on that page, imagining her voice saying them in my head, so I’ve been delaying it.

			I spend the next hour reading up about Valterra Ridge while Kallister sits in the other room poring over a mission briefing. Afterward, I meet Xavier at the mess hall for dinner and endure his usual absurd stream of consciousness as we move through the line.

			“And yeah, I get it,” he says in that aggravating way where he picks up some mysterious conversation he’s been having in his own head and continues it out loud as if I know what the hell he’s talking about.

			“You get what?” I set a cup of coffee on my tray and wait for him to grab a drink.

			“I know most of these people are ’fects—”

			“Hey.” I punch him, and he nearly drops the glass of lager he’s pouring.

			“Sorry. Mods. I know most of these people are Mods,” he corrects, suitably chastened. “But I’m not one of those dumbasses who thinks your blood is poison. All I’m saying is, there’s no reason for someone here not to screw me.”

			“Why does it always lead back to sex with you? You weren’t like this at the Command base.”

			“No, I just wasn’t like this to you.” He rolls his eyes. “Instructors aren’t gonna talk to recruits about their sex life.”

			“Friends don’t need to, either,” I say helpfully.

			“You’re already part of this. Don’t fight it.”

			“Fine. So you don’t think our blood is poison. But have you ever hooked up with a Mod before?” I challenge.

			“Statistically speaking, I’m sure I have. You know, given the astronomical number of lovers I’ve had,” he says solemnly, and I almost fall over laughing. “I don’t care if the person in my bed is psychic, Darlington, as long as they stay the hell out of mind and focus on my body.” He winks at me.

			“All right, so now you just have to convince them that you’re not an evil Prime and deserve orgasms same as any other man.”

			“Exactly.” He scans the room, nodding in approval when two very pretty women saunter in our direction. Oozing confidence, he flashes them a grin. “Ladies.”

			They keep walking.

			“Impressive,” I remark. “They’ll be in your bed in no time.”

			There aren’t many empty tables left, so I think, Fuck it, and make a beeline for Gray and his crew. I don’t usually join them if Xavier is with me, but I wouldn’t mind hitting Gray up for intel about why the Authority has been holed up in the war room all week. When I asked Kallister, he gave a vague answer about unrest in the wards and refused to elaborate.

			We receive several wary looks as we sit down, mostly from Evlynne and Neema. The others seem too distracted by the conversation we interrupted.

			“I don’t understand why we can’t just move in and get them out,” Henley is saying. For once, there’s no mischief in his eyes. His expression is stony.

			“Move in where?” I ask.

			Gray glances over at me. “Shit’s been escalating in the labor camps since Travis Redden’s big speech about how all Primes should be afraid of having their minds corrupted. The last few check-ins from Mods at the Ice Canyon facility have been concerning.”

			My shoulders go rigid. Ice Canyon is the salt mine in Ward A. That’s where Tana is being held.

			“Oh, and you’ll love this,” Gray tells me. “The little general was promoted and now runs his own unit in Silver Block.”

			“Roe?” I say, feigning surprise. Cross already told me about Roe’s promotion, but I would never betray his confidence.

			“He was at the salt mine last night. Beat a Mod to death and almost killed another because they had the gall to defend themselves after a group of Primes came at them.”

			Saint growls in displeasure, displaying rare anger. “Let’s just raid these camps and free all our people.”

			“That’s what I’ve been saying for weeks,” I remind Gray. “Tana is in Ice Canyon. Can’t we at least consider a rescue mission?” Every time I’ve brought this subject up to Kallister or Gray in the past, they’ve responded with the same familiar refrain about how it’s not that easy.

			“It’s not that easy,” Gray says, and I have to grit my teeth. But this time he actually elaborates. “The coal mine in Spearhead is surrounded by force fields. The camps in the south are too remote and heavily guarded, making them difficult to penetrate. With Ice Canyon, you’ve got the cliffs in the east, and we can’t get there by sea. Not to mention the airspace is monitored so we can’t land too close to the mine. That means approaching on foot.”

			“So we just let our people get killed and beaten to a pulp?” snaps Evlynne.

			“We’re running a risk assessment.” He lifts his coffee to his lips and takes a sip, pensive. “We’ll probably come to a vote soon.”

			“Send it to a vote now,” she retorts. “What was the point of blowing up their base if we weren’t going to immediately strike again afterward?”

			For once, I’m in agreement with Evlynne. I don’t understand why we haven’t hit them with another attack.

			“We’re facing an entire military,” Gray tells her. “We don’t have the numbers. A quick in-and-out air strike is one thing. Executing a successful extraction where everyone doesn’t wind up dead is a lot harder.”

			“But you’re considering it?” I push.

			“Of course. We can’t have our people dying in these camps. We need to get them out. The Authority recognizes that. We’ll run some recon missions this week, see what we’re dealing with.”

			I give him a hopeful look. “How do you get assigned to recon?”

			“You don’t.” Evlynne gives a derisive snort, while Neema snickers into her drink. “Nobody’s letting you on their recon detail, Darlington.”

			I wait until after everyone scatters before I pull Gray aside. “What did she mean by that?” I demand.

			He doesn’t even try to let me down gently. “It means none of the mission leads want you on their teams.”

			My stomach clenches painfully. Well. That stings. I can shoot a gun better than any of the people here and none of them want me to watch their back?

			“Yet,” he clarifies when he notes my expression.

			“So it’s not because I can incite?”

			“That might be the case for a couple of them, but what it comes down to is you’re untested in the field. You’ve never run ops in the wards before, and most leads won’t take a chance on a greenhorn until they prove themselves.”

			“How can I prove myself if nobody takes a chance on me?” I bite my lip, trying not to show how upset I am. “What about you? Are you against working with me?”

			“Of course not.” His features soften. “I’d take you in a heartbeat. But it’s not up to me. If it were a two-man mission and I was lead, sure. But the other leads have voiced their reluctance, and the Authority heeds what the majority wants.”

			His answer brings a rush of unhappiness. Later, when I’m in bed trying to fall asleep, I can’t stop agonizing about it. I’m hurt, damn it. I feel like I’ve done something wrong. Like I need to constantly apologize for being able to incite.

			I feel like I’m…chasing redemption, when there’s absolutely no reason for me to redeem myself. I’m not a traitor.

			I’m not my mother.

			I’m not my father.

			I didn’t get those Mods at Valterra Ridge killed.

			Yet they’ve left me this legacy of shame, and I can’t rid myself of it, not until I create a better legacy.

			But how will that ever happen when nobody here is even willing to give me a chance?

			

			 

			I’m still moping about it the next morning, and since there’s nothing to do at the range, Xavier drags me out of our room and convinces me to take a walk on the mountain. We’re only about ten minutes down the trail when Cross surprises me by reaching out. He hasn’t been around much lately, and the silence has been wearing on me.

			“You good, Dove?”

			“Not really. You’ve been ignoring me.”

			“I’m sorry.” I hear the regret in his tone. “I’m not doing it intentionally. I’ve been at the house with my mother.”

			“How is she doing?” As Xavier walks on, I hang back and perch myself on a nearby boulder, wanting some privacy.

			“The same.” There’s a beat, and I can feel his rising tension. “My father’s here, too. We had to restrain him last night.” His next pause is tinged with sadness. “It’s so fucked up, Daisy. My parents are gone. They’re both still alive, but they might as well be dead. Sometimes I want to take my mom and disappear into the woods. Or get on a plane, a boat, go down to Tierra Fe. Fly to Carora and see what the hell is down there. Just get her out of this city. But then I think, what’s the point? She’s not even here. Her body is, but her mind is lost. My father’s even worse.”

			And both their minds were corrupted by Adrienne.

			I almost blurt it out, reveal that Adrienne is also responsible for his mother’s corruption, but I curb the impulse. He’s suffering enough right now. I don’t want to make things worse.

			“Running won’t solve anything,” I say instead. “The Company can’t remain in charge, Cross. Mods will never be safe as long as they are.”

			“And if the Uprising is in charge? Will Primes be safe? Because there are more than a million Primes in this city and across the wards. Mods make up a fraction of the Continent’s population.”

			“Whose fault is that?” I shoot back. “It was your father who orchestrated the Coup and the Silverblood Purge. At least when Severn was alive, both sides were living together.”

			“You can’t actually be defending Severnism.”

			“I’m not,” I say, frustration building inside me. I don’t want to argue about politics, about which oppressive regime is less oppressive. “Life is shit, okay? I just don’t enjoy hearing about your little brother beating a Mod to death at a labor camp.”

			Cross’s sharp expletive echoes in my head. “When?”

			“Last night. He killed someone at the salt mine.” I can’t stop the accusation from sliding out. “You said you would try to control Roe.”

			“Can’t fucking do that when I’m cut out of the loop. I didn’t know about this.” He curses again. “I’ll speak to Travis.”

			My anger fades. “I’m sorry. I thought you knew.”

			“Well, I didn’t.” I don’t miss the hard edge cutting into his voice now. “I’ll see what I can do about controlling Roe.”

			Then he’s gone.

			Teeth clenched, I rise and go find Xavier, who chuckles at my thunderous expression.

			“I assume that was Cross you stopped to talk to?”

			“Yes, and I don’t fucking get him. I don’t understand why he won’t just join the Uprising and leave his psychotic family behind.”

			Xavier’s face softens. “Look, Cross is ruthless. He’ll kill to defend the people he loves, without hesitation. But he also has this maddening sense of right and wrong. Honor in war. If he believes the Uprising can’t be trusted, then I would trust his gut.”

			“The problem is, the Primes in the city can’t be trusted, either.”

			“Then I suppose it’s a question of the lesser of two evils.” Xavier grins at me. “Which side is less evil?”

			“Fucked if I know.” I tip my head up at the sky. “Should head back before the sun sets—”

			I’m cut off by a high-pitched scream that shatters the tranquility of the forest.
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			The scream slices through the air again, this time even closer. Raw and ringing with terror.

			Xavier is already charging forward. “Over here.”

			I hurry after him, my boots quick on the path, already swinging the strap of my rifle toward me and raising the weapon.

			The trees thin out and we break through the clearing, the same one where I found Poppy picking flowers, when I wanted to form a connection and then Fiona ushered her away. The teen and I have barely spoken since. She keeps her head down at base and doesn’t look at me when she passes me in the dining hall.

			We stumble upon a terrifying scene: Poppy, backed up against a boulder, arms out, palms flat as she tries to ward off the enormous animal in front of her.

			Either I’m hallucinating, or that’s a ridgehowler.

			I’ve only ever seen one of them in my life. Ridgehowlers are enormous wolves that live high in the mountains, rarely venturing to lower altitudes unless their food runs out. They never hunt alone, though. Only when they’re starving and desperate.

			This one is mangy and gray. Female, from the looks of it. The females are always bigger. A low growl vibrates in her throat as she circles the frightened teenager.

			“Take the shot,” Xavier orders.

			I don’t hesitate. I line the ridgehowler in my crosshairs, aiming for a headshot, but at the very last second, the animal circles again and my bullet connects with the shoulder. A high-pitched howl echoes through the air, that haunting wail that gave the ridgehowler its name. But this howl is laced with pain. Yelping, the wolf staggers backward for a second, front paws buckling from the impact of the bullet, but although blood stains her fur, my miss only makes her angrier. The ridgehowler whirls toward her prey again.

			Poppy screams, but Xavier has already reached her. He throws himself between the girl and the wolf just as it’s about to lunge at her. The ridgehowler pounces on Xavier instead, jaws snapping. Her teeth sink into his forearm, but Xavier is strong. He slams his boot into the wolf’s chest, trying to kick her off. I glimpse the flash of pain in Xavier’s dark eyes as the ridgehowler violently jerks her head, and as a result, Xavier’s arm.

			“Darlington,” he shouts.

			Pulse racing, I raise the rifle again. I see the blood dripping down his arm, the sharp teeth in his flesh. This time I opt for the bigger target. The chest. It takes three bullets before the ridgehowler finally releases Xavier.

			As the wolf collapses on the grass, I run forward. I see the animal’s body crumple, still twitching a little before finally going still. Its fur is soaked in blood. So is Xavier’s arm.

			Poppy crouches against the boulder, her face pale. She’s frozen, as if she’s paralyzed from fear.

			I shove the rifle to my side and rush to Xavier’s side. “You okay?”

			He manages a half-hearted smile. “I’m good.”

			“Your arm is not good,” I disagree, queasy at the sight of it.

			I shrug out of the long-sleeved shirt I’m wearing over my tank top and quickly wrap it around his arm to create a makeshift bandage. I pull it tight to stop the bleeding, triggering a pained curse from Xavier.

			“We need to get you to Medical.”

			“It’s fine,” he insists in that typical soldier way, brushing off any accusation that he might, indeed, not be fine.

			I step toward Poppy and hold out my hand. “It’s okay. The ridgehowler’s dead. You’re safe.”

			Her mouth opens, then closes, as if she’s too shaken to speak. Finally, she takes my hand, allowing me to help her up to her feet.

			Her worried gaze shifts to Xavier. “Your arm…” Her voice trembles.

			“Still attached to my body,” he assures her.

			That summons a shaky laugh from Poppy.

			“What happened?” I ask, giving her a once-over to make sure she wasn’t hurt during the attack on Xavier. “Where the hell did a ridgehowler come from?”

			“I don’t know. It just lunged out of the bushes.” She points toward the thick overgrowth nearby. There are bluebonnets scattered all over the ground. She must’ve dropped them when the ridgehowler startled her.

			“Come on, let’s go,” I tell Xavier. “We need to clean up that arm.”

			“My mom can heal it.” Poppy’s gaze is glued to the blood-soaked shirt around his arm. “I’ll let her know we’re coming.”

			When she goes quiet, I assume her veins are glowing beneath her sleeves as she alerts Fiona to what happened.

			We start to move away from the dead ridgehowler when we suddenly hear a faint growl.

			For a moment, I think it’s the animal I just killed, but then I realize it’s coming from the bushes. I use my rifle to push aside leaves and shrubbery, and jolt in surprise when I find a pair of yellow-gold eyes staring back at me.

			“What is it?” Xavier calls from behind me.

			“A ridgehowler pup,” I answer without looking at him. My eyes remain locked on the animal’s. I don’t think it’s preparing to attack, but that doesn’t mean I’m comfortable turning my back to it. “That’s probably why she attacked. Poppy, you must’ve come too close to her pup.”

			The wolf backs away from me, hissing and growling low in its throat. He’s almost entirely white, save for a patch of red around his left eye.

			“There’s a baby?” Poppy darts over and tries to push past me.

			“Not quite,” I say, barring her with my arm. “Judging by his size, I’d say he’s close to a year old.”

			“Then why was he still with his mother?”

			“A lot of pups stick close to the pack until they’re fully independent. Especially in areas with scarce food.”

			I glance at the dead mother, then back at the orphaned ridgehowler. This entire mountain is crawling with dangerous predators. Chances are, this young wolf will be torn apart by something bigger and meaner the moment we leave.

			My hands itch with the urge to beckon the ridgehowler closer, try to make friends with it. But then what? There’s no way anyone’s letting me bring a ridgehowler back to the Dagger.

			“We have to help him.” Poppy sounds like she’s about to cry.

			Xavier sees our faces and barks out an expletive. “No way. Let’s go.”

			“But he’ll die if we leave him out here.”

			“Circle of life. Let’s go,” Xavier repeats.

			I give Poppy a look of half-hearted reassurance. “He could probably survive on his own. Look—he’s got teeth. Big ones. And he’s not dependent on his mother’s milk. He should be okay.”

			“But—”

			He cuts her off. “Listen, kid, it’s a wild fucking animal. Wouldn’t be fair to try to domesticate it.”

			“Xavier’s right,” I say gently. “If we did that, we’re stripping him of the instincts he needs to stay alive. He belongs in the wild.”

			She looks like she wants to keep arguing, but finally, she lets out a defeated breath. I pull her away from the bushes, leaving the frozen, growling wolf to its own devices. I don’t know if he watches us go, but I force myself not to look back as we hurry out of the clearing, leaving the dead ridgehowler and her orphan in our wake.

			

			 

			I still haven’t paid a proper visit to the medical bay since I got to the Dagger, and I didn’t expect my first visit to involve Xavier’s mangled arm courtesy of a ridgehowler.

			The hospital is smaller than I expect, just a handful of rooms, and only one operating space, which Fiona says is rarely used. With a healer on-site, there isn’t usually a need for surgery, and for minor ailments that would waste a healer’s time, they keep a supply of regen balms and ointments.

			“Where do you get it?” I ask as we follow her into a room lined with hospital beds. Three on each side, with gray curtains separating them. “The regen, I mean.”

			“Jasper,” she mutters in response. She’s barely looked at Xavier since she met us in the medical wing. I’m surprised she even answered Poppy’s SOS once she learned Xavier Ford was the patient in question.

			“Our favorite smuggler,” Xavier cracks.

			“Your favorite smuggler,” I correct. “You’re the one who stayed up all night partying with him.”

			“He’s funny.” Xavier glances at the stone-faced healer. “A lot funnier than anyone else in this place.”

			Fiona marches toward a bed and stiffly gestures for Xavier to sit. His sleeve is torn from where the ridgehowler got her teeth into it, flaps of fabric hanging off him. Without a word, she grabs a pair of medical scissors and cuts the sleeve off at the shoulder.

			I wince when jagged chunks of flesh are revealed. The wound is still oozing blood, but not too badly. It’s not deep enough to be fatal, but infections can get nasty if a wound is left untreated.

			“How are you standing around cracking jokes when your arm looks like that?” I demand.

			He just grins. “Honestly had worse.”

			Fiona rubs her hands together and goes to sit beside Xavier. “Poppy says you shoved your arm directly into a ridgehowler’s jaws?”

			He shrugs. “It was about to sink those jaws into your kid.”

			Fiona would clearly rather be anywhere but here, but it’s as if a sense of honor is driving her actions. She voted against letting Xavier out of the cells. Gray told me. Now she owes her daughter’s life to him. The internal moral dilemma must be eating her alive.

			“This shouldn’t take long,” she says.

			Undeterred by the blood, she firmly plants both hands on the gash.

			I was healed by a Mod for the first time at the Command base. Ellis, who’s working undercover there, healed my broken wrist. It was a surreal experience to literally feel my bones knitting back together.

			Watching it happen to someone else is just as fascinating. Fiona takes a deep breath as if trying to center herself, drawing energy from within her own body. Her fingers begin to twitch as she closes her palms over Xavier’s muscular forearm.

			In her short sleeves, her arms are fully visible, and I watch her veins begin to undulate. The ripples are confined to her arms, though, not like how Hawkins’s entire body glowed when he showed me how to tap into the gold frequency.

			Xavier gives a sharp intake of breath, his jaw clenching. He winces when she presses down harder, but Fiona doesn’t apologize.

			I watch in amazement as the gash begins to heal, closing up, torn flesh fusing together, but I don’t see the full effect until after Fiona cleans his arm with a sterile gel cloth. The blood is wiped away and only Xavier’s forearm remains. Brand fucking new. I can’t even tell where the wound used to be. His arm is a seamless expanse of golden flesh.

			As Fiona stands, Xavier examines his arm, then flexes it.

			“Any pain?” I ask him.

			“Nope. Good as new.”

			He glances at Fiona, opening his mouth to thank her, but her hand slices the air to silence him.

			“I won’t pretend to trust you,” she says flatly. “Because I don’t.”

			Amusement flickers in his eyes. “Okay.”

			“But you saved my daughter’s life today, and for that, I’m grateful.” Her jaw works as she struggles to get her next words out. “Thank you, Lieutenant.”
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			Word of Xavier’s heroic feat spreads through the Dagger. Sadly, it doesn’t win him points from anyone other than Poppy.

			But you’ve got to start somewhere, right?

			When we enter the mess hall for breakfast the next day, I notice that some of the cold stares usually directed at him have thawed a little. Not long after we’re seated, Poppy shyly walks over to inquire about his arm.

			“Like it never even happened,” he assures her, holding up his forearm.

			She obviously wants to say something more, but she hesitates, fiddling with her sleeve.

			“Anything else?” His lips twitch with humor.

			“Do you like games?” she blurts out, and I bite my cheek to stop from laughing.

			“Not only do I like games,” Xavier says gravely, “but I also throw very intense tantrums if I lose them.”

			Poppy breaks out in a smile. “I just learned how to play clash poker. We should play.”

			“You’re on.” He takes a quick sip of his coffee, watching her over the rim of his cup before setting it down with a heavy sigh. “Fuck. How old are you again? It just occurred to me you might be infatuated with me because I saved your life. Is that what’s happening right now?”

			Her jaw drops. “What? No.”

			I break out in laughter, attracting several curious glances from neighboring tables.

			“I was being nice,” Poppy sputters, her cheeks turning pink.

			“Oh, in that case, I’d love to play cards with you,” he says.

			Once Poppy is gone, I jab Xavier in the side. “Why’d you have to embarrass her like that?”

			He grows defensive. “Just needed to make sure she isn’t locked on me. She’s, what, sixteen? I can’t have her scary-ass mother hunting me down and accusing me of making moves on her teenage daughter.”

			I forgot my comm in our quarters, so I head back there after breakfast to collect it, walking through the door just as Cross attempts to link with me. He doesn’t ask if I’m good, getting right to the point.

			“Travis is moving all the Modified prisoners out of Ice Canyon.”

			I furrow my brow. “Why?”

			“Too much chaos. The Primes at the mine are refusing to work with the Mods, so Travis is designating it a Prime facility. He’s ordered the Mods to be transported to the coal mine in Ward K.”

			My guard snaps up. K is a southern ward. In the Program, we learned all about the southern facilities. They’re tiny. The salt mine in Ice Canyon is by far the largest on the Continent, housing two hundred and fifty prisoners, fifty or so of them Modified. Most of the mines in the south house fifty workers each, total.

			“The mine in K doesn’t have enough room for fifty Mods,” I point out, feeling uneasy.

			“They won’t all be going.”

			Outrage sizzles through my veins. “Some of them will be killed?”

			“The ones Travis doesn’t deem useful, yeah.”

			“We can’t let that happen, Cross.”

			“I’ll handle it.”

			“How?” I demand. “You lost all your clearance.”

			“I still have some levers I can pull. I’ll handle it.”

			He cuts the link, and a gust of anger slams into me. Seriously? He’s going to leave me hanging like that?

			Fuck!

			I hurry down to the Operations floor in search of Gray. I find him in the hangar, of course, lying underneath one of his sleek gray fighter jets, tinkering with a wrench.

			“Get out here, ace,” I tell his lower body. “We need to talk.”

			Chuckling, he rolls out from under the belly of the aircraft. He’s wearing an olive-green flight suit with the top half stripped off and wrapped around his waist, leaving him bare-chested.

			“You’re covered in grease,” I say.

			Gray runs his hand over his pecs and lifts it to find his palm stained black, grinning. “What’s up?”

			I hesitate. Cross didn’t ask me not to share the information. All he said was that he’d handle it. And maybe he will find a way to handle it, despite not having Silver Block’s vast resources at his disposal.

			But in the likely event that he can’t, there’s no way I’m letting anyone at that salt mine get killed. Especially not my best friend.

			“I have some intel,” I admit. “I think maybe it needs to be relayed to the Authority.”

			“What kind of intel?”

			“Regarding the Ice Canyon facility. They’re relocating all the Modified prisoners to the coal mine in K.”

			His features sharpen. “The Stillwater mine? That facility can’t accommodate all those people.”

			“I know. Not all of them will be leaving Ice Canyon alive.”

			“Shit.” He shoves his arms into his sleeves and zips up the flight suit. “Where’d you hear this?”

			I already have my lie prepared. “The Mod I know who’s dating someone in the Command. She doesn’t work for the network and has no interest in coming aboard, so that’s all I can reveal.”

			Although he scrutinizes me for a second, he doesn’t push or try to poke holes in the story.

			“All right. I’ll brief the others. But they won’t take any action unless the intel is confirmed by one of our own sources.”

			Message received. I’m not a trustworthy source.

			

			
				
			

			 

			Several hours later, I’m at the shooting range when I feel a nudge at the back of my mind.

			Adrienne keeps it short and to the point. “Our intel corroborates yours. They’re moving the prisoners tomorrow morning.”

			“What are we going to do?”

			She leaves my mind without answering.

			Good talk.

			I eat dinner with Xavier, desperate to be in the war room right now. Gray and Teriq are notably absent from the mess hall, and while Adrienne’s and Kallister’s absence doesn’t set off alarm bells since I rarely see them in here, the fact that all the mission leads are missing speaks volumes. Saint. Evlynne. Raven Persimmons, who today I learned is also a lead. I imagine that enrages Mako.

			We’re playing cards with Poppy in the common room after dinner when a voice crackles over the Dagger’s sound system.

			“All field operatives report to the mess hall.”

			Xavier glances up from his cards. “That include you?” he asks me.

			“I think so?” I played a pivotal role in Adrienne’s mission to corrupt the General, so I think that earns me field operative status. Either way, let them try to keep me away. I’m too curious to miss out.

			He glumly sticks out his chin. “I never get invited to parties.”

			“Neither do I,” Poppy tells him in a show of support as I lay down my cards and duck out of the room.

			I file into the mess hall along with dozens of others, and there are no seats left by the time I make it inside. I stand next to Hawkins, who grunts in greeting. I’m surprised to see him, considering he said nobody wants to work with him. Granted, nobody wants to work with me, either, and I’m here.

			I expect the entire Authority, but only Gray and Teriq enter. The room goes quiet as Teriq gets things going.

			“The Authority voted earlier to authorize an extraction.”

			My heart jumps with excitement. Finally. They’re going to rescue them.

			I’m not the only who’s excited. At the announcement, a current of anticipation travels through the room.

			“This is a high-risk, high-priority mission,” Gray says, arms crossed to his chest. “One objective: to extract the Mods from the salt mine in Ice Canyon.”

			He nods toward Saint, who pushes away from the wall and strides over.

			“We’re assembling two teams,” Teriq says. “Saint and I will be the mission leads on the ground. Gray is our air lead. He and Luisa will handle transport.”

			My pulse kicks up. I want to be chosen for this mission so fucking badly.

			Teriq steps forward and asks, “Who wants in?”

			Gray had mentioned that every operation is volunteer-only, and it’s fascinating to watch the process unfold. I’m not surprised when every single person in the mess hall flicks up their hand. I do, too.

			“I need four for my team.” Teriq scans the crowd, then lists off several names. Mine isn’t among them.

			Saint is next, those forest-green eyes sweeping over the group. “I need five. I’ll take…Henley, Neema…”

			Each name that isn’t mine twists the knot of disappointment in my stomach tighter. I try to remind myself that they’re all more experienced than I am. They’ve been part of the network for years, some of them decades, whereas Uncle Jim kept me as far away from the Uprising as possible. Everyone here has worked together on numerous missions and built up trust that I haven’t earned yet.

			“Orin…”

			But I’m not some rookie, either. I’m a great shot. I can provide cover, backup. Maybe I’m not ready to lead my own mission, but I can certainly support one.

			“Cillian.” The fourth slot goes to a man I’ve never heard of.

			I can’t remember the last time I was this desperate to prove myself. All I need is one fucking person to give me a chance—

			“And Darlington.”

			I freeze, my gaze seeking out Saint’s. I’m worried I misheard him, but when he catches my eye, he raises a brow.

			“Are you keen with that, Darlington?”

			“Y-yes.” I’m stammering like a fool. I clear my throat. “Yes, sir.”

			The room is silent.

			“Saint,” Evlynne warns.

			Even Teriq, who’s always been fairly neutral about me, turns to him. “You sure you want her? She’s green.”

			“I need a gun,” Saint says. “She’s one of the best here.”

			Pleasure floods my chest. At least somebody has noticed I can be an asset.

			Teriq shrugs and addresses the operatives who were chosen. “Extraction team—report to the war room in an hour. We’ll brief then.”

			As the group disperses, chatter once again filling the mess hall, I remain standing, still stunned that Saint is giving me a chance. For the first time since I got to the Dagger, I have a stamp of approval, recognition, from someone other than Gray or Xavier.

			Before I can stop myself, I intercept Saint at the door. But I lose my nerve and end up standing in front of him, biting my lip.

			“Yes?” He waits.

			“Uh. Fuck.”

			He doesn’t smile, but I swear I see the corners of his mouth twitch. “All right.”

			“Sorry. I mean, thank you. I appreciate you giving me this chance.”

			Saint nods and heads out the door.

			When Gray sidles up to me and winks, I hiss in his ear, “Was this you?”

			“Nope.” He shrugs. “Saint picks his own teams.”

			

			 

			The drone of voices in the war room dies when Teriq and Saint start the briefing. I’m sitting next to Neema, whose body language is oozing with thinly veiled acrimony. She doesn’t think I belong on this mission. That much is clear.

			“According to our intel, General Redden has approved the transfer of the Modified prisoners serving a labor sentence in the Ice Canyon salt mine. In two days, some will be relocated to the mine in Ward K, but not all of them. We believe the ones who are left behind will likely face the firing squad.” Teriq’s tone takes on a grim note. “There are currently forty-two Mods in Ice Canyon. We’re getting them out tonight.”

			Tonight?

			I note a few shocked reactions, and I’m glad to see I’m not the only one startled. This doesn’t seem like enough time to plan a foolproof rescue.

			Teriq turns to the holoscreen that takes up the entire wall behind him, projecting a map of Ice Canyon and the mining facilities. He talks us through it. The red dots indicate the guard towers. The red lines mark the path of the guards who walk the perimeter. He points out a yellow section near a tunnel on the facility’s eastern side, explaining that it represents a force field.

			“Our intel says it hasn’t been operational for a while,” he says. “Requires too much power to keep it up. This tunnel is used for supply convoys. It’s empty the rest of the time.”

			Saint steps forward. “We’re breaking off into two teams for this—extraction and diversion. Extraction, you’re with Teriq. You’ll be briefed shortly. Diversion, you’re mine.” He glances at our side of the table, the five of us whom he chose for his team. “Diversion team will infiltrate the canyon from the eastern cliffs. We’re parachuting in. Luisa will fly us to the drop zone, where we’ll rendezvous with Declan from Bramble Base. He’ll have transportation ready for us on the ground.”

			Declan was my first contact from the network when I arrived in Sanctum Point to try to save Uncle Jim from execution. I liked him. He seemed competent.

			“Diversion will be split into two squads—attack and decoy.” Saint’s gaze lands on me and Neema. “Darlington and Sharma, you’ll be on the decoy squad with Declan. The rest of you are with me.”

			Great. I’m with Neema.

			From her deep scowl, I can tell she’s not thrilled to be paired with me, either.

			Saint runs a finger over the holoscreen, and the greenish-white particles seem to dance in the air. “Decoy team, your objective is to set charges at the mouth of the tunnel here—” He draws an X on the map. “Darlington, you’ll be covering Declan and Neema while they plant the explosives.”

			I nod in a silent yes, sir.

			“The attack team will create the bigger diversion,” Saint says. “There’ll be a truck waiting for us at the drop zone, outfitted to look like a supply convoy. We need to get close enough to the security perimeter and then unleash the heat. The goal is to draw all the guards to the mine itself, leaving a hole in the security at the barracks. They need to believe we’re blowing up the mine.”

			Orin speaks up, bushy eyebrows raised. “Why not just blow up the mine?”

			“Because it’s one of two operational salt mines on the Continent,” Teriq answers. “In other words, a resource we can’t afford to lose.”

			“What kind of security are we dealing with?” That comes from Henley, who’s leaning back in his chair, lazy and unbothered, as if he’s playing cards with friends.

			“Assault team, we’re looking at six soldiers on three-hour shifts walking the perimeter. We’ll go in right after their shift change. That’ll buy us some time.” Saint traces a line on the map, near the tunnel. “Decoy team—according to our intel, there are usually no more than two guards posted at the entrance of the supply tunnel, and never any at the egress because they’ve always relied on the force field, and they haven’t bothered padding the security after they shut the field down. The tunnel guards rotate around every hour, but our source says they tend to get complacent.”

			“How hard do you want the attack team to go?” Henley asks.

			“Hard enough,” Saint says. “We want to keep the guards focused on us. The more noise we make, the more time we buy for the extraction crew. Luisa will provide air support for us.”

			Teriq takes over the briefing. “While Saint’s team is creating our diversion, the extraction team will move. We’ve been fed intel from prisoners at the camp for years, so we know how the Company runs it. Security is performed by Copper Block, which bodes well for us. Our training is superior in every way. What they do have going for them is a constantly shifting routine.”

			He’s not wrong about that. The Command is good at keeping people on their toes. I saw that firsthand in Silver Block.

			“While diversion does their thing, extraction will hit the barracks from the west.” He swipes the screen, and the map dissolves to a close-up of the prisoners’ living quarters. “Women’s barracks here. Men over here.” He draws an X on each, then draws a line toward another point on the map. “It’s five hundred meters from the barracks to the delivery gate. Two miles from there to the pickup zone.”

			“No runway?” someone asks with a frown.

			“I’m taking the transport hover,” Gray says. “It’s capable of carrying that load and doesn’t require a runway.”

			“We have people on the inside who’ll get the prisoners into position,” Teriq says. “The barracks are locked at night, so we’ll need to bypass the locks and release them. Ryker can do that remotely.”

			“Not entirely remotely,” corrects the tech guy Teriq chose for his team. “I’ll need to be within two hundred meters.”

			Teriq nods. “We’ll communicate via encrypted comms. Ryker will set everyone up. I’ll coordinate over telepathy with our prisoner contacts, Bowe and Morlee.”

			My head snaps up. “Morlee Hadley?”

			Teriq glances toward me. “You know her?”

			“She’s from my ward. Her son was one of the instructors in the Program.” I seek out Gray’s gaze. “Matt Hadley.”

			“The traitor,” someone mutters. It’s common knowledge that Hadley turned in his own mother to the Command when he discovered she was Modified.

			“Morlee and Bowe will have everyone ready to move the moment we give them the word,” Teriq says.

			“Once the diversion kicks off, the Coppers will panic. Depending on their response time, this will buy us either a lot of time or just a tight window, so that first wave is crucial,” Saint says. “Ryker will jam their channels so they can’t call for reinforcements, but we can’t rely on that. Attack team, we hit them with suppressive fire, make it look like a full-on assault, then fall back. Decoy team, set the charges in the tunnel and get the fuck out.”

			I run through the sequence in my mind. Hit them hard, distract them, pull back, get out.

			Sounds easy enough.

			“What’s our fallback plan if things go sideways?” Neema asks.

			Gray fields that one. “If the diversion fails, we abort. Pull out and retreat.”

			“And the prisoners?” I say, frowning.

			His response is more callous than I expect. “Can’t save everyone, Darlington.”

			“Extraction team,” says Teriq, “I’m sending the guards’ patrol patterns to your comms. Study them.”

			“Same goes for diversion,” Saint says. “Decoy team, make sure to memorize the tunnel map so you know where the charges need to go.”

			I raise my hand, feeling embarrassed. “I don’t have clearance to everything on the comm.”

			Saint spares me a look. “I’ll grant you access. You need to know that tunnel in and out. This entire op is about speed and misdirection. I want the decoy team on your way back to the pickup zone the moment you set those charges.”

			Teriq claps his hands to signal the end of the briefing. “We move out at midnight.”

			I can feel the excitement in the air as we’re dismissed. I spend the next several hours poring over all the intel that Saint transmits to my comm. I sit in the common room because Xavier will only pester me with questions if I’m in our quarters. Though I will say, the Uprising is really missing out by not utilizing Xavier better. He’d be a major asset in a mission like this. Instead, he can’t even leave the Personnel floor unless I’m chaperoning him.

			As our departure time nears, I report to the gear room to get fitted with body armor beneath my all-black getup. Next up is the armory, where I strap on some knife sheaths and a holster for my sidearm. I sign out a sleek rifle with a night scope, shivering as I run my fingers along the barrel.

			Saint lifts a brow as I practically purr with pleasure.

			“I warned you,” Gray tells him. “She’s really into her guns.”

			“This is the sexiest rifle I’ve ever seen,” I mumble, peering through the scope.

			After we’ve armed up and run through the mission specs several more times, we assemble in the hangar. We’re minutes from going wheels up, as Gray calls it. Claims it’s an Old Era military term that was used by their air forces.

			A tiny burst of adrenaline jolts through my veins as I board the small cargo jet. Luisa’s in the cockpit, confidently flicking switches and adjusting controls. I wish I was in the hovercraft with Gray and Teriq, but this is the first time a mission lead actually selected me for an op, so I’m not about to complain.

			I strap in next to Henley, who offers a wink as he leans toward me. “This needs to be tighter,” he drawls and then deftly tightens my harness.

			“Thanks,” I murmur.

			Seconds later, we’re flying out of the Dagger.

			With my stomach in knots, I try to link with Tana to let her know what’s happening. I tried earlier, too, but she wasn’t allowing the link. She doesn’t accept it now, either, triggering a rush of frustration. I’m sure she knows we’re coming—Morlee was responsible for preparing the others—so why isn’t she letting me contact her?

			We’re only a few minutes into the flight when Teriq’s voice ripples through our earpieces.

			“There’s been a new development. We have reports that Cross Redden is on-site.”
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			Cross is at the salt mine.

			Teriq’s words run on an endless loop in my mind. The entire flight, I vacillate about when to reach out to Cross. I fully intend to warn him about our impending assault—I’d never forgive myself if something happened to him—but this entire mission hinges on the element of surprise.

			And you don’t trust him.

			I try to shove the accusation out of my mind, but it’s too late. It’s taken root.

			It’s not true, though.

			I trust him. Of course I do.

			Then why aren’t you contacting him right now?

			My anxiety has me in a choke hold, making my head spin. I’ve never been in this position before. The man I love might be in danger, and I’m purposely remaining silent.

			“Two clicks from the landing zone,” Luisa says in our earpieces.

			We all undo our harnesses and adjust our chutes, checking that everything’s secure. Saint rises to his full height, ducking as he makes his way to the cargo door. Once he has it open, cool air hisses through the small plane. I nervously tug on the straps of my parachute, praying that the rip cord works when I pull it.

			The first time I jumped out of a plane was during a Command training exercise. It was the most exhilarating feeling in the world, and the novelty hasn’t worn off one bit. The moment I’m airborne, a thrill shoots through me. This is the closest a human will come to flying, and it’s a terrifying, freeing sensation. For one heart-stopping moment, you’re not tethered to the earth or the sky. You just…exist. Suspended in the air.

			The sky is more purple than black tonight, the color of bruised eggplant. I don’t know why that’s the image that comes to mind, but it’s all I’m picturing as I fall from the plane, the cold wind biting into my face. The drop zone looms far, far below us. I wait until I see Saint’s parachute billow open before pulling my own rip cord, and it engages with a sharp snap.

			I focus on the ground, hitting it with a soft thud a few moments later. Several meters away, Neema lands, rolling and then rising to her feet in one fluid, practiced motion. It annoys me how skillfully she did that.

			The moment my boots meet land, my anxiety returns. It’s been churning like an eddy in my stomach since I found out Cross was here. I will warn him. Soon. We just need to take out those perimeter guards first.

			“This way,” Saint says, striding toward the tree line. He looks deadly as hell in a tight black shirt that hugs his impressive chest, weapons strapped to every inch of him.

			In the brush we find a cache of vehicles in a hidden carport like the one Gray showed me outside the city. Saint, Henley, and the rest of the attack team converge on the supply truck while Neema and I hang back, waiting for direction. It soon comes in the form of a lanky figure emerging from the shadows.

			It’s Declan. The last time I saw the man, he was taking me to a safe house in the Point, which I then escaped so I could try to save Uncle Jim.

			I know he recognizes me, because his dark-brown eyes narrow when they flick over me. He doesn’t remark on my presence, turning instead to report to Saint. Silently. They’re both in long sleeves, but Saint’s are pulled up just enough that I can see the veins in his wrists shimmering. So much for full disclosure. The telepathic conversation doesn’t last long, and then Declan addresses me and Neema.

			“You’re with me. We’re taking the bikes.”

			My pulse quickens as I watch Declan stalk toward one of the sleek bullet bikes in the corner of the carport.

			Neema hisses under her breath as she passes me. “Don’t fuck this up.”

			I roll my eyes at her back.

			The attack team piles into the black supply truck, Henley sliding behind the wheel. His golden hair is pulled back and tied at the nape of his neck, emphasizing his chiseled features. The engine barely makes a sound as Henley starts the truck. Headlights off, he pulls out of the port, tires crunching over branches and overgrowth as the vehicle slips away into the darkness.

			Declan secures his pack over his shoulders, as does Neema. They’re carrying the charges. I twist my rifle so it’s strapped across my back.

			“Stay close.” Declan swings his leg over one of the motorcycles.

			Neema and I follow suit, the soft rumble of our engines breaking the silence a moment later. I keep my head low, fingers curled around the handlebars as we speed down the dark road in the direction of the mine.

			It isn’t long before the silhouette of the sprawling facility comes into view. It looms in the distance, its shadow stretching across the barren land. From what I read earlier in the files, the Ice Canyon salt mine runs over eight miles underground. It taps into a huge salt deposit that stretches from Ward B all the way north to New Ontario, the former name of Ward A.

			Chatter echoes through the feed as the other teams get into position. With our signal jammers preventing her from being spotted by the Company’s radar tower, Luisa is already back in the air, ready to launch her air assault. No sugar bombs tonight—the goal isn’t to obliterate the entire facility—but she’s been tasked with causing damage to the watchtower in the northeast corner.

			We slow the bikes just outside the perimeter, where we have a clear vantage point overlooking the opening of the supply tunnel. The night is dark save for the fog lights from the guard towers sweeping over the landscape, but we’re well hidden in the brush. I clock the two guards we were expecting. One is stationary at the edge of the tunnel, the other making his way along the perimeter, about a hundred meters away.

			Declan addresses me telepathically. “Wait for my signal.”

			I track the walking soldier through my rifle scope. My breathing is even, hands steady as I hold my position. Several seconds tick by before I hear Declan again.

			“Take ’em out.”

			His instincts are impeccable. The perimeter guard is nearly on top of us. I fire without hesitation, and he goes down with a thud. The soldier at the tunnel only manages to turn his head a fraction of an inch before my bullet finds its mark between his eyes.

			“Nice,” Neema says grudgingly.

			The three of us stay rooted on our bikes, watching the tunnel to see if anyone rushes out of it to check on their fallen comrades. But the shadowy entrance remains quiet and still.

			You need to warn Cross.

			The urgent voice in my head is getting louder, screaming at me, but it’s not time yet. Timing is fucking everything.

			Saint’s low voice suddenly slices over the feed. “Light it up, Lu.”

			The distant roar of an explosion reverberates in the distance, and the sky lights up in a burst of orange for a split second before everything goes dark again. The faint smell of smoke carries in the wind, filling my nostrils, and then I hear another sharp blast and catch a quick glimpse of plumes billowing upward.

			“Move,” I hear Saint command, and I know their supply truck is now tearing toward that perimeter. A second later, he barks orders at us. “Decoy team, go.”

			As the three of us speed forward on our bikes, I finally allow myself to link with Cross. I’m not surprised when his angry growl instantly echoes in my head.

			“Was that you?”

			“Yes,” I confirm as I squeeze the throttle harder. “We’re extracting the slaves.”

			“Goddamn it, Dove.”

			“We weren’t just going to let them die.”

			“I told you I would handle it.”

			“Well, we’re handling it, so I’ll take any support you can offer.”

			There’s a beat.

			Then, “I’ve got you. Always. You know that.”

			I love him so fucking much.

			As gunfire erupts in the distance, we drive directly into the supply tunnel. The schematics I studied earlier revealed a complex network of tunnels and shafts, but we’re not going all the way down to the mine. The tunnel we’re in runs one level above the mine shaft.

			The weak glare of fluorescent bulbs guides our path through the wide passageway, and the air smells like damp earth and concrete.

			“Down here,” Declan says over his shoulder.

			We reach the first section, which according to the map I memorized is a key structural point in the tunnel. Declan and Neema slide off their bikes and quickly unload their packs. I remain on guard, my rifle sweeping the shadows, ensuring we have no unexpected visitors.

			The two of them work fast, expertly attaching charges to concrete, each charge lighting green when it’s activated. Then they’re back on their bikes and we’re speeding to the next designated section.

			“Charges set,” Declan reports to Saint not even a minute later as Neema snaps her final charge onto a stone pillar. “Ten minutes till detonation.”

			“Get to the pickup,” is Saint’s response. He sounds slightly distracted, and I can only imagine what kind of chaos the attack team is dealing with right now.

			“Let’s move,” Declan says.

			Neema’s already shooting forward. I’m about to follow when I notice that the last charge she set doesn’t have a green light.

			“Declan,” I say over telepathy. “Neema’s charge didn’t stick.”

			He jumps off his bike and jogs over to handle it. The green light flickers on, and a second later he and I are both tearing after Neema, who’s already several meters ahead of us.

			Excitement buzzes through me as we speed down the tunnel. For us, the entire mission lasted less than ten minutes, but my adrenaline is still sky-high, my heartbeat a rapid staccato in my chest. All that’s left for us to do is exit through the west end of the tunnel and reach the secondary pickup zone. Luisa and the attack team should already be en route. I pray that our team distracted the Coppers long enough for Teriq’s team to evacuate everyone, but he hasn’t reported yet.

			“Extraction complete.”

			I spoke too soon. Relief erupts inside me at Teriq’s confirmation.

			“Bird’s in the air. Cargo secure.” Gray now, and there’s no mistaking the satisfaction in his voice.

			“Decoy team,” Saint says in my ear. “What’s your ETA to the pickup?”

			“Two minutes,” Declan tells him.

			Two minutes and we’re out. We did it. We executed a flawless mission.

			I grip the handlebars tighter, releasing another breath of relief. We’re almost out. Our maps showed the tunnel ending in a clearing beyond the facility’s southern perimeter, so we shouldn’t encounter any stray guards. The tunnel curves up ahead, and it isn’t until we approach the turn that I realize something isn’t right.

			The hairs at the back of my neck stand on end when I hear it.

			The hum of a force field vibrating through the confined space.

			It grows louder, bouncing off the walls, and as we round the corner, I suddenly see it: the shimmering blue wall at the end of the tunnel. Glowing with an unnatural intensity.

			The force field that was supposed to be down…isn’t.

			Fear pummels into me as the opening looms closer. As I watch Neema hurtling at breakneck speed toward it.

			“Neema!” I scream. “Stop!”

			It’s too late.

			She crashes into the force field, sparks exploding in the air as she’s thrown from the bike. The metal rims of the tires create another flurry of sparks as the vehicle twists and whips through the air, flying back and nearly taking Declan’s head off.

			My reflexes seize control of my body. I know slamming on the brakes won’t do a damn thing. I’ll just skid right into the force field. So I dive out of my seat and go airborne, the world spinning as I roll away, hitting the concrete hard.

			“Declan!” I now shout.

			But he’s still moving.

			Why is he still moving?

			“Declan!”

			As panic grips my throat, I once again act on pure instinct. It happens so naturally I don’t even question it. I thrust open a path and harness the gold, siphoning every speck of energy as I hijack Declan’s mind.

			“Jump!” I command.

			I’m overcome with relief when he jumps off the motorcycle at the very last second.

			Electricity arcs from the force field as the bike collides with it. Declan’s body slices past the resulting sparks, a hairbreadth from having his arm blown off. His bike jolts and jerks from the live current. I hear an unnatural shriek and realize it’s the sound of the electricity surging through the machine. A blue-white flash illuminates the tunnel as the force field sparks again.

			“Declan!”

			I run to him. He staggers onto his knees, his entire body trembling.

			“Are you okay?” I demand, helping him up.

			He ignores the question, his wild gaze searching the shadows. “Neema,” he grinds out.

			“She’s over here.”

			We stumble toward Neema’s limp figure. Smoke rises from her body, and the sharp scent of burnt hair and flesh stings my nostrils. I’m worried about touching her in case electricity is still coursing through her body, but there’s no reason to. Her eyes are wide open. Unblinking. Lifeless.

			Declan’s arms begin to ripple silver. For a second I think he’s being electrocuted, until I realize what he’s doing.

			“She’s gone,” he says flatly. “No energy signature.” He taps his earpiece. “Saint. The force field is active. Neema’s dead, and we can’t get out this way.”

			“Shit. All right. Leave the way you came in and get to the original drop. I’ll redirect Lu.”

			“Copy.” Declan’s breathing sounds shallow as he cuts the feed.

			We both stare at Neema again. Lying there on the ground, fried to death. What a gruesome end. I didn’t like her much, but I never wanted her dead.

			“Let’s go,” Declan finally says.

			My bike is the only surviving vehicle. Declan reaches it first, but as he tries to right the sleek machine, he suddenly keels over, breathing hard.

			“What’s wrong?” He dismisses my concern by waving his hand, but this time I don’t let him. “Did any part of your body make contact with the field?”

			“Just my sleeve,” he mutters. “It didn’t touch me.”

			I’m not so sure about that. He’s panting as if his lungs are having a tough time keeping up, and I’m worried his heart might be struggling, too. I know even the smallest current of electricity from a force field can screw up the body’s natural rhythms.

			I intercept him before he can climb onto the bike.

			“You’re in no condition to drive,” I say firmly. I swing my own leg over the seat instead. “Get on.”

			Without another word, he settles behind me, wrapping his arms around my waist. I feel his hands shaking, his chest heaving. Yeah, something is very wrong. I crank the throttle and speed back in the other direction. To my relief, we don’t encounter a Command ambush, and I’ve never been happier to see the sky than when we finally emerge from the tunnel.

			But my joy is short-lived.

			“Minor setback,” Teriq reports over the comm. “Turns out we left someone behind. A Mod is being held in the camp prison for attacking a guard this morning.”

			“Who is it?” I ask, unable to ignore the uneasy sensation in my gut.

			“Doesn’t matter. We’re already in the air.” Teriq’s tone is resigned but resolute. “We got forty-one out of forty-two. I’d call that a win.”

			“Who. Is. It?” I repeat, and though I hear the hostility in my voice, I can’t stop it.

			There’s a beat, but I know what Teriq is going to say before he even says it.

			“Tana Archer.”
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			“Decoy team, you need to move. Your pickup is almost there.”

			Saint’s voice is in my ear, but I can’t focus on what he’s saying. I stop the bike abruptly, summoning an angry expletive from Declan.

			“What the fuck are you doing? Drive,” he orders.

			I draw a shaky breath. My hands feel weak, trembling around the handlebars. With a rushed exhale, I ignore Declan and address Saint.

			“I’m not leaving without Tana,” I tell our mission lead. “I’m going to get her.”

			“No. Go to the pickup zone.”

			“I’m not leaving without her.”

			“Darlington. Get to the pickup.”

			“No,” I say stubbornly, even as I see my chances of ever being assigned to another mission slipping away. “I’m not leaving Tana. They’ll kill her. Especially after tonight. They’ll think she assisted the Uprising with this rescue. They’ll fucking kill her.”

			“Wren.” It’s Gray. “The second bird flies in five minutes. There’s no time.”

			“I’m not asking anyone to wait for me,” I say. I’m already sliding off the bike, summoning a strangled protest from Declan. “If you want to leave one of our people behind, that’s on you. But I’m not condemning her to death. If I manage to break her out, Tana and I will find our own way to safety. Luisa—Declan’s heading to the pickup solo. He’ll be there soon.”

			Silence falls over the channel.

			To my surprise, the next person to speak is Luisa.

			“Gray, if Wren can free the prisoner, I’ll circle back to collect them.” She hastily adds, “If the mission leads authorize it.”

			Her offer fills me with gratitude. “Thanks, Lu.”

			“Ten minutes,” she says briskly. “That’s all I can give you. I’ll send the grids for the secondary pickup to your wrist comm. Saint?”

			After a beat, an aggravated Saint responds. “Ten minutes and no more. If you’re not there, Lu leaves without you.”

			“Stand by,” I say, cutting the feed. I glance at Declan, whose face is looking paler by the second. “Go to the primary pickup.”

			He shakes his head. “You need backup.”

			“You’re in no shape to back anyone up. And I’m not risking your life for a side mission you didn’t sign up for. Go.”

			“No. Get on the bike.” Declan’s voice is weak.

			“You’re in no condition for this!” I grab his wrist, feeling for his pulse. It’s weak. Alarmingly so. “You need a healer. I don’t want you putting yourself in danger for me—”

			“Do you think you’re the only person here who doesn’t feel right about leaving a Mod behind?” he snaps at me.

			I blink in shock.

			“I’m not leaving any of our people behind, either. So get on the fucking bike.” His jaw becomes impossibly tight. I’ve met my match in obstinacy, it appears.

			There’s no arguing with him, so I climb onto the bike and drive. Earlier, I memorized every map we’d been given, so I know exactly where the mine’s prison facility is located.

			I’m grateful that Declan can’t see my veins as I silently check in with Cross, who’s been relentlessly trying to link for the past few minutes.

			“Tana is being held in the prison here. I’m going to get her.”

			“Alone?” He curses in my ear.

			“There’s another network operative with me, but he’s in bad shape. How many guards are posted at the prison?”

			He ignores the question. “Leave, Wren. You’ve pushed your luck enough tonight.”

			He might be right, but I refuse to abandon Tana. End of story.

			The barracks are an aboveground series of buildings on the west edge of the mining complex. Relief flutters through me at the complete lack of security we encounter. Our plan to divert all their personnel to the eastern perimeter was successful, and Teriq’s team had been efficient here in the west. The guard tower is empty, a male body flung over the side, his rifle dangling by the strap. I assume the second guard is in a similar state.

			As I pull in behind the men’s dormitory, Declan says, “Fuck. Hear that?”

			I listen, and sure enough…the distant sound of fighter jets. The Command is sending in reinforcements.

			“Cross,” I say. “Did you call for air support?”

			“Yes. ETA four minutes.”

			“Stay here,” I tell Declan, because he’s truly in no shape to back me up, no matter how many objections he raises. “I’ll send Tana out after I free her. You’ll need to drive her to the pickup.”

			“What about you?”

			“I’ll find my own way. There isn’t room for three on that bike, and she’s my priority.”

			I swear I glimpse a glimmer of respect in his eyes. “Be careful, Darlington.”

			Sliding my rifle off my shoulder, I lift the weapon and creep along the side of the gray concrete building. The entire area is eerily silent and cloaked in shadows. Teriq’s team had blown out all the floodlights for their extraction.

			“Dove,” Cross says. “There’s usually one guard posted inside and another on the exterior, but I pulled them both off.”

			“Thank you,” I say, emotion clogging my throat.

			Despite his report, I’m cautious as I turn the corner. There’s no one outside. I exhale a breath, then hurry inside to find a small holding area where the other guard would be posted but isn’t.

			The tiny prison has four cells, each one offering a small window slit that allows me to see inside. The first two are empty. When I peer into the third, I catch a flash of dark skin and hair as someone paces by the window.

			I bang my fist against the door while trying to link with her. She’s been ignoring me all night, so I’m not surprised when she doesn’t respond right away. It isn’t until I shout her name that she abruptly accepts the link.

			“Wren?” She sounds shocked.

			“I’m outside your cell. I’m getting you out.”

			“What the hell is happening out there? There was so much gunfire.”

			“The network rescued all the Mods that were going to be relocated tomorrow.”

			“Relocated?”

			“I’ll tell you later.”

			I find a keypad at the cell door. Fuck. If I shoot it, there’s no guarantee that will release the lock. I quickly reach out to Cross again.

			“Thumb scan at the cell door. Is there an override code I can input before I start trying to shoot out the hinges?”

			“There’s a code. Air support ETA—three minutes.”

			Cross rattles off a series of numbers. I punch them into the keypad, relieved when the door buzzes open and Tana’s brown eyes collide with mine. She seems unharmed, clad in a gray linen combo I assume is the prisoner’s uniform here at Ice Canyon.

			“Come on,” I say urgently. “We don’t have much time.”

			She’s stepping out of the cell when Cross checks in again.

			“I’m at the rear entrance. Don’t shoot me when I come in.”

			My heart speeds up. He’s here?

			“Wait. Hang back,” I tell him. “Let Tana come out first. I don’t want her to see you.”

			I push my friend toward the holding area. “Go. Declan is around the corner on a bullet bike. He’ll take you to the pickup.”

			Tana hesitates, her eyes flicking between me and the exit. “What about you?”

			“I’m right behind you. I just need to set a charge,” I lie.

			Luckily, she races off without questioning me. I wait until she’s out the door before telling Cross he’s clear.

			I don’t even hear his footsteps, which is a testament to what a skilled operative he is. He moves like a shadow. I blink and suddenly his tall frame appears in the opposite doorway, outlined by the sole lightbulb above his head. He wears his black Command uniform, the one designated for covert ops.

			Steely blue eyes focus on my face, searching. And it’s impossible for him to hide his own expression, because what we feel for each other is too raw to disguise.

			My heart slams into my ribs. Whenever he’s around, my world narrows. He’s the center of gravity that pulls me in, everything else fading into the background. I run toward him and throw my arms around him.

			He gives me a hug before growling, “I told you I would handle it.”

			“I couldn’t take the risk. You said so yourself—you don’t have a lot of power these days.”

			His jaw tightens as if he’s grinding his teeth together. It’s good to see him, despite his visible anger. I run my hand over the stubble shadowing his jaw, and he leans into my touch, his forehead pressed to mine.

			“I’m goddamn furious with you.”

			“I know.”

			He looks like he’s trying not to smile. “I really fucking miss you.”

			“I know.”

			His fingertips graze my cheek.

			My gaze rests on his mouth.

			I don’t know when I’ll get the chance to kiss him again, so I devour him. I melt into his body, and for one long, beautiful moment, the rest of the world doesn’t exist. It’s just us. His tongue slicks over mine and I moan. It’s that needy, anguished sound that has him pulling away.

			I feel him trembling against me. He’s just as desperate for me, and if I could, I’d tear off his clothes, push him onto the floor, and fuck his brains out.

			“Come with me,” I plead. “They’ll show you mercy. I’ll make sure of it.”

			“They won’t, and even if they did, I wouldn’t trust them. We need to talk later,” he says grimly. “There are things I’ve discovered that—” He suddenly touches his earpiece. “Reinforcements are here. You need to go.”

			“I’m on foot. Is there a vehicle—”

			“My bike’s in the rear.” He lets out a soft, tortured breath. “Go.”

			I can’t resist stealing one last kiss. I brush my lips over his, trying to imprint the feel and taste of him into my very soul.

			Then I exit through the back and disappear into the shadows.

			

			 

			“Where are you?” Luisa says in my ear. “I’ve got Declan and Archer on board.”

			“Thirty seconds,” I tell her.

			I make it to the secondary pickup zone, eternally grateful that Luisa agreed to circle back for us. When the plane comes into view, I speed toward the safety of the waiting aircraft.

			“Here,” I report, then ditch the Command bike as the cargo ramp lowers for me.

			I sprint aboard, and a moment later the ramp lifts and the door shuts. I’m so relieved I feel lightheaded. Tana is already strapped into her seat. Declan, too. He’s pale and sweating, his breathing even shallower than before.

			I sit next to Tana and snap my harness into place, my worried gaze focused on Declan.

			“What’s wrong with him?” Tana asks.

			“I think his heart’s giving out. He denied it, but I’m pretty sure part of his body made contact with a force field. Luisa,” I call toward the cockpit. “Can you make sure Fiona’s ready for Declan the moment we land?”

			“Already did. She’s standing by.”

			When I link with Cross to tell him I’m in the air, his relief is palpable. “Stay away from the wards for a while,” he warns. “Travis will be out for blood over this.”

			I feel a pang of worry but try to mask the response because I sense Tana’s gaze on me. “He’s not going to blame you for this, is he?”

			“He already does,” is his terse response. “I requested this assignment after I heard about the relocation, offered to facilitate the transfer and make sure it went smoothly, and only hours later an Uprising unit breaks them all out? Travis doesn’t believe in coincidences.”

			Fuck. Fuck. It didn’t even occur to me that I might be putting Cross in danger by passing the intel along to the Authority.

			“How can I help?”

			“You can’t, Dove. Just get to safety.”

			The flight is the longest thirty minutes of my life. I’m on edge the whole time, expecting the Command air fleet to blow us out of the sky, but we make it over the Blacklands without a hitch. Tana remains silent for most of the flight. It isn’t until we near the mountain that I feel her trying to link with me.

			“Who were you talking to?”

			Her suspicious tone makes my stomach drop. I open my mouth to lie, but I can’t bring myself to deceive her. I’ve lied to Tana by omission before, but never to her face with a direct question.

			I notice her sensing my inner turmoil, and her eyes take on a hint of contempt. “Someone helped you.” Her gaze remains fixed on me. “You knew how to open that cell door because you were given the code. By one of them.”

			Finally, I find the courage to answer. “If that’s what happened, does it really matter? You’re free.”

			She shifts her head and stares straight ahead, going silent again.

			As the mountain opens for us and we descend toward the runway, I reach for her hand. She stiffens.

			“I know you hate me,” I say silently. “But I’m glad you’re safe.”

			Tana’s expression softens, her voice sliding through my mind. “I don’t hate you.” She pauses, and I watch in dismay as her brown eyes become disapproving again. “But if you’re working with one of them…if you trust one of them…I could never hate you, Wren, but I don’t know if I can trust you.”

			

			 

			A welcome team waits for us in the hangar when we land, only not all of them are welcoming. As Fiona and Teriq swiftly carry Declan off to the medical bay, I glimpse a blur of motion from the corner of my eye, turning just as Evlynne pounces on me.

			It’s like getting hit by a truck, the force of it rattling my teeth and throwing me onto my ass. Her fist nearly connects with my face before I roll out from under her, scrambling away in time.

			“What did you do to Neema?” Evlynne screams, lunging again.

			Someone grabs her and hauls her away from me. It’s Saint. He locks his arm around her torso, but she’s not struggling anymore, just heaving for breath. Her gray eyes have a wild glint to them, but I also see pain. Grief.

			She peers up at Saint, her face collapsing. “I told you not to take her. Fucking quat got Neema killed.”

			“Neema drove into a force field.” I meet the mission lead’s eyes, hoping he can hear my sincerity. “Your intel was wrong. The force field was fully operational.”

			“I know,” he says grimly. “Declan reported.”

			Anger rises inside me as I turn back to Evlynne. “See? How the hell is that my fault?”

			“Maybe they started the force field because they knew you were going to be there.”

			She’s grasping at straws, and if it weren’t for the anguish lining her face, I might feel more indignant.

			Instead, I keep my voice calm and even. “Neema was ahead of us. She didn’t have time to stop when we realized the field was on. Declan would’ve died, too, if he hadn’t managed to swerve at the last second. It wasn’t anybody’s fault.”

			I don’t know whether she believes me, but she doesn’t try to attack again. She shrugs Saint’s arm off her and stomps toward the air lock.

			Beside me, Tana glances around the hangar, uncertain. The other prisoners we rescued tonight were transported to the valley, but Tana was a last-minute addition. I doubt anyone will be making another flight out of the Dagger tonight.

			I squeeze her shoulder. “You can spend the night in my quarters and tomorrow we’ll—”

			“No,” Gray interrupts. It’s the first word he’s said to me since I stepped off the plane. “She’ll spend the night in the medical bay. She needs a wellness check.” He nods at Saint.

			I open my mouth to argue, but Saint is already ushering Tana away. She glances over her shoulder toward me, but I say, “It’s okay. I’ll find you in the morning.”

			If she even wants me to. After our exchange on the plane, I don’t know where we stand. The notion that my oldest friend is questioning whether she trusts me is eating away at me like a slow-burning acid.

			Once they’re gone, Gray pins me with a harsh look I don’t expect. “Let’s go.”

			His cold demeanor makes me uneasy. “Go where?”

			“Debriefing with the Authority.”

			“Right now? It’s the middle of the night. Can’t it wait?”

			“No, it can’t.”

			“Why just me?”

			“Because you are the only one who risked the entire mission and the lives of your teammates to rescue your best friend.”

			I nod tightly, despite the fact that I have zero regrets about my actions. I already let Tana get captured by the Command once. I wasn’t going to let something happen to her again. If none of the leads want to work with me again because of this, so be it.

			In the war room, I find everyone waiting for us except Fiona.

			Adrienne glances at Gray. “I’m Fiona’s proxy if we need to vote.”

			“Vote about what?” I ask, wrinkling my forehead.

			“Whether you’ll face consequences for your actions,” Teriq retorts.

			From his seat, Kallister gives me a sympathetic look as if he knows I’m about to get chewed out. Teriq wears a cold expression. And for the first time since I’ve met him, every muscle on Gray’s face is taut with anger.

			Yeah.

			I’m in trouble.

			“You were part of the diversion team,” Adrienne says. Her arms are tight to her chest, and her red hair is pulled back in a severe bun, lending her a more intimidating air than usual.

			“Yes,” I say nervously.

			“Your objective was to plant decoy charges in the eastern supply tunnel and then retreat, correct?”

			“Yes.”

			“Then how is it you ended up leading a godfucking side mission on the west quadrant of the mine?”

			Her condescending tone triggers a burst of annoyance. “You already know the answer to that. I’m sure you’ve already listened to any recordings from tonight’s feed. But if you want me to reiterate everything that went down—”

			“We don’t need the details,” she cuts in, her eyes blazing. “We’d simply like to know why you thought you could risk other Modified lives for your own agenda.”

			“It was a shared agenda,” I shoot back. “We went there to rescue prisoners, did we not? Well, Tana was a prisoner. An actual one in a cell.”

			“How did you get the cell override?”

			Adrienne’s question is meant to throw me off, but thanks to Tana’s accusation during the flight, I already considered this, so I don’t even hesitate. “We were given all the security codes in Silver Elite. They rotate every week, but I tried a bunch of them and got lucky.”

			“Yes, you got very fucking lucky, Darlington.” She shakes her head in disapproval. “You will never disobey orders again. Do you understand?”

			“Technically, I asked for permission, and I was perfectly willing to be left behind.”

			Teriq grudgingly speaks. “Saint told her the plane would leave without her if she wasn’t there in time.”

			“And I didn’t risk anybody else’s life,” I point out.

			“You risked Declan,” Kallister says.

			“I told him to go. You can ask him yourself. But he refused,” I say through gritted teeth. “Like me, he didn’t feel right leaving a Mod behind.”

			Adrienne’s jaw tenses for a second. Then she says, “Dismissed.”

			I expect that to be the end of it as I ride the elevator up to the Personnel floor and make my way to my quarters, but a stone-faced Gray stays hot on my heels. At my door, he doesn’t let me scan in. He jerks his head toward his own quarters, and I reluctantly follow him inside.

			“How did you get the override?”

			I blink in surprise. I didn’t think that’s what he was going to push back on.

			“I already told you. I guessed.” The excuse sounds a lot flimsier the second time around.

			“I’m not a fucking idiot, Darlington. I trained in Silver Block, too, and I served on Elite. Those codes never repeat. There’s a new one each week. It’s statistically impossible for you to have guessed that code in a few minutes, so don’t insult my goddamn intelligence.”

			I falter, guilt tickling my insides. “Why didn’t you say anything to the others?”

			“Because I’m not going to throw out an accusation of collusion unless—”

			“Collusion?” I exclaim. “What do you think happened tonight, Grayson?”

			“I don’t know. You tell me. Because from where I’m standing, it looks like you’re colluding with the people who are seeking our downfall.”

			“For fuck’s sake—”

			“He was there, wasn’t he?”

			I play dumb. “Who?”

			His green eyes grow molten. “The captain. Cross Redden. You know exactly who I’m talking about, Wren.”

			He rarely calls me Wren, and I don’t know why, but it feels wrong. Impersonal.

			“You already knew Cross was in Ice Canyon,” I remind him, hoping he’ll let it go at that.

			“I meant in the prison, and you know that. Stop playing games.” He shakes his head angrily. “Why would he help you? I flew you to the Point because you said you had unfinished business. I assumed that meant ending whatever fucking business was there in the first place.”

			“Okay. Look, if he did help me, and I’m not saying he did, can’t we just take the win? Not everybody has to be our enemy. We rescued all forty-two Mods on the premises. Isn’t that good enough?”

			“Are you fucking kidding me? He’s the old General’s son and the new General’s brother. Cross Redden is the enemy.”

			“You know things are never that simple.”

			Gray stalks toward me. His gaze is intense, unwavering, as it locks with mine. I gulp at the rising tension between us.

			“You’re making excuses for him, and he doesn’t deserve them. It is that simple. He didn’t fight for you when it mattered.”

			My breath hitches. “You…don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			“Where was he when you were sentenced to die? His friend stepped up. But where the hell was he?”

			I don’t answer because I can’t.

			I can’t reveal that Cross is a Mod.

			I can’t reveal that he asked Xavier to protect me.

			I can’t reveal that he stayed behind for his mother.

			“He had his reasons.” My tone lacks conviction, and I hate that.

			Gray’s jaw is hard, twitching with frustration that he can’t mask. He takes another step. “You’re standing here fighting for a man who didn’t care enough to return the favor.”

			I stare at him in defiance. “Stop it.”

			“Stop what? Speaking the truth?”

			He closes the remaining space between us. Before I can blink, he backs me up against the wall, and my shoulders hit it with a jolt. Suddenly there’s a forceful hand gripping my chin. Warm breath tickling my cheek. He’s close enough that I can feel the heat radiating off his body, that I’m inhaling his clean citrus scent.

			“You’re better than this,” he says in my ear, and I’m shocked to feel a tiny twinge between my legs. I’m discovering that I like men like this. Bossy and dominant. Strong. The ones who challenge me.

			But just because I can recognize how attractive Grayson Blake is to me right now doesn’t mean I’m going to act on it. Both my body and heart are tethered to someone else.

			And yet…something raw and unfiltered continues to pass between us, locking our gazes together.

			“Gray,” I warn. “Stop talking about shit you don’t know anything about. And in case you forgot, you have a girlfriend.” I shove at his chest and stalk past him. “So maybe concentrate on your own relationship and stop making judgments about my love life.”

			“Go back to your quarters,” he mutters.

			I stare at him in disbelief. “I don’t get why you’re so angry with me. I’m on your side. I’m at the Dagger. I’m not working with the Command—”

			“I said go back to your quarters.”

			A standoff ensues.

			I don’t want to obey and leave, because that feels like letting him win. But I also don’t want to be here anymore, getting reprimanded in the middle of the night.

			I’m the first to break eye contact. Surrendering.

			I stalk away, but not before lobbing some cold parting words at him.

			“You can lecture me as much as you fucking want, Gray. But I do not regret saving Tana tonight, and I’d do the same thing all over again, no matter what it takes to get it done.”

			I give him one last look, hard and resolute, then march out the door, slamming it behind me.
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			Breakfast is a tense affair. Saint and Gray barely say a word to me, and even Mako is quiet, which is unheard of. Evlynne hasn’t come after me again, but she’s still visibly upset over Neema’s death. I don’t blame her. I’d be upset, too.

			I’m sitting with Xavier and Tana, a less-than-ideal combination because the last time Tana saw Xavier, it was right after she’d been attacked by Anson, a Silver Elite soldier I clocked as a psychopath within seconds of meeting. To this day, Tana refuses to speak about what happened, but I haven’t been able to erase the memory of that day.

			Xavier and Cross were the ones who detained Tana after I struck the deal that allowed her to serve a labor sentence rather than face execution. This morning, when she realized who Xavier was, she completely shut down and has been picking at her food ever since, gaze downcast.

			Earlier, the mission leads debriefed with the Authority about last night’s rescue. One point of contention was why that force field was up when it wasn’t supposed to be, and I hear Gray and Saint discussing it now at the neighboring table.

			“Obviously the intel was inaccurate, but do you think it was intentional?” Saint asks, frowning. “Someone trying to sabotage the op?”

			“Security intelligence comes from the prisoners themselves. I don’t see why they’d sabotage their own extraction.”

			Since he’s as nosy as I am, Xavier is happy to intrude on their conversation. “Would you just fucking relax?” he calls toward their table. “Your intel was fine. The force field was up because the captain of Silver Block was on-site.”

			Gray looks over, eyes narrowed.

			“The former general wasn’t one to waste resources,” Xavier explains in a bored tone. “It requires an inordinate amount of power to keep those fields up, so they’re for show only at most of the camps. Meant to serve as a deterrent. But if a CO is on-site, especially someone with the last name Redden, you better believe those fields are getting switched on.”

			“They didn’t post more perimeter guards,” Gray points out, distrustful of Xavier’s explanation.

			“Why would they? The salt mine is too crucial to both sides. The Command bets that the Aberrant aren’t stupid enough to blow up one of the Continent’s remaining salt resources.”

			“Call me Aberrant one more time and I’ll slit your throat,” Evlynne warns him.

			Gray studies Xavier’s face. “Why didn’t you share these security protocols before?”

			“Because I wasn’t exactly consulted on this mission, now, was I?”

			I hide a smile in my coffee. Beside me, Tana continues to push eggs around with her fork.

			“You just would have fed us false intel,” Evlynne snaps in accusation.

			“I guess you’ll never know now, will you, Elaine?”

			“Evlynne.”

			“I don’t care what your name is,” Xavier says, then crunches on a piece of toast.

			I glance at Gray, eyebrow arched as if to say, I told you Xavier could be useful. But he turns his head, reverting to aloof. He’s barely acknowledged me since our confrontation.

			“Whatever,” Evlynne spits out. “If the force field was up to protect Redden, then he’s responsible for Neema’s death, which just means I can happily kill the bastard.”

			She’ll have to go through me first.

			At the table across from ours, I see Teriq’s veins shimmering before his shoulders straighten.

			“Shut the hell up,” he booms. “A Company broadcast is coming in.”

			I stiffen, too. There haven’t been any new broadcasts since Travis Redden’s declaration of war after the Silver Jubilee.

			A hush goes over the mess hall as the holoscreen flickers to life against the back wall. Instantly, I know this won’t be good. Nearly every broadcast takes place in or outside the Capitol.

			This one is being aired from South Plaza.

			I stare at the execution venue, my heart sinking to the pit of my stomach.

			Our new general steps onto the platform, tailed by several others. I recognize Deron Radek, Silver Block’s acting captain, but I don’t see Cross anywhere. Radek is followed by an officer from Copper Block, his navy-blue sleeve bearing four colonel’s stars. Roe climbs up next, with a soldier I don’t know, and another I do know: Ivy Eversea. Cross’s ex-girlfriend.

			Ivy’s delicate features are pulled tight, devoid of expression as she stands next to Cross’s younger brother. I frown, wondering what this means. To me, Ivy never seemed like a fan of Roe’s.

			A crowd begins to form, people gathering in the dusty courtyard to listen to their general speak. But he doesn’t address the civilians. He addresses the camera.

			“Late last night,” Travis says without preamble, “a group of Aberrant rebels infiltrated the mining facility in Ice Canyon and launched a devastating attack—during which forty-two silverbloods were unlawfully removed from the premises. Lest any of you forget: All prisoners, whether Aberrant or Prime, were sentenced by the Tribunal to serve at a Company labor camp. Therefore, all prisoners are property of the Company.”

			“Oh, fuck off,” I hear someone mutter. Anger swells through the room.

			Cross’s absence is glaring to me. Like a neon sign in the Point’s entertainment district. Where is he? I know he doesn’t run Elite anymore, but he wasn’t stripped of his rank. He should be there.

			Concern pricks my stomach. He said Travis blamed him for last night’s extraction. What if his brothers threw him back in a cell? The worry intensifies when I nudge his mind only to be met with silence.

			I find myself reaching for Tana’s hand. She surprises me by squeezing it in return.

			“As a result of this merciless assault, sixteen Prime lives were lost. Sixteen courageous souls serving in Copper Block to protect the Continent from those who want to destroy it. My father, before his mind was corrupted by the enemy, always maintained that the gravity of the crime determines the severity of the punishment.” Travis pauses for dramatic effect. “Last night, sixteen lives were lost.” Another pause. “This morning, sixteen lives will be taken.”

			Horror slams into me. Travis steps back and rejoins his officers, and I make another wild attempt at linking with Cross. This time, he answers.

			“What the hell is going on?” I demand. “Are you okay? Are you seeing this broadcast?”

			His gruff reply confirms my fears. “I’ve been detained.”

			“Fuck. Well, your brother is broadcasting live right now. He’s about to execute sixteen innocent civilians, Cross! How do we stop this?”

			He responds with two words that curdle my blood.

			“We can’t,” he grits out.

			There’s movement on the holoscreen. I shift my attention back to it just as they appear.

			The firing squad.

			Hatred burns my throat as the uniform-clad soldiers line up on the platform, their rifles gleaming in the morning light. I stood in that same crowd months ago, watching those same soldiers murder Uncle Jim. Now I’m watching them prepare to do it again.

			The black gates behind the platform slide open. It’s the tunnel that connects the plaza to the Command base. I squeeze Tana’s hand tighter as two armed soldiers lead a group of people out of the tunnel. Men and women in civilian clothing, hands restrained behind their backs.

			Their faces are drawn and pale, but their eyes are hard. Resentful. My throat tightens as the soldiers prod the Mod prisoners and a few of them stumble forward.

			The first prisoner is hauled onto the wooden platform. He’s young, mid-twenties maybe. He keeps his shoulders straight and his chin high as he stares not at the firing squad, but at Travis and the other officers, as if daring them to break him. It’s a futile gesture. The Company knows they can’t break him. That’s why they’re here. They’re going to break his body instead.

			The colonel steps forward, eyes emotionless, mouth set in a thin line. He addresses his squad, sounding bored.

			“Rifles up.”

			Eight rifles snap up.

			“Fire,” the colonel orders.

			A wave of gunfire rings out.

			The prisoner is met by a hail of bullets, followed by a horrible, deafening silence. As the young man’s body crumples to the ground, shocked cries and furious hisses echo all around me.

			I’m too numb to make a sound. I inhale deeply, but oxygen refuses to fill my lungs. My breathing grows weak, a cold wave of terror crashing over me.

			This isn’t war.

			This is just…murder.

			I tremble as the next prisoner is thrust onto the platform.

			“Fire,” booms the colonel.

			Another round of shots, another body drops.

			“Fire.”

			The next prisoner is pushed forward.

			“Fire.”

			Another round of shots, another dead body.

			Rage pools low in my stomach, boiling hotter and burning brighter as each prisoner faces the squad. As much as I want to look away, to deny what’s happening, I can’t. One by one, they drop, until the platform is a sea of bodies and blood. The dark, viscous substance drips over the wooden edge like long red icicles.

			Travis observes each execution without expression. Roe, on the other hand, can’t disguise his pleasure. His satisfaction. He loathes us. He’s never made a secret of that.

			I take another breath, trying to hold on to the last thread of my composure before it snaps in a violent rage.

			All around me are grief-stricken faces. Enraged faces. Eyes burning with hatred as Travis and his officers oversee sixteen murders to the wild cheers of the civilian crowd. These people, the ones cheering for death and brutality, are as evil as their leader.

			Finally, the firing squad lowers their rifles and marches off, leaving sixteen dead bodies in their wake.

			

			 

			Cross’s mind is closed to me all morning.

			By the time afternoon rolls around, I’m feeling sick to my stomach. He said he was detained. Does that mean he’s shackled in a cell again? Locked in an interrogation room?

			Why isn’t he linking with me, damn it?

			I’m leaving the indoor range with Xavier for lunch when—finally—I feel Cross nudging my mind. I’m shaking with relief as I open the link.

			“Have they hurt you?” I ask urgently.

			“No. I’m out. For now.”

			I’m finally able to breathe again. “Okay. Good—wait, what do you mean, ‘for now’?”

			“I’ve been summoned to a meeting with my brother tomorrow morning. One on one. Travis said after the meeting, we’ll know where we both stand.”

			“What does that mean?”

			“I don’t know. But I don’t like it.”

			“Me, neither. He just murdered sixteen people on a live broadcast. Killing one more won’t make a difference to him.” A fresh wave of fear coats my throat. “Cross, you need to get out of—”

			“No, I need you to listen to me right now,” he interrupts. “Can you find a way for us to meet tonight? We need to talk.”

			“Let’s talk now.”

			“No. I’m dealing with something. Do you remember your airfields from Silver Block training? The runway in Ward E, the one that was decommissioned—meet me there. Midnight.”

			“I don’t know if I’ll be able to get a transport—”

			“Try.”

			Xavier and I near the mess hall, where I catch sight of Teriq and Gray on their way to the door.

			I hurry toward the two men, managing to intercept Gray before he can slip through the door. I grip his arm. “Can we speak alone for a second?”

			Frowning, he lets me pull him aside so we’re not blocking the doorway. “What’s wrong?”

			“I need another favor.”

			Immediately, his expression darkens. “Fuck’s sake.”

			“Please.” I bite my lip. “I need transport to Ward E tonight.”

			“Not going to the brothel this time?” His voice contains a sharper edge now, a malice that wasn’t there before.

			“Please, can you fly me out there? For midnight? I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t important. Dire, even.”

			He’s quiet for a moment. His tense body language tells me he doesn’t want to do this. But then he surprises me by jerking his head in a nod.

			“You’re in luck. I’m taking Declan back to Bramble Base tonight.”

			Hope sparks inside me. I remember him saying the base is in Ward H. That’s just south of E.

			“We were going to leave earlier, but I can hold off until closer to midnight.”

			“Thank you.” I squeeze his arm in gratitude, but he shakes me off and stalks away.

			

			 

			We take the hybrid. Declan sits with Gray in the cockpit while I’m in the jump seat behind them. I haven’t seen Declan since he was whisked off to the medical bay, weak and panting. Now he looks like he’s in perfect health.

			“Was there any permanent damage to your heart?” I ask him.

			“No. Fiona ran several scans. Good as new.”

			“I’m glad.”

			Declan twists around in his seat. “Darlington, what happened to Neema…I heard Evlynne took it out on you, but it wasn’t your fault. Just failed intel on our part.”

			A lump clogs my throat. “Thank you for saying that.”

			We don’t even land for Declan’s drop-off; I can’t help but grin as I watch him parachute out of the aircraft after Gray announces that we’re nearing Bramble Base.

			When we’re alone, I feel Gray giving me sidelong glances. I know he has questions about this clandestine meeting of mine, but he doesn’t voice them, each time shifting his green eyes back to the windshield.

			The moon guides our way, as once again we’re flying dark. I’m still amazed by this acute awareness he possesses. He never gets disoriented by the lack of horizon, always trusting his instruments.

			Like last time, our landing is smoother than butter, and we touch down on a runway bordered by forests on three sides. I don’t see any signs of life as I peer out the window. Cross said he’d provide instructions when I arrived.

			“Just landed,” I report. “Where are you?”

			“One click west of your location. Come by foot.”

			“How much time do I have?” I ask Gray.

			“No more than an hour. I’m jamming the plane’s signal, but I won’t risk grounding myself any longer than necessary.”

			“Understood. I’ll be quick. Keep your feed open.”

			I jump out of the plane, boots colliding with the dark tarmac.

			“I’m on my way. What am I looking for? Give me a landmark.”

			“You’ll know it when you see it.”

			Well, that’s cryptic.

			Near the one-kilometer mark, the trees open onto craggy terrain, and I find myself in a small rock quarry. It’s not in use and hasn’t been for a while, judging by the weeds and vines creeping all over the remains of old, broken equipment.

			I feel exposed, and for a moment, fear thickens my throat as I wonder if I’ve been led into a trap. Then I banish the thought, because Cross would never betray me. I have no doubt of that.

			“Where are you?”

			“Right here,” comes his deep, husky voice.

			I spin to see him appear from the side of a crumbling structure that I assume was an office at one point but is now a sagging heap of wooden beams.

			Despite the uncertainty in the air, and the lingering ire from this morning’s broadcast, I run toward him. He catches me, one muscular arm sliding around my waist, holding me tight, while his other hand cups the back of my neck. I feel his lips against my hair. I hear him inhale deeply.

			“Fuck,” is all he says.

			I wholeheartedly return that sentiment.

			When he pulls back, his blue eyes are tormented, swimming with unhappiness. I cup his cheeks, rubbing my thumbs along the sharp edges of his jaw, the prickly stubble there.

			“You can’t be here anymore, Cross. Not when your brother is murdering Mods in cold blood.”

			“I know.”

			Relief shudders through me. I thought it would take a lot more arm-twisting to convince him to desert.

			“But first we need to talk about something. After we met at Haven, I started digging into my brother’s dealings. He put three tails on me?” Cross scoffs. “I tailed him right the fuck back.”

			I manage a weak smile. “Of course you did.”

			“I’ve been watching Travis for weeks, and there are things happening in the background that you need to know about. Projects our father had approved. Secrets he’d been keeping from us.”

			“What kind of secrets?” I say warily.

			“I’m still trying to uncover all of them, but right now? The most pressing matter is your Uprising. Do you remember the hospital room you found during that mission, the one full of fragmented Mods?”

			“You mean the Mods that the Company has been experimenting on? Because there’s no other reason why that room had freezers full of blood vials.”

			“Maybe. I don’t know about any experiments. If my father asked his people in Biotech to conduct research, it’s a secret I haven’t unearthed yet. But that’s not my concern right now.”

			I tamp down my impatience. “What do the fragmented Mods have to do with anything?”

			“Nothing,” he says quietly. “I’m not talking about the fragmented. I’m talking about the corrupted.”
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			The corrupted.

			A queasy feeling crawls up my throat.

			“I visited that hospital,” Cross continues, his eyes never leaving my face. “When you were there, you assumed all the patients were Mods.”

			“Most of them were marked,” I say, thinking back to the night at the hospital. There must have been at least twenty people in that room, and the majority had tattoos on both wrists, indicating they were—or at least used to be—Company slaves. “And I saw a lot of silver veins. They were flickering in and out, like the synapses in their brains were misfiring.”

			Uncle Jim told me that’s what happens when a Mod’s mind is fragmented. They aren’t able to filter properly, and so their minds are swarmed, ceaselessly, with other people’s thoughts and projections. It’s a staggering amount of stimulation, enough to drive a person insane.

			“At least half the people in that ward were Primes,” Cross tells me, his tone flat.

			My brows knit together. “No. That’s impossible.”

			“I had two different Mods, former loyalists, verify it by penetrating their minds. There were no electric shocks in their necks. They’re Primes. And Catherine corroborated it when I went to question her—”

			“Catherine?” I interrupt. He says that name as if I’m supposed to know who it is.

			“Catherine De Velde,” he clarifies. “Lyddie’s mother. She’s the head of Biotech.”

			The casual mention of Lyddie, the person who turned me in for concealment, only reignites my anger. I tried so hard to see it from Lyddie’s point of view. To see her as a victim of the propaganda that Primes like her consume from a young age. They’re raised to hate us.

			But I don’t have my head in the sand anymore.

			Lyddie knew exactly what she was doing when she turned me in. She knew, especially with my bloodmark, that I’d be sent to the firing squad. I can no longer find a way to justify her actions.

			Other than plain fucking evil.

			“There’ve been cases of corruption in the wards,” Cross says. “Corrupted Primes have been cropping up all over the Continent for years.”

			“I don’t believe that.”

			“Catherine described their symptoms to me, and it’s exactly what happened to my mother. The corruption doesn’t always happen instantaneously. It depends on how severe the rewiring was. But ultimately, those damaged wires take their toll. Moments of confusion, disorientation, anger, all mixed in with moments of clarity. Eventually, their thoughts become incoherent, their memories full of holes. Sometimes it sounds like there’s voices in their heads, which is why it’s been misdiagnosed as schizophrenia, but at some point, their mind goes completely silent, and the subject becomes catatonic. That’s how it happened for my mom.”

			“And your father?”

			“Whatever Adrienne did to him, it was a lot more effective, and the results were immediate. He went from confused to incoherent to catatonic in less than twenty-four hours. Merrick Redden no longer exists. He’s just a shell.”

			“Forgive me if I don’t feel much sympathy for him,” I say bitterly.

			“I’m not asking you to. I don’t feel sympathy for him, either. He was a ruthless bastard and a shit father. But my mom was innocent. These other Primes were innocent.” Cross’s jaw tightens. “I found other hospital wards, Wren. Catherine took me to several of them. She showed me entire children’s wards.”

			I take a sharp breath. “Bullshit.”

			“I saw them with my own eyes. Children and teens with corrupted minds. Kids as young as five, six, seven. All corrupted.”

			“No,” I say slowly. “There’s no way. I spoke to Adrienne, and she swore she isn’t corrupting on a mass scale. She’s the only corrupter on the Continent, and trust me, the Authority would never authorize any mission that involved experiments on children, or civilians in general. Especially after what happened at Valterra Ridge.”

			“Well, someone authorized it, and someone is doing it, whether that’s Adrienne or—” Cross stops, narrowing his eyes. The man is too intelligent for his own good. “Did Adrienne corrupt my mother’s mind?”

			I falter, fighting the urge to avert my gaze. I can’t hide from this.

			“Yes,” I admit.

			To his credit, he doesn’t explode the way I know he wants to. He keeps his fists pressed to his sides, and though every muscle in his face is stretched taut, he sounds calm when he speaks again.

			“You knew about it?”

			“I found out when I got to their base. I confronted Adrienne about it. She said they’ve only authorized corruption on strategic targets. They don’t use it often.”

			“Why didn’t you tell me?”

			“I…I guess I didn’t think it would achieve anything.”

			He tips his head up at the sky, and the moonlight washes over his beautiful face, emphasizing each perfect feature. His straight nose, strong jaw, the curve of his lips. When he turns toward me, his vivid blue eyes are no longer angry but resigned.

			“No. You didn’t tell me because you knew exactly what I’d say—which is that you need to get the fuck away from these people. They can’t be trusted.”

			“You don’t even have proof that the Uprising is performing this supposed corruption,” I point out. “It could be a rogue corrupter in the wards. Or one of your own people experimenting on them. Maybe your brother has a corrupter on his payroll.”

			“Travis is a lot of things, but he values every Prime life.”

			“Unless he’s tricking you into thinking that.”

			“You don’t get it,” Cross says, getting frustrated with me. “I’m not advocating for either side. I don’t trust what’s happening on the Continent. You have to leave before it’s too late. We have to leave.”

			“You want us to…run? Is that what you’re saying?”

			“That’s exactly what I’m saying. We disappear, Daisy. We run—tonight—and leave everything behind.”

			“What about your mother?”

			“My mother’s lost to me,” he says roughly. “And my brothers…I don’t know. Maybe they can be saved, maybe not. But the only person I care about saving now is you.”

			I feel a squeeze of emotion. A month ago, I would have jumped at this proposition. The night we stood at the edge of the Blacklands, when he broke my heart by saying he wasn’t coming with me. If he’d asked me to run away together then, I would’ve said yes without hesitation.

			Yes.

			The word hovers on my tongue now, yet it refuses to leave my mouth. Indecision flickers through me. How can I run away? The people at the Dagger, in the valley…

			They matter to me.

			Some of them, like Evlynne, still haven’t warmed up to me and maybe never will, but the others have become friends. Allies. I can’t abandon them now. I’m finally finding my footing there, my place among them. And although we just rescued forty-two Mods, and I certainly view that as a success, Ice Canyon is one of many slave facilities. There’s so much more work to be done.

			“Cross…” I swallow hard. “I won’t leave and let your brothers kill my people.”

			“Your people,” he echoes.

			“Yes,” I say. “And yours, if you want them. Please, come back with me tonight. You already have an ally there in Xavier.” At the reminder of Xavier, my throat closes again. “You’d leave him behind, too? He’s your best friend.”

			“We can try to send word to him. He can join us.”

			“How? They’ve got a tracker on him,” I say in frustration. “He’s a prisoner.”

			Cross barks out a disbelieving laugh. “And you want me to be one, too? Wren. Wake up. I can’t work with the Uprising.”

			“And I can’t turn the other cheek and pretend the Company isn’t experimenting on Mods, that your brothers aren’t killing us. I know you believe that Adrienne is corrupting minds, but I promise you, if you come back with me, we’ll get to the bottom of it. I genuinely don’t think she would do that.”

			“She is,” he says flatly.

			Sadness creeps into my chest, filling all the little cracks in my heart that are beginning to form with every word that comes out of his mouth. Because I don’t know where this is going, and it scares me.

			“You would really leave with me tonight?”

			He doesn’t even hesitate. “Yes.”

			“And do what? Where do you propose we go, Cross? Join a Faithful camp?”

			“It doesn’t matter what we do, as long as we’re together. You and me. Wolf and Daisy.” His voice grows hoarse. “I love you. I’ve loved you my whole life.”

			Tears prick my eyelids. “I love you, too.”

			He bridges the distance between us. He’s so much taller than me, and I have to tilt my head to look at him. He leans in and presses his forehead against mine. My heart is pounding. Nothing ever prepared me for this. For this love that makes me feel both invincible and utterly fragile.

			“Then let’s go,” he says, his warm breath tickling the tip of my nose.

			“That isn’t a plan, Cross. You don’t even know where we would go, how we would live.”

			“Doesn’t matter.”

			I meet his eyes. “And if people’s minds really are being corrupted? Children’s minds? You’re willing to walk away and let that happen?”

			“Yes. Because maybe the Continent is a lost cause. Maybe the people here can’t be saved.” He strokes my cheek with his thumb. “Say the word and we’re gone. We can start fresh. Find somewhere new. Just us.”

			I clamp my teeth over my bottom lip to keep the tears at bay. We’re standing less than a foot apart, yet I feel the distance between us. Vast. Unbridgeable.

			“I can’t,” I whisper.

			His jaw clenches, blue eyes shadowed with hurt.

			“I agreed to fight this war. I need to fight this war. Your brother executed sixteen Mods this morning. My own parents killed hundreds of Mods—”

			“Is that what this is about?” he interrupts. “You see pledging yourself to the Uprising as atonement? A way to make up for the damage your parents caused? Because it’s not your responsibility to do that.”

			“Maybe not, but if I can undo even a fraction of their betrayal by helping to overthrow Prime rule, then I have to do it. I can’t abandon my people.”

			Cross grips the edges of his black jacket as though he’s trying to hold himself together. His knuckles whiten, shoulders tensing as if he’s bracing for a blow. “So you’d rather abandon me?”

			“That’s not what I’m saying—”

			“It’s fine. Just go.”

			My breath catches, sharp and painful, and I feel my knees going weak. I sway forward, instinctively reaching out, but stop myself before I touch him. I know if I do, I’ll start to cry.

			“What, it’s over between us then?” I choke out. My voice is trembling.

			He looks away, jaw tight, and scrapes a hand down his face. The fact that he hesitates rips a hole right through my heart.

			“I don’t know.”

			“You don’t know,” I echo, the words splintering in my throat.

			I feel like the ground has cracked open beneath my feet, and I’m free-falling.

			Silence stretches between us. Suffocating. Raw. I’m desperately, irrevocably in love with him, and he’s telling me he doesn’t know whether it’s over.

			“I tried,” he says, his features straining as he slowly shakes his head, as if that mere act exhausts him. “I thought I could fix the system from the inside. Tear it down piece by piece, protect as many Mods as I could. But all I’ve managed to do is watch people get destroyed.”

			My heart clenches with pain, and I can no longer hold back the tears. They escape, spilling down my cheeks.

			Cross looks down at his hands as if he doesn’t recognize them. “I’m tired. I’m so fucking tired of pretending this world is salvageable. If I stay here one more second, I’ll lose whatever the fuck is left of myself.”

			“Please,” I implore him. “Just give them a chance.”

			“I don’t belong there,” he says simply. “I’ll never belong there.”

			I can barely see him through the sheen of tears, but I feel his pain, his exhaustion.

			“Wren…” His voice shakes. “Come with me,” he begs. “Please.”

			The last time we were in this position, I was the one begging him. Pleading with him to come with me. And he turned around and left me.

			“I can’t.”

			A sob catches in my throat. Then, as if the sky itself feels my agony, it suddenly starts to rain. Not a drizzle, either. Rain falls over us in a steady rhythm, soaking my hair, making the rocks beneath our feet slick.

			His expression scares me. There’s something…broken in it.

			As moisture clings to the chiseled planes of his face and slides down his throat, he finally wrenches his gaze off me.

			“Then I guess this is it,” he mutters.

			“Yeah,” I whisper, my heart shattering to fragments. “I guess it is.”
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			I don’t say a word on the flight back. Everything feels hollow and pointless. I sit in the cockpit and stare out into the abyss. Every now and then I wipe away a tear that breaks free. Gray doesn’t comment on it. At least not until we return to the Dagger. Before I can duck through the air lock, he tugs my arm back, stopping me.

			“You all right?”

			I open my mouth, but no sound escapes. My throat is too clogged.

			“No,” I croak, and then the tears come in full force.

			It’s humiliating. I don’t cry in front of other people. Uncle Jim never said it out loud, but I know he viewed tears as a sign of weakness, and I suppose I never wanted him to view me as weak.

			But I can’t stop those tears now. A dam of emotion has broken, causing sobs to rack my body. I feel like a vital part of me has been stripped away. This is why I never cared about relationships before. Why I never put myself out there to love or be loved. Love comes with vulnerability and desperation and that terrifying awareness of how fragile it is.

			Gray pulls me into his arms, holding me tight. It reminds me of the morning I killed Bryce, one of the recruits in the Program. He did the same thing then, hugging me, telling me it was going to be okay. And just like last time, the tears slowly subside. My shoulders stop shuddering. A feeling of numbness settles over me, replacing the agony.

			He gazes down at me. “It’s over with you two?”

			I draw a shaky breath, jerking my head in a nod.

			He tugs a strand of hair that’s fallen loose from my ponytail, smooths it away from my wet cheek, and tucks it behind my ear. “I know it hurts now, but it’s for the best.”

			No, it’s not for the fucking best.

			I only just found Cross, found Wolf, and now I’m just supposed to…lose him?

			Yet what’s the alternative? We’re at an impossible impasse. I’ve made my choice and taken my stand, and if he doesn’t want to take that stand with me…well, like he said, I guess that’s it.

			“It’s late,” I murmur as we emerge from the air lock. “I need to get some sleep.”

			Rather than immediately go to my quarters, I stop in the kitchen first and open the commissary locker. Nothing costs credits here, but that doesn’t mean it’s a free-for-all. I rummage through the allotted daily luxuries and pull out a small bottle of glenshade. Curling my fingers around it, I carry it to my quarters.

			Xavier is asleep, so I don’t turn on the light. I plop down on my bed and twist open the bottle. Fire burns my throat as I sling back the alcohol.

			The trained soldier that he is, Xavier snaps into consciousness, sitting up in his bed. “What’s wrong?”

			“Cross and I are over,” I say dully.

			He wipes the sleep from his eyes, seeking me out in the darkness. Although his voice is groggy, there’s no uncertainty in it. “No. Cross loves you.”

			“Love has nothing to do with whether you’re together or not.” I take another swig. “He asked me to run away with him.” Another swig. “I said no.”

			“Why the hell would you do that?”

			“Because we’re gearing up for a war, and sometimes your responsibilities take precedence over your emotions.”

			“So you’re just giving up?” It sounds like an accusation.

			“Don’t fucking start with me, Xavier. I’m not giving up. I’m choosing to dedicate myself to something bigger than what I feel for Cross. It would be easy to run away with him. But I can’t abandon the people here.”

			My hand is shaking so wildly, I almost spill my drink. I swipe viciously at the glenshade pouring down my chin.

			Xavier picks up the comm that I set on the table and checks the time. “It’s almost two in the morning. Are you sure now is the time to start boozing?”

			“Since when do you care if someone wants to indulge?”

			“You’re right, I don’t.”

			He leans forward and holds out his hand.

			I slap the bottle of glenshade into it, and he takes a long sip.

			“So how drunk are we getting?” he asks. “Just enough to put you to sleep or enough to knock you out for a couple of days?”

			“How about a month?”
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			Time is supposed to heal all wounds. Well, screw time, because it’s not doing me any favors. Every morning, I wake up hoping the agony will be a little less acute, and every morning, it isn’t. Every time I think about him, it feels like someone is scraping a piece of jagged glass over the wound, cutting it open and letting all the painful emotions come gushing out.

			Time doesn’t heal a damn thing. That’s just a comforting lie.

			I haven’t spoken to Cross in two months. After our rendezvous in the quarry, he shut down the lines of communication. On the rare nights when I succumb to weakness and reach out, he never links. His mind is bolted shut to me.

			Where did he go? I wonder. Did he get in that plane and try to find Carora? Steal that boat and sail his way down to Tierra Fe?

			It scares me that I don’t know where he is or if he’s safe, but at least I know he’s alive. His energy signature still lingers in my mind, haunting me.

			Hurting me.

			I’ve been trying to keep busy, to distract myself, waiting for time to soften the blow of losing Cross. I’m now the unofficial long-range instructor on the base. It’s not my ideal job. I would prefer to run ops, but most of the mission leads won’t work with me, especially since Neema was on my team when she died, and neither Gray nor Saint has requested me for anything lately.

			I know they’re planning things. Putting the pieces in motion, is what Kallister said the last time I pried. It would be nice to know what those pieces are, but my clearance levels are nearly as low as Xavier’s. Which means nonexistent.

			Xavier and I occupy ourselves by shooting at the range or hiking the trails on the mountain. I’m starting to really enjoy the forest. It’s therapeutic, my boots crunching over the pine needles and overgrowth on the forest floor, the sound of the wind rustling through the trees. I don’t even mind Xavier’s excessive chattering and endless complaints about how the lack of excitement is slowly draining his life force.

			I bet he secretly regrets telling Cross he’d watch out for me, but I can’t deny I enjoy his company. I’ve tried reconnecting with Tana, but she’s still keeping me at a distance.

			It doesn’t help that there’s also a physical distance between us, with her currently living in the valley. Labor camp Mods who want to work on the base are required to stay in the valley for a certain period of time and must undergo mental health assessments before the Authority will sign off on using them as operatives. Gray told me that the freed slaves are oftentimes too angry or unpredictable.

			I don’t know if Tana intends to work for the network. She and her father did so before. I assume she’ll do it again, but she’s barely spoken to me since she got here, let alone filled me in on her plans. I understand, but I wish we could talk the way we used to.

			Today it’s raining, so I spend the morning training with Hawkins, who is delightful as always.

			We sit cross-legged in one of the alcoves, the blue daggerstone casting an eerie glow over our faces. I rest my palms face up on my knees. I’ve found it’s the best way to stop myself from curling my hands into fists.

			Hawkins has actually agreed to let me try to incite him, since Gray’s been too busy lately to help me train.

			“You’re not focusing.”

			His voice jolts me back to the present. He’s right. I let my mind drift. “Sorry.”

			I try again, concentrating on channeling the gold dust dancing behind my eyes. This part comes easy to me now, the harnessing. I can gather the gold and let it flow through me without much effort, but as usual, it’s the incitement part that gives me trouble.

			“Pick up the knife,” I tell Hawkins. He insisted I vocalize the command. I think he’s afraid that if I say it silently, I might change it up on him and try to incite him to do something we haven’t agreed upon.

			Several minutes pass without any success.

			“I don’t get why I’m so bad at this,” I mutter, frustration creeping into my voice. “I can harness so easily now. But unless there’s some urgency to the situation, I can’t incite.”

			“Like when you saved Declan.”

			“I think I saved him,” I correct, because I’m still not entirely sure whether I incited Declan to jump off his motorcycle before the force field collision, or if it was his own self-preservation instincts finally kicking in. “But maybe I didn’t.”

			Hawkins’s expression is one of mild amusement, like he’s watching a child trying to lift something heavy. “Your problem is, you’re always trying to force it. You try to use the gold like it’s a sledgehammer. But it’s more delicate than that. It’s like guiding a current. You need to be subtle with it, not forceful.”

			I clench my teeth. “I’m trying. It’s not my fault I suck at it.”

			“It is one hundred percent your fault.” His words aren’t light and joking. They’re harsh and rude, because that’s who Hawkins is. “Do it again.”

			Centering myself, I harness again, gathering those wispy threads of energy until I feel them consuming me.

			“Pick up the knife.”

			Gentle, I remind myself.

			“Pick up the knife.”

			Guide the current, don’t force it.

			“Pick up the knife.” I gently push the command into Hawkins’s mind.

			His hand twitches.

			Holy shit. It’s working.

			“Pick up the knife.”

			Another twitch. His fingers spasm slightly.

			“Too gentle,” Hawkins scolds. “I said subtle, not weak. Don’t be fucking weak.”

			I swallow my resentment. God, he’s such a prickhole.

			“Pick up the knife,” I order, sharper this time.

			Hawkins’s hand jerks. My temples begin to throb from the mental strain, but I don’t let that discourage me, because that means it’s working. I’m slipping past his defenses, getting closer to capturing his will.

			“Pick up the knife.”

			His hand moves, just an inch off the ground, before it drops abruptly. My head throbs harder.

			“You’re back to forcing it, Darlington,” he says in rebuke. “It’s a balance. You don’t dominate it. You encourage it.”

			I blow out a frustrated breath, severing the connection. “I’m done. I can’t do it.”

			“Yes, you can. If you can incite Declan, then you can incite me.”

			“I don’t understand what I’m doing wrong. The order is penetrating your mind, but why do I lose control so fast?”

			He rolls his eyes at me.

			“What?” I say defensively.

			“Incitement isn’t about the order. It’s about maintaining a connection. Right now you send the signal and then wait for it to respond. You need to learn how to hold it open, to be able to move along with the current. Don’t just incite me. Follow through with the command.”

			“Fine.” I exhale, closing my eyes. “Let me try again.”

			After I harness the gold, I try to follow Hawkins’s advice. I let that command—pick up the knife—drift like a stream, guiding it along rather than just sending it. As I repeat the words, my eyelids flutter open in time to see Hawkins closing his fingers around the ivory handle. Excitement sparks in my stomach.

			“Pick it up.”

			Slowly, he lifts the knife. This time, there’s no twitching. No jerking. His movements are deliberate, his hand like a marionette being pulled by invisible strings, hovering in the air.

			“Do not let me put it down,” he mutters to me, and I can see the strain on his face. His own mind is trying to resist me.

			“Keep holding it up.”

			The knife remains suspended in the air, while the connection between our minds continues to pulse, gold dust swirling in my vision as I struggle to keep that current alive.

			“Keep holding it up,” I repeat when his hand begins to lower.

			I’m too late. I lose my hold on him, and the knife clatters out of his grip.

			“Well done,” Hawkins tells me, and it’s almost pathetic how much that measly compliment means to me.

			

			 

			The rain isn’t letting up, so Xavier and I skip our walk and go to the gym instead. Yet another activity I’ve added to my new routine. Beating the hell out of something helps me let out my frustration over not talking to Cross.

			My training shoes squeak on the gymnasium floor as I lunge at Xavier, swinging at his smug, annoying face. He’s been besting me on the mats for the past hour, proving why Cross chose him to train Silver Block’s recruits. Xavier can fight.

			He grins as he dodges my uppercut, dancing away on light feet. “I don’t remember you being this slow in the Program. What’s wrong, Darlington? You forget how to move?”

			I swipe at the sweat dripping from my forehead and strike again, aiming for his midsection, but he sidesteps me and catches my wrist, twisting it with just enough force to make me curse in pain. I manage to jerk my arm free.

			“Careful,” he mocks. “You might pull a muscle.”

			“Why don’t you pick on someone your own size?” drawls another voice.

			We stop fighting, our gazes shifting across the room to where Henley, Saint, and Mako just entered the gym.

			Xavier glances at the newcomers with a mocking smirk. “You offering?”

			Henley eyes him for a second, then shrugs and says, “Sure. Why not.” He strips off his shirt, leaving him in nothing but black training pants.

			Mako hoots in delight. “Oh, I’m all about this.”

			Xavier gives me a gracious pat on the arm. “You’re excused, sweetling.”

			“Fuck off.” But I’m grinning as I step off the mats and head toward the benches where I left my aluminum water bottle.

			I twist off the cap, taking a deep swig as I watch Xavier and Henley begin to circle each other. They’re both tall and broad. Solid muscle.

			Mako sidles up to me. “Ten credits on Henley.”

			“We don’t use credits at the Dagger,” I remind him. Everything here is free for consumption.

			Saint heads for one of the punching bags and begins to tape up his hands. He’s quiet, as always, but watching intently as his friend prepares to spar with the alleged enemy.

			Xavier makes the first move, striking fast. His movements are clean and controlled. Henley is more fluid. He’s deceptively lazy, looking like he’s not taking it seriously at all before unleashing a series of jabs that has Xavier kicking into defense mode.

			Their muscles shift under their skin, gleaming with power. They’re evenly matched, both in skill and in the amount of shit talk that leaves their mouths.

			Henley falls back and raises both forearms, taunting again. Almost like a dance.

			“You gonna throw a punch, or you just gonna stand there and look pretty?” Xavier asks. His voice is laced with amusement.

			Henley chuckles. “You wish you looked this pretty.”

			He feints, then comes at Xavier with a left hook that snaps the other man’s head back.

			“Dick.” Xavier huffs out a breath, but he’s clearly fighting a laugh.

			They look like they’re enjoying themselves—so of course Evlynne chooses that exact moment to enter the gym. She’s in tight black shorts and a gray sports bra, her midriff flat and rippling with abs that make me a bit jealous.

			Her step stutters when she realizes who’s sparring. “Are you fucking kidding me, Hen?”

			The fight stops, Henley’s golden head swiveling in her direction. Nobody misses the anger flashing in her eyes.

			“Don’t make it more than it is, Ev,” he calls back.

			She looks from him to Mako, then Saint, who’s still pummeling his punching bag, unbothered by the escalating tension.

			“He’s a Prime! And he’s in Silver Block,” she growls, staring at everyone in disbelief. “How are you forgetting that?”

			“He stopped being in Silver Block when he deserted,” I remind her, but that only pisses her off further.

			“Fuck off, Darlington. Don’t get me started on whether you belong here.” Her incensed gaze swings back to her friends. “How are you so calm about giving a Prime open access to our base?”

			“Would you ease the fuck up for once in your life?” Henley retorts, startling me. “Not everything has to come down to Mod versus Prime.”

			She gapes at him. “Yes, everything does come down to that. Nothing is more important than securing our rightful place on this Continent.” She jabs a finger toward Xavier. “He’s the reason for the Silverblood Purge.”

			“Hey, Elaine?” Xavier says. “I wasn’t even fucking alive for the Purge.”

			“I’m talking about people like you, and you know it.” To Henley, she says, “Whatever, Hen. You want to spar with Primes? Work with them? Go ahead. You’re the one who’s gonna get screwed in the end.”

			With that, she turns on her heel and marches out of the gym.

			Evlynne’s outburst puts a damper on the fun. The fight comes to an end. Xavier uses his shirt to mop up the sweat glistening on his chest. Mako joins Saint at the punching bags, while Henley saunters toward a rack against the wall and grabs a towel. Wiping his own chest, he strides back to Xavier.

			He slants his blond head, though not quite in challenge. “You won’t win Evlynne over,” he says.

			Xavier snickers. “Wasn’t trying to.”

			“She hates Primes,” Henley continues. “She’s nice to the ones in the valley, but nobody’s naïve enough to think she’d ever put their lives ahead of a Mod’s. Ev’s a Severnist to the core.”

			For some reason, it didn’t even occur to me that there might be Severnists at the Dagger, but I suppose there must be. The philosophy didn’t just die when President Severn did; I’m sure there are plenty of Mods who still subscribe to it, who still believe that Mods are a superior race and therefore deserving of a higher place in society.

			“I’m sure she’s not the only one,” Xavier says, speaking my thoughts. He rolls his eyes at Henley. “Are you going to pretend you’re not?”

			Henley’s voice loses its cavalier drawl as he displays a rare moment of sincerity. “I’m not. Both my parents are Primes. And trust me, neither of them is inferior to me. They don’t deserve to be treated as less than because they don’t have psychic powers. That’s absurd.”

			Xavier sheds some of his own bravado. “Huh. All right.”

			“Our issue with you isn’t that you’re a Prime. It’s that you served under General Redden. You were loyal to the Command. Men don’t switch loyalties overnight.”

			“This man does,” I say, hooking my thumb at Xavier. “But that’s because he’s only ever been loyal to himself.”

			Xavier smirks. “She’s right. I’m a proud member of Team Stay Alive.” He pauses. “Although I suppose nowadays, I’d like Darlington to stay alive, too.”

			I beam at him. “Aww, thanks.”

			“Anyway,” Henley says, shrugging. “Thanks for the sparring session, Lieutenant.”

			As he joins his friends across the gym, I link my arm through Xavier’s and stand on my tiptoes to whisper in his ear.

			“Oh my God. You almost made a friend!”

			“You’re the fucking worst,” he grumbles, knocking my arm away.

			

			 

			We’re greeted by sunshine the next morning, but that doesn’t seem to cure the ennui going around the Dagger. There haven’t been any major developments since the salt mine extraction. No missions. No broadcasts. No big plans. It appears both sides have retreated to reassess and strategize, and the Mods on the mountain are tired of being cooped up. Me, especially. I’m so restless, I feel like I’m going to crawl out of my own skin.

			“I hate lulls,” Karra declares at breakfast, speaking everyone’s thoughts.

			“Lulllll,” Mako repeats, overenunciating the word. “I like that word a lot.”

			Everyone stares at him.

			“What?” He shrugs his enormous shoulders. “It’s a fun word to say. Lull.”

			Henley leans back in his chair. “I don’t mind the downtime.”

			“Of course you don’t. You spend it hopping from bed to bed,” Karra accuses.

			“Right, because you and Gray aren’t screwing every chance you get,” he says.

			“I wish,” she mutters under her breath.

			I don’t think anyone else hears her, but she’s sitting beside me, so I do. Trouble in paradise? I never pry about Gray’s love life, but it didn’t seem like it was suffering. There was another party in the cave a few days ago, and his tongue was in Karra’s mouth the entire time.

			I catch a flash of pink in my peripheral vision. A second later, Raven Persimmons walks past, holding her dinner tray.

			“Raven, wait,” Mako calls after her.

			Her dainty shoulders go rigid. Slowly, she turns toward our table. “What?”

			“I think maybe it’s time we bury the hatchet, keen?”

			His gracious tone brings a flicker of suspicion to her eyes. “Really.”

			“Really.”

			“What’s the catch?”

			He folds his huge arms across his huge chest. “I’m a firm believer that every friendship begins with honesty. So if you’re the one who stole my gold chocolate—”

			“Arghhhh!” With a high-pitched shriek of frustration, Raven stomps off, her pink hair swinging behind her.

			“You need to let this go, brother,” drawls Henley.

			“Never,” Mako vows.

			Luisa and Evlynne join us at the table, setting down their breakfast trays. Evlynne’s eyes flick in my direction, but for once, they’re not rife with hostility. Maybe because Xavier isn’t sitting with us this morning. He and Poppy are on their own, sipping their coffee and playing a new card game that Poppy taught him last night. Fiona is nowhere in sight, otherwise she’d probably drag the teenager away from the evil lieutenant, kicking and screaming.

			“You know what we should do?” Karra suggests, running a hand through her long black hair. “Sneak off the base and go to Heath’s End.”

			I raise a brow. “Is that even possible?” Heath’s End is a small island in the southwest, not far from Ward V. Most citizens save up Lux credits for years and use their leisure passes just to go there. I’ve never been, but I heard it’s a tropical paradise.

			“It is if we can convince one of our pilots to take us…” Karra bats her eyelashes at Evlynne.

			“Absolutely not,” Evlynne says.

			“Hen?” Karra pleads.

			Henley grins. “Nope. I’m not risking Adrienne’s wrath.”

			“That leaves you, Lu…” She waggles her eyebrows enticingly.

			“Your man is a pilot,” Luisa says with a snort. “Go bother Gray.”

			“He’s always in briefings,” Karra complains, which only makes his absence at breakfast more notable. I realize she’s right. He hasn’t been around much lately.

			“I’d love to get off this base,” I admit, curling my fingers around my cup. “I’m going stir-crazy.”

			“You grew up on a ranch, right?” Luisa says. “You’re probably used to being outdoors all the time.”

			“Yeah, we were rarely inside. Only at night when it was time for bed. The rest of the time, we were out with the herd or riding horses, mending fences, mucking stalls.” I heave a sigh. “I miss it.”

			Mako gawks at me. “Well, hellfuck, you really were a cowgirl.”

			I grin at him. “What did you think people do on a ranch?”

			“I don’t know, but for some reason it didn’t occur to me you’d be doing all that.”

			The others and I laugh, but my good humor wavers when I notice Evlynne watching me. Without animosity.

			I force my lips not to twist into a frown as I ask, “What is it?”

			“Nothing. I was just thinking, if you’re that stir-crazy, there are some gorgeous places on the mountain you could check out. A lot of natural anomalies that cropped up after the Last War.”

			“Like the daggerstone caves?”

			She nods. “And the lagoon.”

			“Oh, the lagoon is magnificent,” Karra chimes in. “You should definitely go see it.”

			“There’s a lagoon on the mountain?” I can’t hide my skepticism. I wasn’t the best student in upper school, but I know basic geography, and you don’t typically find lagoons in the woods.

			“Yes, and Karra’s right—it’s incredible.” Evlynne pauses, then begrudgingly continues. “I’ll fly you out there if you want.”

			My suspicion levels are sky-high now. Why is she suddenly being nice to me?

			“We could go today after lunch,” she offers.

			“Yeah, maybe.” My tone is noncommittal.

			I feel a poke in the back of my mind. Evlynne is trying to establish a link. We’ve never communicated telepathically before, but I know it’s her because her veins are rippling. Reluctantly, I let her in.

			“Come find me in the hangar later if you want to go.”

			I shouldn’t.

			I really shouldn’t.

			But I’ve been so bored the past few days, and curiosity is one of my fatal flaws. Despite my better judgment, I reach out to Evlynne after lunch.

			“I’ll take you up on that offer.”

			“Great. I’m just wrapping up.”

			I lock up the weapons cage in the range and go to the main hangar, where Evlynne waits for me by one of the helicopters.

			“Ready to go?”

			“Yeah. Thanks for taking me,” I say, praying I won’t live to regret this.

			Ten minutes later, we’re in the air, soaring high over the mountain. The higher we climb, the more beautiful the view becomes. The jagged peaks of the mountain range stretch as far as the eye can see, and the sky is a perfect clear blue, not a cloud in sight.

			We bank right, flying nearly sideways for a moment, and it makes my stomach lurch. I’m not used to constantly being in the air. Gray says there’s nowhere else he’d rather be, but I get queasy whenever they do their sharp turns.

			Evlynne grins. “Trust me, it’s worth every stomach drop.”

			I just stare at her. “What’s your angle?”

			“No angle. I was a total quat to you yesterday, and this is my way of apologizing.”

			“Really.” I can’t stop the sarcasm.

			“Yes.”

			“So you’re suddenly fine with Xavier being at the Dagger.”

			She balks. “Fuck no.” Her profile is hard with disapproval as she gives me a sidelong look. “You shouldn’t have brought him here. He’s a threat to our cause.”

			“He saved my life,” I say in a soft voice. “I don’t take that lightly. And for what it’s worth, I truly believe he’s severed all loyalty to the Command.”

			I’m not convincing her, which is confirmed when she scoffs. “We can agree to disagree, then. I’ll never trust Ford.”

			“What about me?” I can’t help but ask.

			Evlynne thinks it over too long for my comfort. “Undecided,” she finally says. “But Gray likes you, and I trust his judgment.”

			She’s saying all the right words, but I still feel like this is a trap. I just can’t see what the endgame is. She’s not going to throw me off this chopper. Or hell, maybe she will. Maybe murder isn’t something she’d bat an eye at. I lean against the headrest, doing my best to shake off the sense of impending doom.

			“We’re landing down there.”

			We crest another hill, and I peer at the vast expanse of jagged rocks and green valleys. It isn’t the landing zone that captures my attention.

			I gasp. “What the fuck?”

			Evlynne glances over, smug. “Told you.”

			The lagoon lies nestled in the shelter of the rocky cliffs that form a semicircle around it. Its waters shimmer in shades of violet, and it almost looks alive as the colors shift and undulate with the breeze. It’s the most incongruous sight. Completely unnatural yet surrounded by nature. The reflection of the sun in the purple water only heightens the supernatural effect.

			“How is this even possible?”

			“No clue. It’s a natural phenomenon. We tested the water and found it has the same consistency as the rest of the fresh water on the mountain. Some of our scientists suggest it could be minerals, but our tests never indicate unusually high levels of anything.” She shrugs. “Just magic, I suppose.”

			“I don’t believe in magic.”

			“Miracle, then. A miracle of nature.”

			“Don’t believe in those, either. There must be a scientific reason behind it.”

			My answer seems to intrigue her. “So I suppose you believe our abilities are also based in science?”

			“Of course they are. It’s a genetic mutation.”

			“Yet the gene has never been isolated,” she points out, and I don’t have an argument for that.

			Several minutes later, she brings the chopper down and we land on a flat stretch of grass. This landscape is so odd to me. So much green, even this high up.

			I stand at the peak for a moment. The ridge is silent, and the air feels thinner as I draw it into my lungs. I take in the rugged cliffs and brown peaks. There’s no snow on them, but the tips are shrouded in mist. I notice Evlynne grabbing a backpack from the helicopter and swinging it over one shoulder.

			“How far is this?” I ask skeptically.

			“Not far. I’m just always prepared.” She strides ahead of me. “This way.”

			We climb a craggy rise and emerge at the top with a perfect view of the lagoon. Once again, I’m floored by the violet water. It’s a deeper purple in some parts, and bright lilac where the sun touches it. That same sun warms my face as I gaze down at the lagoon. It’s like something out of an Old Era fairy tale.

			“Come on, let’s go,” she says. “The water’s like a hot bath. You need to run your hand through it.”

			I hesitate, because at least sixty percent of me still doesn’t trust this gesture of hers.

			“I always fill a little vial of it for my son,” Evlynne explains. “He thinks it’s magic, too.” She gestures for me to go first. “I’m right behind you. There’s not enough room for two on this path.”

			She’s not wrong. I can barely squeeze my way down. I’m halfway to the water when I realize the only footsteps I’m hearing are my own.

			Evlynne isn’t behind me.

			I spin around, staring at the empty path. “Evlynne?” I call out.

			No response.

			Fuck.

			I start running, kicking up pebbles as I scramble back to the top of the hill. I hear the hum of helicopter rotors and tip my head back in time to see Evlynne flying away. The rotors stir up clouds of dirt and grass as she makes her escape, leaving me alone on the ridge.

			“Evlynne!” I shout at the sky, trembling with anger.

			The bitch stranded me.

			I got played.
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			“Evlynne!”

			I shout her name again, but the engine drowns out my voice. When I switch to telepathy, I’m almost surprised when she lets me link.

			“What the fuck! Get back here!” I scream into her mind.

			“Sorry, got called back to base.”

			“Get back here, you bitch.”

			“No need to be nasty,” she mocks.

			“What is this? Payback because your friends are warming up to me and Xavier? This is beyond juvenile, Evlynne.”

			“Don’t worry, it’s not a bad hike down. You could probably do it in half a day, make it back before nightfall. Oh, and I left you a little present to help you on your journey. You’re welcome.”

			Her glee is fucking obnoxious. I want to punch her in the goddamn throat.

			“Come. Back. Here.” I’m so mad, spitting mad, that I can barely get the words out.

			The helicopter grows smaller and smaller in the distance, and for a moment I wish I had my rifle so I could try to shoot it out of the fucking sky—

			No, I realize. I can’t shoot it. But there is something I can do.

			In a desperate mental scramble, I harness the gold as fast as I can. It’s second nature now. The next step is where I run into trouble, especially now, when my emotions are volatile and burning like jet fuel through my blood. I’m not guiding the current. I’m acting like a sledgehammer again, something Hawkins always warns me against.

			“Turn around,” I command between gritted teeth, but just when I feel myself slipping into Evlynne’s mind, the leash I’m trying to create between us snaps like a rubber band.

			I’m frustrated as the chopper fades from my view, disappearing into the clouds. Hawkins said it’s impossible to incite remotely, and I can’t reestablish the link unless we’re sharing the same space.

			It’s too late. Evlynne and the helicopter are gone.

			Heart pounding, I jog to the landing zone. She’d mentioned a present, which turns out to be the backpack I find on the grass. I grab it to check if it contains actual supplies and not a bunch of rocks like I assume Evlynne the asshole would cram in there.

			A quick inventory reveals dried rations, a canteen, a handgun, and a radio. I also have my comm and telepathy, but I can’t bring myself to reach out to anyone and tell them what happened.

			For now, the comm stays in my pocket, the radio remains in the pack, and I don’t try to link with anyone. I don’t want to admit that Evlynne tricked me. It’s too humiliating. Hopefully I’ll just make it back to base before someone notices I’m gone.

			I should have trusted my instincts, damn it. Now I’m stranded on this stupid mountain and who knows how long this trek is going to take. The rest of the day, at least. Luckily, I have a good sense of direction, and my comm has a nav system that tells me where to go. Evlynne wasn’t trying to kill me—just wanted to ruin my day, apparently—but I know from experience how dangerous the wilderness can be.

			The anger inside me is sharp and relentless. I don’t even bother trying to suppress it. It fuels my every step as I begin my descent of the ridge. I readjust the pack, slipping my arm through the second strap so it rests solidly on my back, and trudge down the steep ridge, careful not to rush it. One misstep and I’ll go tumbling down the side of the mountain.

			I maintain my focus, forcing myself to keep moving. One foot in front of the other. Just keep walking. Picture Evlynne’s grisly death to occupy the time.

			Hours pass.

			Hours.

			I realize too late that my slow pace was probably too cautious. I’m far behind schedule when I check the comm to see where I am. It doesn’t help that the current path I’m on isn’t stable, but precarious and rocky. I slip several times, managing to steady myself by grabbing random bent branches, before the path unexpectedly becomes an incline and I’m suddenly ascending rather than descending. I stop and check my screen again to make sure I’m not going the wrong way. But nope, the ridge is an asshole like Evlynne. It just decided to climb for half a mile for no discernible reason before going downhill again.

			I traverse the twisting path through the dense foliage. As I round another bend, something catches my eye in the fading sunlight. At first, I think the red petals are crimlock flowers, until I notice one of the roots is exposed. Crimlock roots are brown. The twisted root protruding from the ground is dark red, contrasted against the light-colored dirt.

			Holy hellfuck.

			Is that heartroot?

			I crouch down to examine it, running my fingertips over the thin ridges. Instantly, I smell that peculiar, sickly-sweet odor that’s unique to heartroot, and a memory flashes through my mind. I’m in our little hut in the Blacklands, watching Uncle Jim sort through the various plants and roots he’d dug out during his daily walks in the darkness.

			“This one is pretty!” I’d exclaimed, picking up a chunk of blood-red root. “And it smells like candy!”

			“Careful with that one, little bird.” Even now, I can practically hear his gruff voice, and it brings a deep ache to my chest. “This is heartroot.”

			“What does it do?” I asked curiously.

			“In this state? Nothing. But if you ingest it, it’s not pretty at all.” He gave me a grave look. “It stops your heart.”

			I gasped. “And then you die?”

			“Then you die.”

			Now here it is, heartroot, randomly growing in the middle of this path.

			My comm vibrates in my pocket, distracting me from the root. It’s a message from Gray.

			Where the hell are you, cowgirl?

			I ignore the message and keep walking. Only minutes later, I feel someone trying to link with me. It’s Adrienne’s energy. I ignore her, too, scrambling through thickets and bushes.

			The sun is dipping lower and lower in the sky, and soon I start to see shadows forming across the landscape. I’m sore. My feet hurt. So do my legs from the random inclines. But I need to make it down before nightfall. The last thing I want to do is spend the night on this damn mountain.

			I finally find an even path, and my aching body welcomes it. No incline, no downhill. Blessedly flat.

			I’m just starting to relax when I hear a rustling behind me.

			It’s faint, easy to mistake as the wind fluttering through the leaves—except I’m pretty sure it stops every time I do. I decide to test the theory, picking up my pace.

			Rustle rustle.

			I stop walking.

			Silence.

			I start walking.

			Rustle rustle.

			I stop.

			Silence.

			Wonderful. Something is stalking me.

			The underbrush here is thick and I can’t see anything, but whatever’s hunting me is being really noisy about it. It’s either an abysmal hunter or so confident it’s going to eat me alive that it’s not even trying to be subtle.

			Rustle rustle.

			The little hairs on the nape of my neck stand on end, my spine tingling. I’m fully aware of everything around me. Every sound, every rock, every leaf. Must be some leftover primal instinct from the tribal days when we were prey ourselves.

			I move several more paces, my hand sliding to the knife at my hip. I prefer my rifle, but the knife will do. I have the handgun, but I don’t want to stop and unzip the backpack. I’m worried my stalker will strike while I’m distracted.

			I scan the area, but all I see are trees and leaves and rocks. I swear, if this is a horned bear…

			I shiver.

			No, a bear would be a lot louder than this. The horned bear that lived in the Blacklands when I was growing up sounded like a herd of elephants whenever it was charging through the woods.

			I hear the rustling again and spin around in search of any signs of movement. Nothing.

			It’s even darker now, the sun barely filtering through the trees anymore. And then I see it—something moving in the bushes. Whatever it is isn’t stealthy. There’s a low growl, the scraping of claws against stone, and then it bursts out of the brush.

			It’s a ridgehowler.

			I freeze, my eyes colliding with the wolf’s.

			I’m expecting the cold stare of a predator, but his eyes are a mixture of vigilance and interest. He’s still growling, though, his paws inching forward.

			I recognize him immediately. Or at least, I think I do. There could be other young ridgehowlers roaming the mountain, but this one looks distinctly like the one we left behind after we killed its mother. Pure white except for a red patch around one eye. I can’t imagine two of them having that exact marking.

			“Hey there,” I say cautiously.

			His ears press back, tail going low. His expression is more fear than curiosity now.

			“I’m not going to hurt you. I promise.”

			I kneel, keeping my movements slow and deliberate.

			“Come say hi,” I encourage. Someone else might call me crazy, but I’m good with animals. I can sense when they’re a threat, and this one isn’t. He’s too scared.

			I hold out my hand, my gaze locked with his. His curiosity returns as he peers at my outstretched fingers.

			“Come on, just a quick sniff hello.”

			His ears perk each time I speak. He growls again, but this time it’s unconvincing. His paws shift, and I hide a smile when finally, he takes a tentative step toward me.

			“There you go.”

			A few more cautious steps, and he’s nearly in front of me. We stare off again and it seems like the entire mountain falls silent, every plant and creature holding its breath as the wolf decides whether it wants to kill me or say hello. He sniffs the air near my hand, then gives a small whine, and I swear his tail wags slightly. He comes within inches of smelling my hand before backing up. That’s enough for me.

			“See, I’m not so bad.” I brush the dirt off my knees and rise to my feet. “All right. I gotta go, buddy. Otherwise I’ll be trapped on this mountain all night.”

			I expect the wolf to hurry off into the brush. To my amusement, he follows me. Sticking much closer than a wild animal normally would, so close his fur nearly brushes my ankle.

			“Hey, I’m really sorry about your mother,” I tell him. “Nothing personal. She was trying to murder a human.”

			He keeps trudging along beside me, and there’s something sort of comforting about his company. If something bigger and scarier jumped out of the trees and tried to rip my throat out, this thing couldn’t defend me in the slightest, but at least I wouldn’t die alone.

			“You remind me of Jim’s old cattle dog. Her name was Princess. She was always on his heels, everywhere he went.”

			The wolf cocks his head, peering up at me. I swear he’s following my every word.

			“Oh, you don’t want to know what happened to her,” I say glumly. “Trust me.”

			One of his ears quirks up.

			“Fine. You asked for it. She got mauled by a white coyote. It was such a sad day.” I step over a gnarled tree root. “I should name you after her. How about Prince? Do you want to be Prince?”

			My jaw drops when he lets out a little yip.

			“Oh my God, you totally understand me, don’t you?”

			His tail is wagging now. I wish Uncle Jim were here. He always said I had a way with animals. He did, too. I think he liked them better than people.

			My good spirits don’t last much longer, as I can barely see ten feet ahead of me now.

			“We’re losing the light,” I say, biting my lip.

			I stop to check the map. I’m still several hours from the Dagger. Shit.

			The wolf trots beside me as I pick up the pace, but after another hour, there’s no light at all. I switch on my comm torch, but it’s not strong enough to cast more than a weak glow. If I keep going in the dark, I could trip and sprain my ankle. Or fall and smash my head against a rock. I can’t navigate this mountain blind.

			Ten more minutes, I decide. I’ll walk ten more minutes and then call it a night—

			My foot suddenly catches on a hidden root in the underbrush, and I go flying forward. I almost recover my balance, only to trip on another root and tumble down the hill face forward. I brace the fall with my hands, scraping them against sharp rocks that then proceed to shred the knees of my jeans.

			I scream my frustration as blood blossoms on my palms, skin torn from my downhill skid. My knees are bloody, too. I push myself to my feet, my heart beating fast in my chest.

			Breathing hard, I glance at Prince, who peers up at me in disapproval.

			“Yes,” I grumble at him. “I fell. People fucking fall, Prince.”

			After a second, he ambles toward me and nudges the back of my hand with his nose. I don’t know if he’s encouraging me to keep walking or stay put, but continuing is totally out of the question.

			“Sorry, buddy. I think it’s time to call it.”

			I hate admitting defeat. I hate it. But after hours of denying Adrienne, I finally reach out to her mind.

			“Where are you?” she chides. “Ford is threatening to burn down the Dagger because he thinks we did something nefarious to you. And Gray is about to send out a search party.”

			“I, ah, decided to camp out tonight.”

			It’s a flimsy lie, but it’s better than admitting that Evlynne stranded me on the mountain. That doesn’t inspire competence on my part, and I want to prove myself to Adrienne and the others.

			“What do you mean, camp out?”

			“I needed to clear my head, so I went for a hike, but it got dark fast. I don’t want to risk hiking back when I can’t see my own feet in front of me. I figured I’d make camp and head back at first light.”

			“You’re spending the night on the mountain. Alone.” Adrienne sounds baffled.

			“I’ll be fine. I camped out all the time on the ranch, and I’m armed.”

			Suspicion creeps into her tone. “What happened at the lagoon? Evlynne said you went there earlier, but that she hasn’t seen you since you two got back.”

			“Nothing happened. I decided to take a walk after we returned to the Dagger.” I play it casual. “I have fire supplies, food, water. I know how to rough it. So you can call off the search party and tell Xavier I’ll see him in the morning.”

			I don’t give her a chance to object. I cut the link and address my new friend.

			“All right, Prince. We need to find some shelter if we’re spending the night out here. And I swear to God if one of your friends tries to murder me during the night and you don’t wake me up to alert me, I’ll skin you alive and wear your pelt as a hat.”

			He glares at me. Or at least I think he does. It could just be his face.

			I find a secluded thicket that shields me from the back, so I don’t have to worry about anything sneaking up behind me. I unzip the backpack, but there’s no first-aid kit. I guess Evlynne didn’t anticipate I’d skin my hands and knees like a damn toddler. I pour some water from the canteen on my injuries to clean them, but that’s the best I can do.

			I pull out the small box that holds the fire supplies—matches, a lighter, and even some kindling. I just need to gather a few logs. Hopefully the fire keeps any other curious predators away so I can stay alive until dawn breaks.

			Ten minutes later, I’ve got a small fire burning and I’m eating dried pork and sipping on my canteen. I give the ridgehowler the rest of the pork, and he gobbles it down. I leave my little nook only to relieve myself in the nearby bushes.

			I tip my head up to the star-streaked sky, and a sliver of pain slices into me. I wonder where Cross is right now. Did he desert the Command like he said he would the night at the quarry? Or did he go back, brokenhearted, feeling as numb as I felt, knowing there was no way forward for us?

			The temptation to reach out is so strong. I fight it at first, until finally, weakness overtakes me.

			I open a path and follow Cross’s energy signature. I nudge him, inviting him to talk.

			I wait.

			And wait.

			Tears sting my eyes. “Prickhole,” I mumble under my breath.

			Prince tilts his head as if to ask, Who?

			“My other Wolf,” I tell him. “We broke up because I wouldn’t run away with him, and now he doesn’t want to talk to me anymore.”

			Prince keeps staring at me.

			“Fine. You’re right. It’s probably too painful for him to make contact right now. You’re fucking right, okay? Just go to sleep.”

			I don’t know who I’m even angry at anymore. Sighing, I nestle inside my nook and curl into a ball. I’m surprised when Prince crawls closer to me. Soon he’s coiled up beside me, pressing against my side.

			He keeps me warm all night, which is a very good thing because the fire dies just as I’m drifting off. Surprisingly, I sleep like a log.

			

			 

			I wake up to the light pricking my eyelids. The ridgehowler shifts beside me, snuggled close like we’re old friends. When I move, he lifts his head, and I find that eerie yellow stare on me.

			“Morning,” I mumble, rubbing the sleep from my face.

			At the sound of my voice, his ears twitch. Then he gets up and lunges forward to stretch his back legs. It’s adorable and makes me smile.

			I get up, too, packing my stuff. “Well. We made it.”

			In response, Prince goes and pees in a bush.

			“Nice,” I tell him. “Classy.”

			I stretch my own stiff limbs, then throw my backpack on, tuck the knife at my hip, and start walking. It’s two hours later when I break through a clearing that I actually recognize. We’re almost there.

			The young wolf follows me all the way to the edge of the path before stopping in his tracks.

			I glance over, frowning. For a moment I think he sensed a predator, but then I see him sniffing the air and realize he smells humans. We’re too close to the Dagger, and he’s no longer my relaxed little buddy as he starts backing away.

			I nod in understanding. “Don’t worry, I get it. You have to go. But thank you for the escort.”

			He stares at me for a moment, then turns and bounds into the brush.

			When I reach the air lock, I square my shoulders like I’m ready to do battle. I’m covered in dirt, my jeans are shredded from my fall, and I have cuts all over my hands, but I don’t immediately return to my quarters. I go to the mess hall instead. It’s too early for most people to be awake, but the pilots are always up at dawn to run maneuvers, so I know Evlynne will be there.

			Ignoring my aching muscles, I saunter in like I’m coming back from a retreat on Heath’s End. I bury my anger and paste on an innocent smile as I approach their table.

			Gray, Evlynne, Luisa, and Henley swivel their heads toward me. Startled.

			“Morning, everyone,” I chirp, which makes Gray frown because I don’t typically chirp.

			“Rough night?” Evlynne inquires, watching me over the rim of her coffee cup.

			“Oh, on the contrary, it was exactly what I needed. Sometimes it’s nice to be alone with one’s thoughts.”

			I pull the backpack off and unceremoniously drop it on her breakfast tray. It jolts the entire table, sending coffee spilling across the surface. Luisa quickly mops it up before it pours into her lap.

			“Thanks for lending me your pack,” I tell Evlynne. “Came in handy.”

			Gray’s lips are twitching now.

			“Anyway,” I say with a big, fake smile. “I’m going to grab a coffee and then a shower. Enjoy the rest of your breakfast.”

		

	
		
			
				Theta-3

				 

				(excerpt from A Living History: The Modified People)

				Released in the early months of the Last War, the Theta-3 biotoxin (lab designation MNT-ΔG, see: Pan-Eurasian Alliance, xii) was engineered as a deterrent by the Lost Continents to stave off potential nuclear strikes. The gamble did not pay off, as the Continent retaliated by exacting a nuclear holocaust that decimated much of the known world. At the time of its dispersal, no one could have predicted the scale or nature of Theta-3’s consequences.

				Beyond the staggering death toll, immediate effects were negligible. Survivors of the biological attack did not exhibit symptoms or noticeable changes post-ingestion. It would be several years before the mutations would manifest.

				These “Aberrant,” as they came to be called, were the product of a genetic phenomenon that would stump the medical and scientific communities for decades to come: mutations not passed down through lineage but seemingly triggered by exposure to the biotoxin.

				One in three individuals exhibited psychic abilities previously unseen in said individuals. Surviving governments responded by isolating the afflicted in training centers, which were, in truth, little more than prisons outfitted with neurocognitive labs. For every successful telepath or mind reader who learned to control their powers, there were dozens who did not.

				Despite extensive genomic analysis, the so-called Mod gene remains undiscovered. Scientists have been unable to trace any pattern, marker, or chromosomal anomaly. Theta-3, simply put, left no fingerprint. It is the most advanced enigma of post-War biology: a mutagen without a mechanism.
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			The Mods we rescued from Ice Canyon were taken to the valley, some of them housed together, others with current residents. I was relieved when I found out Tana would be staying with Seth and Beatriz. They’ve both been so kind to me.

			When Luisa mentions she’s flying to the valley this morning, I invite myself along because I want to see Tana. I sit in the copilot’s seat, admiring the view.

			“Your parents are wonderful,” I tell Luisa. “Every time I talk to Tana, she only has the nicest things to say about them.”

			“Yeah, they’re pretty great.” There’s no mistaking the deep fondness in her voice.

			“It’s good for her, being there with them.” I hesitate. “Tana’s been through a lot. I don’t know if she’s confided in anyone in the valley, but she went through something traumatic before she was sent to the mine. Beyond that, it’s not my story to tell, but I figured your parents might want to be aware in case Tana ever seems depressed or withdrawn.”

			“My parents know all about traumatic experiences,” Luisa says sadly. “We survived the bombing at the Ridge.”

			“I know. Your father told me.”

			She reaches over to squeeze my shoulder. “You don’t need to worry about Tana. They’ll take care of her.”

			Twenty minutes later, Tana and I leave Luisa and her parents to catch up in their cottage while the two of us take a walk through the valley. I was hoping she’d look better, healthier, but she’s as subdued as the last time I saw her. Skin dry and splotchy. Black curls tied back in a messy ponytail.

			She doesn’t say much as we walk, but I don’t try to fill the silence. Tana and I have never been the kind of friends who shy away from the quiet.

			As we near Gray’s aunt’s house, I spot Jenni sitting on the small porch with a tablet in her lap, her blond hair loose. When she notices us, she lifts her hand in an awkward wave. I feel equally uncomfortable as I wave back.

			“You know Jenni?” Tana says.

			“Not really. I met her once for about five minutes. She’s Gray’s aunt.” I wait until I’m sure she’s out of earshot before adding, “There’s some serious tension between them. I don’t think they’re close.”

			Tana shrugs. “She talks about him all the time.”

			I glance over in surprise. “Do you know her?”

			“Not well, but I’ve spoken to her in the square before. She’s always going on about what a great pilot he is, how proud she is of him.”

			We reach the pasture, where we stop to say hi to the horses.

			“Have you ridden any of these guys yet?” I ask Tana.

			“A few times. I go with Bea. She’s a good rider.”

			I stare out at the lush green grass and the bales of hay dotting the pasture. “When we rescued you from the mine,” I say, keeping my gaze straight ahead. “You were right. Someone helped me.”

			“It was him, wasn’t it? The Silver Block captain.”

			I turn toward her now, but she’s expressionless. Impossible to read. “Yes,” I admit. “Cross.”

			She nods slowly. “I saw the way you looked at him when he showed up that night at the inn. The way you spoke to each other.” A glimmer crosses her eyes, something dark and resentful. “How could you get involved with one of them?”

			My heart squeezes. “It just…happened. But it’s over now.”

			“Is it.”

			Her cool tone stings. “It’s been over for months. I can’t live in his world. He can’t live in mine.” I swallow the lump in my throat. “It had to end.”

			“Yes,” Tana says, some of her ice thawing. “It did.”

			I break eye contact and shift back to the pasture, watching one of the mares bend her graceful head to chew on a tall blade of grass. “I miss Kelley,” I say, referring to my horse in Z.

			“She was such a good horse,” Tana agrees, pushing her ponytail off her shoulder. As she does that, the sleeve of her sweater rides up, revealing her wrist.

			“Your tattoos,” I blurt out.

			“Huh? Oh. Yeah.” She rolls up her other sleeve, showing me both wrists. “Brion, the healer here in the valley, got rid of them for me.” Sarcasm creeps into her voice. “Removed all the evidence that I was ever a Company slave.”

			“I…I really thought I was doing the right thing when I convinced Cross to sentence you and Griff to labor. You were sentenced to die, Tan.”

			She shrugs. “I’m grateful that you got my dad out of a death sentence.”

			That gives me pause. “Just your dad?”

			“What do you want me to say, that you should have let them kill me? Because…yes. You should’ve.”

			“Don’t say that.”

			She brushes me off, stalking down the path again. I hurry after her, but she only picks up her pace, until we’re both practically sprinting.

			“Stop. Tana, stop, please.”

			She stops, reluctantly turning to face me. “What?”

			I bite the inside of my cheek, unsure how to proceed. “You don’t really want to die, do you?”

			“You don’t get it. I’m already dead.” She shakes her head at me, then touches her left breast, right above her heart. “I’m dead inside, Wren. I feel nothing. Not a fucking thing. I haven’t felt anything since that night.”

			I want to know more, but I’m afraid to ask. I’m afraid to hear the answers. But Tana and I have known each other since we were children. She can read my mind even without reading my actual mind.

			“Yes,” she tells me. Dull. Emotionless. “The answer is yes.”

			Bile burns my throat. I wish Anson were still alive so I could put that bullet between his eyes myself.

			“Do you know he laughed when he found out I’d never been with a man?” she continues, her voice taking on a faraway note. “It was funny to him. He was happy to be the first.”

			I reach for her, but she shrugs my hand away like it burned her.

			“Tana…” I can’t get any more words out. It feels like there are rocks lodged in my windpipe. I gulp, trying to find my voice. “I know you’re hurting. But I’m here. You can talk to me. Please.”

			“There’s nothing to talk about. I’m not the person you used to know. Not even close.”

			“You don’t have to be who you were,” I say softly. “Just be you. The you who’s still alive. The you who can always count on me.”

			She laughs harshly. “I don’t know if I want to be this me, either. I hate knowing how weak I am.”

			“You’re not weak.”

			“I never used to think I was. And then that night…I was too weak to fight him.”

			“You killed him,” I remind her.

			“Not fast enough,” she mutters. “I had to wait until he was distracted. Until he was…”

			My stomach churns. “I’m so sorry.”

			“I just…don’t know how to feel things anymore.”

			Her expression is awash with sorrow. With exhaustion. With pain. I feel like I’m watching my best friend drown. She’s being pulled under the water and I’m standing on the shore, unable to get to her.

			“I know I can’t fix this for you,” I say. “But I promise I’m not going anywhere. We’ve known each other since we were eight years old. You’re my closest friend in this entire world, on this shitty, godforsaken Continent. You can give up on yourself if you want, but I won’t.”

			Her bottom lip quivers, and I see the moisture clinging to her lashes. “What if I’m broken beyond repair?”

			“You’re not. You might have some cracks, but you’re not broken. You’re still in one piece. You put a bullet in that psychopath’s head. You’re a warrior, Tana.”

			She brings her gaze back to mine, a weak smile playing at the corners of her mouth.

			“That’s right,” I tell her. “You can smile at that, because it’s the truth. You’re so much stronger than you think, and I’m not giving up on you. Ever.”

			

			 

			After dinner, I stop by Kallister’s quarters to read more of my mother’s file. I took a pause after Cross and I ended things, because it was too hard to concentrate while nursing a shattered heart, and though my heart is no closer to being healed, these days I’m forcing myself to just…keep living my life. My talk with Tana, however painful, left me rejuvenated. Determined to follow my own advice. I might not have Cross anymore, but I’m not broken, either. I’m at the Dagger for a reason, and it’s time I remember that.

			I start off easy today, though. The dossier includes all of my mother’s transcripts from upper school, including test scores, personal essays, an entire history paper about the Lost Continents. I skim those instead of getting right into the meatier files.

			“You said you went to school with my mom?” I ask Kallister, who’s in his armchair, reading a book on his tablet. I’m sitting in the living room with him today.

			“I did, yes.”

			“What was she like in school?”

			He leans back, thinking it over. “Stubborn. Very opinionated. She liked to debate you on issues.”

			“Yeah?”

			“Oh yeah. Marina was very passionate when she believed in something. In hindsight, it was probably obvious she was going to end up working for the Company.”

			“Why is that?”

			“She was very critical of President Severn.”

			“Did you ever meet her father? My grandfather? Her bio says he served with Severn.”

			“No. To be honest, my brother was closer with Marina and Jake than I was. I spent all my free time with my girlfriend.”

			At the mention of my father, I hesitate, biting my lip. The Serrano file doesn’t contain a ton of information about Jake Hess, but the stuff that is there only raises more questions in my mind.

			“Jake’s military records included a section about his marital history,” I finally say. “It said something about a first wife?”

			Kallister nods. “Cecilia. And before you ask, I have no idea where she is or what happened to her.”

			“How is that possible? We live in a surveillance state. Nobody can just…disappear.”

			“Cecilia Carpenter sure as fuck did.” He chuckles softly. “Speaking of other opinionated women. Your father, it seems, had a type.”

			“Did you know her?”

			“Not well. She was a couple of years behind us in school. From what I did see of her, she was a feisty one.”

			I resume my reading, but it’s hard to concentrate on pointless school assignments. I’ve been avoiding reading her interrogation files, but if I’m to truly understand my mother and why she did what she did, maybe it’s time to skip ahead to the more important documents.

			I’m tempted to start now, but the interrogation is nearly two hundred pages. I don’t think Kallister would appreciate me being here all night.

			I set the tablet aside, licking my dry lips. “I can’t figure it out.”

			“Figure what out?”

			“If she cared about me at all. My mother.”

			A frown mars his lips. “What makes you question that?”

			“I know she went to great lengths to protect me. Hell, she probably stole another kid’s bones and started a fire to keep me hidden. But is that because she actually wanted to protect me? Or was she trying to cover her own ass?”

			“Can’t it be both?”

			“Maybe. I don’t remember the incident that Jim told me about—the reason she asked him to take me. It must have scared her when I incited her. I keep trying to put myself in her shoes. Her five-year-old manifesting a power that could get them both killed. She could’ve reported me to the Company, but she didn’t. That means some part of her must’ve loved me, right?”

			“Of course your mother loved you.”

			Emotion fills my chest. “You think so?”

			“I don’t believe Marina was heartless,” Kallister says. “I think she was capable of love. She loved your father deeply. She loved Julian. I don’t believe that’s something you can fake. But like I said, she had strong opinions. We all have our own moral codes, and your mother’s led her to choose to serve Merrick Redden.”

			I shake my head. “I don’t understand how Jim could still love her after that.”

			“You can’t control who you love.”

			“No, I guess you can’t.”

			A short silence falls. I watch as Kallister leans forward to set his tablet on the table. He straightens and crosses one leg over the other, watching me thoughtfully.

			“What can you tell me about Lydia?”

			I blink at the sudden topic change. “You mean Lyddie? De Velde?”

			“Is that what she goes by?” When I nod, he says, “All right. What can you tell me about Lyddie?”

			“I can tell you she betrayed me,” I say darkly.

			Kallister isn’t deterred. “Yes. That tends to happen in this world. What else?”

			“She was working under Travis before I fled the city. I think she mentioned her father worked in Command Intelligence, too?”

			“Alexander De Velde. He’s a colonel. And her mother is Catherine De Velde, head of Biotech. Did Lyddie speak about her?”

			“Not really, and I never met either of Lyddie’s parents. I was supposed to the night of the Jubilee. They were both there. But I was busy setting charges for Adrienne and then helping her escape after she corrupted the General’s mind…”

			I trail off, remembering Cross’s allegations that Adrienne is corrupting people in the wards. I haven’t told anyone but Xavier, but the disturbing notion has been weighing on me.

			“Is she doing it on a wide scale?” I find myself asking.

			A groove appears in his forehead. “Adrienne?”

			“Yeah. I was thinking about it the other day,” I lie. “The hospital ward I mentioned when I first got here. I got the feeling it wasn’t just fragmented Mods. Some of them might have been corrupted.”

			His expression sharpens.

			“I asked Adrienne about it. She said she’s only used corruption when it’s absolutely necessary, like with the General. She insisted it’ll never be done on a mass scale. Is that true?”

			“The Authority voted on the General’s corruption. Unanimously, by the way. And I can assure you, if mass corruption of innocents was ever brought to a vote, it would not be a unanimous decision, not by a long shot. I’d never allow it, and I’m confident the others wouldn’t, either.”

			A wave of relief sweeps through me. “So you’re not doing it.”

			“The Authority has never approved a mission like that, no.” He pauses for a beat, looking troubled. “I don’t want to think that Adrienne would do anything without our consent, but…” He stops again, then gives a firm shake of the head. “No, she wouldn’t.”

			I tend to agree with him. I don’t believe Adrienne is capable of it. And yet…the doubts linger.

			“Anyway, sorry, I sidetracked us. Why are you asking about the De Veldes?”

			Kallister shrugs. “Not sure yet. Could be nothing, but we’ve been hearing some murmurings.”

			Murmurings. The Authority is always hearing murmurings, and they’re never inclined to share them. In fact, as much as they claim to freely share information around here, it seems like they like to keep most things close to the vest.

			I’m about to push him when an unfamiliar voice slices into my mind.

			“They are not innocent, brother.”

			I jerk in surprise.

			That was…Travis Redden?

			“Everything all right?”

			I blink. “Sorry. I keep spacing out. I must be tired.”

			“Would you like another coffee?” Kallister offers.

			“Sure. Thanks.”

			He’s barely out of the room before I hear it again.

			This time, I know it’s not a hallucination.

			“Even our father knew that they could be useful.”

			It’s Cross.

			My heart jumps into my throat. He’s safe.

			And he’s with Travis.

			He didn’t leave, after all.

			That hits me hard. More than it should, probably. But I can’t forget the ravaged look on his face when he told me he was tired. When he said the world was unsalvageable and that he’d given up on trying to fix the system from within.

			If he truly felt that way, why had he gone back?

			“Don’t let the base bombing or the Ice Canyon assault cloud your judgment,” Cross is saying.

			This doesn’t feel like telepathy.

			It feels like…when someone projects an image into my mind. It’s the same uncomfortable sensation behind my eyes. But there are no images in my head, and as far as I know, Cross doesn’t know how to project.

			Could this be another spontaneous connection? The way we linked telepathically as children?

			My pulse careens as an entire conversation unfolds in my head. Cross is furious. I feel his rage vibrating through my own body. Travis is mostly irritated.

			“This isn’t our father’s Company anymore. The General was too complacent. He wanted to use them for labor, yes, but to me, they’re not even worth that. They’re too fucking dangerous. You might have Silver Block back, but I can take it away again with the snap of my fingers. If you’re serious about coming back into the fold, then I need you to get your head on straight.”

			Back into the fold?

			Shock slams into me.

			Fucking hell, Cross. What are you doing?

			He didn’t just go back. He went all in.

			“I’m trying, brother. But I’m not going to stand by and watch you kill people. What Roe is doing is straight-up murder. Those people didn’t do anything wrong.”

			“Maybe not, but the rest of them needed to learn a lesson. Sometimes the only way to teach that lesson is to show them what happens when they wreak havoc in the wards. Examples need to be made.”

			“That’s your plan then? To execute every Aberrant you find?”

			“Yes, brother. Because they’re only useful if they can be controlled, and right now, they’re causing too much trouble. So if you’re going to be part of this new regime, then—”

			Silence.

			The voices stop without warning, leaving me desperately wondering how to get them back.

			“You sure you’re all right?” Kallister reappears holding two tin cups with steam rising from the rims.

			I hesitate. The Authority made it clear during disclosure that you have to report a new power, but there’s no way I’m disclosing unless I know what the hell that was.

			“Yep,” I say, accepting the coffee. “Thank you.”

			I try to refocus on my mother’s file, but my mind is now a million miles away. I’m eager to link with Cross and get some answers, but it’s not a conversation I can have in front of Kallister, so I force myself to wait until later.

			But when later comes, it doesn’t bring any answers.

			Cross still refuses to link with me.
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			Gray shows up at my door the next morning. We were supposed to go to the Temple for incitement training, so I raise a questioning brow when he hands me a tablet.

			“What’s this?”

			“We held a briefing this morning about Lyddie’s parents,” he says.

			“Yeah, Kallister was asking me about them last night. Something happening there?”

			“Travis has been taking a lot of meetings with Biotech lately. It’s raising concerns.”

			“Do you think it has something to do with Mods?”

			“I can’t imagine it wouldn’t. Anyway, we loaded some intel on here about the De Veldes. We want you to go through it.”

			“Why me?”

			“You were close with Lyddie in the Program. You might have talked about things that didn’t seem notable at the time but could have value. If you have the background, maybe something will jump out at you.”

			“Okay, yeah. I’ll read tonight.”

			I leave the tablet in my room, and we head down to the Temple, where the first person we see is Hawkins. He’s alone in one of the alcoves, meditating. I feel a pang of sympathy as we quietly walk past. He spends most of his time down here, though I don’t really blame him. When he’s aboveground, he has very few friends or allies. I’m pretty sure Kallister is the only person I’ve ever seen speak to Hawkins.

			“Why can’t we do this in our quarters?” Gray asks.

			“Because the daggerstone amplifies the gold frequency. I want to show you all the progress I’ve made this week.”

			“Don’t tell me you managed to incite Hawkins.”

			“Yes!” I can’t wipe the big, stupid smile off my face. “The other day.”

			“I’m impressed.”

			“I mean, it only lasted a few seconds before I lost my grip, but I still did it.”

			We walk into an alcove and sit facing each other under the glowing blue light.

			“What command do you want?” I ask eagerly.

			He reaches into his pocket and takes out a switchblade. He flicks it open. “Tell me to cut myself.”

			A sense of familiarity washes over me. That’s exactly what Uncle Jim asked me to do when I was a child. The first time I incited out of sheer anger and frustration, it was to order him to cut a line in his flesh.

			I swallow, closing my eyes. “All right.”

			Slowly, I start to gather up the gold dust in my mind. One little piece at a time, until there’s so much of it in my hands, I’m nearly bursting with it. It’s like holding a ball of power. I grip it loosely, letting the energy flow from my hands to my arms, my neck, my chest. It circles my body like strands of gold, wrapping around every part of me.

			I open my eyes. Gray is watching me. I’ve learned that saying the commands out loud really is more effective, which makes me wonder if incitement is tied to the target mind in an auditory way, similarly to how projection relies on the optic nerve. It does seem like sound waves assist the process, but I can’t prove that at all, because there are times when voicing the commands does absolutely nothing.

			“Ace,” I say.

			His lips quirk in a smile. “Hmm?”

			“Pick up the knife and cut a line in your palm.”

			He doesn’t move. Our gazes remain locked.

			“Pick up the knife and cut a line in your palm,” I say firmly.

			His hand, which rests flat on his thigh, begins twitching.

			“Holy shit,” he mutters, and I grin.

			I work to maintain my grip on the gold, determined not to let a single thread escape. When I feel the strands getting looser, I take a breath and sharpen my focus.

			“Pick up the knife and cut a line in your palm.”

			His hand moves toward the knife.

			“Pick it up.”

			Gray’s long fingers twitch even harder. His jaw is ticking, too. He doesn’t look happy. I don’t blame him. He’s not in control of his own body, and I can’t imagine how terrifying that feels. The level of trust he’s showing by allowing me to do this to him is awe inspiring. I don’t think I would ever trust somebody that much.

			“Pick it up.”

			His fingers wrap around the handle.

			“Flip your other palm.” I glance at his other hand. Those fingers spasm, too, before he flips his palm around. “Cut yourself. Doesn’t have to be deep.”

			His features are strained. Stretched taut. He is not in control at all.

			“Cut yourself. Come on.”

			I’m feeling the strain, too. I recognize the sensation. It happened when the firing squad was resisting me, as we waged a battle, their will against mine. That’s what drains the gold energy, I realize. The subject’s resistance. That’s when the beads of sweat roll down my temples. That’s when I start to feel weak.

			Hawkins has been teaching me to breathe through it. Before, I was trying to push the gold away. Now I draw it even closer. Make it part of me.

			With the tip of the blade, Gray scratches a line in his palm.

			It’s thin, barely breaking the skin, but I don’t have the energy to keep going. I release my grip on his mind, and the knife clatters to the ground.

			He shudders from a full-body shiver, his green eyes stricken. “The fuck,” he mutters.

			I gulp. “I’m sorry, I—”

			“No, no.” He rubs his forehead, then shakes out his hands. “That was…I can’t even describe it. It’s like every part of your body is fighting. You don’t want to do it, and you’re watching yourself do it, and…”

			He shivers again, and in that moment, I know he comprehends it. Why inciters are so feared.

			Yet when our eyes lock, he doesn’t look afraid of me.

			“I’m sorry,” I say again.

			“Don’t be. You need to be able to control it. I agreed to help you.” He shrugs. “Don’t feel guilty that you have this power. We don’t choose our abilities.”

			“You’re right. I didn’t choose incitement. Sort of like how you didn’t choose…precognition.”

			He sputters out a laugh. “I already told you, I’m not a precog.”

			“You also promised you’d tell me your ability if I guessed it correctly,” I say in accusation.

			“And you haven’t guessed it yet.”

			“I’ve guessed everything! There are no more abilities to guess!”

			“I don’t know what else to tell you, cowgirl.” He winks at me. “Be better.”

			“I hate you.”

			

			 

			There’s nothing in the De Velde file that raises any red flags for me, though that isn’t to say it’s not fascinating. I spend the entire evening engrossed by it. Lyddie’s mother is apparently a super genius, and her father is a master strategist, credited with planning the Valterra Ridge ground attack.

			I understand a lot better now why the first time I read Lyddie’s mind, she was thinking one thought on repeat: You’re not good enough.

			It must be daunting being the progeny of two exceptional, brilliant people. Lyddie doesn’t lack intellect, but I wouldn’t call her brilliant. She does belong in Intelligence, though. I won’t take that away from her, no matter how much I want to strangle her to death.

			Several days later, the Authority holds another briefing, but it isn’t until late afternoon that all field operatives are summoned to the mess hall.

			Xavier and I leave the shooting range and make our way to the Personnel floor. He’s technically not a field operative, but nobody stops him when we enter the cavernous room. That’s progress, I suppose.

			We shuffle in and join Tana, who recently passed all her assessments and is finally living at the Dagger.

			Teriq leads us off, his dark eyes serious as he scans the room. I haven’t seen him around lately. Gray told me he was spending some time at Bramble Base and running recruitment missions in the wards.

			“When we bombed the Command base this past winter, it wasn’t just a warning shot to the Company. It was also an appeal for recruitment,” Teriq says. “It’s yielded results, certainly. Declan and the other Bramble Mods have been training a ton of new recruits. We’ve been doing the same here, and most of the Mods from the salt mine have now joined our ranks.”

			“But?” Henley drawls from his perch across the room.

			Adrienne takes over. “But we need more allies. There aren’t enough Mods on the Continent to wage a winnable war against the Company. We voted this morning, and we’ve all agreed it’s time to reopen communications.”

			“With whom?” Evlynne says sharply.

			“The Faithful, for one.”

			A disgruntled hum travels through the room. What I’ve learned since coming here is that the Uprising and the Faithful hold very disparate views about how society should be run and are the most reluctant of allies in this conflict. The Faithful want the old ways back. The Uprising, not so much.

			“That means we need to renegotiate with Jasper,” Adrienne says. “He’s one of the few people on the Continent who knows the locations of all their camps.”

			I raise a brow. That’s a huge position of power for Jasper Reed to have. But I guess it makes sense. He’s the one who smuggles supplies out of the city and trades them with the Faithful. He’d have to know where their camps are.

			“We’re hoping he’ll strike a deal,” Kallister says. “Maybe get us an audience with various Faithful leaders.”

			“In exchange for what?” someone asks.

			“We don’t know. We’ll see what his terms are.”

			Evlynne speaks up again. “You said the Faithful, ‘for one.’ Who else are you planning to parley with?”

			There’s a pause. Kallister glances at Adrienne. He’s clearly reluctant to field that question, which tells me it won’t be a popular answer.

			With a shrug, Adrienne says, “Tierra Fe.”

			She’s rewarded with loud protests and irritated curses.

			“Those people are fucking crazy,” someone else says. “They’re not going to join with us. They literally think we’re demons from hell.”

			“And yet they trade with us,” Adrienne points out. “If you believed someone was a demon, would you really trade glenshade and medical supplies with them?”

			She has a point.

			“Here’s the thing about the devout,” she says, rolling her eyes. “If you’ve studied your history, then you’ll know the one theme that always crops up with religion is hypocrisy.”

			There are a few chuckles.

			“We’re not ready to approach them yet,” she assures the room. “We’re simply mentioning it because we do believe a mission to Tierra Fe will be necessary in the future. But that’s a problem for another day. Right now, we’re setting up a rendezvous with Jasper in the city.”

			Gray steps forward. “I’m mission lead for this. Jas has agreed to meet in two days. He’s insisting on meeting in the Point.”

			“Why can’t he come here?” grumbles Evlynne.

			“Because he’s a difficult prick. He claims he’s in the middle of a delicate business deal and can’t leave right now, so we need to go to him. I’m assembling a security team of four. I need snipers.”

			My heart jumps.

			“Who’s in?”

			Not every hand goes up this time, as opposed to the Ice Canyon mission. I suspect some people aren’t interested in risking their lives for Jasper Reed.

			My hand goes up, of course.

			Gray’s gaze sweeps the crowd. He selects Mako and Orin, and a woman in her late twenties named Shonee. I’ve seen her shoot and she’s good.

			“And Darlington,” he finishes, eliciting a burst of joy inside me.

			“And me,” comes Xavier’s sharp voice.

			Laughter rings through the crowd.

			“Fuck off,” Evlynne tells him. “You’re not going on a mission.”

			“I go where she goes.” Xavier jerks his head toward me. When I give him a look of warning, he shakes his head at me. His tone brooks no argument as he adds, “I didn’t say anything when you ran an op at the salt mine, but this is the Point. You’re not going to the Point without me. It’s too dangerous.”

			His eyes meet mine, and I hear the unspoken part.

			Cross told me not to let anything happen to you.

			Not that it matters anymore what Cross wants. I doubt he’ll hold Xavier to that promise. He won’t even speak to me anymore.

			But I get it. A mission in Sanctum Point will be risky. The city is crawling with surveillance drones, and there are checkpoints at every zone now.

			“He’s not going,” Evlynne fumes. She looks around the room. “How is anyone even considering this?”

			“I know the city,” Xavier says, his gaze focused on Gray. “I know the blind spots. I can get you in and out undetected. I’m an asset, Blake. You know that.”

			“You’re a Prime,” Evlynne answers before Gray can. “You’re a Command lieutenant. Nobody trusts you, and nobody should.”

			“Ev,” Gray says. “You can swap in for Shonee, if it makes you feel better.”

			Her gray eyes smolder with anger. “Nothing about this makes me feel better. But yeah. I’ll do it.”

			Although we haven’t been dismissed, she stalks toward the door. Gray intercepts her path, touching her arm.

			His voice is barely audible, so I don’t know what he says to her, but I notice the way his hand strokes up her arm, squeezing gently.

			Evlynne bats him away. “No. Fuck off with that. Don’t try to calm me down.”

			She bulldozes past him and stomps out the door.

			“Are their briefings always this exciting? The Command never had so many outbursts,” Xavier whispers in my ear, and I have to swallow my laughter.

			

			 

			Later, I find myself in the common room with Xavier and Poppy. They’re playing cards while I read the mission briefing for our rendezvous with Jasper. I don’t want to wait two days. I’m antsy, ready to head out now.

			Beside me, Xavier is complaining about Poppy’s winning streak, while the teenager smugly gathers up the cards and ticks off another win for her on the tablet they’re using to keep score.

			I fight a smile as I watch them bicker. Xavier got his wish, after all—he convinced one person on this base to like him. Unfortunately for him, it’s not a person he’d ever hop into bed with, but…well, he’s had enough conquests to last a lifetime, of both the female and male varieties. A platonic friendship with a teenage girl might be good for him.

			“You’re such a cheater,” he accuses.

			“I’m not cheating,” she protests, then proceeds to lay down another winning hand.

			“Such a fucking liar.”

			“I’m just lucky! I have luck in cards.”

			As he flicks her off, her gaze lands on his wrist, which still boasts the tracker that nobody has even suggested removing.

			“Are they ever going to take that off you?” Poppy asks curiously.

			He snorts. “I don’t know. Go ask your mommy.”

			“My mother doesn’t listen to me.”

			A shadow falls over the table, and then Saint appears. “Room for one more?”

			Poppy’s face immediately turns five shades redder, which reminds me of the day she vehemently denied having a crush on him. I can’t fault her if she does. With his dark-green eyes and chiseled face, Saint is hot. Not Cross-level hot, but—

			“What are you doing here?”

			I blink. For a second, I thought I heard Cross’s voice. I guess I have him on the brain.

			“It’s late.”

			No. It’s happening again.

			The new, perplexing ability I forgot about until this very moment.

			Because that is Cross.

			“I hope you don’t mind. I just wanted to see how you’re doing.”

			My body runs cold.

			And that…was Lyddie.
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			I don’t know what this is, but I don’t like it.

			I feel like a child again, uncertain and afraid, unable to understand the powers I was suddenly manifesting. If Uncle Jim hadn’t been there to guide and train me, I wouldn’t be able to shield myself from people reading my thoughts. I wouldn’t be able to open a path into someone’s mind and read their thoughts. I wouldn’t be able to filter. Listen to the thoughts that matter and not the chatter that doesn’t.

			But this power is different. It doesn’t require filtering. It doesn’t seem to involve opening a path, and my shield certainly isn’t stopping it from occurring.

			What is it? It feels like I’m listening in on a radio transmission.

			“We haven’t talked since the Jubilee.”

			Her voice scrapes along my spine like shards of glass. I thought we were friends, Lyddie and I. That’s on me. You can’t be friends with someone who hates you.

			I was naïve.

			And stupid.

			And reckless.

			But I’m trying to learn from my mistakes now. To change, to be smarter. I can’t let my emotions cloud me, and so as much as Lyddie’s voice makes me want to rip her throat out with my bare hands, I force myself to take a breath and listen.

			“About her, I mean.” Lyddie pauses. “If it makes you feel better, she fooled me, too.”

			I don’t know if the transmission cuts out or if Cross just isn’t responding, but it’s several seconds before Lyddie speaks again.

			“Look, you don’t have to tell me if you were together. Roe thinks you were. But regardless, I know you liked her. You shortlisted her for Elite. You must have seen promise in her, at least as a soldier. You shouldn’t feel stupid about that.”

			“Do you?”

			Cross’s voice, his deep raspy tone, is like a knife to the heart.

			I can still hear that voice begging me to run away with him. Every day I wonder if I made a mistake saying no.

			“Do I what?” asks Lyddie.

			“Feel stupid that she fooled you.”

			“I did, but not anymore. I’ve come to realize how ruthless and manipulative they are. Travis is right—”

			Travis? She’s on a first-name basis with the new General?

			“We need to flush them out of society.”

			Screw you, you quat!

			I draw another calming breath, ordering myself to listen.

			“I’m here if you ever need to talk, Captain. That’s all I came to say.”

			Where are they? I wonder. In his office?

			His quarters?

			A wall of red-hot rage slams into me. She’d better not be in his quarters.

			“I appreciate that, Lyddie.”

			Oh, does he now?

			“Travis wanted me to tell you that Mr. Jones is requesting another—”

			Her voice drops out.

			Silence.

			Keep talking!

			I strain my mind, trying to listen harder, but I don’t know how to bring it back. I don’t know how it’s happening in the first place. How I’m controlling this.

			“You keen, Darlington?”

			I jerk out of my frantic thoughts to find Xavier watching me. His dark eyes hold a shrewd glint. He knows something’s up.

			“Yeah. I think I’m going to head back to our quarters. Read the rest of this mission briefing before lights-out.”

			“I’ll be there soon,” he says.

			I push my chair back, shifting my gaze to Saint. I’d be fine leaving Xavier alone with Poppy, but he and Saint rarely interact, and I don’t entirely trust that dynamic.

			“You’re not going to try to kill him, right?” I ask the mission lead.

			“I’ll try not to.” Saint winks at me. It’s the most playful I’ve seen him since I got here.

			Once I’m alone, I allow Lyddie’s conversation with Cross to replay in my mind. Why is she talking to him? Why is he talking to her? About me, no less.

			And what the hell is this ability?

			I don’t even know whom I trust enough to ask about it. Kallister? Hawkins? No, not Hawkins. He makes me too nervous. And I’m not ready to tell Kallister, because he’ll have to disclose it to the rest of the Authority.

			If I’m being honest with myself, there’s only one person I want to talk to right now, and the temptation to reach out to him gnaws at me until finally, I succumb to it.

			I try to link with Cross.

			And…nothing.

			As usual, nothing happens.

			I can’t fight the tears that well up in my eyes. The embarrassment. I feel pathetic that I reached out again, and that once again he didn’t want to link.

			Maybe he’s too busy with Lyddie.

			I swallow my bitterness and take a shower before bed. I stew and ruminate and obsess as the hot water beats down on my head, and by the time I’ve brushed my teeth and put on my sleep clothes, I’m no closer to understanding what happened tonight.

			When I emerge from the lav, Xavier is on his bed, waiting for me.

			“Did he reach out?”

			“Who?” I say, as I run a hairbrush through my hair.

			“Cross. I saw your face back there. You had that look, like maybe there was someone in your head.”

			“There was.”

			“So he did reach out.”

			“No. I haven’t heard from him since we broke up.”

			“That was months ago.”

			“I know.”

			Xavier groans in frustration. “What the hell does that mean? Why does everyone on this mountain talk in godfucking riddles? I hate it here.”

			I laugh. “Well, you’re in luck. You pretty much talked your way into a leisure pass in two days.”

			“Yes, such leisure,” he cracks. “The risk of getting my head blown off by Reed and his goons.”

			“It’s better than having your head blown off by the people here.”

			“True. Anyway, you’re deflecting. What’s going on with Cross?”

			I sit down on my bed. “I think I might have a new ability.”

			“Okay…”

			“Something happened this evening. Actually, this is the second time.” I exhale slowly. “I can hear him.”

			“What do you mean, hear him?”

			“The first time, he was with Travis. They were arguing. And tonight, in the common room, I heard him talking to Lyddie.”

			“De Velde?”

			“Yeah. I don’t get how or why it’s happening. I don’t think it’s telepathy, because I didn’t open a path, and it’s not a projection because I’m not seeing what he’s seeing. I guess I’m…hearing what he’s hearing.” I stop, bewildered. “That’s not a real ability, though. Or at least not one I’ve ever heard of.”

			“Why don’t you ask one of your little buddies here?”

			I hesitate.

			“Exactly,” he says triumphantly. “Because we can’t trust them, just like I keep saying.”

			“That’s not why I’m keeping quiet. You’re supposed to disclose all abilities to the Authority, but I don’t want to say anything until I figure out what this is. Maybe I’ll go to the digital library tomorrow and do some digging. See if there are any records of someone else having this power.”

			I fall silent for a moment, Cross and Lyddie’s conversation playing through my mind. I clench my teeth as I picture her in his office, consoling him because I “fooled” him.

			“I don’t like that he was talking to her,” I grit out.

			Xavier grins at me. “Are you jealous?”

			“No,” I lie.

			“If it makes you feel better, there’s no way Cross would ever be locked on someone like Lyddie De Velde.”

			That does, indeed, make me feel better.

			“He doesn’t like meek women,” Xavier adds.

			“According to Roe, Ivy was meek,” I say, referring to Cross’s ex.

			“Nah, Ivy had some backbone. De Velde, not so much. She didn’t impress me during training. She had the scores for Intelligence, but I wouldn’t have wanted her on a mission with me.”

			“She passed all the practical sections,” I point out.

			“Barely.” He shrugs. “We talked about her. The instructors, I mean. We talked about all of you. Who we’d want having our six on a high-risk op. There were certain recruits that we knew on day one would be assigned to Intelligence. Lyddie was one of them. She was too timid for fieldwork.”

			Yes, Lyddie was timid. I suspect that stemmed from insecurity, though. Now that I know how much power her parents wield, I do understand her a lot better. But that doesn’t mean I sympathize with her anymore.

			Cross once told me that compassion is weakness. I argued with him, insisting that strength and compassion didn’t have to be mutually exclusive.

			But Cross was right. I was wrong.

			And I’m not making the same mistake again by having compassion for my enemy.
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			I recognize this part of the city. It’s the industrial sector where we ran several mock missions while training for Silver Block, filled with towering factories, sprawling warehouses, and tall smokestacks that release wisps of steam up into the night sky. Normally the area would be bustling, but it’s nearly midnight and everything is deserted.

			It’s foggy out tonight, the spring air damp. I find it amusing that everyone still pretends there are four seasons, when autumn and winter haven’t made an appearance on the Continent in decades. Our climate is either mild spring temperatures or scorching summers.

			We’re taking two vehicles to our rendezvous with Jasper Reed. Over the comm, Gray directs our car to cut left between two warehouses. Uprising intelligence sent a drone earlier to recon the best sites to position the snipers. That means me, Mako, and Orin. Gray’s personal security detail will be Evlynne.

			My personal security detail is Xavier, who insists on sticking to me like glue, except the annoying kind of glue that takes forever to peel off when it gets on your skin.

			While Gray and Evlynne veer off in the other vehicle, Mako stops our car to let me and Xavier out.

			“This is you, Wrenny.”

			I flash him a smile as we slide out of the vehicle, my rifle case slung over my shoulder. Xavier and I climb a rusted metal ladder to the top of the two-story warehouse we’ve been assigned to. Although it’s the middle of the night, machines are still operating because I hear the grinding noises echoing from distant buildings. When I take a deep breath, the air smells like oil and rust.

			We hop onto the roof and get in position. There’s a cracked pipe nearby with steam hissing out of it. It clouds my vision for a second, forcing me to readjust so I’m not in its path. I’m about to remove my rifle from the case when Gray’s voice snaps over the feed.

			“Change of plans. Darlington, Ford, you’re with me. You’re swapping out with Ev.”

			Evlynne’s outraged protest follows fast. “What in the actual fuck, Gray?”

			“Reed requested it.”

			“Why?” I join into the conversation, genuinely befuddled. Why would he request that? I don’t even know the man.

			“He wants to say hello to the lieutenant.” Gray sounds like he’s speaking through clenched teeth.

			My head swivels toward Xavier, who activates his earpiece. “What can I say?” he drawls arrogantly. “Everybody loves me.”

			“Shut up,” three different voices mutter.

			“Get down here,” Gray orders. “Now.”

			Evlynne is not happy to be relegated to sniper duty. When we descend the ladder, we find her standing at the bottom, wearing a murderous expression.

			“If anything happens to Gray,” she warns.

			“It won’t,” I promise.

			She scales the ladder with her rifle, and we head toward the waiting vehicle. When we reach the other warehouse, I leave my long-range rifle in the back seat and accept the assault rifle that Gray passes to me.

			Xavier looks between us, scowling. “If you expect me to walk into a smuggler’s lair unarmed, you’re fucking crazy.”

			Gray unholsters the handgun on his hip and hands it to Xavier. “Happy?”

			“Ecstatic.”

			Outside, Gray leads the way. The ground beneath our boots is damp and dirty concrete that turns to gravel as we slip through an alleyway between two warehouses. Most of the doors I see are rusted shut. We creep past them all, finally coming to a stop in front of an unmarked door. Slate gray, thick steel. Despite the rust on it, the hinges look brand-new.

			Gray presses his knuckles against the door, giving a slow knock followed by two fast ones.

			Several seconds tick by before the door opens with a low groan, and a man appears. He’s short and burly, with a harsh face devoured by a dark beard and bushy hair. He has the kind of suspicious eyes that you need to survive in the Point’s seedy underbelly, and I’m pretty sure he hasn’t smiled a day in his life.

			Gray nods at him. “Shamus.”

			“Blake.”

			He lets us in, the door creaking shut behind us. The minty odor of euca and tobacco clings to his dark coat. It’s all I can smell as we follow Shamus deeper into the warehouse, which is lit by pale bulbs that flicker above our heads. Shadows dance over wooden crates that are stacked all the way to the ceiling.

			“Smuggler’s paradise,” I whisper to Xavier.

			He sighs. “Silver Elite was trying to find his caches for years. But he’s got a great system in place. He moved the product so fast, we’d always show up too late.”

			“Jas is back here.” Shamus’s voice is a deep baritone and full of gravel.

			We walk through the rows of crates toward a dusty area in the back of the warehouse. I see a desk with a holoscreen and tablet, and a big leather chair where Jasper sits, looking way too comfortable in the shadows.

			He grins at the sight of us, leaning back in his chair. “Good to see you again, Lieutenant.”

			“Likewise.” Xavier glances around, eyes gleaming. “You got any contraband I can sample? Preferably a nice glass of glenshade?”

			“Nah, nothing interesting. It’s all canned stuff. But I’ll let you know when the next shipment comes in.”

			“Seriously?” Gray looks between the two. “This is why you requested Ford? To talk about contraband? You realize he’s your enemy, right?”

			“Everyone is my enemy,” Jasper replies with a shrug. “So. Why are you here, Gray?”

			Gray gets right to the point. “We need a favor.”

			“I don’t do favors. I do deals. And only deals I get the better end of.”

			“Trust me, this one is going to be very beneficial to you. We want an audience with the Faithful camp leaders, and we know you can make those introductions.”

			“Why would I do that? They’re some of my best customers.” Jasper rolls his eyes. “What do I possibly gain by putting their lives in danger and disclosing their locations?”

			“You help to take the Company down, for one. And if we succeed in doing that, the Authority is offering you a seat on the council.”

			“Nah. You know I don’t want any part of your cause. I’m busy.”

			Xavier snorts under his breath, earning him a dark scowl from Gray.

			“We’re talking about a huge position of power, Jas. A chance to be on the top, and not just in the Point. On the entire Continent. Once the Company is out of power, we’ll need to build a new world. Don’t you want to be part of that?”

			“You say this as if a win is guaranteed. I prefer to wait it out and see where the chips fall.”

			“Aren’t you tired of being a self-serving asshole?”

			“Is this a negotiation tactic? Insult the other party?” Chuckling, Jasper reaches into a tin box and pulls out a cigarette that he shoves in the corner of his mouth. It dangles there while he rummages for a lighter. “Tell me, how do you plan to bring about this new world of yours, Gray? How are you ‘taking down’ the Company?”

			“By uniting everybody we can. The network spans every ward and every level of the Company, but we don’t have enough people. We need allies. We need the Faithful. There are tens of thousands of them living in the shadows. You can plead our case to them, if you’re so inclined.”

			Jasper takes a long, slow drag of his cigarette, watching us.

			“You know,” he says, “when I was a child, my parents used to read me fairy tales. Or at least my mom did. My dad didn’t believe in that nonsense.” He blows a cloud of tobacco smoke in our direction. “Guess who I take after.”

			Gray lets out an irritated breath, eliciting a rumble of laughter from Jasper.

			“Look, I’m not jeopardizing my entire empire for a bunch of Mods with delusions of grandeur. And I don’t believe for a second that I have a place in this new regime. Adrienne is a stone-cold bitch. She might suck my dick every time I’m on her base, but I’m under no illusions that she wouldn’t cut it off in a heartbeat.”

			I hide a smile, while Xavier snickers.

			“She’s agreed to full immunity for you,” Gray assures him. “You won’t face retribution for anything you’ve done in the Point or will do under the new leadership. Picture it, Jas…Protection, a seat at the table. You won’t have to skulk around in the shadows like a criminal anymore.”

			“What if I like being a criminal?”

			“Then you get to control the black market the moment the Company falls,” I interject. When Gray turns to me with a frown, I offer a half shrug. “What? I’m not under any illusions, either. No matter who takes over, the black market will always exist. Weapons, supplies. People always want their contraband.” I meet Jasper’s amused gaze. “So you just keep doing whatever you want, and we look the other way.”

			“I knew I liked you,” he says, beaming at me.

			“So you’ll help us rally the Faithful?” I ask.

			He laughs. “No.”

			Gray sighs.

			Jasper’s boots scrape the floor as he gets up and strides toward us. “You still haven’t given me a convincing argument. Why would I join your little revolution when I can just wait it out?”

			“Wait what out?” Gray counters. “This war is happening regardless. Soon even you won’t be able to hide. At least with us, you have a future.”

			“I decide my own future,” he says, shrugging again. “Is that all?”

			Before anyone can answer, Evlynne’s voice echoes through our earpieces.

			“Gray, you need to get out now. We’ve got a Command convoy heading your way.”

			Xavier and I stand at attention, while Gray addresses the other snipers. “Mako, Orin, do you have them in your sights?”

			The two men quickly report. “No, sir.”

			“They’re five minutes out,” Evlynne says. “Nichole, my contact in Command Intelligence, just linked with me. She said it’s two trucks. Gold Block.”

			Our team leader hesitates.

			“Gray,” she presses, tone firm, “the intel is good. Get out of there.”

			I see him make the decision in a split second. He looks at the rest of us. “We need to move. Gold Block is bearing down on the warehouse.”

			“What the fuck?” Jasper growls, eyes blazing. “Who disclosed this location?”

			“Nobody on our end. We didn’t even know this warehouse existed until we got on the plane today, remember?”

			I can see Jasper’s temper stirring like a hurricane about to make landfall. He grabs the tablet and slides it into a black bag, then spins toward a cabinet, scanning his thumb. A second later, he starts shoving items into the bag. Comms, guns, credit sticks. When he passes the desk, he pops the data stick out of the base of the holoscreen, then shoves the holo onto the floor. It crashes near my feet, the greenish glow crackling before fading into nothing.

			“They’re in my sights now,” Orin reports. “Ev’s right.”

			“Abort,” Gray tells the snipers. “Get in the truck and head for Bramble.”

			“What about you?” demands Evlynne.

			“We’ll be right behind you.”

			“No, you’re with me,” Jasper commands. “We’ve got contingency plans for this. Let’s go.”

			He’s gone before we can respond. After a beat, Gray nods and we tear after him, racing down the rows of contraband toward another unmarked door. Jasper pushes it open, and we burst into a dank, narrow alleyway.

			“Ev, you out?” Gray asks.

			“En route to Bramble.”

			“We’re with Reed. We’ll check in when we get somewhere safe.”

			I hear it now—the distant roar of engines. I raise my rifle, while Xavier snaps up his handgun. We move in sync, scanning the shadows for signs of danger.

			“This way,” Jasper says, looking over his shoulder.

			We round the side of the warehouse toward a small lot in the back, where we find a heavily armored black van. Jasper taps the device in his hand and the van’s side door slides open. Beside it is a motorcycle, which Shamus and his big bushy beard waste no time climbing on.

			Jasper addresses his man. “Wait until they’re inside to light it up.” At us, he barks, “Get in the van.”

			We don’t hesitate. Xavier and I dive into the back. Gray hops into the passenger side. As Jasper gets behind the wheel, he suddenly narrows his eyes on Xavier.

			“Get rid of the tracker,” he tells Gray.

			“It’s an encrypted signal—”

			“Get rid of it,” Jasper repeats, his tone inviting no argument. “Can’t risk it where we’re going.”

			Although he doesn’t look happy about it, Gray twists in his seat and presses the pad of his finger against Xavier’s wrist. The black band releases with a snap, and Xavier groans with relief as he flexes his wrist and forearm.

			“Toss it to Shamus,” Jasper says, hitting a button to lower the window. “Along with all your tech. He’ll destroy it.”

			Once Jasper is satisfied that we can’t be traced, the engine rumbles to life, and the van lurches forward. A second later, we’re racing down the alleyway at breakneck speed. Tires screeching, the scent of burning rubber filling my nostrils. The vehicle lifts up on two of its wheels as Jasper cuts a tight turn toward a narrow industrial road, and either I’m imagining it or we’re heading back the way we came.

			“Isn’t that where the convoy will be?” I demand.

			Jasper offers a glib response. “We might cross paths.”

			We might cross paths? How is he so calm about that? We tear down the road and turn another corner—just in time to see the headlights of the convoy coming from the left.

			“Hold on,” Jasper says. He looks like he’s enjoying himself.

			There aren’t any seats in the back. All I can do is grip the side wall and a piece of metal as the van careens to the left, directly into the path of the convoy. If we weren’t being so obvious in our escape, they might have let us drive past them without notice. And for a moment, I think we’ve actually done it. Until I see one of the trucks suddenly cut away, making a tight turn. The next thing I know, they’re on our tail.

			Jasper twists around to grin at us, flashing a set of perfect white teeth. “All right. Now really hold on.”

			He takes a wild turn that sends our rear tires into a fishtail, then slams on the accelerator and the van shoots forward like a bullet from a gun, throwing me across the back directly into Xavier’s lap. He catches me before I slam into the doors, holding me in place.

			“You okay?”

			“Keen,” I huff.

			“Told you to hold on,” Jasper says, cackling to himself.

			The scent of rubber continues to burn my nose as we skid again and fly into another alley. Jasper’s laughter has a maniacal edge to it.

			“Stop taking turns like that, you godfucking psycho,” Gray growls at him.

			“Why should I? This is fun.”

			I hear more tires screech, not ours. It’s the Command truck in pursuit of us. I peer past Gray’s shoulders toward the windshield, my heart stopping when I notice a narrow gap in the distance between two factories. I don’t think it’s meant for vehicles, but Jasper is driving directly toward it.

			“We won’t fit,” Gray warns.

			“We’ll fit.”

			I brace myself against the back of Jasper’s seat. Xavier does the same. We both anticipate smashing into that wall, or—if we do manage to make it through the gap—getting stuck in there like lambs for the slaughter.

			Jasper hits the gas harder. The tires slide for a moment against the asphalt, but we stay on course. In the mirror I see the headlights of the Command truck, and suddenly the loud report of gunfire rises over my thundering heartbeat. They’re shooting at us with heavy-duty artillery.

			“Down,” Jasper orders.

			Xavier and I flatten ourselves onto the floor of the van.

			“Not going to make it through that,” Gray is shouting.

			“Would you stop being such a pussy?” Jasper says, hooting happily as he drives directly through the gap.

			I hold my breath waiting for the crunch. The jolt, the explosion as our gas tank is ignited. But all that happens is an earsplitting shriek of metal against both sides of the van as it scrapes down the alleyway. We actually made it through.

			An explosion booms in the night.

			“Shamus detonated the warehouse,” Jasper says, nodding in approval. “Command must have just breached it.”

			“What about the truck behind us?” I ask.

			“They’re going to reroute, try to catch us somewhere else. It’ll be too late, though,” he says, and we speed away into the dark night.

			

			 

			We’ve been driving for nearly thirty minutes before Jasper abruptly veers off the paved road in Ward E and onto a narrow dirt path leading into the woods. Almost immediately, the moon disappears. With our headlights off, that moon was guiding our path. Now it’s pitch black, and I’m reminded of flying with Gray in that black void and landing with a prayer. The trees are so thick that it feels like the forest is closing in around us. The only light comes from the glow of the dashboard, the only sounds the hum of the engine and the ground crunching beneath our tires.

			“Where are we going?” I ask Jasper.

			His gaze remains on the windshield. He’s not scanning the landscape, trying to figure out where he is, which tells me he’s made this drive many times before.

			“Somewhere safe,” is his response. “Don’t worry, they’re expecting us.”

			That raises my hackles. Who’s they and how are they expecting us?

			He drives deeper into the wilderness. Like me, Xavier squints out the window trying to make out anything in the darkness. All I can see are silhouettes of trees stretching endlessly into the night.

			Gray turns from the passenger seat. “Are you okay?”

			He’s looking at me, but Xavier responds before I can. “I am, thanks for asking.”

			A flash of light suddenly illuminates the car. Jasper flicked the headlights on. At first, I still see nothing but trees and shadows, but then the pale beams catch a shape, and I suck in a breath.

			A massive rock formation looms up ahead, what appears to be a wall of stone directly in the middle of the forest.

			Once again, I glimpse only a slight gap. And once again, Jasper doesn’t hesitate before driving straight toward it.

			I brace myself, genuinely afraid we’re about to crash into a small mountain, but then the opening widens, and I realize we’re driving into a hidden tunnel.

			“Fucking hell. Is this Kitty’s camp?” Gray asks.

			Jasper doesn’t answer.

			I peer out the window. “Who’s Kitty?”

			“She leads one of the Faithful camps,” Gray says. “We heard murmurings about a tunnel system that takes you to it, but this is the first I’ve ever seen it.”

			The headlights catch on the wall, which appears to be a combination of stone and rusted metal. This tunnel must’ve been sitting here for a long time. I don’t know what the original purpose of the infrastructure was, but it’s clearly being used for something entirely different now. And it’s long; we drive for several minutes before reaching the end.

			Finally, we emerge into more darkness and more trees. I glimpse the outlines of thick trunks and long, twisted branches.

			The van comes to a stop. Jasper cuts the engine and flings the door open. “Let’s go.”

			I expect my boots to collide with earth and overgrowth, but it’s gravel. Matching Jasper’s brisk pace, we follow him down another path. We turn a corner past another small rock formation, and my eyes widen in shock.

			Up ahead, hidden beneath the canopy of trees, is what appears to be an entire community.

			At the end of the path stands a sprawling log cabin, its windows glowing from the soft lights inside and a thin puff of steam rising from a brick chimney. Beyond the main cabin are other smaller ones scattered among the trees. Most are made of wood or stone, with small porches lit by weak lantern light. In the distance, I hear voices, laughter…music. Somebody is playing music nearby. I squint in that direction and catch glimpses of firelight. When I inhale, the smell of smoke and pine fills my nostrils.

			“What is this?” Xavier says, sounding as shocked as I feel. “None of our intel ever revealed a permanent settlement this close to the city. In the lawless lands, maybe, but not in the wards. What the hell is this place?”

			Jasper grins at us. “Welcome to the Hollow.”
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			Before either of us can pepper him with questions, a sharp voice echoes from the rickety porch of the main cabin. “Get the hell over here, Jas.”

			Footsteps thud down the porch steps. I see half a dozen people walking our way, a tall woman leading the pack.

			“Wait here,” Jasper murmurs to us, then strides forward to meet the group halfway.

			I watch as he and the woman share a quick embrace. She has dark hair arranged in dozens of tiny braids and looped around at the back of her head in a loose coil, and her eyes are suspicious, even as she leans in to give Jasper a kiss on the cheek.

			“These are Faithful?” I ask Gray.

			“Seems so.”

			They certainly act like it, waves of suspicion rolling off them, as the woman quietly speaks with Jasper. We receive several dark looks from her companions before she stalks toward us.

			“You’re the pilot?” she barks, addressing Gray. “Blake?”

			“Indeed.”

			She sizes him up with discerning eyes. “You took out an entire Command hangar.”

			“Damn right.”

			Her lips take on a hint of a smile. “Welcome to the Hollow. We don’t take kindly to visitors, especially strangers, but Jas says you can be trusted.” She nods toward us. “Who are your people?”

			“Wren Darlington and Xavier Ford. My security.”

			He omits the fact that Xavier is a former Command soldier, which is probably wise. Let Xavier annoy these people for a bit before they discover his identity. By that point, they’ll realize he’s not a threat but a sex-starved asshole who can’t shut up.

			“Come,” Kitty tells us. “I’ll show you around.”

			My mind is still reeling that there’s an entire secret community less than an hour away from the capital. How have they gone unnoticed?

			It’s too dark for a proper tour, but Kitty points out the highlights. The Hollow is completely self-sustaining and houses a shocking number of people. Kitty says the population was more than four hundred at last count. It has dozens of cabins, a dug well, solar power and a generator, even a septic system.

			When I ask how long they’ve been here, she shocks me again by saying nearly two years. It’s unusual for the Faithful to set up permanent camps. They’re nomads, sometimes by choice, but most times because they’re trying to stay two steps ahead of the Command, abandoning camp at a moment’s notice if needed.

			I realize Jasper has a lot to do with the fact that nobody knows of the existence of this place. He’s the only one who’s ever been here. And now us.

			The voices in the distance get louder as we approach, and the smell of campfire smoke wafts in the air.

			“You came on a good night,” Kitty admits, grinning slightly. “Celebration’s still going.”

			Jasper slings his arm around her shoulder. “What are we celebrating?”

			“We just had a baby,” she answers, which summons a wink from him.

			“Well, shit. We did? How did that happen?”

			“It’s Piper and Omar’s. But if you want a repeat of the last time you were here, Jas, all you have to do is ask.” Kitty rolls her eyes and keeps walking, and we hurry to match her brisk pace. “This is our gathering place,” she says when we emerge from the path to find a party in full swing.

			There’s a large firepit enclosed by low stone walls, with people milling around it while others move through the large flat clearing that looks human-made rather than natural. Trees have been cut down and cleared away, their stumps now serving as makeshift seating. Chairs circle the fire, and blankets are spread out across the ground. Boisterous laughter and loud voices rise over the live music courtesy of a small band featuring a guitarist, a guy with two handheld drums, and a young man playing the harmonica.

			It’s rare to hear live music in the wards. We had a band that played in Hamlett sometimes, but they always performed Company-approved songs, and the same melodies get old after a while. This song, though, I’ve never heard before.

			There are no uniforms. No military structure. Just people living in the moment, getting boozed and laughing and…ah…doing other things. It’s hard not to notice the various intimate moments playing out in the shadows.

			“I want to say hi to Aurora,” Jasper says before sauntering off.

			He looks right at home here, people greeting him as he walks, slapping his arm, his shoulders. He stops to chat with a small group, and a woman with curly dark hair flings her arms around him. I don’t miss the way Xavier’s eyes zero in on her ass in her tight jeans.

			The three of us chat with Kitty, who studies Gray suspiciously. “So what’s the Uprising planning these days?”

			He smiles at her. “Well, funny you should ask…Because we’d love to include you in our plans.”

			She snorts. “We politely decline.”

			“Come on, Kitty. Just hear us out.”

			“I need a drink. I’ll give you five minutes to make your pitch before I pick my warm body for the night.”

			“I volunteer to be the warm body,” Xavier calls as they walk away.

			“I’ll think about it,” is Kitty’s sultry response.

			I can’t lie—the atmosphere here is sort of intoxicating. There are clearly no rules. No expectations. All around me are bodies, pressed close together, limbs tangled, faces flushed. The air feels charged, delirious, reckless.

			Xavier leans closer to me. “I’m pretty sure that woman over there is sucking that guy’s—”

			“Yes, well aware,” I cut in, then grab his chin and forcibly twist his head so he’s not staring at them. The couple is shrouded in the shadows, sprawled on a plaid-patterned blanket, the man’s hands tangled in the woman’s long hair.

			“Can I move here?” he begs. “Please?”

			Jasper comes back into view, juggling three tin cups in his hands. As he pauses to greet a pair of young men, the charisma drips off him. He seems to effortlessly draw people into his orbit.

			“There’s your best friend,” I say.

			Xavier grins. “Jealous?”

			“No, I just don’t get it. You two are like old friends and you’ve known each other for like five seconds.”

			“It’s called being charming, Darlington. It’s a useful skill. You should try it sometime.”

			“I’m charming.”

			“No, you’re not. You’re a sarcastic bitch.”

			“Who’s a sarcastic bitch?” Jasper asks, reaching us in time to hear that.

			Xavier jerks a thumb at me. “This one. She’s jealous that we’ve become best friends.”

			Laughing, Jasper hands each of us a cup. I peer at the pinkish liquid. It smells like grange, but grange is usually the color of amber, not bruised apricot.

			“What’s this?” I say warily.

			“Grange,” Jasper confirms. “We make it here ourselves.”

			“ ‘We,’ huh?” Xavier takes a swig of his drink. “The files we compiled on you never said you considered yourself a Faithful.”

			“I don’t consider myself anything,” the man responds. Then he winks. “Other than handsome and irresistible, of course.”

			Sipping my drink, I tune them out as they chat and joke with each other. Or maybe they’re flirting. I can’t tell because their personalities are naturally flirtatious. I tune back in when I hear a familiar name.

			“Travis Redden plays it fast and loose with his inner circle,” Jasper is saying. “I hear he spends a lot of time with the capitalists.”

			I remember Cross voicing concerns about that. He told me Travis is close with one of the wealthiest capitalists in the city, Wexton Jones. Jones’s son, Noah, made it into Silver Elite with us but was killed during the bombing that Gray helped orchestrate when he was masquerading as Kaine Sutler.

			“I met him once,” Jasper says. “He’s ambitious, and he’s been kissing Jones’s ass for years now. Redden’s always recognized how useful the elites can be.”

			“Useful how?” I ask.

			“The elites like Wexton Jones wield a lot of influence. There’s value in having them in positions of power, especially if Redden is looking to expand his territory, say, to Tierra Fe. He’ll need to set people up there. People like Jones. General Jones sounds nice, doesn’t it?”

			“No more politics talk,” Xavier complains. “It’s so boring. I’ve been dealing with boring for months now. I need excitement.”

			Jasper chuckles. “Come, then. I have something for that.”

			We follow him down another path that forks at the end. He veers to the left, and soon we’re coming upon another cabin tucked in the woods.

			“This one’s mine,” he says.

			I raise a brow. “You have your own cabin?”

			“I spend most of my time here.”

			“I thought you lived in the Point,” Xavier says.

			“Sometimes. But the Hollow’s a lot more fun. The people here, they don’t have sticks up their asses like the ones in the wards. Everyone there is so busy following their regimented little Company routines. They’re not out all night, swapping stories. Dancing. Screwing. Nobody has time for that in the Point.”

			Xavier smirks at him. “I had plenty of time for screwing in the Command.”

			Jasper smirks back. “Trust me, Lieutenant, you haven’t experienced a good lay until you spend a night in a Faithful camp.”

			He hits a switch, and a warm glow fills the cabin, revealing a single bedroom with a doorway across the room that leads into a lav. An old cherrywood cabinet sits against the wall, and I guess it’s locked, because Jasper pulls a key out of a little crack in the log wall. An actual key that he sticks into the lock to twist open. I can’t remember the last time I saw a lock that required a key and not a scan.

			“This,” he says, “is where I keep all the really good stuff.”

			The cabinet contains an array of vials and bottles, and several rows of long, narrow drawers. He opens a drawer and pulls out a bundle of gray cloth held together by a piece of brown twine. As he unwraps it, an acrid, bitter scent instantly fills my nostrils.

			Xavier’s entire face lights up. “Is that seraphis?”

			The other man grins. “Knew you’d like that.”

			“Oh shit.” Xavier swivels his head toward me, pleading with his eyes. “Can we?”

			“You can. I hate that stuff.”

			Jasper gives me a faint smile. “That’s a shame, considering you just ingested an entire cup of it.”

			“What? Do you mean…” Panicked, I peer into my nearly drained drink.

			“Where do you think it gets the pink color?” he asks in amusement.

			“Why wouldn’t you warn me?” I accuse. “Who just doses people without permission?”

			“Who would complain about being dosed with seraphis?” is his response. He appears genuinely mystified that I might not want to walk around in a state of arousal.

			God. I’ve been drinking an aphrodisiac.

			I don’t feel any effects, though. Maybe it’s not going to—

			“You’ll start feeling it in about thirty minutes,” Jasper says, shooting down my hopes. “Takes a while to enter your system when it’s that diluted. But it’ll kick in real fast if you chew it.”

			He breaks off a small piece of the dried, bright-pink root and pops it into his mouth.

			Xavier is agape. “That was a lot of seraphis, brother.”

			“What? I’ve had a shitty night. I plan to not leave a bed until tomorrow afternoon.” Jasper winks. “This should keep me going for a while.”

			He breaks off another piece and holds it out to Xavier, who turns toward me with a hopeful look.

			“Can I?”

			“Do whatever you want!” I sputter. “Oh my God. I’m going back to the party.”

			

			 

			Thirty minutes on the dot, I feel it.

			It starts as a low ache.

			Like the ache I’d get when I was kissing Cross and his tongue was in my mouth and his hands were roaming my body. An ache that turned into a persistent throb when he finally touched the one place that craved him the most, right between my legs, stroking, teasing…

			Ignore it, I order myself.

			The party is still going, but it’s quieter now. The drums have stopped. Harmonica strains have faded away. Someone else picked up the guitar and is playing something softer, more seductive.

			I’m sitting with Gray on a blanket. He’s lying back on his elbows, laughing at the antics of a few teenage boys across the fire.

			Nearby, Xavier and Jasper are holding court. They’re both undeniably magnetic, drawing attention without even trying. Jasper oozes more sex appeal. Every time he leans in to talk to someone, he gives off the air that he’s sharing a secret, just for them. Whereas Xavier possesses a sarcastic kind of charm, an intensity in his eyes when he looks at you.

			I see that lure working on the woman he’s currently flirting with. She touches Xavier’s arm, dragging her fingernails over his biceps. The gesture feels familiar, triggering a memory of…the other morning. During the briefing, when Gray stroked Evlynne’s arm.

			“I have a guess,” I blurt out.

			His forehead wrinkles. “About what?”

			“Your Mod ability.”

			“All right, let’s hear it, cowgirl.”

			“You’re an empath!” I say triumphantly.

			“You already guessed that. And I already said no.”

			I grumble in frustration. Months! I’ve been trying to guess his power for months.

			“You did something to Evlynne in the mess hall,” I insist. “I heard her snap at you. She said not to calm her down. Is that what you do? You calm people down?”

			The enigmatic smile doesn’t leave his face.

			“Come on,” I complain. “I’ve pretty much guessed it.”

			Chuckling, he decides to take pity on me. “Fine. You’re basically right. I’m a grounder.”

			I blink. “What the hell is a grounder?”

			“I can’t feel people’s emotions like an empath, but I can shift them.”

			“Shift them how?”

			“Soothe them. Calm them down. If they’re especially intense, I might not be able to soothe, but I can numb.”

			As I try to process his words, my mind flashes back to any times I’ve been emotional with Gray. The night I broke up with Cross. That numb feeling that spread through my body as he hugged me, dulling the pain long enough for me to get back and dull it myself with glenshade.

			“You did it to me the night I broke up with Cross?”

			“Yes.”

			“Any other times?”

			That gets me a nod and a hint of a smile. “Often.”

			I glare at him. “Often?”

			“Your emotions are always so close to the surface. I’m surprised you’re able to function.”

			“Fuck off,” I growl, punching his arm. “That’s not true.” I pause. “Is it?”

			“It’s a little true,” he says quietly.

			“I’m not sure how I feel about this. I don’t know whether to be grateful or freaked out. You do it to people without their permission?”

			“Sometimes. If it feels right to ease their anxiety in the moment, I will. I don’t erase anyone’s feelings. But I’ll help if I can.”

			I think about how easy it is to be with Gray, suddenly realizing that his ability must be partially responsible for that. It’s easy because he makes it so. Like the day I found out Fiona told the entire base I could incite, the anxiety I felt when everyone was staring at me in the mess hall. Gray squeezed my hand, and I remember the weight in my chest easing.

			I’m momentarily distracted when I notice Kitty leaving the party with a tall, dark-haired man.

			I shift my gaze back to Gray. “You really weren’t able to change Kitty’s mind?” He told me that his pitch to the Faithful leader about joining forces had been unsuccessful.

			“No. She’s stubborn. When I asked her to bring it to the other Faithful leaders, she said she won’t waste her time. The Faithful have no interest in fighting the Company. They don’t care who’s ruling. They just want to live their lives.”

			“On the run, though?” I point out. “In the shadows? Wouldn’t they rather be part of a society that welcomes and accepts them?”

			“No, because they don’t want to be part of a society in the New Era. They want this.” He gestures at the debauchery all around us. The flickering embers from the bonfire reflect in his green eyes, making them dance playfully. “Not sure I blame them. This is a lot of fucking fun.”

			“Emphasis on the fucking.”

			He snorts softly.

			I notice him shifting on the blanket a lot. He’s restless. Fidgety. At one point, he tries to discreetly rearrange his zipper, but I see exactly what he’s doing.

			“You do know what’s in your drink, right?” I say in amusement.

			He wrinkles his forehead. “Grange.”

			“No. Grange laced with seraphis.”

			His jaw falls open. “Fuck off.”

			“Nope.” I sigh. “Jasper told us.”

			“Well, that explains it,” Gray says, sighing, too.

			I can’t help but glance at his groin. It definitely looks thicker than usual. When I lift my gaze, our eyes lock. His linger a bit too long before drifting slowly toward my chest.

			“My eyes are up here,” I say.

			He smirks. Then, to my shock, he takes another swig.

			I burst out laughing. “You’re still drinking it?”

			“I’m already in this deep.”

			He holds out his drink to me.

			My heart stops. And I don’t know what I’m thinking, because I take another sip, too.

			The music comes back on. Not live instruments this time, but an outdoor speaker that plays a slow, sultry melody that pulses through my veins. Gray gives me another sidelong look. Heat rises in my cheeks, and I try to ignore the fluttering in my chest.

			When I hand him the cup back, my fingers brush against his, and electricity travels between our flesh.

			It’s the root, I tell myself. You’re turned on because of an aphrodisiac.

			“I bet you wish Karra were here right now.” I keep my gaze straight ahead, but I feel him watching me.

			“No,” he says roughly. “I don’t.”

			I try not to read too much into that, but how can I not?

			“Poppy told me Karra steps out on you a lot.”

			Shit. I don’t know where that came from.

			It doesn’t seem to faze him. He glances over again, and this time I turn my head toward him.

			“She has in the past, yes.”

			“And you don’t care?”

			“No. Not really.”

			“Shouldn’t you care if the person you’re with sleeps with somebody else?”

			“Probably,” he says. His long fingers trace the rim of the cup. I like his hands. They’re strong. Steady. I picture them piloting an aircraft, maneuvering the controls with confidence. There’s something very, very sexy about that image.

			Silence stretches between us. It feels endless. The night feels endless. This entire moment feels endless. My body is buzzing, arousal surging through me, and I have to clench my thighs together. There’s no way he can know I’m doing that, yet his gaze lowers to my thighs before raking back up my body, lingering on my breasts.

			“Wren,” he says.

			“Mmm?”

			My heart flips when he suddenly leans toward me. Closer and closer, until his face is a mere breath away. He tucks a strand of hair behind my ear, the deliberate motion sending a shiver down my spine. I don’t know if it’s the seraphis or his touch, but my pulse is dangerously fast.

			I can’t wrest my gaze off him. His eyes are hazy with the same desire that’s swirling through my body, and then…his mouth slowly begins moving toward mine.
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			Every fiber of my being wants our lips to meet. It would be so easy to let it happen. But I don’t have a clear head right now, and so I force myself to place a hand on his chest, stilling him.

			“You have a girl,” I remind him.

			For a second, Gray’s expression flickers with something I can’t decipher. Maybe it’s regret. Or confusion. But what it isn’t? Guilt. Not even a trace of it as he lets out a hoarse chuckle.

			“Yeah,” he says. “I’ve got a girl.”

			“I know I’m an impulsive person, but there are some lines I won’t cross.”

			Even as I say that, the magnetic pull between us remains. Our eyes lock again.

			And then, without warning, the ground beneath us gives a violent shake. A rumble vibrates through the forest, and I jolt as a tremor runs up my legs.

			“What the fuck,” I blurt out, instinctively clutching his arm.

			With a loud, eerie growl, the ground shakes again. Tiny lingering tremors ripple beneath us before finally stopping.

			“Was that an earthquake?” I exclaim.

			Gray chuckles. “Yep.”

			Holy shit.

			Talk about a sign from the universe. I’d been two seconds from letting an aphrodisiac trick me into kissing a taken man, and the literal earth stopped me.

			Jasper, who’s standing nearby, calls out in our direction. “Don’t worry, children. Just a mini quake.”

			“Mini?” I say to Gray. “It felt like the ground was going to crack open and swallow us up.”

			“Nah, he’s right. That wasn’t bad. There’s a leftover fault running underneath Ward E. This area gets tremors all the time.”

			Either way, I’m grateful for the interruption. Saved by the tremors from making a stupid, reckless decision. Luckily, the sexual tension has dissipated, though remnants of desire continue to flutter low in my belly. I’m blaming the seraphis for that.

			“I’m grabbing another drink,” Gray says, hopping to his feet. “Preferably one that isn’t going to give me a hard-on.”

			I watch him go, still thinking about the kiss that had been dangling between us. How close I’d been to acting on it.

			A shadow darkens my peripheral vision. I look over to see Xavier approaching and get up to greet him.

			“I saw that,” he accuses.

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I say lightly, and then we change the subject and pretend I didn’t almost kiss a man who isn’t Cross.

			

			 

			I spend the night in the main cabin, which I discover belongs to Kitty. She puts me up in the spare room, where I sleep like a log until long past sunrise. Gray, who slept on the living room sofa, is still out cold when I pad on socked feet into the kitchen. Kitty told me last night that hers is the only private kitchen in the Hollow. Everyone else uses the communal kitchen in the dining hall, where they take turns cooking for the entire camp.

			I find her at the narrow wooden island in the center of the room, brewing a cup of coffee.

			“Would you like one?” she offers.

			I nod gratefully.

			“Your lieutenant had a lot of fun last night.”

			I can’t help but grin. I think last night Xavier discovered what he wants to be when he grows up: a Faithful. He’d disappeared from the party with two of the women he and Jasper had been charming, Jasper wandering off with a third. Apparently, this camp is basically a big playground for anyone who’s willing to play without rules and restraints. I can see how Jasper fits right in. He doesn’t like rules, he likes chaos. And Xavier, despite the structured discipline of the Command, is built for action.

			“Jasper has vouched for him,” Kitty reveals.

			“What do you mean?”

			“I mean, if the lieutenant wants to stay, I’d allow it.”

			I stare at her in shock. “When did you even talk to Jasper about this?”

			“We linked this morning.”

			It takes me a second to realize she means telepathically.

			Jasper Reed is a Mod?

			And if he’s using telepathy with Kitty, that means she, the leader of this Faithful camp, is also a Mod.

			Kitty looks amused as she pours coffee. “What is it?”

			“You and Jasper are Modified?”

			She shrugs as if to say, So what?

			“I had no idea,” I admit.

			“We don’t hide it,” she says, giving me a funny look. “There’s no difference between me or someone who isn’t Modified. We’re all the same here.”

			“So there are Primes and Mods living in this camp?” For some reason, that didn’t even occur to me. I just assumed they would all be Primes.

			“Existence isn’t some sort of blood fight for us, Darlington. The General and his Company, they’re scared of our blood, and that drives them to try to crush us. Kallister and his Uprising, well, they like to say they’re fighting for equality, but make no mistake—they feel superior to all those ‘piss-veins.’ That’s not what unites us here. The Faithful don’t care about that nonsense. We reject the New Era. We don’t want it. We just want freedom.”

			“How is that a sustainable lifestyle?” I ask, because as appealing as it sounds, as intoxicating as it can be, it also feels very naïve.

			Freedom is as fleeting as the wind, blowing through the trees and leaving no traces after it’s gone. It’s a nice concept, but I’m not sure if anyone is ever truly free.

			“I can see how you might think that,” Kitty says. “But you’re conflating freedom with lawlessness. Ours isn’t a life without rules. Even the Old Era had rules. We don’t steal from each other. We don’t kill each other. But we are equal here, regardless of whether our veins glow silver, or whether I can use my mind to speak to Jasper but not to your lieutenant. It doesn’t matter. Not here.”

			I digest her words. I have so many more questions, but the conversation ends when we hear Gray shuffling in the other room. He joins us a moment later, running a hand through blond hair that’s rumpled from sleep.

			“Morning,” he says, nodding in gratitude when I hand him a coffee. He looks at Kitty. “I don’t suppose you’ve changed your mind about helping us unite all the Faithful in the wards?”

			Her smile is a tad patronizing. “I think I’ll leave the war to you, Blake.”

			At that, she strides off, leaving us alone in the kitchen.

			Gray and I eye each other, the memory of last night dangling between us.

			All the sensations flood back, too. The warmth flushing through my body. The buzzing in my veins. The way my lips tingled to taste his. The way my core throbbed.

			Seraphis root is really something.

			“I’m sorry about last night,” he says.

			“It’s fine,” I reply.

			And that’s the end of it. He changes the subject so swiftly, I’m almost impressed.

			“Can you contact the Dagger?” he asks, which reminds me that we ditched our comms in the city, and he doesn’t have telepathy.

			I check in with Adrienne, who says they can’t risk a pickup for us until after dark and asks if we can stay in the Hollow until then. Fortunately, Kitty agrees to let us stay, and I’m excited to see the Hollow in the daylight.

			“I’m going to look for Xavier and make sure nobody killed him yesterday,” I say, setting my coffee on the counter.

			But it’s Xavier who finds us. I step onto the creaky front porch to spot him striding up the path, clad in the black clothing he wore on our recon mission.

			“Hey,” he greets me, and the second I see his face, I know what he’s going to say next. “I just spoke to Kitty.”

			“You’re staying,” I say unhappily.

			Gray appears in the doorway. “Like hell he is.”

			Xavier spares the other man a dismissive look. “I’m not going back to your mountain.”

			“You don’t have a choice in the matter.”

			“Actually, brother, I do.”

			Shoulders set, Gray takes a step forward.

			“Try me,” Xavier mocks, his eyes gleaming. “You might know how to fly a plane better than me, but you’re not a soldier, and you sure as shit aren’t a fighter. I could break your neck without batting an eyelash.”

			He’s not wrong. I’ve seen Xavier fight.

			“I don’t need to ask your permission,” he continues, “but as a courtesy to our mutual friend—that’s you, Darlington—I would like to request to stay behind.”

			An ache tightens my chest. He’s one of the few people at the Dagger whom I explicitly trust. More than that, he’s become a good friend.

			“I don’t belong there,” he tells me, reading my mind as always. “You know that.” He holds up his wrist, now bare. “I don’t belong with a tracker on my wrist. Restricted access to everything. Surrounded by people who look at me like they can’t trust me.”

			“I wonder why they can’t trust you,” Gray cracks.

			“Grayson,” I warn.

			He gives me a frown. “How do you know he won’t go running back to the Command the moment we leave the Hollow?”

			“Because I don’t belong there, either,” Xavier says simply. “I’m a deserter. That’s punishable by death.”

			“Cross Redden is your childhood friend. He’s not going to let you die.”

			“Do you really think Cross has any power right now? With his brother running the show? That’s not a chance I’m willing to take. The Command aren’t my people anymore. And you and your little Uprising were never my people.”

			“But the Faithful are?”

			“They could be. And if I discover I don’t belong here, either, I guess I’ll walk into the woods and blow my fucking brains out.”

			“Don’t you dare,” I order.

			He grins at me before refocusing on Gray. “Either way, I’m not going back with you. So if you want to put that bullet in my head yourself, go for it.”

			Xavier stretches his arms out as if to say, Take your shot.

			“Nobody’s shooting anybody,” drawls a familiar voice. Jasper appears on the path in a white button-down shirt, open to reveal a bronzed, muscular chest. His lips quirk when he sees me. “Good morning, Wren.”

			“Morning, Jasper.”

			He addresses Gray next. “Leave the lieutenant with me. I’ll take responsibility.”

			“That’s really sweet of you, brother,” Xavier says, good-naturedly smacking Jasper’s arm before narrowing his eyes on Gray. “So? What’s it gonna be, Blake? Should I expect your Authority to dispatch an ambush squad and force me back to your mountain?”

			Gray seems to be turning it over in his mind. I bet he wishes he had telepathy right now. Or at least his earpiece so he could consult the Authority. But we had to dump all our tech to be allowed into the Hollow.

			“I could try to work on Kitty for you,” Xavier says as if to sweeten the deal. “See if I can convince this camp to join your cause…”

			Nobody can talk Kitty into anything she doesn’t want to do, I suspect. But Xavier’s offer does give Gray some leverage with the Authority if they decide to chew him out for this decision.

			“Fine,” he finally agrees. “I’ll deal with the others. But if I find out you went back to the Command, I’ll kill you myself.”

			

			 

			We spend the rest of the day getting to know the ins and outs of the Hollow. We still have several hours before we need to leave for the airfield just outside Ward E, because Kitty won’t authorize a landing anywhere near her camp.

			For dinner, we join the Faithful in their rustic dining hall, which is buzzing with voices, the air thick with the smell of grilled meat and freshly baked bread. Too energetic to sit still, several children run back and forth, skittering between the long wooden tables while their mothers chide them, asking them to stop. And although the overhead lights flicker occasionally, it doesn’t take away from the warm, welcoming vibe that the Hollow offers.

			When it’s time to go, I’m reluctant to say goodbye to the Hollow. Xavier, Kitty, and Jasper escort us to the transport gate, where a bullet bike awaits. As Jasper slips a thin, silver comm into Gray’s hand, Xavier tugs me from the group.

			“I need to talk to Darlington,” he tells the others.

			He drags me away until we’re well out of earshot. His features, usually twisted into a mocking expression, are soft. Regretful, almost.

			“You could stay here, too,” he says, sounding hopeful.

			“Why, so I could watch you live a life of debauchery and sleep with everyone in camp? I’ll pass on the offer, but thank you.”

			“Hey, I’d put on a good show.”

			I let out a long, dramatic breath. “Okay, look. I’m only going to say this once, and I don’t ever want to be reminded of this moment, but…I’m going to miss you.”

			He surprises me by wrapping me in a tight hug.

			I pull back to say, “Just be careful here, keen? Don’t cause any trouble. And don’t get eaten by a horned bear or anything.”

			A smirk tugs on his mouth, the way it always does when he’s about to make a sarcastic remark. Which, in Xavier’s case, is always.

			“Don’t worry, I’m adaptable. I can survive in the wilderness. Especially this wilderness, where I’m getting seraphis-induced hard-ons and being serviced by beautiful people.”

			“I don’t think I needed that much information.”

			“Sure you did. How else will you live vicariously through me?”

			I press my lips together to stop a sudden burst of emotion. “Are you sure you’ll be okay?”

			“Hellfuck, Darlington, did your voice just crack? Have some respect for yourself.”

			“Sorry. You’re right. Wouldn’t want to ruin the moment with actual feelings.”

			He flashes a grin. “I know it’ll be rough without me, but you’ll be able to mostly manage.”

			“ ‘Mostly manage’?” I echo with a snort.

			“Well, I can’t promise you won’t cry yourself to sleep the first few nights.”

			“Obviously.”

			At that, he gives me a lazy salute. “Go and fight your little war, sweetling. I’ll be down here, fighting bears and getting laid.” He dips his head and brings his mouth to my ear. “I’ll miss you, too.”
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			It’s nearly two a.m. when I slide into my bed at the Dagger, when the chaos of the past twenty-four hours finally settles and I’m able to breathe again. Seeing the empty bed across from mine is more depressing than I expect. Somehow, Xavier Ford crawled under my skin and made me adore him, sex addiction and all.

			I roll onto my side, tucking my hand under my cheek as I try to foist slumber upon myself. But my mind is too noisy, my heart still flipping at the memory of Gray’s lips so close to mine.

			“I know what this looks like. But I’m not here for that.”

			The soft voice in my head jolts through me like an electric current. It doesn’t hurt—it never hurts when these confusing transmissions strike out of nowhere—but it’s such a foreign sensation that it triggers my anxiety.

			I think…that was Ivy? I can’t hear her anymore, so I’m not sure. But I hear Cross. Loud and clear.

			“It’s two a.m. and you showed up at my door. What else am I supposed to think?”

			She’s in his quarters? This late at night?

			The mere notion makes my vision swim with a white-hot rage, and I realize I’m shaking. Jealousy squeezes my chest like a boa constrictor.

			Stop it. You ended it. He’s not yours anymore.

			Right. Cross and I aren’t together anymore. I haven’t heard a peep from him in months. Which is my fault—I own that. He asked me to run away with him and I said no. I’m not allowed to care who he’s talking to or whether he’s indulging in late-night trysts with his ex-girlfriend.

			“Please. Cross.” That’s Ivy, all right. “Can I come in?”

			My mind suddenly goes silent.

			Why aren’t they talking?

			Keep talking!

			I hate this new ability, whatever the fuck it is. I want to be able to control it, but the silence drags on and on and on, until I’m nearly screaming with frustration.

			Just as I’m about to give up and go to sleep, their voices fill my mind again.

			“I know. Trust me, I know.” Cross sounds as tired as I feel.

			He knows what? I grit my teeth in frustration.

			“I didn’t want to be up on that platform,” Ivy says, a note of misery in her voice. “What he did to those silverbloods…”

			Roe. She means Roe. They must be discussing the executions after the salt mine rescue.

			Their voices fade away, then return.

			“…scares me.”

			“I’ll reassign you. If you don’t feel safe serving on his unit, I’ll transfer you to Hadley’s team.”

			“Thank you. I appreciate that.”

			There’s a long, long pause, and for a moment I think I’ve lost the connection. Until Ivy utters the words that bring another hot clench of jealousy to my chest.

			“Do you ever think about us, Cross?”

			This time, when the silence returns—and sticks—I welcome it.

			

			 

			I wake up the next morning still feeling dispirited, so at breakfast I convince Tana to come to the valley with me for a trail ride. She resists at first, but whatever she sees on my face causes her to capitulate. Luisa flies us down, going to visit with her parents while Tana and I walk to the stable. We don’t see Gray’s aunt Jenni on her porch today, thankfully. Something about that woman puts me on edge.

			Tana and I have slowly been reconnecting in the months since her rescue, but this afternoon is especially reminiscent of our childhood. I’m overcome by a wave of nostalgia as we saddle the horses and take off in a steady trot along the trail.

			“I miss the ranch,” I remark. “All the wide-open spaces.”

			“I miss my dad.”

			My stomach twists at the reminder of Griff. Big, gentle Griff, with his bushy beard streaked with gray.

			“You’ve been observing the coal mine, right?” I ask her. Tana is assigned to Intelligence, so she spends most of her time on the Dagger’s R&I floor, coordinating with our operatives in the wards. “Any chance the network will rescue the Mods there?”

			“Doubtful. Spearhead is way too secure,” she says grimly. “But we’ve been monitoring the chatter. I haven’t been able to speak to him directly, but I’ve linked with one of the Mods there, and she’s passed some messages to him. Dad says he’s doing fine and not to worry about him.”

			Of course he said that. Griff would never want his daughter to fret.

			The horse I’m riding is a spunky mare named Dotty who doesn’t know the meaning of patience. She keeps trying to break into a canter, and I keep having to rein her in. Meanwhile, Tana’s mount, a sweet colt named Racer, does not live up to his name whatsoever. While his dam is wired for speed, his hooves click slowly against the rocky trail in a slow, calming rhythm.

			“Why did I get the lazy one?” Tana sighs as the colt suddenly stops so he can chomp on a piece of grass.

			My mare whinnies, unhappy. “Mine belongs in Z,” I muse. “She’s dying to run.”

			Tana urges Racer forward with the nudge of her boot heels. He picks up the pace but only slightly. The trail widens so we can ride side by side now. We don’t speak for a while, but it’s a comfortable silence. Tana and I have never needed to fill the space between us with mindless conversation. But she also knows me well. I feel her watching me from the corner of my eye, until finally she lets out a knowing chuckle.

			“Come on. Spit it out. Let’s talk about it.”

			“About what?”

			“Whatever’s on your mind.” She pauses. “Is it about him? The captain?”

			“I already told you, that’s over.” Other than Gray and Xavier, she’s the only one who knows I was involved with Cross.

			“Just because you’re not together doesn’t mean you’re not still locked.”

			“I did something stupid last night,” I admit.

			“I’m shocked.” Her lips twitch at the corners as she fights a laugh.

			“I almost kissed Gray. I want to say it’s because I was on seraphis—”

			“I’m sorry, what?”

			“The Faithful spike their grange with it,” I say wryly. “But I can’t entirely blame it on the root. A part of me really wanted to kiss him.”

			“And that’s a problem because?”

			“Because he has a girlfriend. And I have…I don’t know what I have. A self-inflicted broken heart, I suppose.”

			Tana whistles softly, which makes my mare think that gives her permission to charge. The next thing I know, she’s trying to gallop down the trail.

			“Whoa,” I say, urging Dotty to a stop, and she neighs at me in accusation. “Hey, it’s not my fault your son is a lazy ass.”

			I wait for Tana to catch up, trotting forward with the colt.

			“You know what the best cure for a broken heart is?” she says, picking up where we left off. “You move on.”

			“I don’t know if I can.”

			“Sure you can. There’s no shortage of attractive men at the Dagger,” she points out. “Including your pilot…”

			“Gray has a girlfriend,” I repeat.

			“Who he doesn’t give a shit about.”

			“He cares about Karra,” I protest.

			“He cares about you more.”

			That gives me pause. “You’re suggesting I use Gray or someone on the base to get over Cross? It feels wrong to use someone else.”

			“It’s not using anyone. Like I said, it’s called moving on. That doesn’t mean you rush into something. Just be open to the idea of somebody else.” She hesitates. “I know you loved him, but you can’t have a relationship with a Prime. Eventually there’ll come a day when they have to choose between you and their people. And they’ll never choose you.”

			I adjust the reins, trying to ignore my stinging eyes. “I’ll think about it. We should start to head back.”

			She clicks her tongue to get her horse to pay attention to her, and we turn back toward the valley.

			“What about you? Any eligible partners on the base?” I don’t want to push, but I can’t help but add, “You share a lot of meals with Luisa…”

			Tana shrugs.

			“What was that?” I tease.

			Finally, she looks at me, sheepish. “I kissed her last night.”

			I can’t hide my excitement. “Really? How was it?”

			“Pretty amazing,” she admits. “Lu’s not my usual type, though. She’s quieter, hates attention. She’s not someone who’ll get boozed at a party and dance all night.”

			“No, but she’s a good soul.”

			“I think so. She’s more reserved than me, that’s all. Her family went through a lot. Anyway, please don’t make a big deal out of it. I like her, but…things never last.”

			“Have you done more than kiss?”

			Instantly, Tana tenses.

			“Sorry,” I say hastily. “You don’t have to tell me.”

			“No, it’s not that. It’s just…I haven’t been with anyone since what happened with the soldier.”

			Anson. She never says his name, even though she knows it. I can’t fault her for trying to distance him in her mind.

			“It’s hard to be intimate after something like that,” I say gently.

			She nods. “Lu is patient.”

			“Good. I’m glad. If it happens, it happens. And if it doesn’t, that’s also okay.”

			We ride back to the small stable, where we spend the next hour unsaddling and brushing the horses before letting them out into the paddock.

			Tana’s veins ripple through her arms as she links with Luisa. “Lu will meet us at the landing pad in ten.”

			We’re heading in that direction when my gaze lands on a perplexing sight in the small front yard of a nearby cottage.

			A dark-haired woman crouches beside a little boy, helping him fasten what appears to be a pair of wooden wings to his slim back. As we get closer, I’m startled to realize it’s Evlynne and Fisher.

			Fisher is grinning broadly, his scrawny arms shooting out as if ready to take off. With a tender look I’ve never seen on Evlynne’s dour face, she straightens the wings, then cups Fisher’s cheeks. Her businesslike voice wafts in our direction.

			“Ready for your checklist, ace?”

			“Wings secure!” he shouts back.

			“Goggles?” Evlynne prompts.

			He pushes a pair of imaginary goggles onto the bridge of his nose. “Goggles on!”

			“Altitude?”

			“Twenty thousand feet!”

			Evlynne gives a brisk nod. “Cleared for takeoff.”

			As she rises to her feet, Fisher sprints across the neatly cut grass, flinging his arms out like propellers. It might just be the cutest fucking thing I’ve ever seen in my life. Evlynne seems to agree, because her eyes are shining as she watches her son “fly” around the yard.

			He stops mid-flight when he spots me and Tana.

			“Tana!” Fisher shouts.

			He comes racing over, and Tana bends down to hug him. She told me she made friends in the valley when she lived with Beatriz and Seth for those few weeks. I guess Fisher counts among those friends.

			To my surprise, the little boy recognizes me, too. “Is Gray with you?” he whines.

			I shake my head. “No, he’s on the base.”

			When Evlynne approaches, I brace myself. We barely speak at the Dagger, not that I’ve been eager to since she deserted me on a mountain. Despite the tension in the air, she greets us with a smile, albeit grudging.

			“Hey, Tana,” she says. “Darlington.”

			“Guess what?” Fisher interrupts, his wings flapping as he bounces with excitement. “Mom and I saw a ridgehowler yesterday!”

			I stiffen. “Here in the village?”

			“No, he was a good distance away,” Evlynne says.

			“But we saw him!” Fisher continues. “He was standing at the top of the hill looking at us, and we looked back, and I waved, but then he ran away.” His face lights up. “Do you know why they’re called ridgehowlers? Mom, tell them why!”

			Evlynne reaches down to ruffle his hair. She’s clearly enamored with the boy, her gaze softening each time she looks at him. “It’s because they live high up in the mountains, and when they howl, they can hear each other calling for miles and miles.”

			“Did you know?” Fisher presses, looking from me to Tana.

			“I did know that,” I tell him. “And the sound travels across the mountain ridges. It’s how they mark their territory.”

			My gaze meets Evlynne’s. She offers a sheepish just humor him look, and I give a reassuring smile in return. When her arms suddenly glow with silver, her attention returns to her son.

			“I need to run inside for a second, kiddo. Your aunt Bea is coming by to pick up the cake pan she lent us.”

			“Mom baked us a cake!” Fisher tells us.

			Evlynne bakes?

			As the woman who has now become a total stranger to me hurries toward the cottage, Fisher continues to babble about cake, ridgehowlers, and airplanes, until Tana’s veins ripple again.

			“Luisa’s waiting,” she reminds me.

			I smile down at Fisher. “We have to go now. But I’m sure we’ll see you again soon.”

			“Wait! Can you give Grayson something for me?”

			“Of course.”

			Before I can blink, he wraps his arms around my waist in a hug.

			“It’s a hug,” he explains, beaming. “Give him a hug for me.”

			Okay, that was kind of sweet. Kids and I aren’t usually friends. Gray seems great with them, though.

			Does Cross like kids? I wonder. I realize I’ve never seen Cross interact with children before. As Wolf, he told me many times he doesn’t want children, but I feel like Cross would be a good father—

			An electric jolt shoots through the back of my neck, and it’s only because I trained with Uncle Jim for years that I’m able to quickly mask the pain.

			It happens so fast. One second I feel the pressure in my mind, and the next second, it’s gone.

			Evlynne’s son gives me a curious look. “Who’s Cross?”

			I rear back in shock.

			The kid just read my mind.
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			When I was a child, I didn’t realize how remarkable it was that I could read Uncle Jim’s mind. It happened infrequently, as he had one of the strongest shields I’ve ever encountered, and on the occasions I did manage to break through, it usually happened when he was distracted and not guarding his mind as strongly. But I never quite understood why it made him so uneasy, at least not until I got older.

			Now I recognize how extraordinary it was. The mind of a trained adult, especially one who’s had years of experience reinforcing defenses, is a tough target for anyone. But for a child? It would be a rare prodigy who possessed that much power.

			Like Jim’s, my shield is nearly impenetrable. Nobody has ever read my mind without my internal alarm giving me ample warning to shore up the shield.

			Until Fisher.

			I’m preoccupied during the flight back to the mountain, wondering if I should talk to Evlynne about it. Does she know Fisher can read minds? The boy is only six years old. The average Mod starts manifesting abilities at age twelve, around puberty. If Fisher is already manifesting, that’s an indication he’s going to be very, very powerful.

			Deciding to sleep on it, I send Gray a message asking where he is and receive no response, so I wander toward the recreation rooms. That’s where I find him, seated at a table with Saint, Mako, and Karra. Well, Karra isn’t sitting at the table. She’s sitting on him. Draped all over Gray like a piece of clothing, with one arm around his shoulders, her face nuzzling his neck.

			The four of them are playing clash poker. They look up when I approach.

			“Wrenny,” Mako says.

			I’ve given up on trying to tell him not to call me that. Mako does whatever he wants. The only reason he doesn’t get punched in the face on a daily basis is because he’s so endearing and doesn’t have a malicious bone in his big, sweet body. He’s truly one of the purest people I’ve ever met.

			Saint nods hello, and I nod back.

			Karra spares me a look before continuing to whisper in Gray’s ear. He smiles, and for some reason that annoys the shit out of me. Maybe because Tana planted the idea of me using Gray as a distraction, and now it won’t stop buzzing through my mind.

			I know we have chemistry. When we kissed at the Command base, there were definitely sparks. But he has a girlfriend who’s currently mauling him, and so I banish the inappropriate thoughts from my mind.

			“You want to be dealt in?” Mako offers.

			“Sure.” I notice there are no chips on the table. “What are we betting?”

			“Favors.”

			I raise a brow. “How does that work?”

			Mako grins. “No betting rounds. Your ante is a favor. If you want out, fold. If you lose, you owe the winner a favor.”

			“Any favor at all?”

			“I mean, no one’s going to enforce it if you don’t do it,” Saint says with a chuckle.

			“So basically, this entire game is pointless,” I reply.

			“Pretty much.” Saint kicks out an empty chair with his foot and gestures for me to sit.

			I flop down, letting them deal me in.

			“How was the trail ride?” Gray asks, finally addressing me.

			Karra unpeels her lips from his neck. “You went riding? Living up to the cowgirl name, I see.”

			I manage a smile in her direction. “Tana and I used to go horseback riding on my ranch all the time, so this felt super nostalgic. It was nice.”

			Mako shuffles the cards and deals four to each player. I pick up my cards, my grip on them tightening when I hear Karra laughing in Gray’s ear again. She gathers her cards but doesn’t bother looking at them. She’s too busy running her fingers over the defined muscles of Gray’s bare arm, which makes Mako grumble impatiently because she’s supposed to lead us off.

			“Would you stop whispering in Gray’s ear and play already?” Mako says.

			“I have to whisper because I can’t do it in his head,” she complains.

			“Right. This ’fect over here.” Mako chortles. “I don’t know how anyone lives their life without telepathy.”

			“Very quietly,” Gray says cheerfully. “I prefer it actually.”

			I try to focus on my cards. I have a ten, two nines, and a four.

			Saint flips over the table cards. Two, six, ten. I want the ten, so I slap my discard on it—the four—at the same time Gray throws down a jack, stealing the card.

			“Fuck off,” I grumble.

			“Such a sore loser,” he tsks.

			I grab a new card from the deck, and it’s a third nine, so fuck you, Grayson. He did me a favor by stealing that ten.

			As the round progresses, I become more and more annoyed with Gray and Karra’s antics. Saint gives me a cautious look, as if he can sense the tension inside me.

			My gaze keeps drifting toward them. It’s Gray’s turn now, but he’s busy listening to whatever she’s whispering to him.

			“Are we ever going to finish this round?” I grind out louder than I mean to.

			There’s a beat of uncomfortable silence. Saint raises a brow at me.

			“Didn’t realize we were in such a hurry,” Gray says.

			“It’s just…” My frustration mounts. “We’re playing a game. So play the game.”

			“Wow, kids, let’s not keep Darlington waiting,” Gray cracks, then throws down a queen to steal my ten. Prick.

			I slap my next card down a little too violently.

			“You keen?” Karra inquires, looking amused. Meanwhile, her hand is drawing little circles on Gray’s chest.

			“God, do you two ever stop? You’re like one of those couples that’s so desperate for validation, you need to show off every second to prove you’re hot for each other.”

			My outburst is greeted by stunned silence.

			Oh fuck.

			I sound unhinged.

			When Karra’s face flushes, I feel like a total jerk for what I said.

			“Sorry,” I mutter, as heat floods my own cheeks. “Turns out I’m not in the mood for games tonight.” I hastily lay down my cards and scrape my chair back. “I’ll leave you guys to it.”

			

			 

			On my way to you. Need to talk.

			I’m not surprised when Gray’s message appears on my comm not long after I stomp into my quarters. I’m still strung so tight, I feel like I’m going to snap. I hate feeling out of control. I do stupid things when I’m out of control. Cross warned me about it once. He accused me of being a firestorm, said I’d burn everything in my path if I didn’t learn to restrain my emotions.

			Emotions that are bubbling dangerously close to the surface when the knock sounds on my door.

			I let Gray in, and he brings his own wave of tension inside the room.

			“What the hell was that?” he asks irritably.

			I don’t play dumb. “I’m sorry. I’m on edge today.”

			A frown pulls at the corners of his mouth. “On edge,” he echoes.

			“Yes.”

			“Look, I don’t give a shit if you snap at me, but don’t be rude to Karra.”

			“You’re right. I’m sorry.” I let out a tired breath. “I didn’t mean to insult her. I’ll apologize to her. But—” I stop, about to stick my foot in my mouth again.

			“What?” His gaze sharpens.

			“Nothing.”

			“Say it.”

			I shrug. “I’m just saying, when someone is all over you like that, they’re usually overcompensating for something.”

			“Yeah, well, when someone reacts the way you did, it usually means they’re jealous.” There’s a mocking note in his voice. “Were you jealous, cowgirl?”

			My pulse quickens. “I wasn’t jealous.” Do I sound defensive? I’m worried I sound defensive. “I don’t care who you get with.”

			“You sure about that? Because from where I was sitting, it sure as fuck looked like you care.”

			“I don’t.”

			I don’t think I’m being dishonest. Am I? No, I can’t be. I don’t care. He’s my friend and I’m not over Cross. Admitting anything else would be way too messy and far too complicated.

			“You’re wrong,” I force out.

			He moves closer, his green eyes fixed on my face. Searching. Studying.

			“You’re lying,” he says, his voice rough. “I just don’t know if you’re lying to me or to yourself.”

			I don’t answer.

			Gray releases me from his gaze, shaking his head to himself. “Have a good night, Darlington.”

			He steps out the door. It buzzes shut, and I remain standing alone with everything we left unresolved.

			I take a deep breath, trying to calm my heartbeat.

			Hellfuck.

		

	
		
			Interrogation Transcript

			Date: 05/12/11 NE

			Time: 19:55 P.M.

			Conducted by: Captain Jerrika Quinn, Silver Elite

			Suspect: Colonel Marina Serrano, Tin Block

			[continued]

			Quinn: And your parents?

			Serrano: No. I already told you, I wasn’t close with them.

			Quinn: Why’s that? You neglected to say.

			Serrano: My father served with Tack Severn and followed orders without question. How could we ever be close?

			Quinn: His politics strained your relationship.

			Serrano: Of course. It’s difficult to connect with people you fundamentally disagree with. My parents were part of something I couldn’t, in good conscience, be a part of. They were loyal to a sick regime and a corrupt leader.

			Quinn: So your mother was also a Severnist?

			Serrano: Who the hell knows, Captain. My mother was weak. She never stood up to my father. I watched her let him dictate every aspect of her life. If she disagreed with President Severn, she’d never say it. She was more interested in not losing her husband than in doing what was right.

			Quinn: And your father? Did he believe he was doing what was right?

			Serrano: Yes. That’s what he said, anyway. But you want to know what I believe? I believe it was just a mask for his own ambition. He didn’t care about what was best for the Continent or the Aberrant he claimed to fight for. All he cared about was power.

			Quinn: Were you upset when your parents were executed by General Redden?

			Serrano: No. They were traitors. They deserved to die.

			Quinn: Traitors to who?

			Serrano: Traitors to the Company and our new way of life. They were part of a system that failed us, and they never would have been loyal to the General. He did right by sentencing them to death.

			Quinn: I see. And you’re insinuating that your loyalties lie with the General?

			Serrano: It’s not an insinuation. I am fully loyal to General Merrick Redden, and I believe I’ve gone above and beyond in proving that. I assisted the General in his Coup. I—

			Quinn: If you’re loyal to the General, then why did you conceal your Aberrant status?

		

	
		
			Chapter 40

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			“I hate to interrupt,” Kallister says, poking his head into the office. “But I’ve been called to the war room.” He gestures to the tablet in my hands. “The rest will have to wait.”

			Disappointment lodges inside my chest. Shit. This was just getting good. I’ve finally started reading my mother’s interrogation, and I regret not doing it sooner. It’s by far the most fascinating document in her file.

			Somehow, our weekly meetings in his quarters have gone completely undetected. Gray commented on it only once, and I told him Kallister and I like to talk about Jim. It’s not entirely a lie. We do talk about Uncle Jim, but I spend the bulk of my time poring over my mother’s file.

			Stepping into the hallway, I get a message from Mako that brings a smile to my lips.

			Want to punch some bags, Wrenny?

			I head downstairs to the gym, but when I walk in, I don’t expect to find Gray and Saint sparring. My pulse speeds up. I’ve been avoiding Gray for the past few days, and now here he is.

			I don’t mean to, but I find myself staring. I’m fixated on the two guys. They’re bare-knuckle, barefoot, and gleaming with sweat. Gray’s hair is sweaty, too. He pushes it away from his forehead, emphasizing his handsome features.

			“Too slow,” he taunts as he ducks out of Saint’s punch.

			As always, his face dances with mischief. I don’t think it’s possible for this man to ever be sad about something. I’ve seen him angry, but even that doesn’t last. His temper is like a flash downpour, gone before it even soaks the ground.

			He bounces on the balls of his feet, then releases a quick jab that Saint manages to twist out of at the last second.

			“Who you calling slow?” Saint calls back. He lunges and manages to land an uppercut that makes Gray grunt.

			“Nice,” he says, even as he wipes his mouth where blood is beginning to trickle.

			They’re both light on their feet. I watch, admiring the way they move. It’s a lot more cordial than Cross’s fight with Xavier in the pit on the Command base, when they nearly beat each other to death and then laughed about it as if it’s a normal thing friends do.

			“Wrenny.” Mako pops up behind me.

			The sparring match ends, and both guys finally glance in our direction. My gaze locks with Gray. He stares back, half mocking, half amused. Then he unscrews the cap of a metal water bottle and takes a deep swig.

			Mako and I work out for a while, hitting the punching bags. He offers to spar with me himself, but I’m not interested in getting crushed by his mountainous body, so I assure him I’m fine sticking to the bags. The entire time, he talks my ear off, mostly about nonsense, but he does mention there’s a party tonight in the cave. There are always parties at the Dagger, probably because there isn’t much to do the majority of the time. It’s their way of letting off steam, like the Command’s pit nights.

			Later, I end up going to the party with Mako, who picks up the conversation as if it never stopped. This time, as he chatters away in a never-ending stream of words, I can hardly hear him over the loud music. It’s better that way. Most of what he says doesn’t make much sense.

			As a pounding electronic bass line pulses in the cave walls, I adjust the front of my low-cut tank and survey the shadowy chamber. I only came tonight to prove that I’m unbothered by the accusations Gray lobbed at me the other night. I’m not jealous of Karra. He can make out with whoever he wants.

			My mood brightens when I spot Tana among the crowd of dancers. I’m two seconds from joining her when I realize she’s not alone. She and Luisa are lost in their own world as they dance, their bodies flush, eyes locked on each other.

			I sip from a bottle of glenshade, startled when Adrienne wanders over and stands beside me. Rather than try to shout over the music like Mako, she speaks into my mind instead.

			“How is everything, Darlington? We haven’t spoken in a while.”

			I shrug and take another sip. “All good.”

			“You feeling more settled at the Dagger? I know Ford’s gone, but you seem to have found your footing with everyone, no?”

			“I think so. Evlynne doesn’t glare at me as often as she used to.”

			“Not stranding you on any mountains?”

			“She didn’t do that.”

			Adrienne gives me a look. She knows I’m not being truthful. And Mako knows we’re communicating, because her veins are rippling and we’re both ignoring him.

			“Why do women always forget I’m here?” he cries dramatically.

			As he stomps off, I glance at Adrienne. “Any update on the ally search? Tierra Fe?”

			“I don’t come down here to talk about business,” is her dismissive response, and then she saunters off and I lose sight of her in the crowd. Mako has disappeared, too, I assume to lick his wounds over being left out of the conversation.

			I seek out Tana again, hiding a smile when I spot her and Luisa tucked away in the shadows, kissing. This pleases me greatly. Seeing her so distraught that day in the valley had been gut wrenching. I just want her to be happy.

			My peripheral vision catches movement before Saint slides into the space beside me.

			I feel his eyes boring into the side of my face, so I turn, greeting him with a nod. He nods back. I don’t expect much else from him. He’s not a talker, and that’s part of his appeal. Women are clamoring to know him, but he’s elusive. He doesn’t want you to know him.

			I’m not trying to flirt. In fact, I don’t even know what compels me to reach for his hand. Despite the surprised flicker on his face, he allows me to link telepathically when I nudge his mind.

			“Dance with me.”

			He doesn’t protest. His hands lower to my waist, gripping loosely, his body moving closer. I move with him, trying to lose myself in the music. He smells like fire and spice. We move closer and closer until I’m practically pasted against him.

			And still he doesn’t speak. Neither silently nor out loud. His breath tickles my neck as he buries his face there, and I can see why the women at the Dagger fall all over him. His presence is distracting.

			The beat changes, slowing. Saint thrusts one thigh between my legs, backing me into the cave wall. We’re not really dancing anymore. We’re sort of standing there, tangled with each other. I inhale deeply, shivering when I feel his lips graze the side of my neck. It’s not quite a kiss. More like a caress. A tease.

			His hands slide over my ass, another teasing touch. He lifts his head, our gazes locking before my eyes drop to his lips.

			I’m debating whether I should kiss him when a thought settles over me. A truth I can’t fight.

			He’s not the one I want to kiss.

			My hands tremble around Saint’s neck.

			I need to find Gray.

			“Sorry,” I say, my hands dropping from his body. “I have to go.”

			Saint doesn’t protest. He merely steps away from me. His lips reveal a trace of a smirk, as if he knows exactly where I’m going.

			

			 

			Five minutes later, I stand in front of his quarters, paralyzed with indecision. My hand hovers, wanting to knock, but also not. I feel too exposed under the fluorescent lights in the corridor.

			What the hell am I doing?

			Clarity slices into me like a bolt of lightning. What is wrong with me? He has a girl. Doesn’t matter if it’s not serious, or if Karra likes to step out. They’re still together and I have no right to be here.

			Better to keep it simple. Friendship. The simplest thing of all.

			Shaking my head to chastise myself, I turn to leave—just as the door swings open.

			Gray’s eyes widen to find me there. “Hey.”

			“Hi,” I blurt out. “Sorry. I don’t know why I’m—”

			“I was just coming to find you,” he cuts in, his voice gruff.

			I falter. “You were?”

			Without a word, he steps back into his quarters and holds the door open for me.

			I hesitate only for a moment before walking in. He shuts the door behind me, and the air suddenly feels thicker, making it hard to breathe.

			I take in the sight of him. He’s in loose pants. A white T-shirt. His blond hair is messy, like he’s been running his hands through it.

			“Can I start?” I say awkwardly.

			He nods.

			“I wanted to say I’m sorry about the way I spoke to Karra. It was out of line. I apologized to her again this morning.”

			“Yeah, she told me.”

			“But I also owe you an apology,” I say, looking anywhere but at him. My feet. The wall. A spot over his head. “I thought you were full of yourself when you accused me of being jealous.” I finally meet his eyes. “You weren’t being presumptuous. I was jealous.”

			He looks like he’s trying not to laugh.

			“I know I have no right to be jealous. It sort of snuck up on me, that I might…” I trail off.

			“Might what?”

			“That I might, ah, have feelings for you.”

			He doesn’t say a word. I can’t read him at all, and it makes me nervous.

			“But don’t worry,” I hastily add. “I’ll do my best to get over it.”

			He raises a brow.

			“I would never steal someone’s man. I don’t plan to steal you.”

			He’s trying really hard not to laugh now. “I appreciate that.”

			“I promise. I’m not the kind of person who would ever do that. In fact, I shouldn’t have said a word about it. But I didn’t want you to think I was just being a quat to your girl for no rea—”

			“She’s not my girl.”

			I stop talking. “What?”

			“I broke up with Karra tonight.”
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			The room tilts on its axis.

			“You did?” I say as my heart does flips inside my chest. I stare at my feet, afraid to see his expression. “Why?”

			“It’s been over for a while. We always seem to drift back to each other when we’re bored and then it fades. I’m tired of that cycle. Time to move on.”

			“Makes sense.”

			“That, and I have feelings for you, too.”

			I freeze.

			When I lift my head, he’s grinning at me.

			He moves closer. The air feels charged. Alive. He cups my face with one hand, his thumb scraping the side of my jaw, eliciting a shiver. Then he leans in, just slightly, and the feel of his breath tickling my lips sends ripples of heat through me.

			Tension coils in my body, mingling with anticipation and maybe a drop of unease. I draw a deep breath, and his gaze flits to the rise of my breasts beneath my shirt.

			His lips curve in an almost imperceptible smile. He knows the effect he’s having on me. He feels it, too, this current of electricity coursing between us, dangerously close to snapping.

			“Been wanting to kiss you again since the night at the Command base.” His voice is full of gravel and need.

			He lets the confession hang between us.

			I lick my lips, and his gaze drops to my mouth. Eyes flaring.

			“What do you think? Should I kiss you again?”

			It’s not quite a challenge, not quite a plea.

			My heart hammers wildly against my ribs. “I think maybe you should.”

			He grins, fingertips tracing my cheek, sliding down my neck. But he doesn’t kiss me. He keeps watching me, and now I’m wild with impatience, breathing a little faster.

			He’s enjoying this. The buildup. The teasing.

			Several seconds tick by. I bite my lip, my frustration mounting.

			“Gray. For fuck’s sake, please.”

			Laughing softly, he curls his hand around the back of my neck and brings my mouth to his.

			The kiss is deep, urgent, and at the same time, there’s a tenderness to it, as if we’re both savoring the moment. His hands slide up my back, and I respond, tugging him closer to me, matching his intensity with my own.

			I bunch the fabric of his shirt in my fingers. With a husky noise, he threads his fingers through my hair and deepens the kiss, his tongue slipping out to taste mine. My heart is racing. It’s been a while since I’ve been kissed like this. Not since—

			I push the memory from my mind. I don’t want to think about that.

			I want to lose myself in this moment, in the warmth of his lips and the way his hands are now sliding down the bumps of my spine to curl around my waist, pulling my body flush with his. I swallow a moan when I feel the hard ridge of his arousal pressed against my belly.

			“Never wanted anybody the way I want you,” he mumbles.

			We’re both breathless, yet we can’t seem to stop kissing. Gray pushes me backward until my shoulders collide with the wall. Heat pools low in my belly, settling as an ache between my legs. My breasts are straining against my shirt, nipples beaded into tight buds. I want my clothes off. I want his clothes off. I want him.

			It takes all my willpower to pull back. I’ve been trying so hard to think before I act these days, to wrangle my impulsive tendencies, and other than going rogue during the Ice Canyon rescue, I’ve been doing well at controlling myself. My abilities and my emotions.

			So as my breath comes out in quick bursts and my heart continues to hammer in my chest, as my fingers fist the fabric of his shirt, and my knees go weak with desire, I force myself to take a step back. And then another one.

			“I want this,” I tell him, my voice sounding lustful and throaty to my ears. “I promise you, I want it.”

			“But?”

			“But if we’re going to…do this…” I swallow. “It needs to be slow. Disgustingly slow.”

			His lips curve again. “Okay.”

			“I’m just scared that if we jump into this too fast, I’ll…” I trail off, biting my lip.

			“You’ll what?” he says gruffly.

			“Hurt you.”

			Gray’s eyes take on a wry glint. “Funny, because I’m worried about the same thing.”

			“You are?”

			He bridges the distance I tried to place between us, lacing his long fingers through mine. “I’m not good at relationships. As Karra can attest.”

			“I think I might be bad at them, too,” I confess. “And I think if I jump into bed with you, part of me is going to feel like I’m using you, or like it’s just a rebound, and I don’t want that.”

			“Nah, you can use me. Please, use me.”

			I choke out a laugh. “No.”

			He rubs the center of my palm with his thumb.

			“Are you grounding me right now?” I demand.

			“No. I’m just holding your hand.” He keeps stroking. “And you don’t have to stress about this. Slow is perfect. I can do slow.”

			Our gazes lock and my desire rushes back, seizing my core and making me take another breath. Again, I will it away. I’m not just afraid that I’d be using him. I’m afraid of lighting a match to a friendship that means so much to me, all because my heart isn’t ready to fully invest yet.

			“I’ve been trying so hard,” I admit, hating the sliver of vulnerability in my voice. “To be less impulsive.”

			“I’ve noticed.”

			“I think being sheltered by Jim created this monster inside me. This need to prove myself and show that I don’t need protection, that I can run headlong into danger and come out victorious. But I need to start weighing my actions before I act on them. And I don’t want you to be a distraction for me, or to fill some space that…someone else left behind.”

			Gray’s jaw tics slightly. He knows who I mean. Then he relaxes, his thumb stroking the curve of my wrist. “You don’t need to keep explaining. I get it. If you want to make out with our clothes on for the next year, I’m game—”

			“A year? I mean, I’m not game with that,” I squawk, and he starts to laugh.

			“All I’m saying is, you’re not offending me or hurting me by taking your time. I want the same thing. Keen?”

			My throat constricts with emotion. I didn’t realize how much I needed to hear him say that. “Keen.”

			

			 

			I wake up the next morning and wait for the guilt to rush in.

			I kissed Grayson Blake last night.

			With tongue.

			A lot of tongue.

			That should feel like a betrayal to Cross, but…it doesn’t. Yet at the same time, it hasn’t erased my feelings for him, either. I know I’m still in love with him.

			But I also know it’s time to let go.

			It’s been months since he asked me to run away with him and I said no. I made my choice. I’m moving on. He’s moving on. With Ivy of all people.

			Fine, there’s no proof of that, other than a vague transmission of Ivy asking to talk about their relationship. I’d like to think he wouldn’t move on so fast, but I kissed someone else yesterday, so…

			In the mess hall, we sit with the usual crew. Gray winks at me when I slide into the chair beside him. I give him a look that says stop and dig into my breakfast. It’s scrambled eggs and real bacon. He leans over and steals a piece of bacon from my plate, popping it into his mouth. I punch him in the arm.

			“Eat your own food.”

			I don’t think we’re giving away that we had our tongues down each other’s throats last night, but I don’t miss the smirk that appears on Henley’s lips as he glances between us.

			Then Mako does as well, his head swiveling from me to Gray. “You hooked up,” he accuses.

			“No, of course not,” I lie.

			He gasps as if I had confirmed rather than denied it. “Does Karra know?”

			His gaze immediately searches the room. Karra and Evlynne aren’t here yet, and I sort of hope neither of them comes to breakfast today.

			I get my wish. The rest of the meal goes by without incident, and then I’m off to the range to work with the newcomers from the labor camp. Afterward, I meet Hawkins in the Temple. I’ve been slacking on my training, and Kallister chided me about it last night.

			When it comes to incitement, Hawkins is one of the few people I can be completely honest with. Which is kind of depressing because, well, he’s kind of terrifying.

			Today, he’s explaining the best techniques to maintain an energy leash over longer distances. So far, I’ve tried to incite at a distance only once, when Evlynne’s helicopter was flying away, and that was a dismal failure.

			“What’s the best you’ve managed?” I ask Hawkins.

			He thinks it over. “During my training, I incited Kallister to walk all the way to the aviary.”

			Whoa. My jaw drops. “That’s almost a mile away.”

			Now I see why he’s feared. He’s much stronger than me.

			“Are you still practicing with Blake?” he asks.

			“Who else would I be practicing with? Gray is the only one who will let me.”

			“Yeah. I wish we had more rats.”

			“Maybe if you stopped calling them rats, they’d be more inclined to help you…”

			He scoffs. “Nobody wants an inciter in their head, Darlington. Doesn’t matter what you call them.”

			When I’m leaving the Temple a few minutes later, I receive a message on my comm from Gray.

			Busy tonight?

			I smile at the question, because what plans could I possibly have? We’re fairly limited with what we can do here at the Dagger.

			I respond with:

			Not in the slightest. I’m all yours.

			I realize at the last second how flirtatious that sounded. Of course, he pounces.

			Every part of you?

			Well, maybe just my fist when I smash it in your face.

			Stop talking dirty to me, cowgirl. I’m trying to fly a plane.

			I laugh to myself and type another inquiry.

			So what are we doing tonight?
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			As it turns out, we’re going on a date. And not just any date. A date that involves Gray helping me onto a hovercraft, one of the smaller models designed for only two people.

			“Why do we need a hover?” I ask curiously.

			“You’ll see.”

			The aircraft powers up with a low hum, and as it slowly rises off the ground, I feel the quiet vibration in the soles of my feet. I rode in a few hovercraft when I was in Silver Elite, but it never gets old, that weightless sensation as you float in the air like a feather.

			The night sky stretches all around us. It’s dark, but we must not be going far because Gray keeps the lights on to guide our way in tandem with the nearly full moon.

			I peer at the dark outlines of the mountain peaks. “Where are we going?”

			“You’ll see,” he teases again. Keeping one hand on the controls, he takes his other hand and rests it on my thigh.

			My gaze shifts from his hand to his face. When I narrow my eyes, he gives me that trademark wink.

			“What?” he says innocently.

			The hovercraft is far more subtle than a chopper or jet. It’s a constant drone, getting louder only when he pushes the throttle and the engine roars, sending us skimming forward in a smooth burst of power. The fans on the underside hum, creating a cushion of air that keeps us gliding through the sky.

			I can’t say I’m not enjoying the warmth of his palm on my thigh, the way he moves it in lazy caresses. My breathing comes out a bit faster, and I realize it’s turning me on.

			I haven’t been with anyone since the night I met Cross at Haven, and those urges went dormant the moment we ended it in the quarry. I didn’t expect to feel sexual arousal again for a long, long time, but my body is coming back to life. It remembers the intoxicating feel of another body pressed up against it, while my heart remembers what it’s like to pound from breathless kisses.

			As we soar over another ridge, a flash of brilliant purple light fills the hovercraft. We’re above the lagoon.

			“Why is it glowing?” I exclaim.

			“Magic,” he answers, an echo of what Evlynne said the day she stranded me down there. “I was flying drills out here one night and couldn’t believe it when I realized the lagoon glows in the dark. But that’s not the good part.”

			“There’s something better than this?” I can’t take my eyes off the shimmering purple water.

			“Trust me. Gets even better.”

			He pulls a lever and flicks a couple of switches on the dashboard. With a soft mechanical noise, the hovercraft…stops. Right in the middle of the sky, hovering in one spot over the lagoon.

			Gray unbuckles his harness and gestures for me to follow suit. As I unsnap mine, he’s already jumping into the back, shocking me by sliding open the rear door. A cool breeze wafts into the hovercraft.

			“C’mere, cowgirl.” He beckons me toward him.

			The cabin is just tall enough for me to walk at my full height, but Gray has to duck as he approaches the opening and plops down, dangling his legs over the edge. I sit beside him, and he reaches for my hand, lacing our fingers together.

			The moon hangs high above us tonight, but the stars…they look close enough to touch. Big, brilliant specks of light against the black sky.

			As we hover over the glowing lagoon, I can’t deny that this is very, very romantic.

			“This is a pretty good date, ace.”

			His lips curve in a slight smile. “I like that.”

			“What?”

			“When you call me ace.”

			“Are you blushing?”

			“I’m not blushing. Fuck off.”

			“Oh my God, you are. It’s cute.” I reach over and touch his cheek, unable to stop a grin. His face feels hot. He’s definitely flushed.

			We go quiet for a long moment. I catch him stealing glances at me, but whenever I look over, he quickly looks away.

			“You’re being weird,” I accuse.

			Gray sighs. “I like you.”

			“You do?” My own cheeks get hot. This feels so sweet and wholesome. Like my first crush in Ward Z.

			A note of embarrassment creeps into his husky voice. “Yeah. I like you a lot.”

			“Stop it,” I say, ducking my head. “You’re going to make me blush, too. We’re too old for that.”

			He snickers. But there’s a pained look in his eyes. “I don’t like this.”

			“What?”

			“Having a crush.” He curses under his breath. “It’s pathetic. I’m Grayson Blake. I don’t get crushes on women. I fuck them. I make them come.”

			“Oh, you poor baby.”

			Laughing, I shift closer and rest my head on his shoulder. Ribbons of warmth unfurl inside me. The notion that he has a crush on me brings a lightness to my chest.

			I tip my head at him, about to ask another question, when he groans, “Don’t look at me like that.”

			“Like what?”

			“Like you want me to kiss you.”

			“I do want you to kiss me.”

			Another strangled groan slips out. “Soon. I don’t want you to miss it.”

			“Miss what?”

			He gently moves my head back toward the lagoon. “Just keep watching. Trust me.”

			I lean forward a little to get a better view of the water. It feels jarring to just be hanging there in the sky, as if kept in place by an invisible anchor. The hum of the hovercraft is so soft it doesn’t even feel like the engines are running.

			Then I see it. It’s barely discernible at first. It starts as a flicker, a subtle shimmer beneath the water’s surface. I think it’s a trick of the light, but then I see it again.

			And again.

			And suddenly, the water comes alive.

			Right in front of my wide eyes, thousands of white glowing orbs emerge from the water. At first, I think they’re flying, like some alien species rising from the depths of the earth, but then I realize they’re jumping. Shooting up like tiny fireworks exploding out of the water, flitting two, three, even five feet in the air, creating a cascading effect.

			When I turn to Gray with my jaw agape, he smiles and says, “Moonfish. They come out every night. This is when they feed.”

			“What are they feeding on?”

			“Insects. Mosquitoes. Whatever’s down there. One of our scientists was telling me about it once. She said—”

			“She?” I cut in.

			“Yes. She. The sixty-six-year-old woman who researches animal species on the mountain. She’s hot.” He winks at me, and I punch him in the arm. “But it’s nice to see your jealous streak hasn’t died.”

			I return my attention to the water to admire the dazzling display of…Fine, I’ll call it what it is.

			Magic.

			It’s fucking magical.

			“Anyway, she said that moonfish spend all day deep underwater. Hidden in rocks, buried in dirt. They wait until the sun sets, and then, when it’s feeding time…” He sweeps his hand over the lagoon. “Then they dance.”

			I’m utterly entranced by the swirls of light streaking over the water. The little fish arc through the air, their bioluminescent bodies trailing ribbons of white behind them before submerging into the water, then jumping out again seconds later.

			Gray watches me. “Incredible, right?”

			As the moonfish continue to leap, I can’t take my eyes off them. “Sometimes…when I see something like this…I think maybe the world isn’t a lost cause. That there must be a reason we’re all here.” I inhale a breath, lost in the moment. This one perfect moment suspended in time and space.

			His thumb strokes the inside of my palm. “I thought you’d like it.”

			My heart is fuller than it’s been in a long time. I brush my lips over his cheek. “Thank you for bringing me here.”

			He turns his face so that our lips almost touch. “You’re welcome.”

			With our mouths still a hairbreadth away, I try not to smile. “You wanna know a secret?” I whisper.

			“Obviously.”

			“Tonight is my birthday.”

			“Are you fucking with me right now? Why didn’t you say something earlier?”

			I shrug. “Jim and I weren’t really birthday people.”

			He stares at me for a second.

			Then he bursts out laughing. “Only you, Wren Darlington.”

			“Only me what?”

			“Can make me want to laugh and throttle you at the same time. You should’ve told me. I would’ve—”

			“What? Done something special?” I gesture to the gorgeous spectacle below us. “Mission accomplished, ace.”

			“Fuck,” he marvels. “I’m the perfect man even when I’m not trying.”

			“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. This was a nice way to turn twenty-one, but it’s not like you invented moonfish.”

			“You don’t know that,” he taunts before tugging me close for a kiss.

			I feel like I’m floating when we return to our quarters later. At my door, he plants a soft peck on my lips but doesn’t take it any further, respecting my request we take things slow. I’m glad he does, because I’m five seconds away from yanking him into my room and giving in to the reckless urges that have driven me my whole life. Jump first, think later.

			As Gray bids me good night, I’m grateful that at least one of us is able to keep a clear head.

			I’m still riding the giddy high as I slide under the covers and settle on my side, so when the high-pitched buzzing fills my ears, it scares the shit out of me.

			Zzzzeeeeeeeeeee. Zzzzzeeee. Zzzzzeeee.

			I sit up, rubbing my temples. What in the ever-loving hellfuck is that—

			“You sure you don’t want the numbing gel?”

			The unfamiliar male voice is even more jarring than the incessant buzzing, which blessedly stops.

			“It’s fine,” is the grunted response. “Make it hurt.”

			All the oxygen escapes my lungs.

			Cross.

			It’s happening again. He’s in my head.

			“It’s just us here, Captain,” the first voice says, chuckling. “You don’t have to put on the macho show. I know from experience that spine tats hurt like a godfucking bitch. Area’s bony, too many nerve endings—”

			“I said make it fucking hurt.”

			“If that’s what you—”

			The voices drop out, flooding my mind with agonizing silence. Cross is getting another tattoo. At least that’s what I’m gathering from that exchange. The buzz was a tattooing gun.

			Make it hurt.

			I curl under the blanket again, wishing I could pretend I never heard that. Wishing I could go back to feeling that giddiness from my date with Gray.

			Why is Cross getting inked tonight of all nights? Does he know it’s my—

			Of course he knows. Wolf wished me a happy birthday every year since I was six.

			Groaning, I slam my eyelids shut and banish all thoughts of Cross, but no matter how hard I try, I keep hearing that low, deadly voice in my head.

			Make it hurt.

			

			 

			Over the next few days, I notice the Authority spending a lot of time in their war room, debating who knows what. I’m curious as hell, but every time I bug Gray about it, he keeps his answers vague. By the third day of briefings, my curiosity has transformed into a beast I simply cannot tame. I’m so full of questions, it feels like my mind might explode.

			That night, as Gray lets me into his quarters, I ambush him.

			“What’s going on? I know you guys are planning something.”

			For a moment, I don’t think he’s going to answer. He runs a hand through his hair, pulling my attention to the delicious flexing of biceps. I force myself to focus, pouting at his silence.

			With a faint smile, he relents. “We just voted to authorize an emissary mission to Tierra Fe.”

			I gasp. “Really? When?”

			“Three days from now. We’re going to brief everyone in the morning and assemble the team. We made contact with their commander last night, and this morning they dispatched their parley terms.” He frowns. “I don’t love them.”

			“Why?”

			“We’re going to brief everyone in the morning,” he repeats.

			“Or”—I beam at him—“you can just brief me now and I’ll pretend to be surprised in the morning.”

			Chuckling, Gray wanders over to his sofa and flops down.

			I sit next to him, drawing my knees up. “What were the terms?”

			“They’ll only speak to someone on the Authority. So that’s Adrienne or Kallister—”

			“What about you? Or Teriq and Fiona?”

			“Not our forte. Ade’s done more fieldwork than Kal, so it’ll likely be her, but…” He rubs his forehead. “I don’t like this mission. She’s only allowed to bring a pilot and one guard, and the Tierrans will sweep her for any tech, so that means no comms.”

			I narrow my eyes. “And what are the parameters for them?”

			“There are none. They can bring an army of guards and basically do whatever the fuck they want.”

			“So it’ll be Adrienne and one guard, possibly facing off with the entire Tierran army.”

			“Yep. Which is why we’re sending a secondary security team.”

			“How many?”

			“A sniper and a spotter.”

			“Assign me to it,” I say instantly.

			“I’m not sending you down there.”

			“Why not?” I tip my head in challenge. “Look, I’ve worked with Evlynne and Mako and Orin, all of whom are considered to be your best sharpshooters, and you and I both know I can shoot circles around them. I’m the best sniper in this entire facility.”

			“Also, the humblest.”

			“Obviously.” I grin before going serious again. “There’s nobody who can cover Adrienne better than me, especially long range. Do you know what the position will be?”

			“About a mile and a half out.” His features are creased with reluctance.

			“You need me there. You know I’m the best option.”

			Rather than answer, he tugs me onto his lap. I straddle him, my knees on either side of his firm thighs.

			“What am I doing on your lap, ace?”

			Gray blinks, the epitome of innocence. “Oh. How’d you get here?”

			“I feel like you’re always looking for an excuse to kiss me.”

			He leans in just a fraction, and I can feel the smile on his face as he whispers, “Maybe.”

			My heart gives an unexpected flutter. “You’re impossible.”

			“You love it.” He threads his fingers through my hair and brings my mouth to his.

			Kissing him is different from kissing Cross. Not better or worse, just…different. Gray likes to tease me. His kisses always start off slow and tender, lingering, dragging it out. With every press of his lips, I feel that mischievous smile, the playfulness, until the desire becomes too strong to play with and he groans against my lips, stealing my breath with deep, drugging kisses that drown out the rest of the world.

			We’re both breathing heavily by the time the kiss ends.

			“You should go.” His voice is hoarse. “We’re taking it slow, remember?”

			“I feel like we should reconsider.”

			He chuckles. “No.”

			“Please?”

			“Wren…” His lips move to my ear, eliciting a shiver. “I will fuck you.” The shiver turns into a moan, ripped involuntarily from my throat. “And when I do, I’m keeping you in bed for at least forty-eight hours. But…”

			“No buts,” I beg.

			“But it won’t be tonight,” he finishes. He pats my ass before easing me off his lap. “Time to go, cowgirl. You’re way too tempting.”

			“Kiss good night?” I ask innocently.

			He narrows his eyes. “One.”

			I loop my arms around his neck and rise on my tiptoes to kiss him. I can’t stop myself from slipping him some tongue, and he groans against my mouth.

			“Good night, Wren,” he says in a stern tone.

			“Good night, Grayson,” I grumble.
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			It feels strange to be flying a mission in the daylight. Every time I’ve flown with Gray, it’s been late at night shrouded by darkness. Today, it’s morning, and we’re in the hybrid—Gray and Evlynne in the cockpit, and me in the jump seat, nervously tapping my foot against the floor even though Gray assured me that nobody is going to shoot us out of the sky. Supposedly, we’re invisible, but I feel way too exposed with the sunlight pouring through the window. Still, I’m certainly not going to complain about being chosen for this mission. This is what I begged for.

			“How do you know it’s working?” I ask him. “The radar jammer?”

			“Because my radar is down, too,” he says without turning around.

			Great. Even in the daylight, we’re still flying blind.

			Evlynne checks their instruments, calling out numbers that I think are airspeed and altitude. They’re using some kind of manual mode that isn’t affected by the jammer, so only our radar is affected.

			“We’ll switch it back on when we near the drop zone,” he adds. “The jammer keeps us safe from the island’s detection system, but we need that radar for our nav to load. We can’t land in the wrong spot, or we’ll be facing down a Tierran army.”

			I start tapping my fingers now. A fast drumbeat against my knee. “But if you turn the radar back on, won’t that mean they’ll be able to see us?”

			“Not immediately,” Evlynne says, sounding bored. She’s never excited to speak to me, although she has been a tad less antagonistic since I saw her and Fisher in the valley. “It’ll take about five minutes for their radar system to reboot. So as long as we get on the ground during that five-minute window and then kill the plane’s transponder, they shouldn’t be able to detect us.”

			I shift in my seat, my shoe knocking into the rifle case at my feet. Evlynne will be my spotter, which I don’t love, but Adrienne is today’s mission lead and she’s the one who picked the assignments.

			“All right, drop zone should be over the next ridge,” Gray says, scanning the horizon line.

			We’re in Dey Province, at the northern tip of the continent. My research last night revealed that this stretch of land is mostly jungle and hilly terrain. At this time of year, the climate is mostly dry, but apparently it’s been dry out of season, too. They only recently started getting rain again after a long bout of drought.

			He turns to eye me. “You okay?”

			“Always.”

			His lips curve in a half smile, and he scratches the side of his jaw, directing my attention to the beard growth there.

			“Are you growing facial hair?” I demand.

			“Why, does it look sexy?”

			“Very rugged,” I tell him. He does wear it well, with that defined jawline. I’m into the flight suit, too. Dark gray, accentuating his tall, muscular frame.

			“How about we don’t do that?” Evlynne asks politely.

			“Do what?” Gray asks as I admire how his strong fingers manipulate the controls. He’s in his element, exuding confidence.

			“Flirt in front of me,” she mutters.

			“That was like the most harmless amount of flirting. Don’t be a prude, Ev.” He adjusts the throttle. “All right. Turn it off.”

			There’s a click, and then she says, “Jammer is…off. Five-minute countdown starts now.”

			I fucking hate countdowns.

			Gray begins our descent. It’s slow and controlled, the engines barely making a sound as the hybrid moves lower and lower toward a canopy of various shades of green. I tighten the straps of my pack.

			“Two minutes,” Evlynne warns. “Get us down, Gray.”

			“Almost there,” he murmurs, watching his instruments.

			I check that my earpiece is secure. Evlynne and I can communicate telepathically, but Gray needs the comm. Earlier, Adrienne called our security detail a “formality,” but it feels pretty damn serious to me.

			“Get ready to move,” he tells us.

			The plane dips suddenly, and my stomach lurches. I tighten my grip on the sides of my seat, bracing myself. The ground comes up fast, a flat stretch of dried, brown grass. The belly of the plane grazes the treetops, scratching at the metal like fingernails. Then we level out and, seconds later, touch down with a soft jolt.

			Gray wastes no time flicking switches. “Transponder’s off. I think we’re good.”

			Evlynne slides the back door open, reaching for her own pack. “Let’s go,” she barks at me.

			I sling the rifle case over my shoulder and check that my sidearm and two knives are securely sheathed. Then I hop out and study our surroundings. The air smells different here, the scent of salt, tropical blooms, and earth filling my nostrils. And the humidity is intense. I’m sweating and we haven’t even taken one step yet. I eye the thin stretch of trees, which grow thicker farther out. There’s so much green. It’s gorgeous.

			Gray stops me before I can go, his fingertips stroking my cheek.

			“Radio at the first sign of trouble,” he says softly.

			“I will.”

			I’m tempted to kiss him, but I can’t with Evlynne’s angry eyes on us.

			I feel Adrienne’s energy signature in my head. She’s our silent contact, since she can’t use an earpiece.

			“Darlington, report.”

			“We’re here. Getting in position now. What’s your ETA?”

			“Twenty minutes.”

			Out loud, I report, “Adrienne and her team are twenty minutes out.”

			Gray nods. “Keep your comms on.”

			“Are you two still eye-fucking each other, or can we go now?” Evlynne’s voice is snide.

			I follow her toward the tree line. She takes the lead, rifle up, scanning the area. I rely on my handgun. My sniper rifle is too cumbersome for a jungle trek.

			We move through the trees. According to our maps, the jungle ends in less than a mile, a sharp veer to higher ground. The spot offers a perfect vantage point overlooking the airfield. It’s just past the port of entry—and from what I’ve heard, entry is rarely granted. I remember Betima telling us that her father was a fisherman who’d gotten caught in a storm once. When the Tierran navy found him, they wouldn’t even let him and his men step foot on land. They forced them to stay in the port until the Uprising was able to provide a pickup for them.

			It’s even more humid in the jungle, and I’m soaked in sweat by the time we reach the break in the trees. This oppressive humidity is obnoxious. I feel like I’m swaddled in a damp blanket, my ponytail sticking to my neck, my forehead beading with sweat.

			Rather than Adrienne, it’s Saint who checks in. “Touching down in five.”

			That gives us plenty of time to set up. I assemble my rifle, snapping the scope into place. The range on this thing is phenomenal. The airfield is a mile below us. Easy. I could probably hit a target twice that far with this weapon.

			My only concern is that we don’t have much cover here. To anyone glancing toward us from below, we’re well hidden behind the craggy shelf. But anyone deciding to take a stroll in the trees behind us could stumble out of the jungle and come across us. This needs to be fast.

			Tension fills my chest as we wait for the Uprising aircraft. Finally, I see it cutting through the clear sky, the sleek gray chopper that collected Xavier and me after we emerged from the Blacklands. Henley is piloting, and Saint is covering Adrienne. The Tierra Fe commander made it clear she was only allowed to bring one escort, hence our stealthy security detail in the hills.

			“We’re in position,” Evlynne reports to Gray.

			“Once our bird lands, I’m switching the jammer back on, in case we need to make a hasty escape.”

			I scan the area. The shadows of the thick jungle, the waves lapping against the wooden pillars of the port. The ocean fascinates me, probably because I grew up on a ranch with acres of land and no salt water in sight. Uncle Jim took me to see the ocean once, and I was enchanted by it.

			Seeing it again now catches my breath the same way it did the first time. The water is a vivid turquoise in shallower stretches and a dark blue-gray in the deeper parts. The coastline is breathtaking, with jagged cliffs rising from the sea and waves crashing against the shore in a never-ending ebb and flow that’s almost hypnotic.

			I breathe in the scent of salt and brine. The air smells earthier now, mingling with the salty breeze off the ocean and the balmier one off the mountain.

			“Why is this island so quiet?” I murmur. “It’s really unnerving.”

			“This isn’t an island,” is Evlynne’s response, accompanied by the roll of her eyes.

			“Whatever. You know what I mean. It’s quiet.”

			The uneasy silence drags on. I go on alert when our chopper lands, peering into the scope.

			Evlynne sweeps the binoculars over the landscape. “They’ve got company.”

			An olive-green, open-top truck speeds down a paved road, driving through a barrier and then continuing down to the port.

			“Who do you think they’re sending to meet her?” I ask her. “Surely it wouldn’t be President Ramos?”

			“Doubtful. The Tierrans are the most distrustful people you’ll ever meet. They’re not placing their leader in the line of fire.”

			“Have you been here before?”

			“Once. We ran a mission not long after I got to the Dagger.” Her tone is grudging, as if she hates that she’s confiding in me of all people. “Only my second time as air lead. I was flying Kallister out. Terrified they would shoot us out of the sky. But they let us land and listened to Kallister’s trade pitch. He was trying to negotiate a deal for synthetic glenshade, but they don’t believe in synth here. Everything is natural. Very Old Era of them. Anyway, they sent us on our way, and I haven’t been back since.”

			The truck pulls to a stop. I magnify the scope to see a man in a green uniform consisting of a button-up shirt tucked into a pair of trousers. He has thick black hair and narrow features, and is flanked by four armed soldiers.

			Adrienne and Saint approach the group, keeping at least eight feet between them.

			“That’s Commander Vásquez,” Evlynne tells me. “He’s in charge of this province.”

			My finger hovers over the trigger as the groups step closer to each other. Adrienne and Saint don’t have earpieces, but that doesn’t stop two of the soldiers from striding forward and scanning them for tech. They allow them to keep their sidearms, though.

			As the soldiers step back, the commander steps forward, and the talking begins.

			It lasts seven and a half minutes.

			Literally.

			Disbelief rushes in like the tide as Adrienne’s voice suddenly slides into my mind. “Meeting’s over. Return to base.”

			I relay the orders to Evlynne, who shrugs and says, “Yeah. I’m not shocked.”

			How is she not shocked? The meeting barely reached the ten-minute mark.

			“They didn’t even hear you out,” I tell Adrienne.

			Her tone is matter-of-fact. “They want no part in our war. The message came from President Ramos himself, and I know better than to poke the horned bear. Arguing with these assholes is futile. It was worth a shot.”

			I’m stunned by how well she’s taking this. Sure, the chances were slim and coming here was risky, but to not even listen to her entire pitch? To shut it down without discussion? No counteroffer? That feels rash.

			I’m about to pack up when I catch a flicker of movement in my scope. Commander Vásquez is approaching Adrienne again.

			“Wait,” I murmur to Evlynne.

			The man’s expression makes me nervous. He’s grinning like a white coyote with a fresh kill. He lights a cigarette as he walks, blowing out a cloud of smoke. He says something to Adrienne, and I swear I see him winking before he pats her arm and stalks back to his men.

			Whatever he said, it causes Adrienne’s entire face to go taut. I see a flash of anger, a flicker of concern, and then I hear her voice again.

			“You’ve been compromised. Get to the plane now.”

			My heart freezes in my chest.

			Fuck.

			Fuck!

			“We’ve been made,” I tell Evlynne. “Let’s go.”

			She jumps into action, grabbing her pack as I shove the rifle in the case and fling it over my shoulder.

			We don’t have time to be stealthy anymore. We sprint for the trees, our boots noisily moving over the undergrowth and rustling through the brush.

			“Gray,” Evlynne reports as we run. “Get us ready for the air. Adrienne says we’ve been made.”

			When he reports back, there’s urgency in his voice. “Yeah, you need to move. There’s a truck bearing down on my location. Three clicks out. Get back here now.”

			Adrenaline shrieks through my veins. I’m ahead of Evlynne, shoving my way through the jungle, fueled by sheer nerves. I don’t hear any trucks or gunfire, but that doesn’t mean we’re not about to get ambushed. I stay low as I run as fast as my legs will carry me. The weight of the rifle on my back makes each stride feel heavier, but I refuse to let it slow me down.

			He said three clicks out. And less now. We have five minutes, tops, before they’re upon us. Fortunately, we’re less than five hundred meters now. All we have to do is maintain this pace and—

			The ground beneath my feet disappears.

			One second my boots are on something solid, the next, I’m weightless from the sudden drop. It’s a pit trap, and I have zero time to react or to brace myself. I hit the ground with enough force to knock all the wind out of my lungs. I’m gasping for air at the same time I register it—the pain.

			No, the fucking agony.

			I look down to see my lower leg twisted at an unnatural angle. It hurts so badly, my vision blurs. I lie there panting, trying not to moan from the pain.

			“Wren!” Evlynne’s voice sounds from five feet above.

			I clench my teeth, trying to ignore the hot, searing waves shooting through my leg.

			“Wren!” she says again, cutting through the agonizing haze.

			When I try to lift myself up, a wave of nausea hits me. My body shudders from another white-hot, shooting pain.

			“I can’t get up,” I call out, my voice weak. “I hurt my leg.”

			“Godfucking damn it!” Over my pounding heart, I hear her muffled voice over my earpiece as she talks to Gray. “Darlington’s hurt. Try to buy us some time.”

			“Hurt how?” is his sharp response.

			She ignores him and scrambles to the edge of the ditch. “Take my hand,” she orders.

			I raise my arm toward her, but she’s too far from me. When I attempt to crawl closer, it hurts so much that my world goes black at the edges for a few seconds, and I choke on the bile in my throat.

			“I can’t,” I tell her, biting back screams of pain. “I can’t walk, let alone run. Go without me.”

			Shock flashes on her face. “What?”

			“Just go,” I repeat, as my vision fades in and out. I can scarcely breathe without feeling like I’m going to pass out. “Leave me behind.”

			She hesitates, as if considering it, then shakes her head and once again tries to pull me out. But every attempt feels like I’m being stabbed with a jagged blade, scraping my broken bones.

			“Wren!” Another bolt of panic shoots through me as Gray appears. When he sees me in the pit, his eyes fill with concern. “Fuck, cowgirl.”

			A second later, he jumps down and tries to scoop me into his arms.

			“I hear the truck,” Evlynne says in dismay. “Gray.”

			I struggle in his grasp, resisting. “Stop,” I gasp. “You need to go. You won’t be able to jump back out holding me.”

			“I’m not leaving you here.”

			“Both of you,” I say weakly, looking from one to the other. “You. Have. To. Go. If you stay, we all get captured. If you go, it’s just me. So fucking go!”

			“They’ll kill you,” he snaps.

			“Even if you manage to lift me out of here, we won’t make it back to the plane in time. You need to be in the air. Right now.”

			“Gray,” Evlynne says, finally coming around to my point of view. “She’s right. We need to go.”

			His angry gaze swings toward her. “I’m not leaving Wren behind. I can get her out. We’ll make it.”

			Desperation and fear war inside me, and in that moment, I see it in his eyes—he isn’t going to leave me. He’ll sacrifice himself, Evlynne, our plane, and anything else in this world to get me out of this goddamn ditch.

			“Grayson,” I say, locking my gaze to his.

			“No,” he retorts. He’s not budging.

			A weight presses down on my chest. Because I’m trapped here, and I’m putting their lives at risk, and he won’t go, and he’s left me with no choice.

			Sucking in a pained breath, I try to focus myself. The training has paid off because almost immediately I’m able to access those gold flecks. I squeeze my eyes shut for a moment, gathering the energy. I start to tremble, from the pain, and from the guilt of what I’m about to do. The familiar sensations begin to course through me, the pressure building inside my skull.

			He’s going to hate me for this.

			But there’s no other choice. They have to leave me.

			Ignoring the pain throbbing in my leg and the guilt gnawing at my stomach, I force the command into his mind at the same time I voice it.

			“Go back to the plane. Now.”

			Shock swamps his expression. “No.”

			“Go back to the plane.”

			I guide the command through his mind the way Hawkins taught me, weakly saying the words out loud. I see the moment it takes root. He’s resisting so hard that he starts trembling, too. Hot, molten betrayal flares in his eyes.

			“You fucking promised,” he growls.

			“Go back to the plane.” I flick a quick glance at Evlynne. “I can get him there, but you’ll need to fly it. I can’t maintain it over distances.”

			She nods, looking a bit stunned. Then she takes off running, leaving Gray and me alone in a literal battle of wills.

			“You have to leave me,” I command. “Go to the plane. Now. Leave me.”

			“No.”

			“Leave me.”

			Free will is important to me. It’s important to everyone, and I’m robbing Gray of it. I feel like a monster.

			But as long as he’s alive, I don’t care.

			Despite the flood of resistance he gives me, the incitement is working. I know it is because he slowly starts to back up.

			It’s taking every ounce of strength I have. I concentrate, harnessing the gold.

			“Stop,” he snarls at me. “Don’t make me—”

			“Go to the plane. Now.”

			I hold firm, pouring all my will into his mind. The pressure in my head mounts. My visions swims. His anger swirls through my mind, and it’s unbearable. But it’s also working.

			He’s walking away.

			“Faster,” I tell him, and his strides lengthen.

			He disappears from my view.

			“Get on the plane,” I say, my teeth gnashing together.

			I feel Evlynne trying to link and I risk it, just for a second. “He’s almost here,” she says telepathically.

			Relief trickles through me. Gray is no longer in sight, but I know from my training with Hawkins that as long as the energy leash is intact, I can continue to incite him.

			“Get on the plane,” I say softly. “I’m sorry.”

			I’m not sure if he heard that last part. I doubt it, but I know he makes it to the plane because Evlynne nudges me again.

			“We’re airborne.” She pauses. “Thank you for that.”

			I don’t have the energy to respond. I let out a ragged wheeze as my head starts spinning. My connection with Gray severs abruptly. I slump onto the ground, feeling the blackness closing in around the edges. I struggle to stay conscious, but I’m so exhausted and in so much pain. Every time I inhale, it sends a fire burning through me and triggers wave after wave of nausea.

			My cheek presses against the dirt, and I lie there in agony. The mental strain of inciting Gray to leave me is taking its toll.

			I’m too tired to react when I register the sound of doors slamming nearby, the unmistakable echo of footsteps moving over the dense jungle floor.

			I crank one eye open and look upward. My pulse spikes when a shadow looms over me.

			The barrel of a rifle appears, but I lose consciousness before I can see who’s holding it.
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			“You’re awake.”

			The voice is a low, baritone rasp. It belongs to the man standing with his back to me, his gaze fixed out a small window with iron bars.

			Blinking, I twist my head to examine my surroundings. I’m in a cell with stone walls and a dirt floor. I don’t know how I got here. The last thing I remember was passing out from the pain. My leg is still throbbing, but it’s a dull ache now. It hurts so badly that it’s basically gone numb at this point.

			Finally, the man turns toward me. Commander Vásquez. I recognize him from the end of my scope.

			Up close, he’s older than I first thought, late forties maybe. His skin is tanned and leathery, as if he spends a lot of time in the sun. He wears olive-green fatigues, his tight shirt revealing a muscular torso and broad shoulders, and though he’s not tall, he’s undeniably imposing.

			I swallow. My mouth is so dry.

			He’s unarmed but that doesn’t make him any less dangerous. His arms are enormous and so are his hands. He could snap my neck without breaking a sweat.

			The commander’s eyes are sharp and calculating as they sweep over me, taking in my frayed nerves and broken leg. Then he surprises me by chuckling.

			“Nobody is going to kill you, girl. I’m not interested in starting a war with the Continent over a lowly sniper. I was simply making a point.”

			“What point?” I ask through my parched throat.

			“That Tierra Fe is not to be trifled with or underestimated. That I could kill Adrienne and every one of her people if I wanted to. However, that would be expending a lot of energy that could be better utilized elsewhere.” He shrugs. “We’ll arrange for a pickup after we make your leader sweat for a while.”

			I don’t relax, but I am a little less fearful about that neck-snapping likelihood.

			“Adrienne broke the rules.” He sounds annoyed. “When we set parley terms, we expect the other party to abide by them. She brought unauthorized snipers onto our soil. We don’t tolerate that.”

			“You can’t expect her not to protect herself,” I hedge, and hope he doesn’t rip my head off.

			“I expect her to follow our rules. This is our land, and Adrienne and her Uprising are nothing but a nuisance. If she thinks she can manipulate us into cooperation…”

			I come to Adrienne’s defense again. “She wasn’t manipulating. She just wanted a chance to speak her case.”

			“She has no case.”

			I search his harsh face, genuinely curious. “You truly believe that? That there’s absolutely no way to ever work together?”

			The commander’s lips curl with disdain. “Girl,” he starts.

			“My name is Wren.”

			“All right. Wren. The people on the Continent…you are all corrupted,” he says sternly, and I know he doesn’t mean the Adrienne kind of corruption. “You were corrupted the moment you became blind to the very thing that makes you human.”

			I wrinkle my forehead. “And what’s that?”

			He stares at me, almost disappointed. “God.”

			“Ah. I see.”

			“You see, do you? You see that you have forsaken God, you see you have abandoned the very foundation of humanity—our morality, our purpose? You see this and yet you want us to do the same? Never. We will never bow to your false gods.”

			Whoa. The people at the Dagger weren’t wrong.

			The Tierrans I’ve met so far are…intense.

			“I get that,” I say carefully. “I really do. But if we don’t work together, eventually General Redden and the Company will come for Tierra Fe, for your resources.”

			“Let them. We have God on our side. They just have greed.”

			“And bombs.”

			Commander Vásquez chuckles. “We’re not scared of their bombs. We have our own.”

			A sharp knock echoes on the cell door. “Commander?” A female voice.

			“Enter,” he barks.

			A slim young woman, not much older than me, walks into the cell. She has caramel-brown hair arranged in a side braid, and dark eyes that cautiously take me in. She’s holding a canteen. She glances at the commander, who nods, then hands it to me.

			I look up gratefully. “Thank you.” The cold water feels like heaven as it slides down my parched throat.

			Unbothered by the woman’s presence, Vásquez keeps talking. “The people on the Continent have been stripped of their humanity—”

			“Why?” I cut in. “Because they don’t all believe in God, or because some of them have been Modified?”

			“I don’t speak of the demons.”

			I prickle with offense. “You don’t truly believe the Modified are demons.” I’m unable to stop a harsh laugh.

			“They are demons. The old demons, those spawned from the devil himself, were doomed to hell from the moment the dark angel created them. But the ones you call Modified, they were born of a new devil. We believe they can be saved, but it’s not our responsibility to save them.”

			“I don’t understand.” I shift my position and regret it instantly, the pain in my leg threatening my consciousness again. I blink, trying to concentrate on his voice.

			“We’re not opening our minds to your chaos. That’s how the world was destroyed in the first place. Because there was no order. Because human beings abandoned the one true source of strength.” Vásquez’s voice takes on a deadly edge. “We have order here, and we won’t jeopardize what we’ve built. If Adrienne wants unity, she knows what she needs to do.”

			The entire time he speaks, the dark-haired woman stands at the window, doing her best impression of a statue as she watches our exchange. Digests it. There’s something about her that makes me nervous.

			Taking advantage of my veins, I open a path into her mind, and maybe it’s a total coincidence, but she suddenly slaps the back of her neck with a strangled curse.

			Commander Vásquez looks over sharply.

			“Mosquito,” she says with a grimace, wiping her hand on her fatigues.

			I eye her for a moment, retreating from her mind as Vásquez shifts his gaze back to me.

			“It has been lovely chatting with you, Wren, but I’m afraid I must leave you now. You can spend some time here until we decide to contact your leader,” he says with a humorless smirk.

			He nods at the woman, who follows him to the door. She glances over her shoulder at me, just briefly, before exiting the cell.

			The metal door clangs shut. I hear what sounds like a padlock sliding into place. Not an electronic locking system, then. I know a lot of the sites on this continent are quite old, dating back centuries, and I wonder if this is an ancient dungeon, something that was used even before the Old Era.

			But while the lock mechanism might be old, the security camera mounted in the corner of the ceiling is certainly not. I’m highly aware of that blinking red light.

			I sit in the stifling humidity and try to ignore the relentless throbbing of my leg. I take small sips from the canteen they left me, trying to ration the water because I have no idea how long they’ll leave me in here. Then I set the canteen on the dirt and reach out to Adrienne.

			“Darlington! Are you all right?”

			“Sort of. I’m in a cell, but the commander just informed me he’s not going to kill me.”

			“That’s noble of him.” She sounds amused.

			“He says he wants to make you sweat, but they’ll release me eventually. Can you have a transport on standby? No idea when the asshole will decide he’s done toying with us.”

			“Evlynne will stand by. I’d send Gray, but I don’t think he’s in the right state of mind.”

			Guilt explodes inside me. “He’s angry?”

			“I believe that’s what we call an understatement.”

			Shit.

			

			 

			I wait. And wait. And wait some more.

			Judging by the position of the sun beyond the window, about an hour has passed since the commander left me. The pain makes it difficult to concentrate, and it’s so damn hot in here. How do they live in this humidity?

			I rest my back against the stone wall, letting out a tired breath as I look around the cell for the hundredth time.

			On the hundred and first time, I notice the red light on the ceiling camera blink off.

			Every muscle in my body coils tight.

			Someone turned off the camera.

			The dread rises when I hear footsteps beyond the door. It feels too soon for the commander’s mind games to be over, so I take a breath, expecting his scary ass to appear again.

			Instead, it’s the dark-haired woman. She’s holding a small metal tray with a sandwich on it, and a pile of clothing under her arm.

			“I thought you might be hungry,” she says.

			I narrow my eyes. “I didn’t realize food delivery is in the captor job description.”

			Leaving the clothes by the door, she crouches in front of me and holds out the tray. I catch a whiff of roast beef, and my stomach turns violently.

			“No, sorry,” I say with a grimace. “I can’t eat. The pain in my leg is making me too nauseous.”

			Nodding, she gets up and leaves the tray on the windowsill. A lot of good that’ll do me. Even if I got hungry, I wouldn’t be able to stand on this broken leg. I can barely even sit on it. I gave up on trying to find a comfortable position about an hour ago.

			She’s about to duck out the door when I say, “You felt it.”

			Her head turns slightly.

			“You felt it when I tried to read your mind earlier,” I clarify.

			It’s a wild guess. It honestly could’ve just been a mosquito biting her neck at the exact time I penetrated her mind.

			But the look in her eyes tells me otherwise.

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she says stiffly.

			She’s lying. “Does he know?” I push. “The commander?”

			She doesn’t answer.

			“The camera is off.” I gesture to the ceiling. “You did that?”

			After a beat, her head dips in assent.

			“That means he doesn’t know,” I say slowly. “You turned off the camera because you were afraid I might ask you, and you didn’t want him to hear that.”

			No response.

			“Are there other Mods in Tierra Fe?” I ask, my mind racing with possibilities. “Or are you the only one?”

			A faint smile tugs on her mouth. “We both know I’m not going to answer that question.”

			With a soft breath, she moves away from the door and walks toward me. She sinks onto her knees and settles at my feet, her gaze flicking to my injured leg.

			“It’s a bad break,” she tells me.

			“I know. I’m not sure how I’m still conscious,” I admit. “The pain is excruciating.”

			She studies me like she’s piecing a puzzle together. Or like she’s trying to decide something. I suspect the latter, because she suddenly gives a brisk nod and extends her hands toward my leg.

			“What—”

			The protest dies when she places her palms directly on my broken bones. My leg screams in agony. I try to jerk away from her, but she makes a shushing sound.

			“It’ll be over soon,” she murmurs.

			The implication hangs thick in the cell, and I suck in a breath when I realize what’s happening. Warmth seeps into my ankle and spreads upward, the sensation eerie and familiar.

			She’s healing me.

			I stare at her in shock, but she’s not looking at me. She’s too absorbed with her task.

			When I feel my bones begin to pulsate, it isn’t accompanied by pain. The heat of her touch surrounds my leg in a cocoon, even as her energy literally sets my bones and knits them back together. The pain ebbs. Bones shifting. Muscles stretching and pulling together.

			It takes longer than it did for Ellis to heal my wrist, perhaps because of how severe this break was. We sit in total silence. Her brow is furrowed as she works. Beads of sweat gather on her temples, but I don’t know if it’s from the effort or the humidity clogging our pores. She doesn’t move a muscle, just keeps her hands pressed to my lower leg, until finally, the pain disappears completely.

			She removes her hand. “How’s the pain?”

			“Gone,” I say gratefully.

			“To answer your question…” She tips her head, shrugging. “No, my father doesn’t know.”

			This woman seems determined to shock me into silence.

			“Your father?” I finally say. “Commander Vásquez is your father?”

			“My name is Valeria Vásquez.” She extends her hand in greeting.

			“I’m Wren Darlington.” I start to clasp her wrist, but she grips my actual hand instead, giving it a firm shake.

			When she notes my expression, she chuckles and says, “My province, my customs,” and I have to laugh, too.

			I open a path again, but now that I know she’s a Mod, I don’t intrude and try to pound through her shield like an asshole. I invite her to use telepathy instead.

			To my surprise, she accepts.

			“I’ve never met a healer without a bloodmark,” I say in her mind. “How did you hide it from your father?”

			Her brown eyes twinkle. Then she opens her mouth. For a second, I think she’s sticking her tongue out at me, but then she curls it upward, and I gasp.

			Her bloodmark is underneath her tongue.

			“Now, that’s luck,” I marvel. You don’t get to pick where your mark appears. Mine is on my thigh. Jayde Valence had hers right on her cheek. But under the tongue? I’m envious.

			“There’s no such thing as luck. It is all God’s will.”

			I arch a brow. “You still believe in God, after everything your father said before, calling us evil demons?”

			“Yes,” Valeria says. “Because I know I’m neither evil nor a demon.”

			I grin. “Fair.”

			“And I know something else. Something that my father is too stubborn to accept.” She lowers her voice, growing serious. “Soon it will be time to pick a side. Because your people aren’t the only ones with something to lose. The Company has had us in their sights for a very long time. We almost went to war with your Continent once before. It was averted, but with General Redden gone and his son in charge, I fear that truce won’t last much longer.”

			“I think you’re right,” I say grimly. “Will you speak to your father? Convince him to work with us?”

			“Nobody can convince him of something he doesn’t want to do. So, no, I won’t be able to talk him into picking a side. But…”

			“But what?”

			“He might be convinced to look the other way.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“My father isn’t stupid. He’s just stubborn. He’ll refuse to fully join your cause, but I believe I can persuade him to…perhaps…not be so protective of our airspace, our shipping routes. Maybe sometimes it’s not a bad thing to let a plane or two pass…” Her lips twitch as if she’s fighting a smile. “Little things like that.”

			I smile back. “So you’ll help us.”

			Rather than answer, Valeria rises to her feet and brushes dirt off her pants. She walks to the pile of fabric she’d left by the door, and I realize it’s not clothing. It’s a canvas wrap, which she uses to bind my lower leg.

			“You’ll be released soon. You must pretend you’re still in pain,” she says, her voice firm as she stands at the door. “Nobody can know I healed you.”

			“I won’t say a word,” I promise. Before she can leave the cell, I call out her name. “Valeria.”

			She looks over, and I feel an unexpected, fragile alliance forming.

			“Can you do me a favor?”
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			Gray’s not waiting for me in the hangar.

			He’s even angrier than I thought, then. Anxiety pulls at my gut and trembles through my fingers as I take the elevator to the third floor. On the bright side, my leg feels great. Even better than before. If anything, it’s the other one that’s sore now, from all that trekking through the jungle this morning.

			He lets me into his quarters without a word, and we face off in the center of the living area. The muscles in his jaw are working hard, as if he’s grinding his teeth. His shoulders so tense, they look like they might snap in half.

			“You incited me.”

			The words are low, accusatory. There are so many emotions in his eyes, I don’t even know what to focus on. Betrayal. Disbelief. Resentment. But it’s the hurt that cuts me the deepest.

			“I’m sorry,” I whisper.

			“You promised me.” He jerks his hand toward the couch. “We sat right here, and you promised you would never do it without my consent.”

			“I had no choice.” My voice shakes. “I didn’t know they would let me go that easily. I thought we would all be killed.”

			“You fucking incited me.”

			“I know. I’m sorry.”

			Growling, he drags both hands through his hair and spins away, keeping his back to me. He’s so mad he can’t even look at me.

			“I’m sorry,” I say again. I want to walk over and throw my arms around him, but I’m scared he’ll push me away.

			He finally turns, and what I see in his expression goes far beyond anger and hurt. It’s fear. A fear so sharp, so real, it makes my stomach twist.

			“You sacrificed yourself for me. Don’t you ever fucking do that again.”

			“Gray—”

			“No. I don’t need you to argue with me. I need you to look me in the eye and tell me you will never put my life ahead of yours.”

			“You would put yours ahead of mine,” I point out.

			“Because your life means more to me,” he snaps, his chest rising and falling with the force of his emotions. “I don’t give a shit what happens to me. But you…” He trails off.

			I swallow.

			Silence falls. We stand there, both of us breathing hard. When I open my mouth to speak, he steps forward, tugging on my wrist to pull me toward him.

			His arms come around me, holding me close. His chin rests atop my head. I feel him trembling as he draws a ragged breath.

			“Promise you’ll never pull a stunt like that again. Promise, and fucking mean it.”

			I hear how serious he is. I bury my face against his chest, inhaling his familiar citrus scent.

			“I promise.”

			I tip my head back, seeing the vulnerability swimming in his eyes, and it makes me cup his face with both hands. I wish I had the ability to ground him the way he grounds everyone else. I want to soothe his emotions.

			He never lets anybody see him like this.

			“I promise,” I repeat, then rise on my tiptoes and press my lips to his. It’s a gentle kiss. A promise he can feel. “I’ll never do that again.”

			The tension snaps, and suddenly his mouth is on mine. My body comes alive, nerve endings firing as desire sparks beneath my skin. But I’m covered in dirt and grime, and when he slips his hands beneath my shirt, I break the kiss and pull back.

			“I need a shower,” I say sheepishly.

			He nods toward the private lav behind him. “Use mine.”

			I hesitate. “I don’t have any clothes here.”

			“Wear mine.”

			A smile tugs on my lips. “I notice you’re not offering to join me.”

			“I wouldn’t be able to keep my hands off you.” The intensity of his gaze robs me of breath.

			I wrench my eyes away and go to the lav, where I spend way too long under the shower spray. I’m still so hot from hours in that cell in Tierra Fe that I don’t even crank it past lukewarm. The cool water feels heavenly.

			Stepping out of the shower, I wrap myself in a towel and poke my head into the main room. “Can I get that shirt?”

			Gray tosses it to me, and I duck back into the lav to dry off and pull the T-shirt over my head. It hangs to my knees, making me smile. And my hair smells like his shampoo. I like it.

			When I return, his gaze rakes over me in a slow, deliberate tease. Starting from my bare feet, sliding up my legs, lingering on the outline of my nipples against the fabric of his shirt, until finally his eyes meet mine.

			“How’s your leg?” he asks gruffly. “Evlynne was convinced it was broken. But it looks okay.”

			“It’s fine. I think it was a sprain,” I lie, but only for now. I have every intention of telling him about Valeria and what happened in the cell, but the story requires a lot more words than I’d like to say at the moment. Instead, I utter only three. “I’m really sorry.”

			“I know you are.”

			“I was trying to protect you.”

			“I know you were.” He moves closer. “I don’t need your protection.”

			He tugs off his shirt, and I’m greeted by muscle, sinew, and abs. His bare chest is really, really nice to look at.

			“I don’t want to talk anymore,” I blurt out.

			I glimpse a hint of a smile. “What would you like to do then?”

			I take his hand and drag him toward the bedroom, and in a heartbeat, his lips are on mine. He lifts me into his arms, and I hook my legs around his waist as he walks us toward the bed.

			“We’re supposed to take it slow,” he reminds me, even as he’s kissing the side of my throat.

			“Just kissing,” I promise, even as I’m lying through my teeth.

			I want to do more than kiss him. My entire body is reacting to him. A relentless, searing ache in places I hadn’t realized were this starved for him.

			He lowers me onto the bed and props up on one elbow, his lips lazily dancing over mine as his hand teases the bottom of my shirt, inching it up my thighs. I’m not wearing any underwear, and his eyes narrow when he realizes it.

			“Fuck,” he mumbles.

			“What’s the matter?” I ask innocently.

			Biting his lip, he drags the fabric up higher, baring my stomach and then my breasts.

			“One taste,” he says, and I gasp when his mouth covers my nipple. When he licks the tight bead, I arch against him, needing more. But he releases me, groaning softly. “We said just kissing.”

			“Aww, come on, ace. I was held captive by Tierrans today,” I say with an exaggerated pout. “I feel like I’ve earned it.”

			Chuckling, he squeezes my other breast before skimming his hand down my body, bringing it between my legs.

			A jolt of desire shudders through me. I’m wet for him. His eyes gleam with approval when he feels it. He rubs me in slow, deliberate circles, watching my face as my hips rock into his touch.

			“You are so beautiful,” he says, his voice hoarse.

			It’s difficult to think when he’s touching me like that. My hips rock faster, arching into the ministrations of his fingers. He pushes one inside me, then a second, and gently thrusts both in and out while his thumb tends to the swollen spot that needs the most attention. It’s getting harder and harder to breathe.

			“So tight,” he whispers as his fingers move inside me. He licks the shell of my ear. “And wet.” He thrusts deeper, and I moan.

			I don’t want this to be only about me. When he leans in to kiss me, I reach between us, but he gently pushes my hand away.

			“No,” he says, his lips traveling over the tendons of my neck. “I’m already breaking too many of our rules tonight.”

			My breathing grows shallow as his tongue slips into my mouth. As his fingers glide in a slow, excruciating tempo.

			“Don’t stop,” I whisper.

			I’m grinding against his hand now, the heel of his palm pressed tightly against me. I gasp when the climax rises without warning, a rush of pure, delicious bliss filling my body. Tingling between my legs, in my fingertips, up my spine, and down to my toes. I moan as he keeps going, determined to draw every ounce of pleasure out of me.

			He’s smiling at me, mighty pleased with himself, as I squirm away because everything has gotten too sensitive down there. Utterly sated, I roll over and rest my head on his chest.

			While he absently strokes my shoulder, I squint down his body and grin at the very obvious erection tenting his pants. “Are you okay there, ace?”

			“No, I’m not. In case you can’t tell, I’m hard as a rock.”

			I shudder with laughter, my face buried against his pecs. Then I rise up on my elbow. “Permission to do something about that?” I ask hopefully.

			He gives me a stern look. “We’re not having sex. It was your request to go slow.”

			“And now I’m requesting to go fast.” I purse my lips in thought. “How about a compromise?”

			“I’m listening.”

			I swallow another laugh. “No sex. Just…this.”

			Before he can argue, I kiss my way down his chest, feeling his muscles quiver beneath my lips. I reach his waistband and slide my fingertips beneath it. Dancing them along his flesh.

			When he shivers, I look up. “Permission to continue?”

			I’m gratified by the pure need sizzling in his eyes. “Yes.”

			I tug his pants off his hips, and his cock springs up, hard and ready for me. Gently, I tease my fingertips along the length of him, rubbing my thumb over his tip. Welcoming every husky groan and heavy breath that escapes his mouth as I lick and stroke before finally sucking him into my mouth, as deep as I can.

			“Fuck,” Gray chokes out. He slides a hand in my hair, bunching it into a ponytail, guiding my head over him. “Keep doing that. Yeah. Slow and deep, just like that.”

			I feel him throbbing against my tongue. His body is tense, muscles quivering as if he’s struggling for control. He lets me lead, even though I can tell it’s taking every bit of restraint on his part.

			On my next upstroke, I lick a circle around his crown and peer up at him, summoning a strangled expletive from him.

			“You have no idea how good you look doing that.”

			My own arousal begins to rise, but I ignore it, focusing on his pleasure. It isn’t long before my thorough attention has him letting out a choked groan of warning. I stroke him through the release, enjoying his heavy-lidded expression, the way his teeth dig into his lower lip. He collapses breathlessly and tugs me up his body.

			“That was incredible,” he mutters.

			His pants are half off. His abs are sticky. So is my hand. I don’t care. I curl up beside him again, feeling his heart hammering beneath my ear, watching his chest rise and fall as his breathing steadies.

			“I’m sorry for what I did.”

			The words slip out before I can stop them, and I instantly regret it when I feel him stiffen. But I forge on, needing to get this out.

			“I was agonizing about it on the flight back here tonight, and I think I managed to make some sense of it. Every time I’ve used incitement in the past, it was by accident, and I always told myself that I would never, ever do it on purpose. Steal someone’s will from them…” I bite my lip. “But when my life was in danger at the Silver Jubilee, I didn’t even hesitate. I incited Jayde to save myself, and I’ve felt like a monster ever since.”

			“Wren—”

			“No, let me finish. I felt sick after I used incitement on Jayde. But not today. There was guilt, yes, and so much remorse for breaking my promise to you, but…” I gulp through my clogged throat. “I don’t feel like a monster for trying to save your life. In my head, there was literally no other choice. I’m sorry I did that to you, but I’m also not sorry. Or at least a part of me isn’t, because it feels like this is the first time I used incitement for something good. To help someone.”

			Gray goes quiet for a second. Then he lets out a breath. “Fuck. I’m furious that you did that to me. But I also hate the thought of you believing you’re a monster. Because you’re not. You did what you did today because you wanted me and Evlynne to be safe. I get that. I would’ve done the same thing.”

			“So you don’t hate me?” I whisper against his shoulder.

			“Never.”

			His lips brush the top of my head in a reassuring kiss.

			“Stay the night,” he says, and I answer by burrowing closer to him.

			

			 

			I wake up the next morning in Gray’s bed. He’s sprawled on his stomach, his bare ass making me grin. He threw off the blanket sometime during the night. I had to scramble in the darkness to try to scrounge it off the floor and then cocooned myself in it while he lay naked beside me.

			I’m careful not to wake him as I slide out of bed. I hate putting my dirty, still-damp-from-the-jungle clothes back on, but I can’t be seen leaving Gray’s quarters in his shirt. I dress quietly, then shove my feet into my boots and head for the living room. He doesn’t stir.

			I step outside, gently closing the door behind me. I’m so focused on remaining quiet and not waking him that I neglect to notice I have company until her footsteps are right behind me.

			I turn around and freeze.

			Karra is standing a few feet away. Her gaze rests on Gray’s door, then shifts to me. Her expression darkens for only a split second before her mouth twists in a sardonic smirk.

			“Why am I not surprised?”

			“Karra,” I start. Then stop, as I realize there’s nothing I can say to appease her.

			It’s been a couple of weeks since they broke up, and last night was the first time Gray and I went further than kissing. But we did kiss the night he ended things with her, and for that I do feel guilty.

			“It’s fine,” she says, waving a dismissive hand. “I don’t care if you hook up with him. Have fun.”

			She doesn’t sound all that angry or concerned, which surprises me.

			“Look, I don’t want to make things awkward,” I say. “I know you two have been on and off for a long time.”

			She shrugs. “Yeah, and we’ll probably be on again at some point.”

			I get the message, loud and clear. He’s not yours. I’ll get him back.

			“So if you want to warm his bed in the meantime,” she finishes, “go for it.”

			“Until he gets sick of me?” I say sarcastically.

			“No, until you get sick of him.”

			That startles me.

			“Because you will,” Karra tells me. She smiles, as if she has a secret that only she knows. “I’m the only one who’s willing to accept it.”

			“Accept what?”

			“Grayson Blake. He’s not the type to do anything other than the bare minimum. He’s not capable of real feelings or love or any of that shit.”

			I frown at her.

			“You’ll find out for yourself. All he wants is to keep things light and physical. Nothing ever gets deep. And if it does, he’ll just ground those emotions away so you’re feeling light and happy again.”

			A groove digs into my forehead. “And you’re satisfied with that?”

			She gives another shrug. “I don’t need anything more.”

			I honestly can’t tell if she’s being genuine or not.

			“Most women want more, though.” Karra’s gaze meets mine. “You strike me as someone who will want more.”

			“Do I?” I like to think I put on a hard front, that I don’t need things like emotions and gooey feelings, but deep down, I think I do. I wonder how Karra can see that.

			“You’re intense,” she says, laughing. “You hide it, but you feel things. You’ll want him to feel things, too, but he won’t, and not many people can handle that. So if you want him, go ahead. He’s all yours.”

			At that, Karra saunters down the corridor. I stare at her retreating figure, trying not to let her words affect me.

			

			
				
			

			 

			After my afternoon work assignment at the range, I leave the Dagger and walk to the aviary in search of Poppy. I’ve been trying to link with her all day, but she’s shutting me out telepathically, so I decide to track her down in person. I know she likes to spend most afternoons here, but when I arrive at the aviary, the woman who runs it, Scarlett, tells me Poppy hasn’t been there in weeks.

			“Not since Didi died,” Scarlett says, and I think of the bossy raven that Poppy introduced me to months ago. I know Didi was one of her favorites.

			“What happened?” I ask in concern.

			“We’re not sure. Poppy found the body. Could have been a heart attack or any other number of things.”

			Dismayed, I attempt to link with Poppy again, and this time, she finally allows it.

			“Where are you?” I ask her.

			“Picking flowers in the clearing.”

			“Do you want some company?”

			“If you want.”

			It’s not a ringing invitation, but I’m worried about her, so I follow the winding trail toward the clearing where she likes to pick her flowers. All the deadly violet bells are gone for the season, thankfully, but the crimlock is still going strong.

			“Are those for your mom?” I join Poppy by the tall grass, gesturing to the cluster of pink and yellow wildflowers in her hand.

			“Yeah.”

			I grin. “I hope Fiona appreciates having a daughter like you. I never would’ve dreamed of picking flowers for my uncle. He would’ve laughed in my face.”

			“Your uncle? You mean Kallister’s brother?”

			“Yeah. Did you ever meet him? Julian?”

			She shakes her head. “Was he nice like Kallister?”

			The words nice and Jim don’t belong in the same sentence, so I can’t help but snicker. “No. He was kind of a prickhole. If he didn’t like you, he made it known.”

			“Sort of like my mom.” Poppy rolls her eyes.

			“He was overprotective like your mom, too. Anytime I wanted to do something with even a hint of risk, he’d shoot me down. He wouldn’t let me work for the Uprising. If he thought a boy and I were getting too close, he’d drive up in his truck and drag me home. He did everything he could to keep me safe on the ranch. But you know what happens—the tighter the hold, the harder you want to break free.”

			Poppy dons a faraway expression. “You felt it, too? Trapped?”

			“Yes, and I hated it. But…it also taught me a really good lesson.”

			She regards me curiously.

			“That it’s better to ask forgiveness than permission,” I say with a wink.

			A smile stretches across her face. “You disobeyed him?”

			“Sometimes.” I pause. “Often,” I correct. “Never anything that would truly put us in danger, but yeah, I’d sneak out on my bike. Go to the village, get drunk with my friend Tana.”

			Tana and I used to steal synthetic whiskey from the pub in the village square, where her father worked. Later, I’d return to the ranch and bat my eyelashes at Uncle Jim and say, Please don’t be mad at me. He never fell for it. You couldn’t manipulate Jim Darlington. Unless your name was Marina Serrano, maybe. I still can’t fathom how my mother was able to inspire such loyalty from him.

			The only explanation I can think of is…love makes you do stupid things.

			Poppy suddenly jerks, and I don’t need to see her veins to know her mom is speaking to her.

			“I have to go back,” she says glumly. “Mom wants me to practice my shielding in the Temple.”

			Fiona is always harping on Poppy to keep up with her training. I feel bad for the teen, but I can’t deny that the training has worked. I’ve opened a path into her mind before to get a sense of her shield, and it’s so strong I’ve never even tried to penetrate it. Looks like it would be a real chore.

			We return to the Dagger, but it’s such a nice day and I’m not ready to be indoors yet, so I head out to the Ledge with my tablet. I recently discovered that the digital library has fiction books I’ve never even heard of, including a fantastical series about mystical creatures and evil monarchies. I never thought I cared about fairy tales, but I’m absolutely enthralled with this story and want to see what happens.

			I don’t get a chance to read a word, however, because Evlynne is on the Ledge when I walk outside.

			She’s crying.

			The moment she sees me, she hastily wipes her face with her sleeve, trying to hide the tears. Too late. I already saw them.

			“Everything keen?” I ask her.

			“Fine,” she mutters.

			“You sure? Because you don’t look fine.” I take a tentative step toward her. “Is this about your son?”

			Instantly, her expression turns thunderous.

			“Sorry,” I say, holding up my hands in surrender. “I know you told me not to bring him up, but…” I give an awkward shrug. “I didn’t say anything about this before because I didn’t want to intrude, but something happened with Fisher the day we saw you in the valley.”

			Concern instantly creases her features. “What happened? What did he do?”

			What did he do.

			The question itself speaks volumes.

			“He read my mind, and I assure you, nobody reads my mind unless I let them. I trained with Julian Ash—my shield is pretty much impenetrable.” I pause. “Fisher’s only six?”

			Evlynne nods, misery in her eyes.

			“And he’s that strong a mind reader?”

			It doesn’t seem like she’s going to elaborate, or even speak for that matter, but then she releases a troubled breath, and the words tumble out.

			“I didn’t think I needed to worry when he first started manifesting. Didn’t seem like a big deal. I know when young children manifest abilities, it usually means they’re going to be strong, but that’s not always the case.” She peers up at me, as if she’s trying to convince me.

			She’s not wrong. Cross had an aptitude for telepathy when he was eight, and that was as far as it went for him.

			On the other hand, I had four abilities by the age of five, so…

			“I guess I was hoping it wouldn’t happen,” she says, “but I was giving him his bath last night and it was there. On the sole of his foot.”

			I wrinkle my forehead in confusion. “What was there?”

			“His bloodmark.”
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			I remember when my bloodmark appeared. How afraid Uncle Jim had been. How quickly he sprang to action, realizing the only way to protect me was to get rid of it by any means necessary. Because he knew, right away, that it meant danger. Danger for me, danger for others.

			Evlynne knows it, too.

			I glimpse the sheer despair swimming in her eyes, and my heart goes out to her.

			I sit beside her, dangling my feet over the edge. “When I was being interrogated by the Command, Jayde Valence was only able to penetrate my shield because I gave her an opening. But Fisher did it without me even realizing it. Your son is incredibly powerful.”

			“I know.”

			“Does he have other abilities?”

			“Telepathy and projection. Hopefully it’s just those three, and we’re not dealing with a manipulation power.” She blinks faster, as if trying not to cry again. “I just want to protect him, you know?” Tears cling to her eyelashes, and when she blinks again, a few of them spill over. “I don’t want to disclose.”

			So that’s what she’s afraid of. Disclosure to the Authority. And Fisher has a bloodmark. This isn’t a simple case of reporting, Hey, my kid has telepathy. Jot it down in his file.

			This is, Hey, my kid might be dangerous.

			“They’ll start training him immediately, and if he does have a manipulation ability or healing powers, they’ll want to use him.” She angrily shakes her head. “They’re not using him, Darlington. I’ve spent the past six years doing everything I can to give him a normal life. Kallister and Adrienne wanted us to live on the base because I’m a pilot and I should be more available, but there was no way I’d allow my child to live in this fortress. He needs to be around other kids his own age. I fought for our cottage in the valley. I don’t care that I have to fly up here at the crack of dawn every morning. I don’t fucking care as long as he’s safe and happy.”

			“What if you didn’t disclose?”

			She falters for a second, eyeing me suspiciously.

			“Don’t tell me that didn’t occur to you. You don’t have to say anything if you don’t want to.”

			I don’t mention my own omission, how I still haven’t told anyone that I’m able to hear Cross talking to other people. Granted, it hasn’t happened in a while, but it’s certainly something the Authority would want to know about.

			“It’ll be hard to hide,” she says slowly. “Beatriz or Jenni help him get ready for bed some nights, if I’m running an op. And what if he swims in the creek with the other children? He can’t wear socks and shoes every second for the rest of his life. Someone will see the bloodmark eventually. You can’t hide it forever.”

			“I was able to hide mine. Until last year, anyway. My bloodmark appeared when I was seven. Jim—Julian Ash—burned it off me.”

			She frowns. “Burned it how?”

			“He poured a pot of boiling water over it. Sometimes I still smell the burning flesh. Like a phantom scent.”

			Evlynne grimaces. “Wow. That’s brutal.”

			“It was worth it to him to keep me safe.”

			That gets me a dry laugh. “Are you suggesting I burn my son’s foot?”

			“No, I think the location of his bloodmark will make it difficult to hide. I’m just saying, I know the lengths a parent might go to in order to protect their kid, especially a kid with a bloodmark.”

			Though I don’t know if that applies to my actual parent. I’m still choosing to believe my mother was protecting me by giving me to Jim, but after reading almost her entire file, I’m not any closer to knowing who Marina Serrano really was.

			“What are you going to do?” I ask Evlynne. “If you can’t hide the mark, can you…” I think it over. “Can you hide him?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“I’m not trying to pry, but…is there another parent in the equation? Can you send him to live with his father?”

			“His father doesn’t even know he exists. I never told him I was pregnant.”

			“Why not?”

			Her tone grows bitter. “Because he was a Prime, and he had no idea I was a Mod. It’s already bad enough I slept with one of those piss-veins—I wasn’t about to raise a child with one. If he even would’ve wanted that, and if the Company would’ve let me keep the baby, and that’s a big fucking if.”

			“How did you get pregnant? What about the shots?” All female citizens on the Continent receive yearly injections. Nobody is allowed to start a family unless the Company approves the application.

			She laughs harshly. “Those shots are ninety-nine point nine nine percent effective and I’m the one who beats the odds thanks to one night of drunken sex. Fucking unreal.”

			Sympathy clenches my chest. “Maybe it wouldn’t hurt to contact the father? Tell him he has a son? Sometimes people’s perspective changes when they see their child, right? Or at least I would hope so.”

			It’s a weak pitch, but short of encouraging her to burn Fisher’s mark off, I don’t know how else she can hide this from the Authority.

			“I don’t know…Luckily, he’s not manifesting anything dangerous right now.” She hesitates, seeking out my gaze. “Look, Darlington, I know we’re not friends, but if I could ask you to keep this to yourself—”

			“Of course,” I say immediately. “I won’t say anything.”

			“Not even to Gray. I know you’re screwing him.”

			“That doesn’t mean I tell him everything.” I keep my tone light but my gaze firm. “I won’t say a word. I recognize that this isn’t about putting myself in danger. If I said something, I might be putting a child in danger, and I’d never do that to you and Fisher. I promise.”

			Relief flickers through her eyes. “Thank you.” She pauses. “Sorry I stranded you on the mountain that day.”

			“Eh. It was a character-building exercise. And I made friends with a ridgehowler. It’s fine.”

			She snickers. “If you did that to me, I would have slit your throat in your sleep.”

			“The old Wren might have done that,” I concede.

			“Really.”

			“I recognize my flaws,” I admit. “I don’t always think before I act. I let my emotions guide me. But I’ve been trying hard to show some restraint. So…” I shrug, feeling embarrassed. “Growth, I guess.”

			“Growth is good,” she says, and for the first time since we met, she gives me a genuine smile.

			

			 

			Nearly a week passes with no update on what Evlynne has decided to do. We don’t interact much after our heart-to-heart on the Ledge, which I suspect is intentional on her part. She doesn’t seem like the kind of person who enjoys showing any vulnerability.

			Tonight is Mako’s birthday. It also happens to be the night of a red moon, so I suspect there would have been a bonfire on the mountain either way. But we’re letting Mako believe the excitement in the air is all for him. He deserves it.

			The last time I saw a red moon was with Uncle Jim. He wasn’t one for traditions, but every year we’d sit out on the front porch and watch that moon while he sipped on a whiskey and didn’t say a word. When I was eleven, I asked him if he thought a red moon was a symbol of good luck, and because Jim couldn’t grasp the concept of lying to children to make them happy, all he said was, I don’t believe in luck, little bird. Bad things happen. Good things happen. Luck has nothing to do with it.

			Gray and I head up to the bonfire after dark. My rifle is slung over my shoulder, and I hope I don’t need to use it, especially against my ridgehowler. I haven’t seen Prince since our night together, but I like to imagine he’s still alive, prowling the high ridges and howling to his friends.

			As we traverse the narrow trail, I keep stopping myself from looking up at the sky. The moon is a gleaming crimson orb, casting a reddish glow across the mountain. It looks huge tonight, as if it’s right above our heads. Like I could reach out and touch it if I wanted to.

			Beside me, Gray is complaining about a missing part for the plane he’s fixing up, an Old Era relic that he can’t get in the air, no matter how hard he tries.

			“Jasper really can’t track it down?” I say, grinning at his misery.

			“No.” He groans in annoyance. “Because every factory in the Lost Continents is underwater, and that’s where it was produced.”

			“I’m sorry, ace.”

			We arrive at the party to find the fire already blazing and the music blaring. Mako, who’s clearly well into his bottle of grange, is overjoyed to see us, throwing his arms around me and nearly knocking me over from the force of his hug. The man is completely unaware of how large he is.

			I join Tana and Luisa near the fire. They’re chatting with Evlynne and Karra, and in a rare victory, I don’t sense any hostility from either woman, even Gray’s ex.

			Teriq and Fiona are here tonight, too, but I don’t see Adrienne or Kallister. Teriq greets me with a smile as they walk past us, but Fiona just nods. Stiff as always.

			The most surprising guest is Poppy. Looking pretty in a loose linen dress and sandals, she stands nearby talking to Raven Persimmons while her mother keeps darting worried frowns her way. I’m shocked Fiona allowed the girl to leave their quarters and experience some real human interaction.

			Since I don’t like big scenes, I wait until the next time Mako is alone, refilling his bottle from the grange barrel, before I approach him.

			“Hey, I have a surprise for you.” I give him a conspiratorial wink, since I know his two favorite things in life are melodrama and surprises.

			He immediately abandons the alcohol, setting his bottle on top of the barrel. “A birthday present?”

			“Close your eyes,” I tell him.

			He obeys. But then cracks one open.

			“Close your eyes,” I repeat.

			Huffing impatiently, he squeezes both eyelids shut. I reach into my canvas bag for the foil-wrapped package inside of it. It’s large, almost as big as a tablet.

			“Keep your eyes closed and hold out your hand.”

			“Are you going to put a snake in it? Because I’ll scream like a little girl, and I don’t want to scream like that on my birthday.”

			“I promise it’s not a snake.”

			He sticks out his hand, palm facing up.

			I place the present on it and say, “Happy birthday. You can look now.”

			Mako glances at his hand, frowning at first. When he peels open the foil and sees what’s inside, he does indeed shriek like a little girl, attracting several startled looks.

			“Is this what I think it is?” He gawks at me in astonishment.

			“Yep.”

			“How?” he demands. “Did Reed get this?”

			“Nope. I procured it all by my lonesome. While being held hostage, no less.” I grin. “I honestly impress myself sometimes.”

			Mako continues gaping at the gold chocolate bar in his hand. Speechless, for once.

			“I made friends with one of my captors in Tierra Fe last week,” I explain. “Convinced her to break into their stash of granos de sol.”

			“I love you,” declares Mako. “I’m in love with you. I want to marry you and bear your children. I mean, I want you to bear my children. I just think we should have children together and get married.”

			I stare at him. “No,” I say. “But happy birthday.”

			With an ecstatic whoop, he lifts me into his huge arms and swings me around. As I fight for my life, Gray strides over, grinning at the display.

			“You gave it to him, I gather.”

			“Yes,” I confirm as Mako finally sets me on my feet. “And he screamed like a little girl.”

			“He does that,” Gray agrees.

			“I don’t even care that you’re making fun of me.” Mako breaks off a piece of chocolate and pops it into his mouth, then moans as if he just experienced the best orgasm of his life. Slowly letting the gold substance melt on his tongue, he looks from me to Gray, his face hardening with tenacity. “This doesn’t absolve the person who deprived me of this joy last year.”

			“Of course not,” Gray says.

			“I won’t rest until Raven Persimmons has been brought to justice.”

			“Wouldn’t expect anything less of you, brother.”

			

			 

			I spend the rest of the night with Gray, stealing kisses and caresses, laughing at his silly jokes. He keeps pulling me away to dance, I think he just wants to be close to me, but I don’t mind one bit. I pass my bottle of grange to Luisa and allow Gray to tug me into his arms.

			“You look like pure smoke tonight,” he murmurs before burying his face in my neck. I shiver when I feel his mouth on me, nibbling, teasing.

			“Don’t start anything we can’t finish right now,” I warn, though neither of us has been in a hurry to finish things even when we are alone. We haven’t had sex yet, which I think is unusual for both of us. We both have the tendency to jump headfirst and deal with the consequences later.

			When we return to the group, someone hands me my bottle back. I’m hot from the dancing and the bonfire, so I swig the rest of the grange, grimacing at the weird aftertaste. Whoever made this batch used too much sugar. It’s so sweet, it makes my teeth hurt.

			I toss the empty bottle in the fire, and the flames crackle and soar up to the sky as the glass disintegrates in the pit.

			“Do you want to go back to my quarters?” Gray rasps in my ear.

			I peer up at him, a little breathless. “I would love to.”

			We say our goodbyes and head for the trail, but after a few steps I realize I’m not breathless from anticipation.

			I’m breathless because it’s hard to breathe.

			My heart starts beating faster, and then faster and faster. My stomach flutters, panic suffusing my veins.

			“Something’s wrong,” I croak, staggering forward.

			Gray tries to steady me. “What is it?”

			“I…” I feel dizzy now. My chest is starting to hurt, clenching tight. And I still have that sweet taste of grange on my tongue, making me sick—

			My mind travels back to that day with Uncle Jim in the clearing. That overly sweet smell.

			It stops your heart and then you die.

			“Heartroot,” I wheeze before everything goes black.
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			I wake with a loud gasp. Pain explodes in my head when a blinding white light pierces my eyes, and my pulse quickens with panic. It takes a moment to register that I’m in a hospital bed.

			How did I get here?

			The last thing I remember was celebrating Mako’s birthday. Dancing with Gray.

			And then…nothing.

			I try to sit up, but my body feels too heavy, my brain still disoriented.

			“Hey,” urges a familiar voice. “Hey, don’t move. Let me help you.”

			My mind continues to race, grasping for answers, until slowly, the jumble inside of it starts untangling and clearer memories form. The pressure in my chest. The impossibly, frighteningly fast heartbeat. The wave of dizziness and then—

			“Your heart stopped.”

			My vision starts to come into focus.

			I see Gray’s worried green eyes peering down at me. He’s holding my arm, trying to stop me from sitting up.

			“Your heart fucking stopped, Wren.” Anguish thickens his voice, and his face is paler than I’ve ever seen.

			“How…” I try to clear the fog. “How am I here?”

			“I carried you down after Fiona restarted your heart. We were lucky she was still there. Usually she leaves parties early.” He grips my hand. “We ran some tests, did an echo. Your heart seems good as new.”

			“But it stopped?”

			“Four minutes,” he says, and his voice cracks. I feel the raw emotion emanating from him. “You were dead for four minutes, just…gone. We weren’t sure if Fiona could fix you.”

			Shit.

			I blink a few times, trying to make sense of it all.

			“I felt dizzy, and my chest was hurting, and…that’s all I remember.”

			“Before you lost consciousness, you said the word heartroot. I thought maybe you were just delirious, but…” He gives me a grim look. “You think you were poisoned?”

			My heart is racing again. I can’t believe it stopped. I was actually dead.

			“Did you run a tox on me?”

			“No, just the cardios.”

			“Can we run one now? Without anyone knowing?”

			His eyes blaze with anger. “You really believe someone tried to kill you?”

			“I don’t know. But we should try to find out.”

			“I’ll be right back.”

			He disappears for several minutes, returning with a small black case and a tablet. He opens the case and removes a disposable testing kit.

			“Give me your hand,” he says gruffly.

			I hold it out, and he wipes a sterile pad over it, then pricks the pad of my index finger with the test needle and lets several drops of blood fill the slide. A moment later, he pushes the plastic slide into the test slot, and I hear the soft humming of the machine as it runs the specimen. At the same time, Gray unlocks the tablet and begins inputting some numbers.

			“What are you doing?” I ask.

			“All specimens are logged in the system, but I’m using an override. That way nobody will know we tested anything.”

			“Can anyone see that you used an override?”

			“Only the Authority, if they cared to look. But they won’t know what I used it for.”

			The device makes another noise. The blue light on the screen turns green, flickering faster, indicating results are being transmitted. It doesn’t take long for them to pop up on Gray’s screen. He scrolls through the data, skipping down to toxicology.

			The look on his face confirms what I already knew.

			“Heartroot. Smaller traces than I would have thought, though.”

			I shake my head. “You don’t need a lot for it to do damage. The tiniest amount can affect your heart, even if it’s just palpitations. Doesn’t require much to stop it entirely.”

			“Yeah, I know. We’ve got vials of liquid heartroot here in the medical bay.”

			My gaze sharpens. “You do? Why?”

			“Method of execution,” he admits. “High crimes are punishable by death, but we allow the prisoner to choose the method. Some prefer a cup of heartroot to a bullet in the skull.”

			“So it could’ve come from here?” I glance around the bay, as if expecting someone to jump out at any second.

			“Yes, but that’s unlikely. All meds are logged in and locked up. It’d be hard to get anything out of here undetected.” He pauses, and I see the anger creeping into his eyes. “Who would do this to you?”

			I inhale slowly. “I don’t know. But I do have enemies here.”

			“Enemies is a stretch.”

			“Karra—”

			“You think KC did this?” he says in disbelief.

			“No, I’m just saying. You asked who might do this. Karra is a possibility. Evlynne, maybe.”

			“Ev would never. And neither would Karra.”

			“Well, someone did.”

			He swipes at the screen, a furrow digging into his brow.

			“What are you doing?”

			“Deleting the results and wiping the testing queue.”

			Once he’s done, he sits beside me, then leans forward and presses his lips to mine in a firm kiss. I rest my forehead against his for a moment, running over the implications. Someone tried to poison me tonight. To stop my heart.

			“I knew that grange tasted weird,” I murmur. “It was too sweet. But I wasn’t thinking.”

			His eyes narrow. “Who got it for you?”

			“Nobody. I poured it myself. But I gave the bottle to Luisa when we were dancing.”

			“Lu wouldn’t do this. Was she the one who gave it back?”

			“I don’t remember.” I rack my brain, trying to recall who handed me the bottle when Gray and I rejoined the group. Something else suddenly occurs to me. “What if I drank from someone else’s bottle?”

			He sucks in a breath. “Good point. For all we know, you weren’t even the intended target.”

			“Should we tell the Authority?”

			“No. I think this stays between us.”

			“I agree. I say we keep a watchful eye. Maybe we can somehow use this information against the culprit. Drop a hint or two. Get them to try again.”

			He sighs. “You’re proposing using yourself as bait?”

			“If we need to.” I shrug. “For now, I just won’t accept any drinks that I haven’t poured myself.”

			Gray traces the line of my jaw with his fingertips. “This isn’t happening again,” he says, his tone as deadly as his expression. “If someone tries this shit again, they’ll have to go through me.”

			Before I can respond, Fiona’s voice sounds from the doorway. “Wren,” she says. “Good. You’re awake.”

			I’m surprised to find genuine concern on her face as she stalks over, her shoes slapping briskly on the floor.

			“How do you feel?” she asks.

			“Totally fine. I heard you’re the one who resuscitated me. Thank you for that.”

			She shifts her gaze to the testing kit before frowning at Gray. “You ran a tox?”

			“We did, yes,” he says lightly. “Just to be sure there was no foul play involved. Considering Wren isn’t prone to heart issues. But the bloodwork was clean. Whatever happened tonight, it wasn’t in Wren’s blood. I deleted the results in case someone did try to hurt her. I don’t want them thinking we’re asking questions.”

			“The blood was clean…” Fiona seems troubled by that. When Gray and I both nod, she fixes her eyes on me. “No prior heart conditions at all?”

			“None. But that doesn’t mean I didn’t have some random cardiac episode tonight. Maybe I overdid it on the dancing or did too many stims.” The lie comes out smoothly, and I notice the quick gleam in Gray’s eyes. He approves.

			“You were on stims?” Fiona says sharply.

			“Yeah,” I fib, because it’s been known to happen, people dropping dead from stim overdoses. “I don’t usually indulge, so maybe my body couldn’t tolerate them?”

			“That could be a possibility,” she says. “Yes. Perhaps that’s it.” She makes a tsking sound. “I’m always telling everyone to stay away from that poison.”

			I choke down a laugh.

			Yeah.

			I need to stay away from poison, all right.

		

	
		
			Interrogation Transcript
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			Conducted by: Captain Jerrika Quinn, Silver Elite

			Suspect: Colonel Marina Serrano, Tin Block

			[continued]

			Serrano: Of course it wasn’t easy. Losing both Jake and my daughter within a year of each other.

			Quinn: And yet you didn’t request leave.

			Serrano: I’m not someone who wallows in grief, Captain. I combat it by distracting myself. By working. By looking forward.

			Quinn: You chose not to hold a service for your child, yet you held one for your husband.

			Serrano: Jake received a Command funeral, a requirement for all soldiers of his rank.

			Quinn: It’s interesting.

			Serrano: What is?

			Quinn: You say his name. Often. You don’t say hers—your daughter. Stella, was it?

			Serrano: Yes.

			Quinn: Did you love your daughter, Colonel?

			Serrano: What kind of question is that? Of course I loved my daughter.

			Quinn: Was she Aberrant?

			Serrano: As far as I know, no. But she was only five years old. Perhaps she would’ve manifested abilities as she got older.

			Quinn: What was she like?

			Serrano: She was…beautiful. She had the most beautiful eyes. Jake said she had my eyes, but hers were so much brighter, so full of wisdom. She was a child and sometimes when I looked into those eyes, I felt like she knew far more about this world, about life, than I ever could. And she was brave. Nothing scared her. Ever. Things that made other children cry or scream in terror? She didn’t even flinch. Not my daughter. My daughter was a force to be reckoned with. She was going to do incredible things.

			Quinn: Why won’t you say her name, Colonel?
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			Time moves forward, as it does, and before I know it, it’s the middle of summer. It amazes me that it’s been more than eight months since I got to the Dagger. When Gray had asked if I was ready for war before I boarded that helicopter, I expected we’d immediately race into battle, bombing the Point, storming the Capitol, taking down Travis and the entire Company.

			Turns out war moves very, very slowly. All the pieces need to be in place. All the little pawns arranged while the kings and queens and knights formulate their bigger plans.

			Did I mention how much I despise chess?

			It’s been three months since somebody slipped heartroot in my drink, but I’m no closer to figuring out who it was. I asked Hawkins the other day if it’s possible to incite the truth out of someone. Thought I could walk around the Dagger, harnessing gold and inciting random people to tell me whether they tried to kill me, but he said that as far as he knows, it’s not possible.

			“Have you tried?” I challenged, and he rolled his eyes and said, “Of course.” He proceeded to explain that even if it “worked,” there was no way to confirm their dishonesty. You could incite someone to speak, but that didn’t mean they’d speak the truth.

			This morning, as I’m on my way to the target range, Adrienne summons me via telepathy to the war room. I expect to find the rest of the Authority there, but she’s alone, hip propped against the table, red hair loose and hovering at her shoulders.

			“I need you on security tonight,” she says.

			“For a mission?”

			She nods. “I have a meeting in the wards.”

			“With who?”

			“You don’t have the clearance for that. All I require is your eye and your rifle.”

			“Who’s the transport?”

			“Henley.”

			I’m not surprised that it isn’t Gray. I’ve noticed it’s rare for more than one Authority member to be in the field at the same time.

			“We’re stopping to rendezvous with Jasper first,” she says, arching a brow. “Thought you might like to see the lieutenant.”

			That lifts my spirits. I haven’t seen or spoken to Xavier since we left him behind in the Hollow. I receive the occasional updates on him via Kitty, but I wouldn’t be against seeing his mocking smile and hearing his sarcastic voice in person.

			“We’ll leave at twenty-three hundred hours,” Adrienne says.

			After dinner, I sit with Gray in his quarters, but when I ask him about Adrienne’s meeting, he remains tight-lipped.

			“You’re on need-to-know for Authority business,” he reminds me. “You’re only there for backup and support.”

			“You’re really not going to tell me?” I gripe.

			“Really.” Then he yanks me toward him and distracts me by kissing me senseless.

			We still haven’t had sex. I don’t know why. We fool around all the time, but it seems like something is holding us back from taking it to the next level. I often think about what Karra said to me about Gray’s need to keep things on the surface, and I wonder if that extends to his sex life. We kiss and laugh and get each other off, but that deeper intimacy? He seems content to delay it. And I’m all right with that.

			Because no matter how hard I fight it, it always feels…just a teeny, tiny bit…like I’m betraying Cross.

			

			 

			We meet at a cellar bar in Ward C, not far from the hospital where I stumbled onto a room full of fragmented minds. I wish Cross and I were still talking, that he would update me on the corruption cases he claims to have seen firsthand, but I gave up a long time ago on trying to link with him.

			Cross is lost to me. So is Wolf. It’s agonizing to admit it, even harder to accept it, but I don’t think I have much of a choice now. He doesn’t reach out to me, and I’m not going to beg for his friendship. He’s made his choice.

			Xavier envelops me in a warm hug, and I cling to him, not only because he’s my friend, but also because he feels like my last remaining link to Cross.

			“How’s Faithful life treating you?” I ask. He looks great, his hair longer, his face covered in a sexy, scruffy beard. There’s a lightness in his eyes that I rarely saw at the Dagger.

			“Oh, you don’t even know, Darlington.”

			He proceeds to chat my ear off about how much he loves the Hollow. How often he gets laid, of course. And surprisingly, how he’s getting involved in Jasper’s supply business.

			“So you’ve gone from a Silver Block lieutenant to a smuggler?” I say with a grin.

			“Hey, it’s a fascinating line of work.”

			“You just like the danger.”

			“That too.”

			Jasper comes over to say hello. We don’t hug, but he looks pleased to see me. I don’t bother to ask how he was able to have the entire bar cleared out just for him. The man has connections, and I appreciate the privacy.

			As Jasper and Adrienne go to pour themselves some drinks, Xavier searches my face, lowering his voice as he asks, “Have you spoken to Cross?”

			“No. He doesn’t reach out anymore.”

			I see a flicker of…something in his eyes. I can’t quite figure out what. “You with the pilot still?”

			“Sort of. Why? Are you angry about that?”

			“No. As long as you’re happy.” He shrugs. “Maybe you’re better off.”

			“What’s that supposed to mean?”

			“Nothing. You said so yourself. He’s not reaching out.”

			“Yeah, but why? Have you been in contact with him?” I push.

			“Not since he tasked me with getting you through the Blacklands.” Xavier curses softly. “Shit. It’s closing in on a year now.”

			I hear the note of sadness in his voice. He and Cross were best friends their whole lives, and now…silence. Of course it hurts.

			Watching him interact with Jasper, I can’t help but wonder if he’s trying to find a replacement for Cross. They’re thick as thieves, those two. Well, I suppose they are thieves, now that Xavier’s joined the smuggling business. Still, there’s a familiarity between them that wasn’t there before. Not necessarily intimate, but they’ve clearly grown close since Xavier moved to the Hollow.

			When Adrienne goes to use the lav, Jasper saunters back to us, eyeing Xavier expectantly. “Did you tell her?”

			Xavier shoots him a glare in return, his face transmitting a very obvious Why the hell would you say that?

			My guard instantly snaps up. “Tell me what?”

			“About your mutual friend.” Jasper gives me a knowing look, and a ripple of anger travels through me.

			If Xavier revealed that Cross is Modified…

			I don’t miss the gleam of reassurance in Xavier’s eyes. “Jas knows you were involved with a captain on the base. You know, forbidden romance between Aberrant and Prime, the usual sordid story.”

			It’s his way of telling me Cross’s secret is safe, and I hope I mask my relief in time.

			Jasper shrugs. “Happens all the time, Wren. But you’re better off staying away from those Command fuckers—”

			“Hey,” Xavier objects good-naturedly.

			“—and honestly, it’s probably a good thing your captain has moved on,” Jasper finishes.

			I swivel my head toward Xavier, who curses under his breath. “Moved on how?”

			Hesitation creases his features. “Look, I didn’t want to tell you…Well, I was going to tell you, but then I saw you, and we started talking, and I realized it didn’t need to be said.” He frowns at Jasper in rebuke. “And he had to go and fucking ruin it.”

			“What exactly are you trying to say?” I ask uneasily.

			“Cross has been seeing other women.”

			Every cell in my body turns to ice. “ ‘Women’? As in more than one?”

			Xavier shifts in discomfort. “I mean, we don’t know if it’s more than one, but he’s frequented Haven on more than one occasion.”

			I narrow my eyes. “Bullshit. If he goes to Haven, it’s only to drink. Cross doesn’t visit the upstairs rooms.”

			The two men say nothing.

			I insist, “He doesn’t.”

			Jasper sighs. “Sorry, sweetling, but he does.”

			“How can you be so sure?” I challenge.

			“I saw it,” he answers.

			“Really.” Doubt drips from my voice. “You saw Cross Redden with another woman at Haven.”

			“Yes.”

			“I don’t believe you.”

			“It’s true. Walked in on him by accident. It’s actually a hilarious story. Or at least I thought it was. But then I told the LT, and he didn’t laugh.”

			No. I still don’t believe it. My mind is racing, a dozen questions tumbling over one another.

			Yes, I’ve moved on, too.

			And yes, I’m fooling around with Gray.

			But the thought of Cross being intimate with somebody else cracks my heart in a million pieces.

			“No,” I say stubbornly.

			Jasper gives me a look loaded with pity.

			Then, before I can blink, he reaches out and curls his hand around the nape of my neck.

			“What are—” I start.

			“Jas—” Xavier objects.

			It’s too late.

			I feel his presence in my mind, his energy surging over the telepathy frequency, and then a projection explodes behind my eyes.

			But it’s not a normal projection. Those aren’t static images. This is a…memory?

			It hits me like a wave, engulfing my senses, rippling in my mind. It’s a strange sensation. A detached observation. I’m not feeling what Jasper felt, but I can see and hear what he saw and heard, playing out in my head like a film.

			He’s approaching a door. Heavy oak, splintered with age. It creaks when he opens it, and his head jerks at the unexpected sight that fills his field of vision.

			Cross.

			Pulling his shirt on. Dark hair tousled.

			A woman lying in bed. Young and pretty, with long hair and flushed cheeks. The sheets only covering half her body, revealing her breasts.

			Cross getting up, pants undone.

			The woman pulling him down before he can go, pressing her lips to his.

			Jasper’s surprised chuckle reverberates in my mind.

			“Oops,” his voice drawls in my ear. “Sorry, brother.”

			Cross looks sharply toward the door, blue eyes filled with irritation. I know he’s looking at Jasper, but it feels like he’s looking right at me.

			I growl and shove Jasper’s hand off my neck. The image of Cross’s face dissolves like a puff of smoke.

			“Stop that,” I snap at him. I’m horrified to feel my eyes stinging. “Why the fuck would you do that? What was that?”

			During disclosure, I remember Adrienne asking if I could project what I’d seen in the past, but it wasn’t until this moment that I believed anyone could actually do it. And of all people to past-project, Jasper Reed would be the last one I expected.

			“Prick,” Xavier mutters to Jasper.

			The smuggler merely shrugs. “It’s better she knows. No sense in pining over the man when he’s getting his dick serviced by someone else.”

			Pain stabs into me, but I don’t have time to absorb what happened, because Adrienne returns, addressing me in a sharp voice.

			“Say your goodbyes, Darlington. It’s time to go.”

			

			 

			If Adrienne senses something is wrong, she doesn’t comment on it. As she drives us toward our destination, I stare out the window, but all I can see is Cross. Zipping his pants after having sex with somebody else.

			I feel devastated, and at the same time angry at myself for feeling that way, because it’s been over for a long time, and I shouldn’t care.

			I force myself to concentrate on the task at hand, pushing all thoughts of Cross out of my mind. Adrienne’s meeting is taking place at an old railroad station at the outskirts of the ward. She drops me off a mile out, and I make the rest of the journey on foot.

			My position offers a perfect view of the sprawling run-down building, and it’s short-range, so I don’t need a spotter. The air here smells like rust and decay. I assume this used to be a transportation hub, but now the station is crumbling. Tracks rusted over, railway ties broken and eaten away by termites or eroded by the weather.

			I clear the area, scanning every inch visible through my scope. Finally, I check in with Adrienne, who’s keeping her distance until I give her the go-ahead.

			“One vehicle already here,” I report. “Armored. One guard at the door. Thermal sight tells me there’s two warm bodies inside.”

			“Copy.”

			I finish my sweep, ensuring the surrounding area is secure before I say, “All clear.”

			Less than a minute later, our own vehicle appears on the dark road, headlights cutting through the night. I maintain my focus on the station itself. Most of the windows are boarded, and the exposed ones are covered by thick layers of dust, making it nearly impossible to see inside. There’s only one that offers a partial interior view.

			I report to Adrienne. “Keep to the left of the front door. There’s a window with a line of sight for me.”

			“Copy.”

			As the car stops, adrenaline begins to hum through my veins. I spent years staring through the scope of a rifle on the ranch. Sometimes Uncle Jim and I would sit in silence for hours, hunting in the mountains. I’m used to the waiting, to the quiet, to the hyperawareness of everything around me. The sound of the wind, a shadow moving in the distance.

			Adrienne gets out of the car, and I don’t know why, but my instincts are screaming at me. Alarms going off in my head. Something about this mission feels off to me, yet Adrienne doesn’t seem at all bothered.

			She heeds my order, sticking close to that window. I catch glimpses of her red hair, but I can’t see who she’s meeting with. My thermal sight reveals three heat signatures. Two by the window, one near the door. A guard, I suspect.

			I remain perfectly still, my aim locked on the window. Nearly ten minutes pass. I’m grateful to have something to occupy my mind, because I know the moment Adrienne’s safety isn’t a concern, I’m going to be thinking about what Jasper showed me, and I can’t fall apart right now.

			Not right now.

			It’s another five minutes before I hear her voice in my head.

			“We’re wrapping up. Hold tight.”

			Wrapping up what?

			What is this, damn it?

			I hold my position. Another half minute passes. Then there’s movement by the window.

			“I’m on my way out.”

			“Copy.”

			I’m about to shift my sights to the door when another blur of motion catches my attention. Another figure moving past the windowpane. My fingers tighten around the grip of my rifle, index finger hovering over the trigger.

			Even if I wanted to take a shot, the figure moves too fast for me to do it.

			But not fast enough that I don’t catch a glimpse of his face.

			It’s shrouded by shadows but completely unmistakable. I recognize those handsome features. Those blue eyes, a shade darker than his brother’s.

			It’s Travis Redden.
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			The shock stays with me all the way back to the Dagger. Adrienne notices how distracted I am, but I hope she chalks it up to my reunion with Xavier. Either way, she doesn’t push me to talk.

			A million questions run through my mind.

			Why was she meeting with Travis Redden?

			Is she colluding with the enemy, or is the enemy working with us?

			Who else knows about it?

			What the fuck is going on?

			I don’t know who to ask. Does Gray know? Does the Authority? Am I the only one who’s not in the loop? And in the event that Gray doesn’t know, I don’t want to just blurt it out. This information is too delicate to reveal without thinking it through first.

			Gray sends me a message, but I’m not ready to talk to him, so I don’t respond. I’m not ready to be inside my quarters, either, and although it’s the middle of the night, I go out to the Ledge, staring at the dark treetops and star-streaked sky.

			I’m not certain how long I’m sitting there before I hear the sucking noise of the air lock sliding open.

			“Wren?” It’s Gray, of course.

			“How did you know I was out here?” I hope he doesn’t hear the dull note to my voice.

			“When you were ignoring my comm, I checked the cameras.” He strides toward me. “What’s wrong?”

			“Nothing.”

			“Bullshit.” He remains standing, looking down at me. “Why are you out here? Adrienne says the op went smoothly.”

			“Yeah, I think it did.”

			If rendezvousing with the General of the Continent can be considered smooth.

			“Then what happened?”

			“Nothing,” I insist. “Just personal shit.”

			That earns me an incredulous laugh. “All the more reason to tell me. Things with us are as personal as they get.”

			He’s not wrong, but…

			“Wren,” he says in frustration.

			“Trust me, you don’t want to talk to me about this.”

			“How about you let me decide that? You’re upset. I want to know why.”

			I tip my head to meet his eyes. “Cross is with somebody else.”

			He freezes.

			Something passes through his expression. Something dark and unhappy.

			“See?” I sigh, twisting my face back to the trees. “I told you. You don’t want to be the person I talk to about this.”

			Gray is silent for a while, but he doesn’t move. When he speaks, his voice is strained.

			“You loved him.”

			It takes me a long time to answer. “Yes.”

			“I thought it was just a physical thing. Sneaking in and out of your quarters when we were in Silver Elite. Casual screwing.”

			I slowly shake my head. “No, it was deeper than that.”

			He scoffs. “Right. Cross Redden is deep.”

			“He’s not always a ruthless asshole.” I don’t want to discuss Cross, but Gray, out of anyone, should know that there’s more to people than meets the eye. “I got to know him well.” I’ve known him all my life. “He even introduced me to his mother.”

			Gray’s eyes narrow. “You met Vinessa Redden?”

			“Yes.” I swallow. “It was more than just physical.”

			Another brief silence falls.

			“You’re right,” he finally says. “I’m not the person to talk to about this.”

			I nod weakly. “No, you’re not.”

			“I’ll see you in the morning.”

			Part of me knows I should go after him. Reassure him he’s the one I’m with now and that Cross means nothing to me. But I’m not a liar.

			I can’t explain what I’m feeling anyway, because I have moved on. I love being with Gray. I really do. I think he’s good for me.

			Yet the image of Cross with that woman is branded in my brain now, and every time I think about it, my heart feels like it’s been shredded to tattered ribbons.

			The tears fall before I can blink them away.

			“Babe?”

			I jolt in surprise when Tana emerges from the air lock. Her eyes widen when she sees my face.

			I discreetly wipe my tears. “What are you doing out here?”

			“Gray just knocked on my door. He told me you needed me.”

			That only makes me cry harder. Fuck. Even battling his own jealousy and whatever insecurities were stirred up from finding me upset over another man, he still cared enough to dispatch a friend to comfort me.

			“Whoa,” Tana says. “You’re crying.”

			I peer at her through a mist of tears. “So?”

			“So I’ve never seen you cry before, not even when we were kids.”

			She’s right. I’ve always been good at hiding my feelings. But this hurts too much to contain.

			Tana sits beside me and wraps her arm around my shoulder. I slide closer and rest my head on her.

			“I saw Jasper Reed and Xavier before our mission tonight, and they told me Cross has moved on.” I gulp through the pain. “He’s been with other women.”

			“How would they even know that?”

			“Jasper can past-project.”

			She sucks in a breath. “Is that possible?”

			“Apparently so. He showed me the memory. It flashed through my head like a movie scene. He was at a brothel in the Point and walked in on Cross in bed with another woman. I saw it.”

			“Oh, babe, I’m sorry.”

			My chest squeezes as another swell of emotion threatens to rise and spill over. “I’ve moved on. I shouldn’t care that he has, too.”

			“Of course you care. Just because it’s over doesn’t mean you stop caring.”

			“It’s not fair to Gray for me to be this upset.”

			“Probably not,” she agrees.

			“Thanks.”

			Tana laughs. “The new man never wants to hear about the old man. But it’s okay to feel hurt and to mourn.”

			God, this does feel like mourning. I gave Cross so many pieces of myself. I showed him the bloodmark I’d kept hidden my whole life. I bared myself to him and then refused to run away with him. I’m not allowed to be upset. I have to let him go for real.

			I take a shaky breath, the tears drying up. “Thanks, Tan.”

			“Always.”

			I think we’re good now, she and I. I no longer feel the resentment and anger emanating from her very soul. I think she’s in a better place, and as a result, so are we.

			I’m glad she’s here. With Uncle Jim gone and now Wolf lost to me, she’s my oldest friend. The only link to my old life, and the only tether in this damn world that stops me from feeling like I’m completely adrift.

			

			 

			Gray skips breakfast. I don’t see him at lunch, either. I quiz Saint and Henley, who tell me the Authority has been in the war room all day. I wonder if this is about Adrienne’s secret meeting last night.

			With Travis Redden.

			The Authority must know about it.

			Right?

			It’s nearly impossible to concentrate on the weapons class I’m teaching this afternoon, which probably isn’t conducive to gun safety. Eventually I tell Zak I don’t feel well, and he waves me off, saying to get some rest. I return to my room and do my best not to dwell on what Jasper showed me last night.

			I almost reached out to Cross this morning. The urge was so strong, I could taste it. But I resisted. If he’s sleeping with somebody else, then he’s clearly not locked on me anymore, which means I can’t be locked on him.

			There’s only one man I care about seeing right now, and that’s Gray. I need to look into his eyes and make sure he’s all right. That he’s not mad or resentful of the knowledge that Cross and I were more serious than he’d thought.

			But Gray is nowhere to be found, and my impatience has reached peak levels by the time he sends me a comm.

			I want to take you somewhere tonight. Can you be ready after sunset?

			I stare at the screen. That’s all he’s going to say to me? He caught me crying over another man last night, he avoided me all day, and now he wants to take me somewhere?

			Still, I’m quick to respond.

			Of course.

			Meet me in the hangar.

			I end up seeing him prior to sunset, as he joins us for dinner in the mess hall. He rakes a hand through his hair and wearily sinks into a chair. As he settles beside me, his hand brushes mine on the table, only a light caress, but his touch feels like an electric shock. I welcome the contact, realizing just how much it upsets me, the notion that I’ve upset him. I don’t want Gray to feel hurt, ever. I want him to be happy.

			“Everything okay?” Henley asks in amusement.

			Gray groans. “The war room is really living up to its name today.”

			That gets a laugh from Evlynne. “How so?”

			“Adrienne and Kallister are going at it.”

			“Over what?” I ask, a frown pulling at my lips.

			“She’s proposed a mission. A risky one,” Gray admits.

			I stiffen. This can’t be a coincidence. She met with Travis last night, the leader of the Continent, and now she’s proposing a high-risk mission that has Kallister, one of the most levelheaded people I know, arguing against it?

			“What’s the mission?” I push.

			“You know I can’t disclose that yet. But Kallister’s not on board, and some things need to be unanimous. I think this is going to be one of them.”

			I’m even more intrigued, but Gray doesn’t elaborate. He grabs a quick bite, and then he, Henley, and Evlynne head off to a pilots’ briefing.

			I linger over my coffee, debating what to do next. Finally, I open a path to Kallister.

			“Can we talk?”

			“Of course. My quarters?”

			“No.” I pause. “The white daggerstone cave on the bluff.”

			“I see.” He immediately grasps the implication. The white daggerstone will ensure it’s a confidential meeting. “I can be there in fifteen minutes.”

			I bid the others goodbye and leave the Dagger through the air lock. Jogging to the bluff, I wonder how to approach this. How much to share. I don’t want Adrienne getting mad at me for speaking out of turn, especially if the rest of the Authority is privy to her secret rendezvous with the General. But I can’t just ignore what I saw at the railway station, and I don’t entirely trust that she’ll be honest with me if I confront her directly.

			I’m reaching the cave when I suddenly hear a rustling behind me. I spin around, not sure if I’m expecting Kallister or my old ridgehowler pal, but I find neither. The woods are silent, the trail empty.

			“If you’re out there, Prince, I hope you’re doing well,” I murmur to the trees, and I swear I feel eyes boring back at me.

			I can’t see a thing through the brush, though. If he is there, he’s improved his stealth skills. And I don’t know if he’s stalking me or protecting me, but whichever it is, he’s staying well hidden this time around, and that brings a smile to my lips.

			I step through the eerie gap in the wall and find myself surrounded by the shimmering white walls, the daggerstone winking like an explosion of stars all around me. Evlynne’s son would probably call this magic, too.

			At the thought of Fisher, my stomach clenches in frustration, because every time I try to ask Evlynne about him, she brushes me off. I assume she hasn’t disclosed his abilities, because I haven’t heard a peep about it around base.

			Granted, the Authority does like to keep everything close to their vests. For all I know, they’re fully aware of Fisher’s bloodmark. The fact that the boy is still in the valley at least tells me that if Evlynne did disclose, they’re not planning on training him right away. Hopefully they allow him some time to grow up.

			I hear the echo of footsteps. A shadow casts across the floor and is projected against the cave wall before Kallister appears.

			“Something’s happened?” he says in lieu of a greeting.

			“Maybe. I don’t know if I should even be here. But I wasn’t sure who else to talk to. Everybody’s keeping different secrets, and the Authority knows some things but not other things, and Personnel know other things but not all things.” I realize I’m babbling and force myself to stop. “I want to ask Adrienne, but I worry she won’t be truthful.”

			His gaze sharpens. “Truthful about what, Wren?”

			“Last night…The mission. My sniper duty.”

			I hesitate, just for a beat, before deciding there’s no point. I already asked him to come. I might as well finish it.

			“Did you know she was meeting Travis Redden?”

			“Yes.” Kallister is quick to reply. Matter-of-fact.

			I’m unable to mask either my disbelief or my revulsion. “The Uprising is working with the Company?”

			“Not quite. We only worked with him once.”

			“To do what?” I ask, but the answer hits me at the exact moment Kallister voices the alarming truth.

			“We worked with Travis to take down his father.”
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			“Travis helped you take down his father,” I repeat. My mind is spinning. For a moment, I think I misheard him.

			“Yes,” Kallister says.

			“Why? Why would Travis do that to his own father?”

			He chuckles ironically. “I assume because Merrick wasn’t doing what he wanted.”

			“How did it even happen?” I’m still battling my shock. “Who reached out to who?”

			“Travis reached out to us.”

			I blink in surprise. Travis set everything in motion?

			Does Cross know?

			I want to ask Kallister, but I can’t reveal how close I am—or used to be, anyway—to the captain of Silver Block.

			There’s no way Cross knew about any of this, though. He never would’ve allowed his brother to fry their father’s brain. Cross might have a complicated relationship with the former General, he might even harbor some hatred, but destroying a man’s brain is…monstrous. And Cross is not a monster.

			“He sent word through one of the loyalist Mods,” Kallister continues. “Said we had mutual interests. That we both wanted his father gone. And, well, you know, the enemy of my enemy is my friend.”

			“The Authority would have had to vote on it. Something of this magnitude would need to be unanimous, right?”

			“It was unanimous. All five of us approved the plan to remove Merrick using Adrienne’s corruption powers. Travis facilitated it by providing her access to the Command base.”

			A queasy feeling crawls up my throat. “And then he stood there and watched her destroy his father’s mind. That is sick.” I knew Travis was calculating and ambitious, but you have to be a psychopath to do that to your own parent. Even one you don’t love.

			“He approved the bombing of their hangar, too. It was one of our terms. He had to sacrifice part of his fleet to sweeten the deal for us.”

			“So you eliminated his father and…now what? You just keep working together like old friends while he continues to kill Mods in the wards?”

			“Of course not.” Kallister’s tone is gentle, as if he’s speaking to a child. It fucking grates. “The Jubilee was a step. The first step to possibly reaching a peace agreement.”

			I’m amazed by his optimism. “You actually believed the Company would come to the table to discuss peace?”

			“We believed in Travis’s willingness a lot more than his father’s. His father would’ve never even said the word peace out loud. Under Merrick Redden, Mods would forever remain slaves or second-class citizens, or be dead.”

			“Travis is doing the same thing,” I point out.

			“Which could stop if a peace treaty is signed.”

			I shake my head. “I think he’s playing you.”

			Kallister surprises me by agreeing. “I think so, too. But Adrienne believes she can persuade him. They worked together once, and she’s hoping they can come to an agreement.”

			“But you don’t believe that will happen?”

			“I think I’m a bit more realistic than Adrienne.”

			I bite my lip, shifting my gaze to the gleaming white gemstones behind his head. “Why are you telling me all this?”

			“Because my brother trusted you, and I would like to trust you, too.” He slants his head. “I hope that you have trust in me?”

			I nod absently, still digesting everything he’s said. I can’t see anything positive about working with Travis. My instincts tell me that he got rid of his father so he could be in charge, not to forge any peace treaties with Mods. Travis has his own agenda.

			“Only the Authority knows about this,” Kallister says, a warning note in his voice. “So for the time being, you need to keep this information to yourself.”

			“I won’t say anything.”

			“Thank you.”

			Later, however, when I meet Gray in the hangar as planned, it’s the first thing I bring up. I don’t consider it breaking a promise, since Kallister said the Authority already knows.

			“Adrienne is working with Travis Redden,” I say as I climb into the helicopter.

			Cursing under his breath, Gray flicks a switch to cut off the chopper’s comms. “What makes you say that?” He gives me a displeased look.

			I don’t intend to betray Kallister’s confidence, so I provide something adjacent to the truth. “I saw him last night at the railroad station with Adrienne. They were trying to stay hidden, but he passed by a window.”

			“Have you told anyone what you saw?”

			“No, and I’m not going to.” I hesitate. “Is this what you guys have been arguing about all day? The mission she’s proposing? Because whatever it is, I don’t know if I would trust Travis.”

			“I don’t disagree,” Gray says gruffly. “But he did keep his end of the deal at the Jubilee. He gave us access to his father. He sacrificed part of his base.”

			“Not for us. He did it for himself.”

			“Yes, but just because his motives are selfish doesn’t mean they can’t benefit us.”

			“Maybe.”

			“Let’s table this,” he says, flicking the radio channels back on. “I need my comms.”

			Message received. No more talking about Travis.

			As usual, we’re flying blind in the darkness, trusting his instruments to get us there. Wherever there is. When we land, I’m still not entirely sure where we are. Until he opens the chopper door, and I hear it—the ocean. We’re on a cliff, I realize.

			All I see is dark, hilly terrain. I gingerly walk across the rocky ground to peer over the edge of the cliff. The waves below crash against jagged boulders, sending sprays of salt water into the air. When a blue glint at my feet catches my attention, I crouch down to find twisted dark-blue spears protruding from the open side of the cliff. Daggerstone. There’s blue daggerstone all over the rocks.

			I straighten up, gazing at the water again. This ocean is different from the one in Tierra Fe. That sea was calm. This one seems angrier, a roiling mass of black water, violently churning. It’s hard to make out anything else, but in the flashes of moonlight reflecting off the rocks, I’m startled to see something in the shallows. What looks like chunks of stone walls and the corner of a metal…roof? I wish it was daylight so I can figure out exactly what’s jutting from the frothy surf.

			“Where are we?” I ask Gray.

			He comes up beside me, blond hair blowing from the breeze off the water.

			“See that?” Sliding his hands in his pockets, he tips his head toward the cliffs, the angry water. “That was Valterra Ridge.”
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			That’s the last thing I expect him to say. The last thing I expect to see, because the view in front of us is nothing like the digital photos I’ve seen of Valterra Ridge.

			I wrinkle my forehead. “I thought it was supposed to be a crater.”

			“The crater’s somewhere down there. An earthquake shaved off another big chunk of the cliff years ago.”

			Right. I remember reading that in the excerpts from my mother’s file. The bombings had been followed by an earthquake that destroyed what was left of the Ridge. An entire community decimated. An entire village swallowed whole by the sea. Well, almost whole. I stare at the dark water and the scattered remnants beneath it.

			“It’s probably better that the crater is underwater now,” he muses. “When I was younger and I’d fly past here, you could still see all their bones.”

			I shudder. “You’ve been here before?”

			“This was my home.”

			A gasp slips out. “You’re from Valterra Ridge?”

			Gray nods. “Born and raised on the Ridge.”

			“You survived the assault,” I say slowly. “Like Luisa and her family?”

			“Her parents were the ones who got me out,” Gray admits, and now it makes a lot more sense why he’s so close to Beatriz and Seth. Why they treat him like a son.

			“You had a family here?” My heart squeezes at the notion.

			“My mom and dad. Two older sisters.” Pain etches into his face. “Dad died in the first air strike. Mom and my sisters were killed in the ground attack.”

			I suddenly feel sick.

			My mother did this.

			She’s the reason for the bombing. She’s the reason an entire community is underwater and why I’m standing here with the man whose entire family was annihilated.

			The destruction Marina Serrano caused is unfathomable. I want to cry. I almost open my mouth and blurt out the truth, but I swallow the confession at the last second, because I’m terrified he’ll look at me differently. Kallister told me they’re not my sins to carry, but it feels like they are.

			“I’m so sorry, Gray.” My voice breaks. I hope he attributes it to shock, and not the hot stabs of guilt in my gut and the agonizing burning in my throat. “Why didn’t you tell me this before?”

			“Because it’s in the past. I don’t think about the past.”

			No, I realize, he doesn’t like to think about anything that causes him pain. He’d probably ground his own emotions if he could.

			“Then why are you telling me now?”

			He makes a disgruntled noise.

			“What?”

			“I don’t want to say his fucking name right now.”

			I furrow my brow. “Whose name—” I stop, my frown deepening. “You mean Cross?”

			“This whole time,” Gray starts, “I’ve been sitting here, jealous of the captain because he had his hands on you. Wanting to kill him for having a part of your heart—”

			I hide a smile at the raspy growl I hear in his voice.

			“The thing is, I can’t expect to have any part of you when I don’t give you a single thing in return. So I’m changing that,” he says simply. “I brought you here tonight to show you a part of myself that I’ve never let anyone else see.”

			I almost stop him, because I’m scared that if he knew who my parents were, he wouldn’t want to share a damn thing with me.

			But at the same time, I want to be here for him. He’s kept his emotions in for so long. He deserves that release.

			“You asked why I don’t speak to her. My aunt.” His shoulders set in a tense line.

			“What did she do to you?” I ask softly.

			“It’s not what she did. It’s what she didn’t do. She stood by and let my uncle beat the shit out of me. Almost daily.”

			“Oh my God.”

			He shakes his head, eyes flashing with betrayal. He looks so wounded, so incredulous that anyone could do that. I get it. Grayson Blake is the kind of person who would throw himself between an abuser and their victim. He’d never stand by and watch.

			“After my parents and sisters were killed”—he gestures to the watery graveyard below us—“my aunt and uncle were all I had left. The network sent us to the valley, set us up there. I didn’t know them well.” He scoffs. “Now I wish I never met them. My uncle, Taylor, was a boozer. I never saw him without a bottle of something in his hand. Usually grange. He didn’t care that I was a kid. I think he preferred it. Meant I couldn’t fight back.”

			My heart aches for him. “Did he hit Jenni, too?”

			“Before I got there, she was his punching bag. I became his new toy. He’d beat me until I was unconscious.” Gray’s voice sounds hollow.

			I reach for his hand, squeezing it tight. “Why did nobody step in?”

			He lets out a low, bitter laugh. “Because he would heal me afterward.”

			“He was a healer?”

			“Yeah. Taylor worked at the base with Fiona. He would beat me to the edge of death and then fix me up so nobody could know what he was doing.”

			I swallow. Knowing that someone could be that cruel makes me sick to my stomach. “Did you try to tell anyone?”

			“Only once. He broke my arm, but he was too boozed to heal it properly, so I went to lower school the next day and the teacher noticed I was in pain. She sent me to the valley clinic, but Taylor, the kind soul that he was,” Gray says sarcastically, “was out in the wards healing other people. Fiona flew down from the Dagger and healed my arm.” His voice wavers. “When she asked what happened, I lied and said I fell.”

			“Why would you do that?”

			“I was ashamed. Didn’t want them to know how helpless I was.” He’s blinking faster now, his eyes misty. “That man was a sadistic prick. Always had to make sure I understood who was in charge—him. If I disobeyed or talked back to him, he showed me with his fists who was boss.”

			I don’t want to crowd him, but I can’t stop myself from wrapping my arms around his neck and hugging him tight. “I’m so sorry, ace.”

			Gray inhales a deep breath, and I feel a shudder run through his chest.

			“Jenni just stood by and watched.” Anger trembles in his voice, a fierce fire behind the hurt. “I’d cry and beg her to help me, and she did nothing. Sometimes, if I was crying too hard, she would leave the room. She never said a single word. Never came to my defense. Never pulled him off me. She’d mop up all the blood and pretend it never happened. I was a little kid and my parents were gone, and she just fucking watched.”

			I hold him tighter. He’s shaking against me, his words muffled in my hair.

			“And then the bastard dies and suddenly she’s trying to be some kind of maternal figure. Wanting to cook me dinner, asking about my life. That quat doesn’t deserve a place in my life.” He pulls back and I can see the redness rimming his eyes, the throbbing of his pulse at the base of his throat. “It’s too late for that.”

			“Sounds like it,” I agree quietly.

			His jaw clenches. “You’re not gonna try to convince me to forgive her?”

			“No. You should only forgive her if you feel the need to. But she was supposed to love and protect you. She did neither. So maybe the punishment she deserves is to not have you in her life anymore.”

			“You believe that?”

			“I believe forgiveness is overrated, and you should only do it for yourself, not the other person.”

			“I don’t think I can,” he admits. “I think some things are unforgivable.”

			I still feel sick at what he described. Being beaten to a pulp every night, only for his abuser to heal him and then do it all over again the next day. A cycle of abuse and healing. My heart cries for the little boy he’d been and the man he is now.

			“I can’t even imagine going through something like that. But you don’t have to carry this alone.” I run my fingertips underneath his eyes and feel the wetness there. “I’m here whenever you need me.”

			“I don’t like pity.” His voice is rough.

			“This isn’t pity. It’s empathy. And it’s goddamn fury. I wish I could murder your uncle and, frankly, your aunt.”

			“I can’t forgive her,” he says again, and I don’t know if he’s talking to me or himself.

			“You don’t have to. Or one day you might decide you want to. Either way, it’s your choice. She failed you, but that’s on her. You get to choose the path forward for you, and you don’t have to carry the burden of her failure. That’s on her,” I repeat.

			We stand there for a moment, silent. Gray has lowered his playful, cocky façade, which I now realize masks a lifetime of pain. He lost his family when he was a child. His entire family. I lost both my parents before the age of five, but I had Uncle Jim, who died to protect me. Gray’s guardians did the opposite. His uncle was a monster, and his aunt protected him.

			“Anyway, I wanted to show you…me, I guess.” He shrugs. “All of me.”

			He looks uncomfortable and sad, yet I’ve never been more attracted to him. I’m attracted to strength, to resilience, and this man is one of the strongest and most resilient people I’ve ever met in my life.

			“I’m glad you did,” I whisper, all the while wishing I could do the same in return.

			

			 

			We don’t speak much when we return to the Dagger.

			“Your quarters?” is all I say, because I’m still in a single, and his bed is bigger and more comfortable. There’s no way I’m letting him sleep alone tonight.

			“I need a shower,” he says.

			“Same.” I raise a brow.

			He gets the hint. This time, there’s no resistance.

			Under the hot spray, I soap up his chest, enjoying the feel of his defined muscles sliding beneath my fingertips. Suds slide between his pecs, over his abs, trailing lower. When my hand follows the path of the water, I find him hard and ready for me.

			I give his cock a light stroke before smiling at him and starting to soap myself up.

			“Tease,” he accuses.

			We wash up together, our hands taking liberties with each other’s bodies. When he cups my breast and tweaks the nipple, I moan, the sound muffled by the rush of the water. We switch places so I can shampoo my hair. He’s watching me. Eyes soft. Everything else hard.

			“You’re gorgeous,” he says.

			“No, you are,” I say.

			“We’re both very attractive,” he agrees, and I laugh, because he never fails to make me laugh.

			I squeeze my eyelids shut to rinse the shampoo, and when I open them, he’s still in front of me. Only now his hand is on his erection.

			He winks, giving himself another stroke before moving closer and capturing my lips with his. We stand there kissing, steam forming on the shower door. His hands slide down to squeeze my ass, his arousal pressed against my belly.

			I kiss my way down his chest, sinking onto my knees. He groans when I take him in my mouth and slide my tongue over his tip. The heat of the shower has an intoxicating foggy effect on me, making me moan hungrily around his cock.

			I’m disappointed when he yanks me up and grinds out, “We need a bed.”

			He carries me, dripping wet and naked, to the bedroom, and I laugh when he throws me onto the mattress. He explores my body with his mouth, teasing my flesh as he trails his lips down my stomach to the juncture of my thighs.

			“Spread for me, baby,” he whispers.

			I do, and then his mouth is between my legs, teasing, driving my pleasure. He feasts like he has all the time in the world. Slow and seductive, each flick of his tongue bringing me closer to the edge. It feels even more thrilling because I know it’s not going to end with this. He’s priming me, getting me ready for something we’ve deprived each other of for too long now, but there are no self-imposed obstacles anymore. He’s not holding himself back, and neither am I.

			When I start rocking my hips against his face, he chuckles and wrenches his mouth away, drawing a frustrated cry from my lips.

			“I’m so close,” I complain.

			“Good,” he responds, then licks a stripe up my stomach and kisses my nipple before nuzzling his face in my neck.

			Breathing hard, he guides himself inside me, and I gasp when I feel him press in. It’s an excruciatingly slow glide. Inch by inch. Dragging out the anticipation until finally he thrusts his hips and buries himself deep.

			“Hellfuck,” he groans.

			I smile at his taut features. “Everything keen there, ace?”

			“Why did we wait so long?”

			“That’s a you question. I was ready ages ago.”

			“You’re right. I was an idiot. It was a horrible mistake. I should have been inside you from the moment you got here.”

			My laughter fades when he pulls his hips back before thrusting again. It feels so good that my mind fragments. All I can focus on is the place where we’re joined. I scrape my nails down his back as he fucks me, his hips moving faster.

			Just as the pleasure is gathering in my core again, he lets out an expletive and rolls us over so he’s on his back and I’m sitting astride him.

			“I’m gonna finish if we keep doing that,” he mumbles. “I have no control. You need to tease me for a bit.”

			I peer down, enjoying the agony on his face. “What makes you think I have control? Have you met me?”

			He croaks with laughter.

			Still, I do my best. If he wants to make it last, I’m determined to make it last for him. I skim my palms over his chest, my fingertips dancing over his flat nipples while my hips slowly roll in a gentle, teasing grind.

			“Is that good?”

			“Perfect,” he murmurs.

			He’s never been more attractive to me than in this moment. Those hooded eyes peeking up at me. His teeth biting into his lower lip. The lust sizzling in his expression, and behind it, something deeper. Something that might normally scare me away but tonight only heightens my own pleasure.

			I’m not using him, I realize. Not that I believed I was, but a tiny part of me feared that I’m only with him to prove something to myself. But I’ve never wanted anyone the way I want him right now.

			I still the movements of my hips and lean forward, pressing my lips to his. When his tongue comes out to taste mine, we both make a desperate, needy sound.

			I lift my head, opening my mouth to speak, but the words are trapped somewhere deep inside me, lost behind the sudden rush of emotion.

			“I’m happy you’re alive,” I finally whisper.

			“Hmm?”

			“I’m glad you didn’t really die in the explosion.” I swallow hard. “I’m glad you’re here.”

			“I’m glad I’m here, too.” He grins at me. “Now ride me.”

			“That was a missed opportunity.”

			“What?”

			“You told me to ride you, but you didn’t call me cowgirl.”

			“Forgive me if I’m too focused on the feel of you squeezing my dick with your tight—”

			He cuts off abruptly when I slam down on him and start moving in earnest again. His hands grip my waist, eyes locked on mine, and soon he starts thrusting upward, meeting my now erratic strokes. I shift the angle so that the swollen bundle of nerves at my core scrapes his pelvis, and it immediately succeeds in unleashing tingles throughout my whole body.

			“I don’t think I can tease anymore.” A whimper slides out, making him smile.

			“It’s okay, let go. I got you.”

			His fingers dig into my hips, and we’re kissing when the orgasm pulses through me. He follows right after, grunting against my mouth as his hips jerk.

			My heart is beating fast, and I catch my breath as I collapse on his chest. He strokes my back. I listen to the sound of his heartbeat. And I realize I’m glad we took this long to get here.

			It was worth the wait.
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			We fall into a routine over the next month. One that involves a lot of time in bed. But a lot of time out of it, too. He takes me out flying. We visit friends in the valley. We have shooting competitions with Mako, and sparring matches with Saint and Henley.

			It’s the first time in my life that I’ve felt…normal.

			No hiding away on the ranch. No worrying that a Command unit will show up for an inspection and discover I’m a Mod. No fear of being marched onto an execution platform.

			I haven’t forgotten the attempt on my life, but the more time that passes, the less paranoid I feel. I don’t know who slipped me that heartroot, but whoever it is, they’ve evidently decided to retreat into the shadows. As long as they’re not trying to kill me anymore, I suppose I can relax. Sort of. I certainly won’t accept liquids from anyone other than my man.

			Life at the Dagger has been more relaxed than usual. Tana and Luisa are officially a couple, and I’m pretty sure Karra is sleeping with Henley. Evlynne is being nicer to me, I assume because she’s worried that if she acts like a quat, I might tell everyone about her son’s bloodmark. The last time I asked her about it, she admitted she’s decided not to disclose.

			Perhaps the most promising development is that Fiona has eased up on the reins, so Poppy and I have been spending more time together, walking the trails, picking flowers. She never wants to visit the aviary, though. I’m learning Poppy is a sensitive soul, which probably isn’t a personality type well suited for a sanctuary with injured birds that often die. Still, I enjoy her company. During yesterday’s trail walk, I’m convinced we saw my wolf in the distance, but Poppy didn’t believe me, she of no faith.

			Tonight, it’s late, and I’m in bed with Gray, admiring how gorgeous he looks. Shirtless. Black briefs hugging his firm thighs and impressive groin. The light of the bedside lamp casts a golden halo across his face, emphasizing his chiseled features.

			My hair is pulled back in a ponytail, and he keeps playing with the end of it, flicking it around like a cat toying with a mouse. It makes me grin, but when I tip my head to tease him about it, he’s visibly distracted, sporting a faraway look.

			“You all right?” I murmur.

			Gray snaps out of his thoughts. He rubs his face, looking tired. “Yes. Sorry. That briefing tonight was a pain in my ass.”

			I nod. The Authority was in the war room for more than two hours earlier, and I know the constant battles between Kallister and Adrienne are taking their toll on the others.

			“Kallister called her naïve today. They’re constantly sniping at each other.”

			“Do you agree with him? That she’s naïve?”

			“I don’t fucking know, baby.”

			My heart flips at the endearment. He calls me either baby or cowgirl, and both names never fail to make me melt.

			“Ade’s always been idealistic, but she’s really pushing her peace agenda lately. She believes we can share this Continent, that there’s a way for both sides to live together.”

			I think about Lyddie and Roe and how much they loathe people like me, how they think we’re broken and damaged, and I’m not so sure about the likelihood of Adrienne’s vision coming to fruition.

			“Meanwhile, Kallister insists we can’t trust the Company. That no matter what they promise, they’ll turn on us the moment we lower our guard.”

			My brows knit together. “Wait. Are they making any promises?”

			“Yes and no. There hasn’t been any recent contact, but the last time Adrienne met with Travis he said he was willing to discuss peace terms.”

			“What do Teriq and Fiona think about it?”

			“Teriq is firmly with Kallister on this. And Fiona wasn’t there today. She left for Bramble this morning to help their healer with wellness checks.”

			Right. I remember Poppy mentioning her mother was leaving the base. The teen was complaining because she wanted to go with Fiona and was shot down, of course.

			“And you still think it’s a bad idea?” I prompt.

			“Don’t you?”

			I absently run my fingers along his bare chest. “I don’t know Travis very well, but yeah…my gut says not to trust him. The fact that he helped take down his own father doesn’t convince me of his trustworthiness. If anything, it does the opposite. When you’re willing to betray your own blood, then you’ll betray anyone.” I hesitate. “But…”

			“But what?”

			“What’s the alternative? Keep fighting the Company? Why not at least try to strike a peace deal? Find a way not to kill each other.”

			“Uh-huh, because it’s that simple,” he says with a laugh. “Both sides need to want peace for the killing to stop.”

			“But isn’t that what Adrienne is trying to do? Convince the other side to want it, too?” I bite my bottom lip. “Part of me really hopes she’s right. That there is a way to work with them.”

			Gray remains unconvinced. “I don’t think we can, cowgirl. And I’m worried about what will happen if we keep making deals with our enemy, especially without consulting our own people. There are those in the Uprising who won’t be thrilled about working with Travis Redden. That’s why the corruption mission was off the books. If the general population of the Dagger knew about it, I imagine there’d be a lot of anger. Some will think it was a betrayal to team up with Travis. And some might take drastic measures to make sure it doesn’t happen again.”

			I stiffen. “Like make a move against the Authority? Civil war?”

			“Maybe.”

			“What if the majority agree? Couldn’t you take it to a wider vote?”

			“Sure, but that would mean trusting that Travis is acting in good faith, and I don’t know if he is. The problem is, I don’t know what his goals are,” Gray says with a frown. “And the first rule in war is to know your enemy. Merrick Redden was easy to figure out. He wanted order. He was willing to work with loyalist Mods as long as they followed his rules, and as long as they knew their place. Travis hasn’t revealed his motives to us yet. He got rid of his father—why? Because he wanted to loosen the reins of martial law? Or because he wanted to create something even worse?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“Exactly.”

			I chew harder on my lip. “But even if his motives aren’t pure right now, maybe his mind can be changed.”

			“People don’t change because you want them to change.”

			“If we make him see reason—”

			“What’s reasonable to you might seem unreasonable to someone else.”

			I grin at him. “Stop arguing.”

			“Stop oversimplifying.”

			“I’m not saying it will be simple, but shouldn’t we at least try? If we don’t, then why bother at all?”

			He lifts a brow. “It sounds like you’re backing Adrienne, then.”

			“I…don’t know.”

			“And what about the Mods who don’t want to make peace with the Company?” he challenges. “What do we do with them? Force them into a truce against their will? Lock them up? Exile them?”

			“If we give them a choice, I have to believe they’ll make the right one.”

			“Sometimes there is no right choice. Sometimes all the choices are shitty.”

			“This is the worst after-sex talk I’ve ever had,” I inform him, and he snorts out a laugh.

			A second later, he rolls over and starts kissing my neck, his fingers trailing up my rib cage. “You’re right. Let’s talk about more interesting things.”

			“Like what?”

			He reaches my breast, and a shiver skates through me when he rubs my nipple with the pad of his thumb. It sends an instant jolt of desire between my legs.

			“Like how good you taste,” he says before taking my nipple between his lips. He sucks gently, then licks a circle around the tight peak, drawing a whimper from me. “You have no idea how good you look right now.”

			“I look the way I always do.”

			“Exactly.”

			When his tongue chases mine into my mouth, my entire body starts humming. A hot, needy clench between my legs. Soon I’m pulling off my shirt, and he’s tackling my underwear, yanking them down my legs. There’s no foreplay. He rolls me onto my back, and I’m already peeling his briefs off him, revealing his bare ass and squeezing the tightest buttocks ever.

			He fists his cock and nudges it at my opening. I’m ready for him, welcoming him inside. He thrusts deep, and it feels so good I moan loud enough to bring a smile to his lips.

			“Quiet,” he mocks. “Don’t want to wake the entire block.”

			“These walls are reinforced steel. I can be as loud as I want.”

			“Hmm, good point.” He slowly withdraws, then plunges back in, filling me completely. “Scream for me, baby.”

			I meet him thrust for thrust. It feels good. He feels good. My fingers tangle in his hair as I pull his mouth to mine, and he kisses me as his hips move, stoking the fire burning between us.

			“Going to need you to come for me now,” he whispers in my ear.

			“Are you close?” I whisper back.

			“So damn close.” He curses, then slows his pace. In fact, he goes completely still.

			“If you want me to finish, you’re going to have to move,” I tease.

			“If you want me to not finish, you’re going to have to stay still for a second.”

			Laughter bubbles in my throat.

			“Touch yourself,” he says roughly. “Get yourself close.”

			I slide my hand between our bodies, my fingers finding my clit. I stroke it delicately, enjoying the way Gray’s chest rises with each strained breath. He hovers over me, devouring me with his gaze.

			“Does it feel good?”

			“Mmm.” A soft noise escapes me.

			He remains lodged inside me, not moving at all, and my breathing goes ragged at that feeling of fullness, the throbbing in my core. My inner muscles squeeze around him, and approval gleams in his eyes.

			“There you go,” he murmurs, encouraging me. “That’s it. Fuck. You’re squeezing the hell out of me. So tight.”

			And damned if that doesn’t cause my core to contract again, ripping a groan from his throat.

			“Stop that,” he chides.

			“I can’t. It happens involuntarily.”

			I continue to stroke in tight circles until the pleasure crests and I cry out. Gray swallows the throaty sound with his kiss, and then he’s moving again, riding out the waves with me.

			

			 

			Gray is back in the war room before I even open my eyes the next morning. Probably listening to Adrienne and Kallister fight some more. I don’t know whose side I would be on if I were on that council. I understand Adrienne’s desire to create a path for peace, but Kallister is right, too. Travis has shown that he’s willing to sacrifice anyone in his own quest for power, including his father. Why should we believe a word he says?

			Something is stirring, though. My senses are on high alert when all field operatives are summoned to the mess hall before breakfast is served, but it’s nearly thirty minutes before the Authority arrives. Three of them, anyway. I know Fiona is at Bramble Base, but Kallister’s absence tells me all I need to know.

			Sure enough, Adrienne steps forward to do the talking. “We just voted to start peace talks with the Company,” she announces to the room.

			Shocked noises and irate voices hiss through the crowd.

			“Fuck that,” someone says, and several others chime in agreement.

			“The decision has already been made,” Adrienne says, her tone brooking no argument. “And before everyone gets ahead of themselves, there is no deal in place. And there will be no deal without a Dagger-wide vote, we can promise you that. This is merely us opening the channels of communication to discuss the possibility of reaching an agreement.”

			She pauses, and I get the feeling she’s bracing herself for the response to her next words.

			“We’ve authorized a small parley mission.” She gestures to the stone-faced man at her side. “Teriq’s mission lead. He and I will be meeting with Travis Redden tonight.”

			That triggers another round of outraged gasps and hushed voices.

			“General Redden agreed to this?” Evlynne calls out, her features twisted in a frown.

			Adrienne nods. “He has, yes. But the meeting terms are still to be determined.”

			“We need transport.” Teriq glances at Evlynne. “My choice would be you, but if you’d like to sit this one out, I understand.”

			“No, I’ll do it,” she says tightly.

			He gives a brisk nod. “Good. Declan will join us at Bramble. And I need four more.”

			Karra volunteers, which surprises me, until I remember Gray telling me she’s skilled at covert ops.

			“I’d like our best snipers on this. Orin?” Teriq says. After the burly man nods, our mission lead’s gaze travels in my direction, where I stand next to Mako. “You two in?”

			When Mako and I nod, I don’t miss the way Gray frowns at me. With two Authority members heading out into the field, he has no choice but to remain at the Dagger. It’s evident from the tension on his face that he’s not happy I volunteered.

			But there’s no way I’m sitting this one out.
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			Gray finds me as we’re packing up the plane. Coming up behind me, he wraps his arms around my waist and presses a kiss on the top of my head. “Be careful tonight, keen?”

			I smile. “You’re being very sweet for someone I know wants to tie me up to stop me from going.”

			“I want to tie you up for other reasons,” he drawls, nipping my ear. “But I’d never stop you from running an op. You’re too valuable in the field to keep your skills hidden at the Dagger.”

			I turn to face him. It warms my heart that he can recognize I’m talented, that he’s willing to let me go even if his instincts scream for him to protect me.

			“You’re getting good weather tonight,” he says. “Storm clouds rolling in. That should give you good cover.”

			I nod, sliding a handgun into my hip holster.

			Nearby, Karra is checking her gear. I’ve never worked with her on a mission before, but if Gray and the others trust her, then I guess so do I.

			Gray’s eyes remain on me, those playful green eyes that always have a way of making me feel lighter. He doesn’t even need to use his grounding ability. His eyes do it for him.

			I reach up and trace that sharp jawline with my fingertips, and his lips curve. He rests his hands on my waist and tugs me toward him.

			“I mean it. Stay safe,” he says roughly.

			“I will,” I promise, tipping my head back as he lowers his mouth to mine.

			It’s a fleeting kiss, quick and gentle, but I feel the emotion pouring from him. I feel the concern. I get it, nothing is guaranteed in this life. I can promise all day long to stay safe. That doesn’t mean I will.

			I kiss him again, deeper this time, and it’s only when our tongues touch and I hear someone clearing their throat that I remember we’re not alone.

			Shit.

			Karra strides up with her pack, tossing it into the cargo hold. She flicks her gaze at us before securing the bag. Her expression is unreadable, but I wouldn’t blame her if she was pissed. Nobody wants to see a former lover flaunting a new relationship in front of their face.

			He bids us goodbye and heads off. Once he’s gone, I turn to Karra, remorseful.

			“I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking.”

			She shrugs.

			When she starts to walk away, I tug on her sleeve. “I mean it. That was insensitive. I’m sorry.”

			“I don’t care that you kissed him.” Hurt clouds her face. “I just fucking hate being proved wrong.”

			“Wrong about what?”

			“I told you he’s incapable of deep feelings.” I hear the bitterness in her voice. “Incapable of really loving someone. I guess I was wrong.”

			My heart squeezes. “Karra—”

			“No, it’s fine. Whatever. Let’s go.”

			She climbs into the back of the hybrid. I hop on, too, just as Evlynne crosses the hangar with a black duffel.

			“Here, let me help,” I say, reaching out, but she begs me off.

			“I’ve got it.”

			She sets the large gear bag in the cargo hold and straps it to the floor, making sure it stays secure. She looks ill at ease.

			“You okay?” I ask her.

			She shakes her head. “I don’t like this. Feels like a trap.”

			Yet despite those words, she flies us out of the mountain ten minutes later.

			

			 

			Bramble Base is in Ward H, located in a crumbling industrial area bordered by woods. According to Adrienne, the nuclear bunker was built in the Old Era and reinforced sometime in the past fifty years. It was designed to withstand literal nuclear war and indeed did. Tucked deep underground, the bunker can house up to five hundred people, but she tells me that only about two hundred currently reside there.

			We enter the facility from the main hatch, which leads to a metal staircase. Downstairs, we find a huge set of iron doors at the end of a long hallway. The corridor is quiet. Our footsteps echo off the concrete as we approach the entrance. Adrienne punches in a code, and the doors slide open.

			The first thing we see on the other side is Declan.

			“Welcome to Bramble,” he says when he notices me among the group. “First time, right?”

			I nod.

			Adrienne quickly briefs him. “The meeting is at midnight, but we don’t have the grids yet.”

			He rolls his eyes. “Somebody’s paranoid.”

			“Indeed. It appears the General doesn’t trust us,” she says with a wry smile. “The grids will be transmitted over an encrypted channel two hours before the meet.”

			I was told this earlier, and I don’t enjoy hearing it the second time around. I understand Travis’s reasoning for not transmitting the coordinates yet. We can’t ambush him if we don’t know where we’re meeting him. But that means we might be walking into an ambush.

			I glance at Adrienne. “Do I have time for a tour? I’m dying to see what this base looks like.”

			“Sure, but keep your comm on.”

			“I’ll take you,” Declan offers.

			As the others disappear into what looks like a common area with tables and coffee machines, I follow Declan down the hall instead, guided by the hum of the overhead fluorescent lights.

			Our first stop is the dormitories, which are more functional than comfortable, maximizing the space with bunks rather than single beds. Declan tells me there’s a wing of private rooms for the base leaders, including him. They have enough food stored to last years, water tanks and purification systems, and a small hydroponic system that lets them grow fresh produce in the bunker itself.

			He shows me several recreation rooms and a small gym. There’s truly no reason for anyone to ever leave this base, unless they’re fans of the sun. Yet even that isn’t a detriment; Declan explains that everyone at Bramble takes vitamins and supplements that help with the lack of natural light.

			I feel like we’ve walked over a mile by the time I say, “Should we head back to the briefing room?”

			“There’s nothing to brief about. Options are limited until the grids arrive.”

			“True.”

			“Do you want to see the medical bay?” He nods at the end of the hallway. “Fiona’s there, with her daughter.”

			“Poppy?” I say in surprise. “What is she doing here?”

			I wonder how on earth she convinced Fiona to let her come along. Last I heard, Fiona was threatening to chain her to the mountain before allowing her to leave the Dagger.

			“I don’t know, but they arrived together.”

			He pushes open the door and I’m instantly hit with the strong scent of antiseptic. The medical bay is a large room filled with single cots separated by light-blue curtains and equipment lining the walls. Only a few of the cots are occupied, but none of the people appear seriously injured. Fiona stands by a bed in the back of the room, talking to a prone older man who looks to be in his eighties.

			“Wren!”

			I glance over and there’s Poppy. Her blond braid swings over her shoulder as she walks toward me.

			I raise an eyebrow at her. “How did you manage this leisure pass?”

			She bites her lip sheepishly. “I may have, you know, thrown a tantrum.”

			I swallow a laugh. “Really.”

			“Yeah. I’m so tired of being stuck on the mountain all the time.”

			“I don’t blame you. There’s only so many rounds of clash poker you can play.”

			“Exactly.”

			I feel like I’m being watched, and I look over to find Fiona staring at me and Poppy. Her gaze is sharp. Wary. I give a small smile and a wave, but although she nods in greeting, her lips tighten, nothing but quiet disapproval in her expression.

			“She really doesn’t like me,” I remark, trying not to grin.

			Poppy shrugs. “She thinks you’re a bad influence.”

			That makes me snicker. How am I a bad influence? All I’ve ever done is save this girl from being paralyzed by violet bells and getting eaten by a ridgehowler. Don’t get me wrong, I do understand Fiona’s protectiveness. This is her only child, and the wards aren’t safe for Mods. But I also don’t blame Poppy for being desperate to break out of the high walls Fiona has erected around her.

			“Ready to head back?” Declan asks me.

			I notice Poppy’s disappointment. “You can’t stay?” she says.

			As much as I’d love to free her from being trapped in the shadows of overprotective Fiona, I’m on a mission, and can’t socialize. “I’m sorry,” I tell her. “We’re here on official business.”

			“All right, well, come find me later if you can.”

			“I will,” I promise.

			Declan and I make the long trek back across the labyrinthian corridors that make up Bramble Base. We enter one of the briefing rooms a few minutes later to everyone sitting around, looking bored.

			“Do we have the meeting coordinates yet?” I ask Adrienne.

			“No,” she says tersely.

			“He’s playing games with us.” Teriq’s eyes flash with irritation. “Kallister was right.”

			Her posture goes rigid. “It’s still early. He has time.” But she must be worried, because she reaches for her comm. “Evlynne, do you copy?”

			“I’m here,” is the response.

			“Is there anything unusual on your end?”

			“Negative. Radar’s clear. No activity at all. Nothing moving in or out as far as I can tell.”

			“Could be a setup,” Teriq says, shaking his head.

			Declan glances at Adrienne. “Should we abort?”

			“No, we’re still on standby for now.” She pauses. “But if we don’t hear from them in the next thirty minutes, we’ll call it—”

			She barely finishes that sentence when the explosion rocks the bunker.
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			A deafening boom echoes through the bunker. The overhead lights flicker, briefly plunging the room into darkness, only to flicker back on a second later.

			“What the hell was that?” Mako says, and everyone springs to action, grabbing their weapons.

			The walls creak, dust floating down from the ceiling as if it might collapse at any second.

			“That didn’t come from inside,” Declan says, his tone sharp.

			“Check the security feed.”

			Teriq and Adrienne fly out of the room. I hurry after them to the main control station where the surveillance room is located. Others are already there, studying the blinking screens that monitor everything above us.

			“There’s too much smoke,” the man at the workstation says.

			I peer at the screen. He’s right. It’s too unclear. But there are flashes of movement. Dark figures darting across the ground. The clarity is shit.

			“We’ve got company,” Declan says grimly.

			Teriq scans the cameras. He clicks a few buttons, and a map flickers to life on the holoscreen.

			“This is the civilian shaft,” the mission lead says. “We can’t get out the way we came in, but we can get out here. There’s another escape hatch behind the medical bay.”

			My stomach twists as I remember that Poppy is there.

			Shit.

			“I’ll go to medical,” I offer. “I’ll help Fiona with the civilians.”

			Teriq nods and begins barking out orders. “Mako, you’re with Darlington. Declan, Orin, and Karra, you’re with me and Ade.”

			We hear another explosion, and it feels like a shock wave goes right beneath our feet.

			“They blew the main hatch,” someone reports.

			“Fuck,” Adrienne growls.

			“Go,” Teriq orders, and everyone takes off.

			Mako and I race down the bunker corridors while the distant sounds of explosions rumble behind us. “Why are they only going for the main hatch?” he demands.

			“Maybe they don’t know the location of the others,” I call back, but I’m confused, too. If this is Silver Block, their intel is usually spot-on. They wouldn’t go into a mission half-cocked and only cover one entrance. But whether it’s an error or intentional, I’m going to treat it as the former and try to capitalize on it.

			Emergency sirens suddenly blare to life. I don’t know if someone turned them on or if they automatically trigger, but that deafening sound is enough to activate anyone’s anxiety. The wailing shriek sets my teeth on edge and rattles every nerve ending. Fuck, that’s loud.

			The lights drop in and out overhead as we run. I push forward, gripping my rifle. Mako matches my pace. I’m in fairly good shape, but smoke is beginning to waft toward us and my lungs strain as we sprint to the other end of the bunker. We’re nearly there when the lights flicker again, engulfing the corridor in darkness. They snap back on, but the fluorescent bulbs are humming, buzzing, as if they might explode at any second.

			I hear shouts filtering in through the walls. Screams. I hope the dormitory is being evacuated. I hope everybody makes it to the civilian shaft.

			I breathe in dust and smoke, jerking at another explosion that sounds too close for my comfort. When we reach the medical bay, the sirens mingle with civilian voices and the thudding footfalls of people rushing by. We encounter another field operative, who raises his rifle as we race toward him.

			“We’re here to help with the civilians,” I tell the older man.

			Relief floods his face. “The escape hatch is down here,” he says, then shouts at a group of young women. “Go! Move,” he orders before glancing at me. “There’s a carport at the edge of the woods. At least three trucks.”

			I nod. “I’ll help Fiona with the evac.”

			The room has lost power except for the emergency lights, so all I see is a greenish glow that flashes off Fiona’s face through the darkness. She keeps everyone calm amid the chaos, firmly directing civilians out of the medical bay. She’s trying to help the elderly gentleman off the bed, shouting for Poppy to bring her a wheelchair.

			“Wren,” Fiona shouts, for once looking happy to see me.

			The room is filling up with smoke. They must have blown up something inside the bunker. The haze is traveling through the halls now, carrying the acrid stench of burning.

			I hear gunfire, far away from me, but enough of a concern that I check in with Adrienne.

			“Adrienne, are you taking fire?”

			She doesn’t respond, and I fear that might answer the question.

			“You need to get Poppy out of here,” Fiona says urgently.

			I catch a glimpse of Poppy through the smoke thickening the air. “Declan said there’s another exit hatch through here?”

			Fiona nods. “Get everyone there. I need to help Noel.”

			“Mako and I have it covered,” I say, nodding at the big guy who’s ushering civilians out of the room.

			“Poppy can’t be here. Get her out now before it’s too late.”

			“I’m not leaving you!” Poppy protests, arriving in time to overhear that. She’s pushing a wheelchair.

			“I’ve got him,” Fiona says, reaching for Noel. “Go to the hatch now. If the bunker has been breached, there isn’t much time.”

			“Mom,” Poppy pleads. Terror widens her eyes.

			“Darlington,” a voice crackles over my comm. “Command’s coming in hot. There’s a Silver Block unit already down the main hatch.”

			Gunfire explodes in my ears, and for a second I think we’re being shot at until I realize it’s coming from Teriq’s comm.

			“Down!” I hear him shout, as I try to make sense of the commotion. Finally, his sharp voice addresses me again. “Mako, Darlington, get the civilians out and into the trucks. Expect heavy fire.”

			“How did they find us?” Fiona demands as she helps the old man into the wheelchair.

			“No idea,” I reply. “But they’re here now and we need to move.”

			“Mom—” Poppy starts, but Fiona cuts her off.

			“Wren,” the healer orders. “Please. Get her out. I’ll be right behind you.”

			I hesitate. Then I shake my head. “No. You’re coming with us. I’m not leaving anyone behind.”

			Fiona searches the smoke. “There could be more people who need help.”

			“Poppy needs you.”

			It’s her turn to hesitate. She looks at her daughter, and her frustration fades into resignation. “All right. Let’s go.”

			I’m filled with relief as we run out of the medical bay together, Fiona pushing the wheelchair. At the end of the corridor, we find Mako helping people up the ladder of the civilian hatch. I hope it opens directly into that carport with the escape vehicles; otherwise we’re in trouble.

			“Go,” Mako shouts to the next person. He’s relieved to see me. “They don’t seem to know about this exit,” he reports. “Teriq’s watching the cameras, and the entire west section right above us is clear. There’ll be some ground fire the moment people start coming up, but we still have a window right now. Teriq says to get as many people out as we can.”

			“What about everyone at the main hatch?”

			Mako gives a grim look. “They’re under a full-on assault. We can’t help them.”

			One by one, we urge civilians up the ladder. Fiona helps Noel out of his wheelchair, and the elderly man sways on his feet. He’s so frail. I don’t know what he was in the medical bay for, but whatever it is has him wheezing for air.

			The man scrutinizes the ladder. “I can’t make it up there.”

			“I got you, brother,” Mako says, reaching for the older man. “Get on my back.”

			“You can’t carry me,” Noel protests.

			Mako won’t hear any arguments. He hurries up the ladder with the old man clinging to his broad shoulders. He must pass Noel off to someone at the top, because a moment later, he’s scrambling down the rungs, his boots thudding against the floor.

			The entire bunker seems to be shaking. I can practically see the walls vibrating. Dust fills the air, the sound of gunfire growing louder, reverberating off the walls. We’ve just helped one of the last remaining civilians up the ladder when Teriq reports again.

			“Enemy’s closing in on you. Get out now.”

			Footsteps pound in the distance, sending a jolt of fear through me. As thick smoke clouds my vision, I tighten my grip on my gun.

			“Poppy, go,” I order.

			The teenager barely gets her foot on the first rung when gunshots  explode from the end of the hall. On pure instinct, I dive to the side, grabbing Poppy’s arm and thrusting her behind me to shield her. Fiona dives to the other side of the hall, disappearing from my view.

			Command’s here.

			Fuck.

			“Stay down,” I yell at Poppy as bullets whiz over our heads.

			I raise my rifle and fire back, the shots in such close proximity making my ears ring. When a shadow jumps toward us, adrenaline shrieks through my veins and I nearly blow his head off, luckily recognizing Mako’s enormous shoulders at the last second.

			“Cover me,” I shout to him. “I need to get Poppy out of here.”

			“Got you,” he yells back, then unleashes an entire clip at the soldiers attempting to advance at the far end of the corridor. I’m starting to see them more clearly. The navy-blue uniforms. Gleaming black steel of their weapons.

			As Mako provides cover fire, I pull Poppy to her feet and throw her toward the ladder. “Go!”

			“I won’t leave Mom!” she says stubbornly.

			“I’ll get her. Just go, Poppy.”

			Once she’s halfway up the ladder, I race over to help Mako, who’s still taking fire from the figures at the end of the hall. He’s managed to hold them off, but they’re moving again, in formation. I fire and one of the Silver Block soldiers collapses. So does my heart for a moment, as a thought occurs to me.

			What if Cross is here?

			No.

			He can’t be.

			Cross is the captain of Silver Block. He wouldn’t be in this hallway, just another boot on the ground. If anything, he’s calling shots somewhere above this bunker.

			The other soldiers keep coming. Mako takes one out, then another.

			“Fiona,” I shout toward the general vicinity I saw her take cover in, but if she answers, I don’t hear her over the gunfire.

			They’re closing in, but our aim is true. Mako and I provide cover for each other, and one by one, the soldiers drop like flies. Determination floods my body as I fire at the enemy. I need to get to Fiona, damn it. It feels like an eternity before Mako takes out the last man standing, and the corridor goes silent.

			Deadly, eerily silent.

			Smoke and gunpowder clog my nostrils. I’m breathing heavily. I keep my rifle up even as I scramble toward the last place I saw Fiona.

			When I turn the corridor, my heart jumps into my throat.

			She’s half sitting, half slumped against the wall, clutching her side. It’s hard to tell in the smoky hallway, but her face has lost all color. I see the red stain spread all over the left side of her body and lunge toward her.

			“Fiona,” I say urgently. “Where were you hit?”

			I press down on her side, trying to stop the bleeding, but I have no idea where it’s coming from, and soon my hands are slick with her blood.

			Her breathing is shallow, her voice barely a whisper as she says, “Too…late…”

			“Stop. Nothing is too late. Let’s get you out of here.”

			As her blood seeps through my fingers, I can see her eyes starting to glaze over.

			“Gut…shot,” she wheezes. “And…lung…”

			Panic clamps around my throat. Shit.

			“Lung’s filling…with blood.”

			I swallow my fear. “Can you try to heal yourself?”

			She tries to shake her head, but she’s so weak it’s barely perceptible. “Doesn’t work that way.”

			Mako stumbles around the corner, halting when he sees Fiona. “Oh shit.”

			I look up at him. “You need to go. Get everyone to the airfield.”

			“But—”

			“Mako, please. There are scared people waiting up there. Get them and Poppy to safety. I’ll take care of Fiona.”

			After a beat, he nods and hurries away. I turn back to Fiona, trying to stanch the blood pouring out of her abdomen. But even if I can get the bleeding of the gut shot under control, there’s nothing I can do about her lung.

			She’s going to drown in her own blood.

			“Wren,” she croaks. Weak, ragged. “Need to say…”

			“Stop talking. Just hold on. Let me try to stop this bleeding.”

			“…to say I’m…sorry.”

			“You have nothing to be sorry for,” I tell her. “Please, stop talking. You’re making it worse.”

			Fiona’s lips part and her hand rises, shaking wildly, as she tries to reach for my blood-soaked fingers. “Didn’t want you…around Poppy…” Her breathing is getting weaker. “Too close to her.”

			I apply more pressure on her side, but the blood continues to pour out like water from a faucet.

			“You need to stop talking,” I say, unable to process what she’s telling me. “Please.”

			“Trying to protect her,” Fiona croaks.

			I hear another burst of gunfire in the distance. It sounds far away, like it’s coming from the main hatch, but that doesn’t mean we have the luxury of time.

			Sure enough, Mako’s voice fills my earpiece a moment later. “Darlington, you need to get out.”

			I ignore him and focus on Fiona, who’s still struggling to speak.

			“Do…anything…to protect her.” Her eyes, completely glazed now, attempt to focus on mine, but I can tell she’s fading. “Protect her…for me?”

			A lump forms in my throat.

			“Darlington,” Mako says again. “I’ve got a truck full of civilians we need to get to safety.”

			I touch my earpiece. “Go without me.”

			“Wrenny—”

			“Just go. I’ll find my own way.”

			“There are two bikes stashed in the carport,” he says. “I’ll see you back on the base.”

			“Be careful,” I tell him.

			I cut the feed to find Fiona still struggling to speak. “Promise me,” she pleads. “Promise you’ll…protect Poppy. Don’t let…them…take her.”

			“I won’t,” I assure her. “I promise I’ll take care of her.”

			I hear gunshots in the distance, and I scan the corridor for any signs of movement.

			“Need…to go,” Fiona tells me. Her eyelids flutter as if she’s desperately trying to keep her eyes open.

			When they finally close, I know she’s gone.

			For a second, I sit there, still clutching her blood-soaked abdomen. Then I slowly release the pressure, letting my hands drop. I push myself up on unsteady legs.

			I scramble up the ladder, emerging from the hatch a moment later, sucking in gulps of fresh air. It’s nice to be out of the smoke, but I’m nowhere close to being out of danger. I glimpse the Command vehicles in the distance. When I check in with Mako, he says they don’t have a tail yet. Teriq had ordered the trucks to head toward the airfield in Ward E, but I have no idea what the plan is beyond that. I just pray they make it out of this ward before anyone spots them on the road.

			I race toward the small carport that’s tucked away in the shadows. It looks like an abandoned shed, nothing but broken wood and debris, but Mako said there were two bikes here. I’m almost on top of them when a figure emerges from behind a stack of abandoned supply crates.

			My rifle slides upward.

			“It’s me!” Poppy blurts out.

			I lower the gun. “What are you doing here?” I snap, unable to contain my anger. She was supposed to be in the truck with Mako, damn it.

			“I told you I’m not leaving without my mom.” She looks past my shoulders. “Where’s Mom?”

			“Poppy,” I start, regret flooding my chest.

			“Where is she?”

			“She took a fatal hit in that gunfight. She didn’t make it.”

			Her face collapses. “And you left her there?”

			“She was gone when I left.”

			“I need to get her!”

			Poppy tries to bulldoze past me, but I intercept her, grabbing her arm. “We have to go. Now.”

			“No! I need to get her!”

			“If you go back down there, you’ll die. Is that what you want? Because I know for a fact that’s not what your mother would want. She asked me to get you out of here, and that’s what I intend to do. Please don’t make me knock you out and throw you on the back of that bike.”

			Her body is trembling wildly, tears running down her cheeks, but then she sucks in a deep breath and follows me. I’m pulling one of the bikes upright when I hear them. Motorcycle engines.

			“Someone’s coming,” she says anxiously.

			“I know. We need to move.”

			But the approaching vehicles are speed bikes. I’ve barely gotten our own bike started when the Command is upon us. Instantly, I shove Poppy behind those supply crates and fire at the incoming soldiers. One of the figures falls off their bike, which goes fishtailing across the pavement and smashes onto its side. The other rider dives off the second bike before my bullet can connect with his chest. It pings off the handlebars instead.

			A bullet whizzes past my own ear as the soldier gets off a shot even as he rolls onto the ground. This guy has no fear, and my stomach suddenly clenches, because that was a very Cross move. What if he’s—

			No, this man is shorter than Cross, I realize in relief. He jumps to his feet, his gun aimed on me.

			Mine is trained on him, too, as I calculate the odds of getting more than one shot off.

			“Don’t move.”

			I recognize the voice.

			Not Cross. But I know him.

			When he pulls off his helmet, I immediately recognize him from Silver Elite. Theo. He was there when I was training, acting as one of my fake captors during a unit called Resistance to Interrogation. He knocked me around and then we had to work together. He was funny.

			And now we’re here squaring off in the dark, guns pointed at each other.

			“Darlington?” Recognition fills his eyes.

			“Hey, Theo.”

			We didn’t work together on any ops, but I liked him. Cross said he was a good guy.

			I really don’t want to kill him.

			But there are no good guys here. Haven’t I learned that lesson already? Roe and Travis are killing civilians, and who knows how many Mods died in tonight’s ambush.

			I tighten my finger on the trigger. “I will kill you, Theo. So please, just get on the bike and ride away.”

			He takes a slight step.

			“I mean it. Move and I’ll shoot.”

			My gaze flits to the supply crates where Poppy is hiding. She stares back at me, eyes wide.

			“There’s a red threat for you,” Theo says. “I have orders to kill you on sight.”

			“We both know I’m the better shot.”

			The seconds tick by.

			One.

			Two.

			Three.

			Just when I’ve resigned myself to the fact that I’m about to kill a man in cold blood, Theo charges at me.

			I get off a wild shot. It explodes on the gravel, sending chunks flying up. He shoots, too, but misses, then growls in frustration when I manage to kick the weapon out of his hand before he can fire again. It skitters away, but rather than lunge for it, he lunges for me instead.

			He’s bigger than me, and far more muscular, knocking the wind out of me when he tackles me to the ground. We tangle together on the dirt and dust, but I’m no match for him. He’s on top of me, the heavy weight of his body pressing down on my chest. It’s hard to breathe.

			Theo gets his hands around my throat. “Fucking hell, Darlington,” he mutters, as if he really doesn’t want to do this but has no choice.

			My windpipe feels like it’s being crushed. I gasp, desperate to draw air into my lungs. My vision blurs, and I feel myself losing strength when a new sensation comes over me.

			Pain.

			A stabbing sensation. Like someone shoved needles under my skin.

			Theo’s grip loosens a little, and I cough.

			The pain spreads from my neck down to my chest and arms, and suddenly his grip loosens entirely.

			Theo sits up, eyes wild with terror.

			A second later, his entire body starts to twitch. I watch in disbelief as his face contorts with agony. His arms trembling. Chest jerking, more and more violently, as if an electric current is running through his body.

			What the hell is happening?

			I lie there gasping for air, coughing.

			Theo’s grunting now. A pained guttural sound.

			Then I see her.

			Poppy stands off to the side. I don’t have a view of her arms, but I can see her wrist and it’s glowing, silver flowing through her veins. Her gaze is fixed on Theo, brow furrowed in concentration.

			“Wha…” he chokes out, then clutches his chest and lets out a hoarse scream.

			“Poppy,” I call out weakly, “what are you doing?”

			She doesn’t answer. Her gaze remains on him. She holds out her hand, and Theo begins thrashing on the ground, falling onto his back.

			Poppy takes another step, and I tense. Her eyes have a dead numbness to them. Her fingers clench a little, as if she’s holding an invisible rock, and then Theo’s chest convulses like he’s being shocked by defibrillator paddles.

			She squeezes her fingers tighter around that invisible rock, and Theo twitches one last time before going still.

			He’s dead.

			Poppy lowers her hand. She’s breathing hard. So am I. My heart feels like it’s going to pound its way out of my chest. I can’t form words or thoughts. All I can do is stare at her. I’ve never seen anything like that.

			“What did you do?” I whisper.

			Her face is completely devoid of color, beads of sweat dotting her forehead. “He was going to kill you.”

			I keep staring at her. I can’t reconcile this teenage girl who’s trembling in front of me with the person who just wielded that power. She killed Theo without even touching him.

			“We…need to go,” I finally say. My knees wobble as I stumble to my feet. “Get on the bike, Poppy.”

			Her gaze shifts to Theo’s lifeless form, then back at me. She doesn’t say a word. She doesn’t need to. The gravity of what she’s done is clear to both of us.

			I throw my leg over the bike. Poppy climbs on behind me and clings to my waist, her face burrowed between my shoulder blades. We’re both pushed back by the wind as I squeeze the throttle, giving as much gas as I can.

			I try to check in with Teriq over the comm. No answer. I try Adrienne via telepathy next, and this time I receive a response.

			“All the comms are dead,” she tells me. “They’re using signal jammers everywhere. What’s your location?”

			“I’m alone with Poppy. I have no idea where to go.”

			“Get to the airfield. Ev’s on standby.”

			“Where are you?”

			“We managed to get out. Saved who we could.” She sounds tired. “We’re en route to the airfield, too. Should rendezvous with you shortly.”

			“Who’s we?”

			“Me and Karra.”

			“That’s it? What about the others?”

			“They took Teriq. Declan’s dead.”

			Fuck. “How many other casualties?”

			“I don’t know. A lot. They decimated the entire east section of the bunker. It’s a miracle we got out. And Evlynne isn’t responding. I’ll try her again now.”

			She severs the link.

			I draw a deep breath and attempt to reach out to Evlynne, too, but also to no avail. Her silence troubles me, but not as much as what greets us when we reach the airfield ten minutes later.

			I scan the empty tarmac, my stomach in knots as I try to make sense of what I’m seeing. Or rather, what I’m not seeing.

			No plane.

			No Evlynne.

			Just shadows.

			Poppy follows my gaze, panic lighting her eyes. “Where’s the plane?”

			“Stay on the bike,” I say tightly.

			I throw my leg over it and march down the tarmac. I don’t expect the aircraft to miraculously materialize out of thin air, but I’d like to case out the area to make sure we’re alone.

			Where the hell is Evlynne?

			And if this is a trap, where’s Command?

			I poke her mind again. Then I poke again. And again. And just when I think she’s going to keep ignoring me, she lets me link.

			“I’m sorry.”

			Those simple words hang heavy with regret.

			“What do you mean you’re sorry? Where the fuck are you?”

			“I had no choice.”

			Her voice trembles, and in that moment, I know exactly what she’s done.

			Horror shoots through me. “It was you. You disclosed the location of Bramble?”

			“I had to.”

			“You didn’t have to do a godfucking thing, Evlynne.” I keep my back to the bike so Poppy can’t see the rage twisting my features. “You sold us out!”

			“I did what I could to help you,” she says weakly. “I didn’t tell him about the secondary escape hatches.”

			“Him?” A cold shiver runs up my spine. “Do you mean Travis Redden?”

			There’s a pause. “Yes.”

			“You’re working with Travis? Why the hell would you do that?”

			“It was your idea.”

			My jaw drops. I didn’t expect a betrayal from Evlynne of all people. The most loyal Mod I’ve ever known. A Severnist. And now she’s claiming I’m the one who precipitated it?

			Screw that. I refuse to own this.

			“It wasn’t my idea for you to betray your own people. Fiona is dead—”

			“Oh shit.”

			“—so tell me, how could I have possibly inspired this ultimate fucking betrayal, Evlynne?”

			“You told me to reach out to Fisher’s father.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 55

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			And I thought I was done being shocked to the bone tonight.

			“W-what?” I stammer. For a moment, the whole world seems to fray at the edges. Nothing makes sense in my own brain. “Travis Redden is your son’s father?”

			“Yes.”

			“Wren?” Poppy calls uncertainly.

			“Give me a second,” I say, my tone sharper than I intend.

			My mind is racing. Travis was the “piss-vein” Evlynne was telling me about that day on the Ledge?

			“How is that even possible?” I demand.

			Her voice is dull as she says, “After the network recruited me out of upper school, I was supposed to infiltrate the Command and train as a pilot. Travis was one of my instructors. I already told you what happened—one stupid booze-induced night. When I found out I was pregnant, the Uprising got me out of the city and relocated me to the Dagger.”

			“Are you insane? You kept Fisher a secret from Travis for a good reason and now you’re running straight to him? You’re trusting him?”

			“I know you won’t understand this,” Evlynne says quietly. “You can’t, not until you have a child you’d do everything in your power to protect. The Authority will kill him if they know what he can do.”

			“What can he do?” I feel a pang of dread as I realize she’s probably been keeping a lot more from me than I thought.

			She doesn’t answer.

			“What can Fisher do, Evlynne?” I push. At her prolonged silence, I swallow my frustration. “Whatever it is, nobody on the Authority would ever vote to kill a child. Gray would never allow it. But Travis? We already know what he’s capable of.”

			“He promised he would protect him.”

			“You really think Travis Redden, the General, isn’t going to use Fisher—maybe even kill him—just like the Authority would? Because you’re delusional if you believe that.”

			“You weren’t there, Wren. I saw his face when I showed him a digital holo of his son. I have to trust that he’ll keep his word.”

			I suck in a breath, stunned that someone as levelheaded and capable as Evlynne could be so naïve. “What about the cause?” I say in a last-ditch effort to make her see reason. “All you’ve done since I met you is go on about Mods regaining our rightful place in society. You call Primes piss-veins. And now you’re going to work with them? Nothing is more important, isn’t that what you said?”

			“I was wrong,” she says simply. “Something is more important. My son.”

			“Where is Fisher now? Please don’t tell me you’re going back to the Dagger to get him.” Fear clamps around my throat. “Are you leading them to the mountain?”

			“No. He’s already with me. He was on the plane with us tonight when we left the Dagger.”

			Her gear bag.

			That’s why she’d been handling it so gingerly. Fisher must have been in there the entire time.

			“I would never compromise the Dagger,” Evlynne insists. “I made that clear to him. I told him this was the only deal I was willing to strike.”

			“And I’m just supposed to believe you after what you did to the Bramble civilians?”

			“I did it for my son and I would do it again. But I’d never destroy everything we’ve worked so hard for. The Dagger will be safe, I promise.”

			My breath comes out in short bursts. I can’t fathom what I’m hearing.

			“Please don’t do this,” I beg. “You still have time to make it right.”

			“It’s too late, Darlington. My son comes first. Take care of yourself. Take care of Gray.”

			Then she’s gone.

			I’m…dumbfounded. I look around the empty runway, that promise of escape slipping away, just like everything else that slipped away tonight.

			Fiona. Declan. Evlynne.

			It’s a complete clusterfuck.

			I rub my temples before checking in with Adrienne. “Evlynne is gone,” I report. “We need to request another transport.”

			She starts to ask questions, but I shut it down because my brain can’t handle any more activity. I take a breath and return to Poppy, the girl who just killed a man without lifting a finger.

			It’s too much. Too fucking much.

			I need to get us out of here.

			Everything else can wait.

			

			 

			The mood back at the Dagger is somber. Gray meets us in the hangar, informing Adrienne that Kallister is waiting for her in the war room. She gives a resigned nod and heads for the air lock.

			Gray’s arms wrap around me in a tight, urgent embrace. Then he releases me to give Karra a quick hug. “You all right, KC?”

			“Fine. Thanks.” Without another word, Karra stalks out of the hangar. I think she’s in shock. She’s barely uttered a single word since Henley flew out to the airfield to retrieve us.

			“Are you okay?” Gray says, stroking my hair before tucking it behind my ears.

			“I’m as okay as I can be, considering everything.” I touch his cheek and give him a quick kiss on the lips before gesturing to Poppy. “I’m going to sleep in my own quarters tonight. Poppy’s going to stay with me.”

			He nods, glancing at the stricken teenager.

			“My mother’s dead,” she says flatly.

			His gaze softens. “I know. Fiona will be missed.”

			When her bottom lip starts to tremble, Gray pulls her into his arms. He strokes his hand down her back, and I see Poppy relax slightly. His short sleeves reveal the silver in his veins, telling me he’s grounding her. I’m keen with it. She needs to feel numb for a while or the pain and grief will consume her.

			Gray gives me a grim look. “I’ll probably be in the war room all night dealing with the fallout.”

			“Kallister is pissed?”

			“Beyond pissed. He’s not going to let Ade go unpunished for this.”

			I want to defend Adrienne—she had no idea Evlynne would choose to betray us—but nobody would’ve even gone to Bramble Base tonight if not for Adrienne’s insistence that we open peace talks with the Company.

			I take Poppy back to my quarters. We both reek of smoke, but she doesn’t want to take a shower yet. She plants herself on the small sofa that I moved back into the room after Xavier moved out.

			“You can ask about it,” she says without looking at me. Her empty gaze is fixed on the wall.

			I settle beside her, keeping my voice gentle. “What was that tonight? You weren’t corrupting him. You were…?”

			“Inflicting,” she whispers.

			I’m no longer surprised by the new abilities that crop up whenever I think I know them all.

			“And what is that?”

			“Infliction is…” She makes an embittered sound under her breath. “It’s exactly what it sounds like. I inflict pain. And sometimes death.” She laughs, but there’s no humor in it.

			“Does anybody else know that you have this ability?” I ask in a careful tone.

			“No. Only my mom knew.”

			I bristle at that, and hope Poppy doesn’t notice. Fiona knew her daughter possessed this dangerous power and didn’t disclose it to her own council, yet it was perfectly acceptable for her to tell the entire base I could incite?

			“And before you ask,” Poppy says, interrupting my indignant thoughts, “the bloodmark is inside my cheek.”

			Again, I have to acknowledge how fucking lucky that is. Like Valeria, Poppy couldn’t have seen her bloodmark appear in a more fortuitous place.

			Something else dawns on me, something about Fiona, and the way she looked at me each time I dared to speak to her daughter.

			She wasn’t trying to keep Poppy away from me because I’m an inciter.

			She was trying to keep me away from Poppy, because Poppy is an inflicter.

			“Is that why your mom always sent you to train in the Temple? She said it was to strengthen your shield, but it was to control the infliction, wasn’t it?”

			“No, she wanted me to suppress it.”

			I frown. “What do you mean?”

			“I can already control it. Most of the time, anyway. If my emotions are heightened, sometimes it will happen spontaneously.”

			“I don’t know anything about infliction,” I admit. “Theo’s body was…he looked like he was in pain?”

			“I can manipulate the nerve endings,” Poppy says. “And once the seizures start, I go for the heart. I…stop it. I don’t know how I do it, exactly. How do you incite? How does Grayson make me feel numb like this? I can’t explain it.”

			She’s right. We can’t always explain how our abilities work.

			“Did your mother ever let you practice on her?” I can’t imagine Fiona allowing Poppy to inflict some unsuspecting soul.

			“Yes. But it didn’t require a lot of practice. If I’m calm, I can turn it on and off easily.”

			“How fast can you harness the gold?”

			With one eyebrow raised, she looks at me.

			A second later, I feel a pain in my chest.

			I slap my hand over my collarbone, rubbing away the sting. “Was that you?”

			She nods.

			Holy hellfuck. Now I know why Fiona was so desperate to keep people from getting close to Poppy.

			“Don’t worry, I won’t accidentally stop your heart,” the girl says. “That doesn’t usually happen with humans. Your hearts are too big.”

			With humans.

			The implication hangs in the air. “But animals?” I say softly.

			At that, Poppy looks crestfallen. “The slightest jolt can kill them. When I told you that Scarlett doesn’t let me touch the birds, I lied. She never made that rule. I don’t touch them because I don’t want to hurt them. Like I hurt Didi.”

			Sadness squeezes my heart. So that’s why she doesn’t go to the aviary anymore. She must’ve accidentally killed that raven.

			Fuck. I rub my forehead. I’m so tired, but I know there won’t be any sleep for me tonight.

			“Has it happened with any other animals?” I ask.

			She nods. “We had a dog…” She trails off.

			That’s all she needs to say, and I ache even harder for her. I know what it’s like for your abilities to work spontaneously, but I can’t imagine actually killing someone with my touch.

			Her eyes well up with tears then. “But tonight, I did it to a person. I stopped his heart.”

			“You saved my life,” I remind her. “So if you feel guilty about killing that man—”

			“I didn’t save your life,” Poppy blurts out. “I almost killed you.”

			“What are you talking about? You mean tonight?”

			“No. I…” Her entire face collapses. “The night of the red moon, I’m the one who poisoned your drink.”

			Shock slams into me. “What?”

			“It was an accident,” she moans. “I used that plant you told me about. Crimlock. I crushed up the root and boiled it and put it in my mom’s bottle.” She tips her head toward me, her expression one of genuine distress. “You said it caused stomachaches!”

			My breath catches. “Oh fuck. You were trying to make her sick?”

			Poppy grows paler. “I just wanted her to leave the party early so I could have a good time and breathe for five stupid minutes.”

			“Poppy—”

			“I pretended to go and refill her bottle, and then I gave it to her, but Teriq called her over and she put it down somewhere. I tried to take it back, except Lu swatted my hand away and said I was too young for grange—” Poppy is panting so hard she can barely speak. “I don’t know how it got to you. But the moment you collapsed I knew it was my fault.”

			I nod, a heavy breath slipping out. I can’t even muster up any anger at her confession. It was an accident, and she’s clearly punished herself enough for it.

			“You said it just makes your stomach hurt,” Poppy accuses again, unshed tears glistening on her eyelashes.

			“It does,” I say gently. “Or at least, crimlock does. You dug up the wrong plant, Poppy. It’s an honest mistake. The red flowers look nearly identical, but heartroot has a red root. Crimlock is brown.”

			She blinks faster, as if trying to ward off the tears. “I just stood there and watched my mom try to heal you. I thought you were going to die, and it was all my fault. I’m so sorry. I feel so awful.”

			“Poppy, it’s okay—”

			“It’s not! I almost killed you.”

			“But you didn’t. And you weren’t acting maliciously.” Which, to be honest, is a relief to me. Now I no longer need to be suspicious of every liquid I consume.

			“I wanted to tell you so many times, but I kept losing my nerve because I knew you would hate me.”

			“I don’t hate you,” I promise her.

			She releases a soft noise that’s halfway between a sob and a breath of relief. I reach for her hand again, holding it firmly, but she only allows it for a few seconds before shrugging out of my grip.

			“Can I take a shower now?” she mumbles. She sounds exhausted.

			“Of course. And we can share the bed, if you don’t mind. The couch isn’t very comfortable.”

			Once the lav door closes behind her, I strip out of my soot-stained clothing. I’m slipping into a fresh pair of pants and a long-sleeved shirt when the alert on my comm pops up.

			REPORT TO THE WAR ROOM

			

			
				
			

			 

			“Take a seat, Wren,” Kallister says.

			I glance around the table, unnerved by how few people are here. Kallister sits at the head, as far away from Adrienne as possible. Other than them, only Gray and Karra are present.

			I sit next to Gray, who reaches for my hand beneath the table, giving it a squeeze. I wish he had telepathy so I could ask him what I just walked into.

			“Talk us through what happened tonight,” Kallister says, but he’s not speaking to me.

			He’s speaking to Adrienne.

			In a wooden voice, she relates everything that happened at Bramble Base, from the explosion to the assault, to Teriq’s capture and Evlynne’s betrayal.

			When it’s my turn, I clear my throat and explain how Teriq ordered me and Mako to help Fiona clear the medical bay and evacuate people through the civilian hatch. When I describe the firefight during which Fiona was fatally shot, Kallister fixes his scathing eyes on Adrienne, who stares back at him, expressionless.

			I feel bad for her. His fury is palpable, every pulsing wave of it directed at the red-haired woman across the table.

			“And in the main hatch?” he prompts, his voice tight.

			Adrienne starts to speak, but he holds up his hand to silence her.

			“Colfer,” he says, glancing at Karra. After she describes how the Silver Block ground troops breached the bunker, he asks, “Was Elite there?”

			My breath catches. When Gray stiffens beside me, I know he feels the tension in my body, but his profile is hard, revealing nothing.

			“I don’t know,” Karra answers. “I was too busy trying not to get shot to death.”

			“I don’t think Elite was in the bunker,” I put in. “But they were definitely on the ground. I took one out before Poppy and I got away.”

			I feel Gray’s eyes boring a hole in the side of my face. I don’t turn to look at him.

			“Elite is usually reserved for more covert ops,” Gray says. “This sounds like a full-blown assault.”

			“It was,” Karra says flatly. “I don’t think their orders were to kill, though, but to capture.”

			Adrienne nods. “They recognized Teriq. They probably had dossiers on all of us.”

			My gaze finds Kallister’s. “What happened to the Bramble civilians? Nobody’s told me if Mako is okay.”

			“He’s fine,” Kallister says gruffly, and relief flutters through me. “We struck a deal with Jasper. He convinced the leader of the Hollow to take in the civilians.”

			“Kitty agreed to that? How many made it out of the bunker?”

			“Sixty-two.”

			My stomach sinks. I remember Adrienne telling me there were two hundred civilians living in Bramble. That means more than half of them were killed or captured.

			“We’re not sure on the final casualty count yet,” Adrienne murmurs, as if reading my mind. “I counted about twenty.”

			Kallister’s lips tighten. “Let’s just hope the rest were taken prisoner and not lined up against the wall and shot. I suppose it all depends on what your good friend Travis Redden decides, doesn’t it?”

			The raw vitriol on his face catches me off guard. Adrienne doesn’t flinch, though.

			“I notice you keep ignoring the fact that one of our own people is the reason this ambush even happened,” she says coldly.

			Gray’s fingers tighten in mine. His other fist is clenched, pressed against his knee. Evlynne was his friend.

			Across the table, Karra doesn’t try to hide how upset she is. “Evlynne would never do that.”

			“Evlynne did do that,” I retort. “She linked with me before she went dark.”

			Everyone swings their heads toward me, gazes sharp. “She did?” Kallister says. “What did she say?”

			“She said, ‘I’m sorry.’ ”

			I nearly blurt out the rest of our exchange, but at the last second, I curb the impulse.

			Fisher is Travis Redden’s son.

			Under any other circumstances, I might say something, but the tension between Kallister and Adrienne is eclipsing everything at the moment. This information is too sensitive. It feels like something I need to keep close to the vest right now.

			“ ‘I’m sorry,’ ” Gray repeats. “That’s it?”

			I nod, and the room goes silent for several beats.

			“Whatever Evlynne did is moot right now,” Kallister finally says, shaking his head at Adrienne. “I told you to wait with this mission. With this ridiculous plan of yours to work with our enemy. We had three Authority members at Bramble tonight. Now one of them is dead and the other is a prisoner. You put our leaders at risk, Adrienne. You put every single person in that bunker at risk.”

			Her jaw twitches at the sharp rebuke.

			“I’ve been holding my tongue,” he spits out, and he reminds me so much of Uncle Jim right now with his unforgiving tone, those cold eyes. “I voted to work with Redden to take down his father, but I warned you he had no intention of cooperating with us long term. He was using you for your power, so you could corrupt his father. He used you and then he strung you along, acting like a peace deal was actually on the table. I saw through it from the very start, and it disappoints me, Adrienne, that you couldn’t see past that bullshit.”

			Her cheeks hollow, as if she’s grinding her teeth. “Don’t speak to me like I’m a child, Kallister.”

			He ignores her. “Now, thanks to you, we’re down to a council of three. Your lack of leadership and your haste landed us in this position, and as much as I hate to do it—”

			“Yes, it sounds like you hate every minute of this,” she cuts in, sarcasm dripping from her voice.

			“I’m going to invoke Order Five.”

			Gray’s shoulders stiffen, while Karra looks startled.

			Me, I’m just confused.

			“What does that mean?” I ask before I can stop myself. “What’s Order Five?”

			Adrienne releases a humorless laugh. “It means he’s calling for a vote to disband the Authority.”
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			Poppy tosses and turns all night, and as a result, keeps me up all night. But even if she were lying as still as a stone, I don’t think it would’ve produced a different outcome. I’m too wired to sleep.

			In the morning, I get on my tablet and try to understand what Order Five is, but there isn’t exactly a file on the Uprising’s online network labeled Rules and Regulations. Still, there must be rules, considering Kallister invoked one last night.

			In the mess hall at breakfast, I ask Gray who participates in the vote that Adrienne had mentioned.

			He brings his coffee to his lips, answering with, “Only the Authority members and the mission leads.”

			My gaze shifts to Saint, the other mission lead at our table. “So you get to vote, too?”

			Saint nods.

			“And if everyone votes to disband the council, then what?” I look around. “There’s an election? People throw their hats in the ring to be the new leader?”

			Karra flashes an annoyed look. “You don’t get it. Order Five isn’t about elections. If it passes, Kallister becomes the new leader. He gets full control.”

			A line creases my forehead. “Why Kallister?”

			“Because he’s the one who invoked the order,” Gray explains. “He’s signaling to everyone that he believes he is most fit to lead.”

			“Can anyone challenge him?”

			“No.”

			“And if the order doesn’t pass?”

			“At that point, a new council would be voted in.”

			“This system is fucked up,” I say. “Has something like this ever happened before?”

			Henley joins the conversation. “Before this current Authority, there was a stretch when there was only one leader. But I think that was like ten, fifteen years ago?”

			Gray nods. “I’ve never had Order Five invoked since I’ve been here. But we’ve also never had a mission go that far south. Bramble was a huge loss. KC and Declan destroyed the intelligence rooms before Silver Block swarmed—”

			“Blew that shit up,” Karra confirms.

			“—so we do have protocols in the event of a breach. But Bramble was an invaluable location.”

			Saint gives me a grudging look. “Kallister’s not wrong to be pissed. This is a big hit for us.”

			“How are you going to vote?” I look between the two mission leads.

			Neither man answers, which makes me frown.

			“You can’t seriously be considering disbanding the Authority and giving Kallister full control.”

			“What Authority?” Karra mutters. “Fiona’s dead. Teriq will be dead soon.”

			Gray disagrees with her bleak assessment. “There’s a reason they took him prisoner. They must consider him useful.”

			“When is this vote?” I ask.

			“Tonight,” he says.

			“And what will happen to Adrienne?”

			“This big of a screwup? She’ll be stripped of leadership regardless of how the vote plays out. Maybe spend some time in a cell.”

			“She doesn’t deserve that,” I protest.

			Nobody answers, and for a moment I wonder if they believe she does deserve it. Why, though? Because her idea of peace is different from theirs?

			After breakfast, I pull Gray aside.

			“You can’t vote to let Kallister take charge,” I say, unable to tamp down my uneasiness.

			“I’m not sure what I’m going to do yet.”

			“You know I’m right. The Uprising needs the balance that the Authority provides. We can try to get Teriq back. Replace Fiona. But that group leadership is crucial. You don’t want one person making all the decisions. Not even Kallister.”

			“Maybe.” I can see him relenting a little.

			“Why don’t we go talk to him? Try to convince him it wasn’t Adrienne’s fault that everything went south. Evlynne is the one who compromised the bunker.”

			When Gray hesitates, I take his hand.

			“Please. Let’s talk to Kallister. Maybe he’s had a change of heart after sleeping on it.”

			Although he looks unconvinced, Gray shrugs. “All right,” he says, but I think it’s mostly for my benefit. “I guess it couldn’t hurt.”

			

			 

			When I link with his mind, Kallister says he’s at the Temple, so Gray and I head down there. He’s talking to Hawkins, but the scowl-faced inciter stalks off the moment he sees us. I can’t say I miss training with the guy. He’s always such a surly ass.

			With the blue glow of the daggerstone and those old religious symbols both below and above us, it feels almost fitting meeting here. Like we’re offering some sort of sacrifice to try to save Adrienne’s position in the Authority.

			“Look, Adrienne messed up,” I start, getting right to the point.

			“She did more than mess up,” Kallister retorts. “She endangered hundreds of lives and cost us an invaluable military installation. Fiona’s dead because of her. Teriq is a prisoner.”

			“Yes, but it’s not like she set out for that to happen. Nobody could’ve predicted that Evlynne would reveal the bunker’s location to the Company.”

			“If that’s what happened,” Kallister says, lifting a dubious brow.

			“It is.” I hesitate, but after sitting on the news all night, I decide it’s time to reveal Evlynne’s secret. “When we linked, Evlynne did more than apologize. She told me Fisher is Travis Redden’s son.”

			I’m met with dead silence.

			“Hellfuck,” Gray says in disbelief. “Why didn’t you say anything last night?”

			“I was still wrapping my head around it. And before you ask, she didn’t offer any other details,” I lie, keeping Fisher’s bloodmark to myself. For now, anyway. “But she did betray us, Kallister. Why else would she abandon us and steal that plane? Why else is Fisher missing from the valley? Their house deserted? I know you want to place all the blame for this on Adrienne, but none of us anticipated what Evlynne did. As for Adrienne, she has certain ideas of what this world can be, and yes, maybe they’re more idealistic than yours—”

			“I think the correct words are naïve and impossible,” he interrupts. “The Continent doesn’t do peace. Even before the Last War. Humans are not built for peace.”

			That brings a frown to Gray’s lips. “So, what, the world is doomed, then? Should we just go and slaughter everyone on the other side and be done with it?”

			Kallister looks annoyed. “Of course not. I’m just saying, working with the enemy? It’s not going to happen. We take the enemy out, and we work with the people who are left.”

			“What if they don’t want to work with you?”

			“We’ll cross that bridge when we get to it.”

			There’s a long pause before Gray speaks again, his voice quiet and persuasive. “You still have time to withdraw Order Five.”

			Kallister cocks his head at him. “Is that what you want me to do? Or is that what she wants?”

			“She has a name,” I say, my voice tight. “And yes, I believe shaking up the leadership structure right now is a bad idea. People are angry and afraid.”

			“That’s exactly why they need one strong leader to take over. But it won’t be Adrienne. After what she did, she is not fit to lead anymore.”

			Gray voices a protest. “I agree with Wren. I think we can show Adrienne some grace. How about we take some time before you call a vote to reorganize our entire way of life?”

			“You sure about that, Gray?” Kallister’s tone raises my hackles, a note of politeness that borders on condescending. “Are you sure you want to take the advice of the woman whose parents killed your family?”
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			Kallister’s question hangs in the air like a ticking bomb.

			Tick tick tick.

			Why would he say that?

			Why would he. Fucking. Say that.

			As my chest clenches, I lock my gaze with Kallister’s, feeling sick to my stomach. He’s kept my secret for months, and now he’s using it against me to get his way?

			Kallister offers a weary shrug. “As much as it pains me, I think it’s about time he knows, don’t you?”

			Screw you, I almost spit out. This isn’t “paining” him. He’s been waiting for this moment, I realize. Holding on to this secret so he can use it when it’s most advantageous to him.

			“Wren…” Gray is staring at me. I can see his mind working. “What’s he talking about?”

			“I…” My voice sounds weak in the cavern. I rub my cheek, wanting to bury my face in my hands.

			The longer I stay quiet, the more frustrated Gray becomes. Finally, he turns to Kallister, who’s more than happy to share all the details.

			“Wren’s parents were the Tin Block Traitors.”

			I see the confusion in Gray’s expression first, and then the slow, agonizing shift—the anger creeping in, the rush of betrayal.

			“How is that possible?” he demands.

			“I’m sure Wren can give you the backstory, but she wasn’t born Wren, was she?” Kallister gives me an expectant look, and I want to cry. “Isn’t that right, Stella?”

			Gray’s jaw tightens. “Your name is Stella?”

			“Stella Hess.” Shame swirls in my stomach like poison. “But I didn’t know until recently.”

			His resulting silence feels suffocating. I want him to say something. But he dismisses me from his gaze, focusing on Kallister instead.

			“The Tin Block Traitors,” Gray repeats.

			“Jakob Hess and Marina Serrano,” Kallister confirms. “My brother, Julian, my stupid, pathetic brother—”

			I flinch at the disgust dripping from his voice.

			“He let himself get led around by his cock.” Kallister shakes his head in disapproval. “I told him Marina was against us, but Julian didn’t believe me. He was so godfucking arrogant, he thought he knew better than everyone. He chose her. Over his own blood. He risked everything, not just his life, and my life, but the lives of every single Mod on the Continent.”

			“You voted to rescue him,” I say weakly.

			Kallister lets out a hard laugh, and I can practically feel the hatred pulsing through him. “No one was going to authorize that rescue. I knew it wouldn’t get done.”

			“Then why vote yes?”

			“On the off chance that he survived. You never know when you might need an Ash on your side.” He turns back to Gray. “Marina Serrano planned the bombing of Valterra Ridge. Her and Jake. Julian played a hand, too, because he ignored my warnings. Because he thought he was so much smarter. Because he loved her.”

			My heart twists again.

			“Thousands of people,” he emphasizes to Gray. “Your parents. Your sisters. Gone. Dead. Burned to a crisp. Their bones underwater.”

			“I am not my parents,” I grind out.

			I glimpse the storm brewing in Gray’s eyes. I knew this moment would eventually come, but I was hoping it wouldn’t.

			I implore him with my gaze. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you. I didn’t want you to look at me differently. I’m not responsible for my parents’ sins. But they stole your life from you, and I didn’t want you to know that I come from people who would do that.”

			The words spill out in a rush, a desperate attempt to explain something that could never truly make sense. Because it still doesn’t. I don’t know why my mother betrayed her own people. My father, fine, perhaps you could make me understand. He wasn’t a Mod. He didn’t know what that meant.

			But she knew.

			And she still did it.

			I reach for Gray’s arm, but he takes a backward step, which is like a slap to the face.

			Meanwhile Kallister’s regarding me with those fake caring eyes. “I’m not doing this to be cruel, Wren,” he starts.

			Bullshit. Until this moment, I didn’t realize how much he enjoys hurting people. Because I can sense his dishonesty. He’s enjoying this.

			“But Gray needs all the information in order to make an informed decision about this vote.”

			“This has nothing to do with whether Adrienne stays in the Authority,” I accuse. “You did this because he was about to do the right thing, and now you’re planting doubts in his mind about my motives.” My voice shakes as I turn to Gray. “There is no ulterior motive here. I truly don’t believe Adrienne should be blamed for what happened at the bunker.”

			He stares at me, his throat working as he swallows. “When I took you to the Ridge, when I told you everything about my family…my past…” My uncle. “You knew then that your mother was the reason my family was gone?”

			My heart drops, cold and heavy, like a rock sinking straight to the bottom of the ocean. “Yes.”

			“And you didn’t say a fucking word.”

			“I’m sorry.”

			He lets out a sharp, humorless laugh. “Would you leave us alone now?”

			“W-what?” I stutter.

			“I said leave us.”

			The last time I saw Gray enraged, it was after I incited him without permission. He could barely look at me, but even then, I knew the anger stemmed from fear and worry that I’d almost lost my life. Right now? He’s not looking at me because he wants nothing to do with me.

			“Leave,” he repeats. There’s ice in his voice, and every cell in his body transmits the same message: Get the fuck away from me. “I need to speak to Kallister about the vote.”

			As a sob catches in my throat, I turn on my heel and run out of the Temple.

			

			 

			That afternoon, I track Saint down in the common room. It’s been hours since I left the Temple, and I have no idea where Gray is. I’m starting to worry.

			“Have you seen Gray?” I ask without preamble.

			“Yeah. He beat the hell out of me in the gym about an hour ago.” Saint holds up his hands to show me his knuckles. They’re cracked and red.

			I bite my lip. Hesitating. “Did he tell you?”

			I suddenly feel Saint poking the back of my mind. It’s the first time he’s tried to link telepathically with me.

			“About how your parents are loathed by every single person in the Modified world?” he says, and I see the veins of his bare arms rippling. “You mean that?”

			“Yes, that.” I meet his eyes. “Do you think I’m evil, too, now?”

			“That’s a stupid question, Darlington. If we were responsible for the shit our parents did, half of us wouldn’t be here, myself included.”

			I lift a brow, but he doesn’t elaborate.

			“How are you going to vote?” I ask out loud. “Will you vote to disband and put Kallister in charge?”

			He tips his head, thinking. “I don’t know. Probably not.”

			My stomach flutters with relief. “Can you convince Gray to vote that way, too?”

			“I don’t think you can convince Gray to do anything he doesn’t want to do.”

			Before I can say anything else, Saint gets an alert on his comm and checks the screen.

			“Time to vote,” he says brusquely.

			Shit. It’s already happening?

			As I tail him out the door, he looks over his shoulder, hunter-green eyes flickering with amusement. “You’re not a mission lead.”

			“No, but I want to talk to Gray before you go in.”

			“I don’t know how receptive he’ll be.”

			“I have to try,” I say, jutting out my chin.

			On the Operations floor, I’m startled when a familiar figure rounds the corner at the end of the hallway. Mako. Relief shoots through me. He’s wearing his mission clothes, which are still streaked with dirt and soot, but he appears unharmed as he strides down the hall.

			“Hey,” I say, running toward him. “When did you get back?”

			He wraps his big arms around me in a warm hug. “Just now. Henley picked me up.”

			“I’m so glad you’re safe. How was your night at the Hollow?”

			Mako breaks out in a grin. “So I know I’m supposed to be all somber and sad because all this bad shit happened last night, but…Holy hellfuck, Wrenny. The women there…” He whistles under his breath, and I can’t help but laugh.

			“How’s Xavier? Did you see him?”

			“Oh, I saw him. He and Reed had this beautiful girl sandwiched between them and—”

			“I don’t need to hear anything more,” Saint interrupts, rolling his eyes. He takes off walking again.

			I touch Mako’s arm, already backing away. “I have to go, too, but I’ll catch up with you later.”

			I hurry after Saint, reaching the war room in time to see several people streaming in, operatives I’ve either never worked with or just seen at the shooting range. The only person I recognize is pink-haired Raven Persimmons, who nods at Saint before disappearing into the room.

			I don’t see Gray yet. “I’ll wait out here for him,” I tell Saint.

			The corridor empties out, leaving me anxious and alone. My nerves are running high by the time I hear his footsteps. I spin and find him walking toward me with that long, confident stride, his blond hair gleaming beneath the overhead lights.

			His expression softens when he sees me. Only for a second, before shuttering again.

			“You shouldn’t be here,” he says gruffly.

			“I know you’re mad at me for keeping that secret from you,” I blurt out. “But please don’t let that cloud your judgment in there.”

			His eyes flash with chagrin. “The fact that you find me incapable of making decisions—”

			“No, that’s not what I’m saying. I’m just saying…Adrienne messed up. That doesn’t mean Kallister gets to do whatever he wants now.”

			“We’ll talk about it later.” He storms past me into the war room, and the doors buzz closed.

			Battling my frustration, I return to my quarters, wishing I were a damn mission lead. I find Poppy curled up on my bed, as she’s been most of the day.

			“Hi,” I say, sitting on the edge and stroking her arm. “You feeling any better?”

			“No,” she mumbles.

			“Listen, I talked to Tana earlier. How do you feel about spending some time in the valley with Luisa’s parents?”

			Poppy doesn’t even look at me. “Sure,” she says numbly.

			“I think it will be good for you to get off this mountain. And I heard they’re planning a service for your mom down there in a couple of days.”

			“Okay.”

			I don’t know how to get through to her. Not sure I can. She’s lost the only parent she’s ever known, and though Fiona was overprotective, she loved her daughter fiercely. The woman did everything she could to protect her.

			Together we go to her quarters, where I help her pack her things. Luisa shows up not long after. She holds out her arms and envelops the girl in a hug.

			“I’m so sorry about your mom. We all loved Fiona.”

			“Thanks,” Poppy whispers.

			“My parents are excited to have you there. Mom doesn’t get to cook for guests as often as she’d like. You ready to go?”

			I reach into Poppy’s mind before they leave. “Check in with me later, keen?”

			“Keen,” she says.

			I’m on pins and needles waiting for the war room meeting to wrap up. By the time I hear the knock on my door, I’m a bundle of nerves.

			My heart leaps to my throat as I let Gray in. All it takes is one look at his face, and I know what happened.

			“Why?” I say flatly. “Why would this vote pass?”

			“Because she caused a massive civilian death count.” He sinks onto the small couch and rests his head in his hands, rubbing his temples. “None of the mission leads can trust her after that. Most of them admitted they voted to disband.” Gray lifts his head to meet my eyes. “My vote wouldn’t have counted for anything. It was nearly unanimous.”

			“Nearly,” I echo.

			“Two people voted against Order Five.”

			“Do you know who?”

			“No. Votes are secret.”

			With hesitant steps, I go to sit beside him. “Are you ready to talk about it?” I ask quietly.

			His gaze finds mine again. “No.”

			And then he gets up and walks to the door.

			My heart splinters, but I manage to rise, somehow maintaining my dignity. “I’ll be here whenever you’re ready to talk. For what it’s worth, I’m sorry. I should have told you. I just didn’t want to lose you.” I wince when I hear my voice crack. “I really didn’t want to lose you.”

			For a second, his shoulders sag, his features softening.

			But that doesn’t stop him from leaving.

			Before I can succumb to the tears, I grab my comm and slide it in my pocket, then hurry down to the Operations floor.

			I can’t be inside this base right now. I can’t think in here, and my emotions are running too high. I’m gutted that Gray walked out on me. And I’m disappointed in Kallister for disbanding the Authority and proving himself to be as power-hungry as everyone else on this asinine Continent.

			Cross was right. It’s fucking unsalvageable.

			I take a breath, trying to calm myself, but the air feels too thick. I need fresh air.

			Turning the corner at the elevator bank, I glimpse a blur of movement. A dark-blond head. A khaki-pant leg.

			For a second I think it’s Gray, but I reach the end of the corridor in time to see Kallister disappear through the air lock.

			Suspicion pricks at me. Why is he leaving the base after dark?

			I walk faster, entering the air lock myself. The door hisses open to reveal an empty landing hangar, so I head toward the path that winds through the dense trees. I spot Kallister about twenty yards ahead, a dark silhouette against the sky. The sun set about an hour ago, so it’s hard to see the path, but his strides are fast and deliberate. A man with a purpose.

			I’m on full alert now. I allow him to place some more distance between us before I follow, silently navigating the craggy cliffside. I know where he’s going. This is the same path that leads to the white daggerstone cave.

			The cave where he likes to have private conversations because nobody’s abilities work there.

			When I reach the top of the bluff a few minutes later, I catch the faint murmur of voices echoing out of the cave’s entrance.

			I flatten myself against the stone wall and begin edging toward the mouth of the cave, shrouding myself in the shadows.

			“With Adrienne gone, it’ll be easier to sanction your missions. No more votes, no more running everything by those spineless assholes.” Kallister’s voice.

			His words bring a flicker of confusion.

			Missions? What missions is he talking about?

			I press my back to the wall, holding my breath as I wait for a response.

			“Gray won’t like it. He doesn’t have the stomach for what we’re doing.”

			Hawkins.

			That was Hawkins.
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			My blood runs cold. Why are Kallister and Hawkins secretly meeting on the bluff?

			And what won’t Gray like?

			“Gray will fall in line once he recognizes this is the greatest weapon we have and the fastest way to end this pointless war.”

			There’s a muffled chuckle from Hawkins. “Don’t be stupid, Kal. He’s not going to let me corrupt on a mass scale.”

			I swallow my gasp before it slips out.

			Hawkins is a corrupter?

			“We’re not ready to go mass, anyway. There’ll be time to convince Gray to come around while you perfect the process.”

			“Then find me some better targets. I need stronger minds if I’m going to have any impact,” Hawkins responds, sounding bored. “Kids are too weak.”

			“Without the Authority breathing down our necks, I’ll get you access to as many Primes as you want.”

			Holy fuck. This is actually real. They’re talking about corrupting minds. Innocent minds. Kids.

			Cross was right.

			I had dismissed his concerns as paranoia. I told him Adrienne would never do that.

			I was right, too. Adrienne wouldn’t do that.

			But apparently Kallister would.

			I suddenly feel sick. Gulping down waves of nausea. If Hawkins can both incite and corrupt, that makes him one of the most powerful Mods on the Continent. Maybe the most powerful.

			I think about all those times I saw them training in the Temple. Chatting in the mess hall. I thought Kallister had taken Hawkins under his wing because he felt sorry for him. Meanwhile, he’d been scheming and colluding with him this whole time.

			“…your head down until I handle this Adrienne situation.” Kallister’s voice cuts into my thoughts. “No more solo flights to the wards until it’s taken care of.”

			The low thud of their footsteps approaches at the entrance and Kallister strides out of the cave. My heart leaps into my throat, but he doesn’t see me.

			I watch his retreating figure, walking away. I wait for Hawkins to do the same, but when he emerges, he doesn’t head for the path. He moves in the other direction, continuing up the ridge.

			Where the hell is he going?

			Pulse racing, I wait a few seconds before easing away from the wall. I keep my distance, moving like a ghost as I ascend the narrow trail that leads up the bluff.

			The path grows steeper, the rocks more jagged, but I use the rugged terrain to my advantage to tail Hawkins. Anger burns in my gut as I stew over what I heard. They’re using corruption against children. They’re planning on using it on every Prime they can find.

			When Hawkins reaches the top, he stops to light a cigarette, and I seize the opportunity, moving in behind him to catch him off guard. I don’t have a weapon on me, but he’s unarmed and I’m confident I can knock a scrawny prickhole like Hawkins on his ass.

			And if all else fails, incite.

			“You’re a corrupter?” I demand.

			He slowly turns, amusement on his face. “Didn’t your parents ever teach you that eavesdropping is bad manners?”

			My parents were both traitors. I don’t think they were overly concerned about etiquette.

			“You’re not going to deny it?” I say coldly.

			Posture relaxed, Hawkins lifts the cigarette to his lips and inhales. “Why would I? You heard what you heard.”

			“How long have you been working with Kallister?” I shake my head in disapproval, repulsed by them both.

			I feel stupid for believing Hawkins just liked to take those planes out for a spin, to get off the base and “clear his head,” when all this time, he was flying to the wards and experimenting on Primes.

			There I was, outraged that the Company was experimenting on us, and now I find out the Uprising is over here doing the same damn thing to them.

			“Kallister got tired of having to rely on Adrienne for his corruption needs,” Hawkins says, chuckling.

			I don’t return the laugh. “Adrienne doesn’t want to corrupt innocent minds.”

			“No? Then what do you call the General’s wife? Was she not innocent?”

			I falter. “Vinessa Redden was an unfortunate casualty.”

			He sneers. “Adrienne corrupted her to try to weaken the General. She doesn’t have a moral leg to stand on. What I’m doing is no different. One mind or a thousand minds, what’s the difference if they’re innocent?”

			“A thousand?” Surely he can’t be that powerful.

			“Eventually,” he says. “With more training.”

			“I can’t believe Kallister has allowed this.”

			He barks out another laugh. “Kallister understands who those people are. That a new world order is needed.”

			“By killing the majority of the world?”

			“We’ll keep some of them around,” he says, eyes gleaming. “We need bodies to work in the mines and pick up our garbage. Kallister sees the bigger picture. He knows what needs to be done. Adrienne was too weak for leadership, and if she’s too hesitant to use her gifts, that’s on her. I told you—we have these powers to use them.”

			Fury boils in my blood. I have a hundred more questions, but Hawkins doesn’t let me voice them. He lifts his hand as if he’s going to flick his cigarette away, only to snap his other hand to his waistband and draw a weapon.

			Fuck.

			Fuck.

			Irritation tightens my gut. “What are you going to do, shoot me? Seriously?”

			“I think Kallister would agree that getting rid of you would be neutralizing a threat.”

			“He would never approve of you killing me,” I retort. “Put down the gun.”

			“Eh.” He shrugs. “Then I’ll just apologize later.”

			He cocks the weapon. I freeze.

			I can’t grab my comm out of my pocket to dispatch help, but fortunately I have other means of communication. Since Gray can’t do telepathy, I quickly open a path into Saint’s mind, but he doesn’t link with me. I try Tana next, also to no avail. I don’t know who the hell to try next. Adrienne is in a cell. Poppy and Luisa are in the valley. Evlynne’s a traitor. Mako!

			Relief floods my body when he links.

			“Get to the white daggerstone bluff right now!” I shout in his head.

			“Why? What’s wrong?”

			“Now!”

			I can’t rely on Mako to save me, though. Who knows when or if he’ll get here before Hawkins decides to pull that fucking trigger. I’m already harnessing the gold, allowing it to flow through my body. Not for the first time, I’m overcome with gratitude that my veins can’t betray me.

			I open a path into Hawkins’s mind, like I used to do when he allowed me to practice on him. Only this time, I encounter resistance. And not the kind of resistance Gray offered during our incitement sessions.

			This is an attack.

			Agony explodes behind my eyes even as I attempt to voice the command, “Put the gun down and kick it away.”

			Laughter echoes between us. “Would you stop that? You’re just going to give yourself a migraine.”

			“Put the gun down.”

			The pulsing waves of pain inside my head make it hard to focus. Fuck. Hawkins can’t be incited, not without substantial training.

			The moment I release my grip, a wave of relief washes over me, the pain in my head dissipating.

			“If it makes you feel better,” Hawkins tells me, “I don’t want to kill you. I sort of like you, Darlington.”

			“Then don’t do it,” I say irritably.

			He mulls it over, head slanted like a dog listening to its owner. Finally, he sighs. “No. I can’t have you walking around telling people I can corrupt. I’m a very private person, in case you haven’t noticed.”

			I draw a breath, gauging the distance between us. If I lunge and tackle, he’ll get at least one shot off. And he’s aiming for my chest. He’s smart. The bigger the target, the better your chances of hitting it.

			My muscles coil as I prepare to spring to action. I can’t move too quickly, but I’m not standing here so he can play target practice. Our gazes lock. He knows what I’m planning. He’s not stupid. His finger hovers over the trigger. I draw a breath.

			Footsteps thud from the path and we both freeze.

			“Wrenny, what’s going on—” Mako stops, his confused eyes shifting from me to Hawkins.

			He’s ten feet away, too far to disarm Hawkins. But if we work together, maybe I can get close enough to do it.

			Mako takes a step, slow, deliberate, but Hawkins snaps the gun toward him.

			“Let’s not do that,” he calls out. “Stay where you are, Mako.”

			Mako blinks as he tries to make sense of the standoff between me and Hawkins. “Hawkins, man. Put the gun down.”

			“Yeah, sorry, man, can’t do that.” Hawkins releases another cold laugh. “Darlington was sticking her nose where it doesn’t belong. Gotta take care of that, unfortunately.”

			I step forward, and the gun swings back to me, allowing Mako to close the distance, lunging toward Hawkins.

			He’s maybe six feet away before Hawkins turns with a dark expression. “Stop.”

			Mako stops.

			Horror spirals through me when I realize what’s happening. Hawkins is harnessing gold. Even beneath his clothes I can see his body glowing.

			But maybe this is good. If he’s focused on inciting Mako, it gives me an opening to incite him. There’s no way he’ll be able to keep his grip on Mako and repel me at the same time—

			Pain shoots behind my eyes as he once again pushes me out.

			How the fuck can he do that?

			Fear skitters along my spine. How can one Mod be this powerful?

			“I told you to stop it, Wren.” Hawkins keeps the gun aimed at me, along with his gaze. His back is completely turned on Mako as, in a bored tone, he says, “Don’t move a muscle.”

			Desperation tightens my throat. I stare at Mako, who stands there with his mouth agape. His entire body is frozen in place. Every muscle in his face is stretched taut. He looks like a marionette with its strings pulled tight, and Hawkins is the one controlling them.

			“You…fucking…prick…” Mako knows exactly what’s happening to him. Why his body is stiff. Why his boots are rooted to the ground. “Stop…inciting…me.” The strain with which he’s fighting the incitement shows. His face is slack, chest heaving as he breathes harder. “I’m going to kill you, you asshole.”

			Hawkins clicks his tongue, sighing with what sounds like regret. “Yeah…I think you could, Mako. Fuck. And I actually don’t mind you that much.”

			The regret in his tone sends another chill down my spine.

			“I need you to walk toward Darlington now,” Hawkins tells the motionless man.

			Mako’s body sways as he tries to fight the command.

			“Come on,” Hawkins encourages.

			There’s a deep furrow in his brow. His mind is working hard, as evidenced by the silver glow beneath his sleeves and running up his neck.

			“Walk,” he orders, and the other man starts to move. “That’s it. One foot in front of the other.”

			The cords of Mako’s neck are vibrating. He’s fighting as hard as he can, but he’s no match for Hawkins’s power.

			As worry tears through me, I prepare to lunge, but his aim doesn’t waver. “Stop that, Darlington. Keep walking, Mako.”

			I’m filled with panic when I realize he’s forcing Mako to walk past me, not join me. I try to grab Mako’s sleeve, but it slides through my fingers.

			“Mako, stop,” I beg.

			I try to harness my own gold, but I can’t get into Mako’s head. Hawkins has full control.

			He chuckles at me. “Doesn’t work that way, Wren. You know that. I’ve already got him.”

			I’ve never felt more helpless as I watch Mako walk by. He’s nearing the edge of the bluff.

			“Stop!” I glare at Hawkins.

			He ignores me. “Mako,” he calls out, “I really do like you, buddy, but you’re going to have to jump now.”

			“Mako!” I shout. “Don’t you dare!”

			His back is to me, and I see his shoulders shaking with exertion. He twists his head toward me, slowly, like he can barely move it, and my heart hurts when I see his blank expression.

			“Jump,” Hawkins tells him.

			Dread widens my eyes when Mako’s boots move toward the edge of the cliff.

			Oh my God.

			Fuck this.

			Let Hawkins shoot me.

			I dive toward Mako, my pulse screaming in my ears.

			“Jump,” Hawkins commands.

			“No!” I scream.

			I lunge at my friend, trying to grab him, to pull him back, to save him. Hope explodes inside me when my hand connects with the back of his shirt. I feel the fabric whisper over my fingertips, but I’m not fast enough.

			I cry out as Mako topples over the edge.
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			My breath comes out in sharp pants. I stare at my hand, amazed that I’m not holding on to Mako right now. My emotions are in my throat. Horror and panic and a sense of loss I haven’t felt since the day Uncle Jim died. A crushing grief.

			I scramble on my hands and knees toward the edge, peering over, but all I see are shadows and rocks. There’s a dark lump far below that might be Mako, but I can’t tell in the darkness. The memory of his vacant expression right before he jumped flashes through my brain.

			“Mako!” I shout. “Mako, answer me!”

			The silence is deafening.

			My fingernails dig into the rocky edge as I continue to search the darkness. Where is he?

			“Mako!”

			“Get up,” Hawkins snaps from behind me.

			I’m fighting my tears, sucking in ragged breaths. My legs shake so wildly it’s difficult to stand. I fall for a second, the weight of loss making it impossible to stay upright.

			I hear his footsteps. Self-preservation would usually kick in by now. I should be attacking him, but the shock roots me in place. Mako…damn it…Mako.

			I couldn’t save him. Why didn’t I move faster? Why did I let a goddamn gun stop me from saving my friend? The guilt rips into me like a predator tearing into a carcass.

			“You fucking bastard,” I whisper, tilting my head toward Hawkins. He’s only six feet away now.

			His eyes flicker with regret. “For what it’s worth, I didn’t mind that guy. When I got rid of Zoe, at least I felt like she deserved it. Cheating quat.”

			Rage hisses through me.

			He raises the gun.

			I brace myself, ready for the shot. I have no illusions. This is it.

			I see his finger lowering onto the trigger, a nanosecond away from squeezing it, when there’s a flash of movement.

			A white blur. Faster than the bullet in Hawkins’s chamber. It bursts from the underbrush behind us with a growl that reverberates through the night.

			Hawkins’s shot goes off, but it’s wide, the bullet whizzing near my ear. I stagger to my feet trying to make sense of what’s happening, blinking as the blur takes form and I realize what I’m seeing.

			It’s a ridgehowler.

			My ridgehowler.

			The white wolf crashes into Hawkins and sends him falling to the ground. The gun drops from his hand, lying useless on the dirt, and I catch a glimpse of piercing yellow eyes, gleaming with bloodlust, before Prince’s jaws sink into Hawkins’s throat.

			The patch of red fur around his eye looks like dried blood, shades darker than the actual blood pouring from Hawkins. The wolf’s sleek body thrashes as he rips into my would-be killer.

			I stand there, frozen. I don’t call off the ridgehowler. I just watch, breathing hard, as Hawkins’s screams fade into gurgles.

			Finally, I force my gaze away. With shaky hands, I pick up the discarded gun. But I won’t need to use it.

			In the deafening silence that follows, Prince releases Hawkins’s bloody throat and backs away. His muzzle is stained red. When he looks at me, I swear he’s asking for approval.

			I nod weakly. “Thanks, boy.”

			He shuffles closer to me, brushing his soft head beneath my hand. I reach down, my trembling fingers running through his fur.

			With a soft yip, he nuzzles my palm, then disappears into the shadows.

			Still shaking, I fumble to get my comm out of my back pocket. I want to reach out to Gray, but I can’t erase his look of revulsion when he discovered the truth about me. I contact Saint instead.

			Get to the bluff. Right now. Come alone.

			He shows up faster than I expect, stopping in his tracks when he finds me standing over Hawkins’s body.

			“What the fuck?” Saint snaps.

			Yeah, sounds about right.

			“What happened?”

			The words spill out in a torrent I can’t contain. I tell him the whole story, from overhearing Kallister’s plot to corrupt innocents, to watching in terror as Hawkins incited Mako to his death, to the ridgehowler coming out of nowhere and mauling Hawkins.

			“A ridgehowler did that?” Saint’s gaze fixes on the other man’s injuries.

			“Yeah.”

			“And it didn’t attack you?”

			I shake my head. “No. He’s sort of, ah, a friend, I guess.”

			“You made friends with a ridgehowler.” I can’t tell if he’s more perplexed or amused.

			“It’s a long story.”

			My gaze slides back to Hawkins’s motionless body. The scent of blood hangs sharp in the air, clogging my nostrils.

			Saint stalks toward the edge of the cliff. “Fuck,” I hear him whisper. There’s grief in that one syllable. We all loved Mako. When he turns to me, his voice is low, laced with concern. “You sure you’re all right?”

			“I’m fine. What do we do?” I can’t contain the panic. “Should we hide the body? Should we storm the Dagger and confront Kallister about what I overheard?”

			He thinks it over for a second. Then says, “No.”

			“No to which option?”

			“Both.” Saint scans the surrounding forest, his cheek hollowing as if he’s chewing the inside of it. “You can’t confront Kallister until we talk it through with Gray, figure out the best way to play this. And we can’t dump and hide the body. It’ll take Kallister two seconds to figure out Hawkins is dead. If he hasn’t already.”

			I frown. “How?”

			“Telepathic energy,” Saint reminds me. “It dies when you die. The moment he tries to reach out to Hawkins, he’ll feel that it’s gone.”

			Shit. Good point.

			“What’s your solution then?”

			“We do nothing.” He nods a few times, as if convincing himself the plan is solid. He gestures to Hawkins. “This looks like an animal attack. That’s all it needs to be.”

			“And Mako?”

			“Mako fell while he and Hawkins were trying to fight off a ridgehowler. All you and I have to do is walk away. Let someone else find the bodies and draw their own conclusions. It was a tragic wolf attack. Nobody will question it.”

			I bite my lower lip so hard I draw blood. “We can’t leave Mako out there all night.”

			“Darlington—”

			“We can’t.”

			He takes a breath, then exhales slowly. “All right. I’ll be the one to find the bodies. I’ll call it in to the security booth and request backup.”

			I gnaw harder on my lip. “The cameras will have seen me leave the Dagger. They’ll catch me coming back.”

			“I’ll handle the cameras.”

			“And the guards in the booth?”

			“I’ll handle them, too.”

			“How?” Panic rises inside me again. “The guards probably already saw me.”

			“It’ll be fine, I promise. I’ll plant a few seeds. Make them realize they didn’t actually see you on any cameras. It was just shadows.”

			What the hell is he talking about, plant seeds? This camera situation is a real fucking concern and he’s acting like—

			I choke on a gasp.

			Holy. Hell. Fuck.

			“You’re a persuader,” I accuse.

			He just winks.

			I’m stunned. I remember Kallister telling me that some Mods have the power to plant ideas in people’s minds, but I never even suspected that Saint possessed a manipulation ability.

			“Have you ever used it on me?” I blurt out.

			Saint shrugs.

			“Bullshit,” I protest. “There’s no way you were able to make me believe something was my own idea.”

			He chuckles. “So you usually calmly walk away from fights?”

			“What are—”

			I stop. Godfucker! The night of the bonfire when I “decided” to walk away from Neema and Evlynne while every cell in my body was telling me to hit them. That was Saint planting an idea?

			Fucking prick.

			Yet this prick is about to save my ass, so I suppose I’ll forgive the transgression.

			“Can we handle our business now?” he asks politely.

			As a wave of gratitude washes over me, I step forward and wrap my arms around him in a quick, panicky hug. “Thank you.”

			Nodding, Saint steps out of the embrace and nudges me forward. “I’ve got this. Just go back to your quarters. Act like nothing happened.”

			I take one last look at Hawkins’s body, then twist on my heel and hurry away.

			

			 

			The Dagger is in chaos. Or at least I imagine it is. Me, I’m holed up in my quarters like Saint ordered, praying he was able to follow through on everything he said he’d do. Wipe the cameras. Persuade the guards. I can’t be linked to what happened to Mako and Hawkins. Not until I figure out how I’m going to handle this Kallister situation.

			News of the attack has already spread, because my comm has gone off several times. Two messages from Tana, telling me what happened. And one from Gray, which surprises me. I assumed he’d never speak to me again.

			Tana called it an animal attack. Likely a wolf, she’d reported.

			I sit on the edge of my bed, my eyes burning with unshed tears, my mind replaying everything that happened tonight. I should’ve tried harder to save Mako. Why didn’t I save him? Who cares if Hawkins would’ve shot me?

			I should’ve taken that bullet.

			Mako might still be alive if I had.

			Finally, despite Saint’s orders, I can’t sit in this room one second longer. I stumble out of my quarters and into the nearest common room. I need a drink.

			Turns out I’m not the only one.

			The room is packed with people, gathering at the tables, huddled together on the sofas and chairs. The mood is somber. Subdued.

			“I can’t believe Mako is dead,” someone mumbles, and it takes a moment for me to realize it’s Henley. I’ve never heard his voice sound so ravaged. Gone is the teasing drawl, the dancing eyes.

			I walk over and snatch the bottle of glenshade from his hand, because the drink locker is too far away. He doesn’t object, looking distraught as he watches me take a long swig.

			“You heard?”

			I nod.

			“This is so fucked,” he mutters. “Wolves never come this close to the Dagger. What the fuck was a wolf doing out there?”

			A sharp sob breaks through the din, and we turn to see Raven Persimmons being comforted by two of her friends. Tears streak her cheeks as she cries in their arms.

			When she notices us, she staggers to her feet, pushing toward our table.

			“Henley,” she says between choked sobs. “It was me.”

			I stiffen for a second, thinking she’s for some reason taking responsibility for what happened tonight.

			“I stole his cake,” she confesses, her eyes awash with tears. “I lied about it. And then I kept lying about it because it was funny to watch him run around questioning everyone and freaking out about it. I feel like such a terrible person—”

			The announcement system crackles to life, interrupting Raven midsentence.

			“Attention, all base personnel.”

			Kallister’s voice sends an icy shiver down my spine.

			“As many of you have already heard, we suffered a tragic loss tonight. Mako Wilsen was killed in what appears to be a ridgehowler attack that also nearly claimed the life of Hawkins Jost. The circumstances are—”

			What?

			“Nearly” claimed the life of Hawkins Jost?

			Hawkins is still alive?

			I quickly poke Saint’s mind. I expect he won’t be able to link, but he surprises me by responding.

			“Before you ask, I just found out.”

			“He survived?” I say, dread shooting up my throat.

			“Seems so. He had a weak pulse when we brought his body back. Brion tried to heal him, but he’s not strong enough.” Brion is one of the healers who lives in the valley. Kallister must have dispatched him to the Dagger after Fiona’s death. “He’s in the regen chamber, but we don’t know if that’ll work, either. There was a ton of damage to his throat.”

			“He’s not awake, though?”

			“No. Won’t be for a long while. The chamber currently shows a twelve-hour treatment.”

			Twelve hours? Hawkins is in bad shape, then. A regen for a broken arm usually takes less than an hour. Cancer treatments, less than a week. Twelve hours is a long time for a wound.

			“Is it awful that I hope he dies?” I ask Saint.

			“No. We’ve all been hoping for that for years.”

			“Did Kallister believe your story when you spoke to him?”

			“Appears so.”

			“ ‘Appears’? Can’t you plant a seed in his head telling him he believes you?”

			“No. Persuasion doesn’t work on Kallister.”

			That surprises me. “So you’ve tried it on him before?”

			“A few times. It doesn’t work on everyone. Planting ideas is an art. You can plant the seed, but that doesn’t mean it always takes root.”

			I’m desperate to learn more about this ability of his, but I know now is not the time, so I don’t object when he breaks the link. I try to focus on the rest of Kallister’s announcement.

			“…a memorial service tomorrow afternoon to honor Mako’s life, along with our dear Fiona and all the other lives we lost during the attack on Bramble Base. They will be greatly missed. For now, I ask that you respect everyone’s grieving process but remain focused on your duties.”

			The PA system clicks off.

			

			 

			I need to talk to Gray. Saint. Maybe Tana, too. We have to figure out what to do about Kallister, but nobody is getting back to me. As I slip under the blanket, I send Gray another message, but it goes unanswered.

			Just as I resign myself to the fact that he officially wants nothing to do with me, a knock sounds on my door.

			I hurry to answer it, emotion flooding my chest when I see his face.

			He looks tired. Sad. But still handsome as ever. He doesn’t make a move to touch me, so I simply back up and let him enter.

			“Sorry, did I wake you?” he says roughly, peering past me at my rumpled covers in the glow of the bedside lamp. “It’s barely ten. I didn’t think you’d be—”

			“No. I wasn’t sleeping. Come in. I want to go back to my blanket.”

			I climb into bed again, because there’s been an unending chill in my bones since I watched Mako plummet to his death.

			Tonight was…devastating.

			Gray looks pretty devastated himself. He sinks on the edge of the bed, angling his body toward me. “I can’t believe Mako is gone.”

			“I know.” The knot in my throat threatens to choke me. “We need to talk about—”

			He cuts me off with a soft groan.

			“I’m sorry,” he says, so quiet I barely hear him.

			“For what?”

			“For being a prickhole to you all day.”

			“No. I’m the one who’s sorry.”

			I scoot closer to him. I want to wrap my arms around him, but I’m worried he’ll push me away. I settle for holding his hand.

			The lamplight casts shadows on his face, emphasizing the dark circles under his eyes. His grief hangs heavy in the air. I need to tell him what happened with Mako and Hawkins, but he has his own stuff to unload first.

			“You should’ve told me about your parents.” His voice is low.

			“I know. I was afraid. I didn’t want you to hate me for what they did.”

			He searches my face. “You honestly believed I’d hate you? That I would view you any differently if I knew?”

			I blink. “You don’t?”

			“Fuck, Wren, of course not. You’re not responsible for your parents’ crimes.”

			“But…the way you reacted in the Temple. You looked so disgusted…so angry…”

			“I was angry because you kept it from me. But I could never hate you.” His throat works as he swallows. “I love you.”

			The confession lingers between us.

			“I’m sorry if I made you feel like I blamed you for what your parents did. Because I don’t.” He cups my cheek, his thumb gently stroking. “If I’m being honest, I never spent much time thinking about the Tin Block Traitors or obsessing about them, like some of the other Ridge survivors.”

			“Like Luisa’s dad.”

			“Seth needs someone to blame,” Gray says simply. “And it’s easy to channel all that rage to the Mods who betrayed us.”

			“But they’re not the ones to blame?” I ask, confused.

			“They deserve some of it, yes. But so do the bombers, the pilots, the Command soldiers. The Company is responsible for what happened. Your parents were just cogs in a war machine.” His hand slides into my hair, threading through the thick strands. “I could never hate you,” he whispers, resting his forehead against mine.

			I drag in a trembling breath and finally wrap my arms around him. As he holds me, I feel the steady beating of his heart against my breasts and the warmth of his palm stroking my lower back.

			I think I love him, too.

			No, I know I do.

			It’s not quite what it was with Cross, but it’s there, and it’s real.

			I never gave the idea much thought, but if you’d asked me before tonight, I would’ve told you it was impossible to love two people at once. Now I’m not so certain. Because maybe the heart can hold space for more than one love.

			The kind of love that anchors you and sees right into the messy core of you.

			Or the kind that pulls you toward growth and a better version of yourself.

			Our minds always seek to simplify the world around us in order to make sense of it, but maybe the heart isn’t meant to be confined to one neat and tidy category. Your heart doesn’t have to make sense, because love doesn’t fucking make sense.

			“I’m scared,” I say against Gray’s chest.

			He pulls back. “Scared of what?”

			“Saying it back.” The words come out in a rush.

			“Saying you love me.”

			I nod, tears stinging my eyelids.

			“Because a part of you will always belong to him.”

			My hands fall from his chest. “Yes.”

			He doesn’t even blink at the answer. Doesn’t flinch. All he says is, “I know.”

			My gaze finds his. I expect to see anger or resentment, but all I find is acceptance and understanding.

			“I’m not asking you to forget him. I hope that eventually, you will. That he’ll just be a distant memory that doesn’t have any hold on you.” Emotion ripples through his voice. “And I hope that one day I’ll be able to give you every part of me, too. But neither of us is there yet.”

			I absorb his words. They make me feel better, knowing he’s still holding something back, that we both are.

			I meet Gray’s eyes again. “I do love you. I don’t know when it happened, but sometime during this year, you sort of grew on me.”

			He gives me a faint smile. “I know exactly what you mean.”

			The past isn’t something I can erase. Cross owns a piece of my heart. I can’t not love him, not when he’s been a part of me since I was six years old. But there’s space in there for Gray, too.

			He bends his head and presses his lips to mine. It’s soft. Sweet.

			I lean into him, clinging hard. “Ace?”

			“Hmm?” he says against my hair.

			“This is probably going to ruin the moment, but…” I swallow. “I’m the one who almost killed Hawkins.”

			There’s a beat of silence. Then he startles me by laughing.

			“Of course.” He sighs.

			Before I can explain, both our comms buzz at the same time. Frowning, he reaches for his and checks the screen. He spits out an outraged curse a second later.

			“What is it?” I ask in concern.

			Without a word, he twists the comm to show me the Dagger-wide alert from our new leader.

			To: All Blue Dagger Base Personnel

			From: Kallister Ash

			As I’m sure most of you are already aware, earlier this afternoon Order Five was invoked and subsequently passed. The Authority has been disbanded, and Adrienne Knox has been removed from leadership and detained in the cells.

			After thorough review and consideration of the events surrounding the Bramble Base ambush, I’ve concluded that the prisoner’s reckless actions directly resulted in catastrophic and irreparable damage. Anything less than the highest punishment would be a failure of our duty to the lives we lost that night.

			As such, Adrienne Knox has been sentenced for the high crime of treason and will be executed at midnight.
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			At midnight?

			I whip the blanket off and stumble to my feet, stunned by Kallister’s message.

			“Is he allowed to do this?” I turn to Gray in shock. “He can’t just execute someone because he fucking feels like it? Can he?”

			“He’s the sole leader of the Uprising now,” Gray says flatly. “He can do whatever he wants.”

			I’m already hurrying to my closet, yanking out items of clothing. I feel Gray watching me as I pull on a pair of dark jeans. I button them and reach for a long-sleeved shirt to put on over my white tank.

			“We still have some time,” he says. “She’ll need to choose her method of execution, and then she’s allowed to pick one witness to be there. Kal won’t just walk into the cell and blow her brains out. We have protocols for this.”

			“Do you really trust Kallister to follow protocol after everything he’s done? Because I don’t. We need to go find him.” My jaw is so tight I can barely get the words out. “We can’t let him kill her.”

			“He won’t,” Gray assures me.

			We stride toward the door, but I grab his arm before he can open it.

			“Wait. I need to finish what I was trying to tell you before the alert came in. I found out tonight that Kallister has been using Hawkins to corrupt minds in the wards.”

			Gray freezes in place. “What? How is that even possible? Hawkins is an inciter.”

			“He’s both. Trust me, I was as shocked as you are. But I suspect this is why Kallister isn’t concerned about executing Adrienne. He doesn’t need her to corrupt. She’s of no use to him anymore.”

			“Fuck.”

			“I don’t think we should tell him we know, though. There’s still time before Hawkins gets out of regen. Once he’s awake, I’m sure it’s the first thing he’ll tell Kallister, but right now we can still use it to our advantage. Pretend we don’t know he’s a sick, power-hungry tyrant and—”

			I halt when I feel Adrienne nudging my mind.

			“Adrienne’s linking,” I blurt out.

			“Wren,” she says telepathically. “Can you come to the cells? Kallister approved my visitor request.”

			“I’m with Gray. We can both be there in—”

			“Just you.”

			Biting my lip, I glance at Gray. “I’m allowed to visit her. Just me.”

			He thinks for a moment, then gives a brisk nod. “Fine. Divide and conquer. You go make sure Ade’s all right. I’ll find Kallister and talk some fucking sense into him.”

			We part ways in the hallway, heading in opposite directions. I’m tempted to stop at the armory and log out a weapon, but I assume the cells are guarded, and there’s no way Kallister is letting me bring a gun inside anyway. He’d be too afraid I’d try to break Adrienne out.

			On my way down to the Operations floor, I reach out to Kallister via telepathy, but he ignores me. Too busy sentencing innocent Mods to death, I suppose.

			When I march inside, I’m startled to find an unguarded holding area. Although my instincts are humming, I carefully enter the cellblock, where I spot Adrienne sitting alone in the first cell. She’s wearing black leathers, a formfitting shirt, and combat boots, and if it weren’t for her pale, drawn features, I’d think she was the captor and not the prisoner.

			“Why isn’t there a guard posted outside?” I warily approach the cell.

			She offers a tired laugh. “Kal’s worried I’ll corrupt them.”

			I curl my fingers over the bars, eyeing her in concern. “Are you all right? He didn’t hurt you, did he?”

			“I’m fine.” She walks toward me. “Thank you for coming.”

			“Of course.” I wrinkle my forehead, unnerved by her calm demeanor. “He sentenced you to die. You know this, right?”

			She nods.

			“Okay, well, Gray is on his way to find Kallister to talk some sense into him.” My anger surges again. “We’re not letting him kill you—”

			“Yes,” she interrupts, “you are.”

			I falter. “What?”

			“You’re going to let him kill me.”

			Shrugging, Adrienne edges away from the bars and walks toward the small metal table that’s screwed into the ground. I watch, agape, as she picks up a tin pitcher of water and pours some into a cup.

			“Are you serious?” I burst out. “Why would we do that?”

			“Because it’s what I want,” she says simply.

			I can’t find the words. I stare at her, trying to comprehend what I’m seeing on her face. It’s not defeat, which is what I’d expect from someone who has clearly given up. It’s…

			I think it’s peace.

			“What…what is this? Is this some kind of martyr bullshit? You’re going to die for your ideals so people will rise up and take over the cause?”

			That makes her laugh. “Hardly. Do I look like martyr material?”

			Confusion mingles with the helplessness in my throat. “Then why are you saying this?”

			“Because it’s how I feel. I’m tired, Darlington.” She lifts the cup to her lips and takes a small sip. “I’m sick and fucking tired of myself.”

			“Adrienne—”

			“No,” she interrupts. “I know you think this is just me feeling sorry for myself, but it’s not. The reason I’m not fighting this death sentence is because I don’t want to fight anymore.”

			“So you’re giving up on the Uprising? On the entire Continent?”

			She drinks her water, watching me from across the cell. Her body language is impossible to decode.

			“The moment I rewired my mentor’s mind and destroyed his life, I destroyed myself as well.” A faraway note enters her voice, her gaze fixed on mine but not quite in focus. She’s seeing something that happened a long time ago.

			“You were twelve,” I remind her gently. “You couldn’t have known what would happen to—what was his name? Khem?”

			She gives an absent nod, setting her cup back on the table. “I broke him, and since that day I’ve tried to atone for it. I understood that other minds would need to be broken in the process, on the path to peace, but I told myself I could live with those casualties. I’m not sure I can anymore.”

			Adrienne returns to the cell door, where my fingers remain curled over the bars. She covers my hands with hers. She’s cold to the touch.

			“I’ve been fighting for decades, Wren. It’s time to stop. Time for someone else to take over.”

			I shake my head. “You mean me? Nobody is ever going to listen to me. They listen to you.”

			She laughs, the sound weak, more of a wheeze. “If you choose to step up and offer a solution that doesn’t require killing half the Continent, I think you’d do a keen job. But nobody is asking you to lead the cause.”

			I lean closer, imploring her with my eyes. “You can’t just let him kill you.”

			“It’s already been done.”

			She wheezes again, and that’s when I smell it on her breath.

			That sickly sweet stench.

			Heartroot.

			My gaze flies to the water pitcher on the table. The half-empty cup. It wasn’t water.

			It wasn’t fucking water.

			“What did you do?” I say in horror.

			Adrienne’s breathing grows ragged. “It’s all right. I chose this way. I chose you to be here. It would’ve been too hard on Gray.”

			Bile rushes up my throat and triggers my gag reflex. Oh my God. I’m her witness.

			I squeeze both her hands, trying to warm them up as my mind desperately reaches out to Tana, who’s quick to link.

			“Where’s Brion?” I ask, trying not to choke on my panic. “Send him to the cells! Adrienne needs healing!”

			“I think he’s in the valley doing wellness checks—”

			I sever the link. Fuck! With Fiona gone, Brion’s the only healer we have.

			In front of me, Adrienne begins swaying on her feet.

			“Please,” I beg. “Try to vomit.”

			But we both know that won’t do anything. The merest trace of heartroot wreaks havoc on the system.

			“It’s all right,” she says again, slowly making her way toward the narrow bed.

			When she stumbles, I cry out, desperate to break into the cell and help her, but she regains her balance and gingerly lowers herself onto the bed.

			I’ve never felt more helpless in my life as I watch her struggle for breath, but despite the panting and the wheezing and the distress to her body, her eyes remain closed and I hear her voice over telepathy.

			“Take care, Darlington.”

			A second later, her energy signature dissolves, and her body grows still.

			My composure splinters to pieces. I stare at Adrienne’s body, shocked. We were supposed to have until midnight to figure this out. To save her. Kallister didn’t even give us a chance, damn it.

			Hand trembling, I fumble in my pocket for my comm and contact Gray.

			“Have you found him yet?” I choke out when I hear his voice.

			“No. Are you still with Adrienne?”

			“She’s dead.”

			“What do you mean, she’s dead?”

			“She’s dead,” I repeat, my voice breaking. “She chose heartroot as her method and made me witness it.” I keel over for a second, fighting a wave of nausea. “She’s fucking dead, Gray.”

			Silence fills my ear, followed by a soft, anguished groan.

			“I’m coming up to find you,” I say. “I think we need to leave the Dagger.”

			I end the call, turning away from the sight of Adrienne’s lifeless shape at the same time I catch a flicker of motion from the end of the hall.

			I hear the hiss in the air a split second before the needle pierces the side of my neck. Liquid rushes into my veins, triggering a surge of adrenaline.

			“What—” My question dies as black dots flash in front of my eyes, my tongue instantly feeling too thick for my mouth.

			The cellblock sways and spins, the walls undulating all around me.

			Footsteps echo from the end of the corridor, the sound muffled like I’m underwater. Whoever shot that tranq gun is coming toward me.

			And then everything fades away.
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			My head is killing me.

			I blink a few times as my senses return, my eyes adjusting to the dark…cabin? I’m in the cabin of a…hovercraft.

			Why am I in a hovercraft?

			I try to rub my face and discover my hands are bound at the wrists. My body feels heavy, my limbs weak. I’m so groggy.

			I fight off the disoriented feeling, peering into the cockpit. I see the back of his head. Dirty blond streaked with gray. Kallister. I have no idea how long I was unconscious for, but it’s still dark beyond the windshield.

			He drugged me.

			Without delay, I open a path to Saint’s mind and—

			Nothing happens.

			I can’t open a path. Telepathy isn’t working.

			Why isn’t telepathy working?

			“I know you’re awake, Wren.” His amused voice floats out of the cockpit.

			I attempt to sit up, and a shooting pain stabs my temples. “What did you do to me? Why can’t I use my powers?”

			He doesn’t answer.

			“What is this?” My voice sounds rusty. I clear my throat. “Where are you taking me?”

			He just looks at me, his gaze cold and calculating. I can’t believe I ever thought he reminded me of Jim. Uncle Jim would never look at me like that.

			“What. Is. This.”

			Kallister chuckles. “Always so demanding. Just like your mother.”

			“I’m not like my mother, and I’m not in the mood to play games.”

			“Patience is a virtue. We’ll be there soon.”

			Screw patience. If telepathy won’t work, incitement has to. It uses a different frequency. I take a breath and try to harness the gold dust in my mind…but there is no gold dust in my mind.

			What the hell is happening?

			As I start to feel more alert, it registers that he’s wearing tactical gear. Body armor. A gun holstered at the hip. I struggle to think through the fog in my mind. The effects of the drug linger, but the adrenaline in my blood is slowly burning it away, replacing the lethargy with a sharp, thumping need to get out of this.

			“I know you’re angry with me,” he starts.

			“No shit, Kallister.” The fucking nerve of him. “Forget that I’ve been drugged and tied up. You just murdered a woman.”

			“No, I delivered a sentence. Just like many an executioner before me.”

			“Those executioners’ victims were sentenced by a court of law.”

			“I am the law now,” he says. “And while I know you disagree, I believe disbanding the Authority is what’s best for all the Mods fighting in the Uprising. They deserve one leader who’s looking out for their best interests. One vision to guide them.” Kallister shakes his head in annoyance. “Adrienne was pushing a vision on our people that they didn’t want. I wish you’d recognize that.”

			“Maybe,” I say, venom spitting from my tone, “but killing her wasn’t the solution, you fucking asshole.”

			He sighs. “We could sit here and antagonize each other, if you’d like. But that’s not why I—”

			“Drugged me?” I supply bitterly.

			“—wanted to speak to you alone,” he finishes. “Away from the prying eyes at the Dagger. I’d like for us to try to understand each other.”

			I can’t stop a harsh laugh. “You want me to understand you? Well, I understand that you tried to create some kind of bond between us by pretending you had a bond with Jim. A bond that never existed. I heard the way you spoke about him in the Temple this morning. You hated him.”

			“Hate? No. That’s too strong a word. He was my twin brother. Hating him would be like hating myself. He disappointed me. Disgusted me at times. But never hate. Your mother, on the other hand…Marina, I can say I hated. I told Julian she would drag him down, that she would destroy everything around her. But he didn’t listen. He chose her over his own blood, over the network, and I never forgave him for it.”

			“You were jealous of her,” I accuse. “Of the connection they had.”

			I’m surprised when he doesn’t deny it.

			“Yes. I was jealous of her. Sometimes.” His eyes drift back to the dark sky.

			“Where are we going?” I ask, my frustration spilling over.

			He doesn’t answer, which only triggers another burst of anger. Kallister is more like Travis Redden than he thinks. Driven by his own self-interests. I don’t know why I didn’t see that until now. He used Hawkins to corrupt Primes in the wards, for fuck’s sake. If he’s willing to destroy the minds of children, what else is he willing to do?

			All I know is, even setting aside that he fucking drugged me, there’s no way I can trust him again.

			I inhale a slow, steadying breath. “Take me back to the Dagger, Kallister. Please.”

			He turns, studying me with those brown eyes, so much like Uncle Jim’s and yet not at all similar. I think about all those evenings we spent in his quarters. Me on the sofa, Kallister on the armchair, quietly sharing the same space as I pored over my mother’s file. The file he so freely offered, as if he were doing me a beautiful favor. Now I suspect he was just trying to keep me close.

			“We’re here,” is his response.

			With a loud hum, the craft begins a fast descent. There aren’t any windows back here, and I can’t see much through the windshield other than darkness. My gaze darts around the cabin in search of anything I can use as a weapon, anything that could help me escape. Nothing.

			The hovercraft lands with a soft thud. The hum of the engine dies off and then goes entirely silent.

			Kallister hops out and walks around to slide open the cabin door. Rough hands pull me out. I resist, but I still feel loopy from the drug. It takes a moment for my body to remember how to remain upright. By then, his gun is trained firmly on the center of my chest.

			I smell salt. Wet stone. A cold gust of wind hits me in the face.

			“Is this Valterra Ridge?” I ask in confusion.

			“Seemed fitting.”

			I still can’t use telepathy, and the frustration of that squeezes tight around my throat. “Why aren’t my powers working?”

			Kallister reaches under his body armor and pulls out a silver chain. A long white pendant dangles from it, gnarled like an icicle.

			White daggerstone.

			Fuck.

			As long as he stays in my vicinity, my Mod abilities aren’t going to work. On the mountain, I couldn’t use telepathy until Hawkins and I were well out of the cave’s distance.

			I look around us, taking a ragged breath. The desolate cliffs stretch out, the sheer wall covered in blue daggerstone, but it seems like the white is more powerful, because even though this daggerstone is supposed to amplify, it’s doing absolutely nothing for me right now.

			Kallister shoves me forward, and I stagger. My legs are too wobbly. That tranquilizer really did a number on me.

			“Keep walking.” He motions with the barrel of the gun. “Stop. That’s far enough.”

			“You realize Gray is going to kill you for this, right?”

			“No, he won’t. Gray always sees reason in the end.”

			“Not about this. Not about me.”

			“Which is exactly why it’s time for us to part ways,” Kallister says, a chord of regret in his voice. “I was hoping we would be able to work together. I gave you that shot tonight.”

			“What shot? You drugged me.”

			“Before that. I was waiting to see what you would do after you overheard us in the cave.”

			My breath hitches. “You knew I was there?”

			That gets me a chuckle. “I knew everything that was going to happen tonight, Wren.”

			“I don’t understand.”

			“I saw it all. I saw that you would follow me to the cave. I saw that you would confront Hawkins. I saw that you would watch Adrienne die. What I didn’t know was what you would do afterward. Whether you’d accept Adrienne’s fate and the corruption missions as necessary steps in our future. Or if you’d recruit Gray and make a move against me. You chose the latter.”

			I stare at him, struggling to process what he’s saying, until my brain, still trying to flush out the drug, finally makes the connection.

			He’s a precog.

			When he’s talking about seeing things, he means in a vision.

			“You had a vision about tonight…” I say slowly. “You knew I would be out there, listening to you and Hawkins. And you knew what would happen afterward?” My heart starts racing. “You saw him incite Mako to his death?”

			Kallister remains detached, as if Mako’s death was no big deal. “I did, yes.”

			“You saw Hawkins get his throat ripped out by a ridgehowler? You saw all of that and still allowed it to happen?”

			“I also saw that Hawkins would survive. No harm done.”

			“No harm done?” I echo angrily. “Mako is dead!”

			Kallister shrugs, and the dismissive gesture sends another jolt of anger through me. “There’s no guarantee I could have even stopped it if I intervened. Visions are tricky things. Sometimes every word, every moment, is set in stone. No matter what you do, those events are going to unfold exactly the way you saw them.”

			“But sometimes you can change it,” I say, because I’ve heard of precog visions that were thwarted by someone making a different choice. “You could have tried to change it.”

			“Mako’s death was another necessary step in the grand scheme of things,” he says, though now he does sound regretful. “Mako was a nice kid. He just got in the way.”

			I clench my fists to my sides. “So, what, you brought me here to kill me?”

			“Yes. But for what it’s worth, I get no enjoyment out of it.”

			A disbelieving laugh flies out.

			“You stir the pot too much, Wren. You have too much influence on Gray, even on Saint. And although I can’t prove it, my gut tells me you had something to do with Evlynne deserting us.” His gaze locks with mine. “I have plans for this Continent, and unfortunately, I think you’re going to be a hindrance to them.”

			My pulse is shrieking in my ears now. I look around again, unable to combat my rising fear. The landscape is barren and unforgiving, with the black sky above us and the black water below us. The entire ridge bearing the blood-soaked history of the Mods my mother killed.

			I’ll die here, surrounded by the ghosts of the past.

			My eyes dart to the gun, then back to Kallister’s face. I see his finger suspended over the trigger.

			“I really am sorry,” he says, his voice gruff.

			I swallow hard.

			The reality of the situation sinks in just as the distant sound of a helicopter’s rotors pierces the silence.

			We both freeze. Kallister’s attention shifts to the sky, but his gun remains trained on me. Steady.

			The noise grows louder, echoing off the cliffs, and then I see it.

			My heart speeds up. “We have to go,” I tell him. “That’s a Command bird.”

			Kallister hesitates.

			The lights from the chopper flood the cliffside, momentarily blinding us, and that’s all I need.

			I rush him, slamming my shoulder into his chest. He stumbles backward but doesn’t lose the grip on his gun. Just the opposite, in fact.

			He fires.

			The crack of the gunshot is deafening. Searing pain explodes in my arm, and I reel from the shock. I’ve never been shot before. That hurts. Blood pours from the wound, dripping down my arm and onto the dark earth. I grit my teeth, trying to stay upright, but the pain is nearly unbearable.

			Another shot rings through the air. For a terrifying second I brace myself, expecting my entire world to disappear as I die from a bullet in the head, but he’s shooting at the approaching helicopter. He fires several times. Bullets ricochet off metal, pinging through the air, but it doesn’t stop the chopper’s descent.

			Cursing under his breath, Kallister turns back to me, but I’m already lunging again. We collide, the impact knocking the wind from my lungs and sending another burst of agony through my arm. I lose my footing, and Kallister takes advantage.

			He slams me backward.

			I try to catch myself and fail.

			I cry out as the ground disappears beneath my feet, and I’m falling over the side of the cliff. I’m in the air, weightless for several terrifying seconds before gravity takes hold of me.

			With the wind howling past my ears, a surge of adrenaline snaps me into action. My fingers scrape the rocks, catching the edge of the cliff, and my entire body jolts as I slam into the ledge. My arm screams with pain as I dangle there, gripping a protruding piece of blue daggerstone with all my might.

			My pulse thumps violently in my ears. Blood trickles down my arm. When I hear the eerie whoosh of a hovercraft humming past my head, I realize Kallister is flying away. Coward.

			I twist my head, watching the craft rise in the night air before it disappears into the misty horizon.

			I’m panting, struggling to hang on.

			Don’t look down.

			My muscles burn, begging for relief. I hold on for dear life. My mind is racing.

			And then I hear it.

			Footsteps.

			Terror pummels into me as a shadow looms above me. A moment later, a hand appears.

			“Give me your hand.”

			I freeze.

			It can’t be.

			“Give me your hand, Dove.”

			My heart leaps into my throat.

			It’s Cross.
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			For the first time in months, my heart is beating again.

			She hasn’t stopped staring at me since I hauled her back onto solid ground.

			But that’s okay. Because I haven’t stopped staring at her.

			She’s here.

			She’s alive.

			She’s never looked more beautiful to me.

			As her honey-yellow eyes remain locked with mine, a flood of emotion fills every crack and crevice in my chest. In the space of a heartbeat, everything comes rushing back to me. The love I feel for her. The pain of losing her. The agony of grieving for her.

			“You’re alive,” I say, my voice breaking with disbelief.

			Her brow dips as she frowns. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

			A laugh chokes my throat. Why wouldn’t she be? Godfucking damn it. She has no idea.

			Her presence pulls me in like a gravitational field. I’m walking to her before I even realize it, tugging her into my arms. Yet I don’t even have time to savor this moment, the feel of her body pressed against mine.

			I grip her shoulders gently. “We have to go.”

			She frowns again. “I don’t understand. Why are you here? How did you—”

			“We have to go,” I repeat. “I stole the chopper from base. It’s not logged out, so it’ll be tracked in minutes.”

			To her credit, Wren doesn’t argue. Although she stumbles slightly, she allows me to drag her to the helo.

			“Cross, what’s happening? Why did you think I was dead?”

			“Later,” I say. “Get on.”

			The wind off the water and from the still-spinning rotors whips her brown hair around her head as I help her into the cockpit. It isn’t until I’m settled in the pilot’s seat that I realize she’s hurt. She’s clutching her arm, which is stained with blood.

			“Gunshot,” she mumbles when she catches me looking, and pure rage boils in my gut.

			I don’t have time to dwell on that. I’ll murder whoever shot her later. I slam the throttle forward and the helo lurches upward. Seconds later, we break free of the cliff and into the open sky, relief filling my chest.

			Wren’s face is pale, eyes wide.

			But she’s alive.

			Alive.

			“Where are we going?” Her voice is weak, hard to hear over the engine and rotors.

			I pause, my brain scanning through the options. I wasn’t expecting to be in this position when I went to bed tonight. When that pull of energy woke me from a dead sleep and basically possessed me to go to the hangar, to board this helo, to start the engine, to fly to Valterra Ridge of all places. I didn’t have a plan then, only an eerie, confusing sensation in my chest, and I don’t have a plan now.

			“Heath’s End,” I finally decide. “There’s an old airfield on the north part of the island where we can land.”

			As I get us higher in the air, I can’t stop glancing over at the copilot’s seat.

			“Why are you staring at me, Wolf?”

			“I thought you were dead.” My voice is hoarse to my own ears.

			“I gathered.” Her forehead creases. “But why?”

			“I…couldn’t talk to you anymore.”

			“I don’t understand.”

			“You told me about the energy signatures with telepathy. That when someone dies, the energy is gone.” My heart constricts, squeezing to the point of pain. “I don’t feel you in my head anymore. I haven’t felt you in my head for months.”

			Her breath hitches. “I don’t understand. Your energy is still there for me.”

			I reach across the cabin, seeking out her hand. I need to touch her. Make sure she’s real.

			She is.

			She’s fucking real.

			Her hand is warm. It trembles against mine.

			I close my fingers around hers, a wave of emotion weakening me. On a slow inhale, I let the warmth of her presence wash over me, ground me in the chaos. I’m afraid if I let go of her hand, if I look away, she’ll vanish again.

			“Daisy—” I start.

			Alarms go off.

			My gaze snaps to the dashboard as shrill, ear-piercing bells reverberate through the cabin.

			“What’s happening?” she demands.

			“Fuel warning,” I shout over the alarms, my hands working frantically over the controls. “We’ve got a leak. Tank’s been shot—it’s probably been leaking fuel this whole time.”

			Her face grows even paler. “Fuck.”

			“We won’t make it to Heath’s End. Hell, I don’t know if I can even get us back to land.”

			The engines sputter, and Wren and I exchange a look. The alarms seem to blare louder, even though the volume hasn’t changed, only the levels of adrenaline in my veins. The helo begins to dip, like a wounded animal desperate for relief. I can feel the loss of power, the vibration in the air as the rotors begin to slow.

			“Hold on,” I say grimly as we make a sharp bank, tipping dangerously.

			The horizon tilts at an impossible angle, and the water far below seems to rush upward at us.

			We’re going down.

			My pulse spikes, but there isn’t time for fear, only action. Releasing the controls, I grab Wren and pull her against me as the helicopter drops lower, plummeting toward the ocean.

			“Hold on!” I shout in her ear, my voice raw.

			The rotors slow even further, their whirring dying down to a ghostly whine. The dark expanse of the ocean grows closer, closer, ready to swallow us whole.

			I tighten my grip on Wren, tensing as I brace for impact.

			Time seems to slow, the world narrowing, the ocean beckoning.

			And then—without warning—we hit the water.

			Once again, chaos erupts. The sickening crash of impact, the crunch of metal, the cold, unrelenting rush of water flooding into the cabin. My body is slammed against the seat, my arm wrapped tightly around Wren as the helo spins in the water, the rotors grinding against the crashing waves.

			Through it all, I hold on to her.

			I’m never letting go of her again, even as the world around us descends into darkness.
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