
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

	
		
		

	
		
			[image: ]

		

	
		
		Contents

			
					Copyright Page

					Dedication

					The Society of the Shield

					Map of New North East

					Content Warning

					Previously in the Storm Breaker series

					1

					2

					3

					4

					5

					6

					7

					8

					9

					10

					11

					12

					13

					14

					15

					16

					17

					18

					19

					20

					21

					22

					23

					24

					25

					26

					27

					28

					29

					30

					31

					32

					33

					34

					35

					36

					37

					38

					39

					40

					41

					42

					43

					44

					45

					46

					47

					48

					49

					50

					51

					52

					53

					54

					55

					56

					57

					58

					59

					60

					61

					62

					63

					64

					65

					66

					67

					68

					69

					70

					Acknowledgments

					About the Author

					More adventures await you…

			

		
		
		Landmarks

			
					Cover

			

		
	
		
			This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental. 

			Copyright © 2026 by Nisha J. Tuli. All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce, distribute, or transmit in any form or by any means. For information regarding subsidiary rights, please contact the Publisher.

			Entangled Publishing believes stories have the power to inspire, connect, and create lasting change. That’s why we protect the rights of our authors and the integrity of their work. Copyright exists not to limit creativity, but to make it possible—to ensure writers can keep telling bold, original stories in their own voices. Thank you for choosing a legitimate copy of this book. By not copying, scanning, or distributing it without permission, you help authors continue to write and reach readers. This book may not be used to train artificial intelligence systems, including large language models or other machine learning tools, whether existing or still to come. These stories were written for human connection, not machine consumption.

			Entangled Publishing, LLC

			644 Shrewsbury Commons Ave. STE 181

			Shrewsbury, PA 17361

			rights@entangledpublishing.com

			Mayhem Books is an imprint of Entangled Publishing, LLC.

			Edited by Rebecca Heyman and Liz Pelletier

			Cover and edge design by LJ Anderson and Bree Archer

			Original cover silhouette illustration by Liz Wayant

			Endpaper map design by Elizabeth Turner Stokes

			Cover and edge images by fusiangkara/Shutterstock 

			and DamienGeso/Getty Images

			Interior organizational chart design and original illustration by Liz Wayant

			Jacket design by Liz Wayant

			HC interior design by Folio Book Production LLC

			Hardcover ISBN 978-1-68281-751-3

			Ebook ISBN 978-1-68281-473-4

			Manufactured in the United States of America

			First Edition September 2026

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			Also by Nisha J. Tuli

			Storm Breaker

			ARTEFACTS OF OURANOS

			Trial of the Sun Queen

			Rule of the Aurora King

			Fate of the Sun King

			Tale of the Heart Queen

			CONTEMPORARY ROMANCES

			Not Safe for Work

			Too Cold for Comfort

			NIGHTFIRE QUARTET

			Heart of Night and Fire

			Dance of Stars and Ashes

			Storm of Ink and Blood

			Queen of Shadows and Ruin

			CURSED CAPTORS

			Wicked is the Reaper

			Feral is the Beast

			Savage is the Demon

		

	
		
			To everyone who’s found closure, even if it wasn’t the ending you hoped for

		

	
		
			The Society of the Shield

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			Map of New North East

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			Storm Caller is a pulse-pounding dystopian novel set in a glittering, storm-wrecked Manhattan where the elite rule through legacy—and one forbidden romance could tear it apart. It includes elements regarding combat, injury, death, family death, hospitalization, abduction, imprisonment, loss of autonomy, electrocution, alcohol use, drugging, vomiting, classism, graphic language, and consensual sexual activities that are shown on the page. Discussions of parental abuse and narcissism are also present. Readers who may be sensitive to these elements, please take note, and prepare to enter the Wastes . . .

		

	
		
			Previously in the Storm Breaker series

			New Manhattan, a world plagued by deadly storms, is governed by The Shield and four ruling Houses. Nineteen-year-old Poet Graves, heir of House Fiama, will soon enter Amery Academy to officially pledge her House after a series of trials. She’s also harboring a secret that could get her killed: known as a Keeper, she can touch the storms without being harmed. Due to the tendency of Keepers to eventually lose their minds and lash out in violence, they’re hunted down and “taken care of” by the Extinguishers. 

			At Amery, Poet is drawn to Rook Athira, a Solitude from the Wastes. Poet completes her trials, but things don’t go as planned. Instead of pledging to House Fiama, she commits to the rival House Aria, resulting in estrangement from her family and fiancé. During her training to become a Storm Breaker, Poet discovers that Rook is also a Keeper. The connection brings them closer together, even while Keepers are blamed for a series of murders plaguing the city. As the school year comes to a close, Poet and Rook are determined to keep themselves out of the Extinguishers’ hands. They devise a plan to break into The Shield’s offices, hoping to find information that might save them.

			At the year-end masquerade, Poet’s best friend exposes her as a Keeper. During the ensuing chaos and break-in, security footage reveals three shocking truths: Poet’s brother, Raine, didn’t die in a Solitude attack as previously assumed; Rook was there the night of the attack; and General Sol took Raine’s body. Rook convinces Poet she is no longer safe in New Manhattan. Despite the secrets he’s been keeping from her, Poet has no choice but to agree, and they escape to the Wastes, where they’re arrested by a group of Solitudes. 

		

	
		
			1

			When I broke into The Shield’s high-security tower to access sensitive information and then fled the city of my birth, I was fully prepared to be arrested. 

			In fact, I was prepared for a wide range of unpleasant consequences. 

			In hindsight, a little jail time would have qualified as the least surprising thing to happen in the past twenty-four hours. 

			What I didn’t expect was being arrested in the Wastes. 

			“Hands up,” says a petite woman in her twenties who’s just found Rook and me huddled together on the hard ground where we collapsed a few hours ago. 

			He’s pale and sweaty, and he winces as he shifts beside me. I eye the dark spot on his shirt where he was bleeding profusely before I stitched him up.

			The woman stalks over. She’s slender but muscular. Not an ounce of softness, from her angled features to her thick chestnut hair twisted into a tight braid. At first, I mistook her clothing for tactical gear, but the molded leather and crisscrossed stitching look more like armor I’ve seen in old images from the Warming Age. 

			To complete her intimidating look, thick black makeup is smudged around her narrowed blue eyes. 

			She’s beautiful. Fearsome. And definitely pissed.

			“What are you doing so far from home, Athira?” she snarls, planting a hand on her hip.

			Rook’s only answer is a groan as his eyes slide shut and he slowly lies back. 

			“He’s hurt,” I say, as if that isn’t obvious, while I mentally deal with the fact that she knows Rook. 

			Less than a day ago, we escaped the halls of Amery Academy and New Manhattan through a network of underground tunnels beneath the city. Now we’re in the Wastes, the tunnel collapsed behind us, and Knox—

			I swallow. 

			I was so sick of his shit, but knowing he might be dead is harder than I might have expected. We shared a history despite everything, and I wouldn’t have wished that fate on anyone. Not even him. 

			The woman’s brow arches as she takes in the blood coating Rook’s skin and ruined shirt, along with the dried, rust-colored streaks covering my hands. 

			She sighs and gestures behind her. “Vess, come deal with this, will you?” 

			We’re surrounded by a dozen people in combat boots and more of the same leather gear, their eyes also ringed with black, making them look like ghostly apparitions. Everyone is armed with knives and the occasional stunner. 

			Or rather, something close to the stunners I’m used to, but with some alterations that I suspect make all the difference in how they incapacitate. Instead of sleek white alloy, these are dark, shiny metal and honed into sharper angles. 

			A woman peels off from the crowd. She’s lightly tanned with dark-blond hair pinned into a neat bun. She’s dressed a lot like the first woman, but in brown leather instead of black. She stops and contemplates Rook. 

			“What do you want me to do?” she asks. “Ease his death?” 

			I exhale a squeak of protest, but the first woman interrupts me. “Get him fit for travel. We’re taking him with us.” 

			I’m not sure if that option is any better. 

			Vess drops her backpack, kneels on the cracked earth, and starts pulling out various medical supplies, setting each object in a neat row on a thin patch of parched grass. 

			When she reaches for Rook, I shift instinctively, blocking her hand. I have no idea who these people are. They might know Rook, but they don’t seem all that friendly. 

			Vess sits back on her heels and rolls her eyes. “You wanna deal with this, Calliope?” 

			The first woman crosses her arms and spreads her stance.

			“Let her help him,” Calliope sneers at me, her tone devoid of patience or concern. 

			My teeth clench as I stare about the circle again. Rook’s breathing has turned labored, sawing in and out of him like wet marbles. 

			“Okay,” I whisper, curling my hands into fists on my thighs. 

			“That’s a good girl,” Calliope says as Vess lifts Rook’s shirt to reveal the bandage I applied. 

			I recall the moment Knox swung at me. The flashing blade in his hand. I replay it in my head, trying to figure out when exactly Rook was hit. 

			All I know is that he tried to protect me. 

			And I’m not sure what to do with that. 

			Vess peels away the bandages, exposing the hastily stitched wound. 

			“Who did this?” she asks, obvious displeasure crumpling her expression. 

			“I did,” I admit.

			She peers over, scanning me up and down. 

			I wait for her to laugh and tell me I’m a joke, but she turns away and sets to work, carefully snipping and then removing the crooked, bloodied threads. 

			Calliope makes a tutting sound, prompting me to look up. She’s glaring at Rook with a mixture of disdain and amusement. 

			“Looking a little rough, isn’t he?” she mocks, earning a laugh from the others. “Life among the Crusts not all you expected it to be, Rooky-dear?” 

			The Crusts? 

			Rook’s lashes flutter again, his bleary-eyed gaze landing on Calliope. 

			“Fuck . . . off,” he gasps as more laughter circles around the clearing. 

			Her eyes narrow as they shift to me. “And you brought one with you . . .”

			I wince at the venom in her tone. It’s obvious she already hates me. 

			While Vess cleans up, re-stitches, and bandages Rook’s wound, I study the rest of the group. Their strange leather armor is draped with strategically placed pieces of cloth around their hips and shoulders, but I recognize some of what they’re wearing: a navy tactical vest just like the Patrol uses, a shiny purple Storm Guard harness. 

			They’ve been stealing from New Manhattan.

			Exactly like The Shield always warned us. 

			When a tall man with a shaved head notices me staring, he gives me an icy look, his hand sliding down the length of the stunner gripped in his large hands. His finger curls around the trigger. 

			I wish Rook were in better shape. Not only because I’m terrified for him, but so he could tell me who the fuck these people are and what’s about to happen to us. 

			We’re obviously in danger. 

			But just how much?

			Silence buzzes through the clearing while Vess finishes tending to Rook. His skin is still pale and slick with sweat, but at least he isn’t bleeding anymore. She opens a case filled with clear glass vials, draws a dose into an injection canister, and before I can object, stabs him in the pectoral. 

			Rook’s entire frame tenses before he relaxes with a soft woosh. His eyes open again, finding mine for a second before his head rolls back. 

			“Can he walk?” Calliope asks. 

			“This will help with the pain,” Vess answers. “Give him about thirty minutes.” 

			“He can’t walk! Look at him!” I object without entirely meaning to. 

			Every eye in the clearing swivels toward me, and I want to shrink into a tiny mote of dust. 

			“Do you want to carry him, Crust?” Calliope asks, hurling the word “crust” like it’s something covered in shit attached to the heel of her boot. “Because we sure as fuck aren’t doing it.” 

			I glance at Rook. I’d be more than willing to carry him, but we wouldn’t get far. 

			His eyes have drifted open again, clearer now. Whatever Vess gave him is stirring him back to life. 

			Calliope drops to her haunches next to Rook before clasping her hands. “I don’t allow Crusts through my tunnels, Athira. You know that.” 

			His mouth presses together, annoyance flashing over his expression along with a wince of pain. 

			“Allow me to beg your forgiveness,” he answers, somehow making it sound impertinent despite how hard he’s struggling to get the words out.

			It feels a little reckless, given our current predicament. 

			Calliope smirks and gestures to the tall man with the shaved head who silently threatened me a moment ago. “August, get her up,” she orders. 

			August steps out of the circle and approaches me on sure feet. He’s even taller up close, with bronzed skin and hints of sun damage on the high points of his cheeks. Gray eyes bore into me as he clasps my elbow and drags me up. 

			I stumble up, nearly crashing into his large frame as my knees give out. My limbs are still wobbly from the stunner blast in the Amery basement, and it can’t have been more than a few hours since I regained feeling in my fingers and toes. 

			August lifts me like I’m filled with straw, setting me heavily on my feet with an irritated grunt.

			“I’m up, I’m up,” I insist, wrenching my arm from his grasp and just barely managing to keep my balance. 

			“Him next,” Calliope says, pointing to Rook. 

			August reaches down and grabs Rook by the biceps, pulling him up without being too gentle about it. I wince as Rook groans, but he manages to stagger to his feet, his hair falling into his eyes. It hasn’t been the thirty minutes Vess said he needed, but I’d wager Calliope hardly cares about that. 

			Rook hunches over, hands planted on his knees as he sucks in deep breaths. 

			“Are you okay?” I ask, and he shakes his head. 

			Calliope scoffs, the corner of her pretty, bow-shaped mouth curling up. “Fuck, she even sounds rich, doesn’t she?” 

			Rook’s eyes widen at me as if to say See, I told you, bringing me back to the night we first kissed outside the ballroom at the Society swearing-in ceremony. 

			It feels like a lifetime ago. 

			I’m verging on hysterical, and I nearly bark out an inappropriate laugh. Instead, I roll my lips together, choking it down, and vow to keep my mouth shut until we get away from these people. 

			If that’s even possible. 

			“What do you want, Cal?” Rook asks, one hand pressed to his side. “If you’re taking us to Fisher, do it. Otherwise, we have places to be.” 

			I blink at the casual use of Calliope’s shortened name. 

			Rook obviously knows this woman well enough to speak to her this way. And now that I really look at her, I realize she’s closer to our age than I initially thought. Her confidence, combined with her role as the leader of a small army, made her seem older. 

			Calliope regards Rook for another cool second. “Where do you think you’re going in this state?”

			She has a point. 

			“Cal,” Rook says with obvious exasperation. “Do we have to do this?” 

			She silences him with a scathing look. “Fisher will want to know what you’re doing out here and why you’re with a Crust.” 

			He opens his mouth, but she cuts him off. 

			“Save it. I’m not interested in whatever lies you’ve prepared. He’ll get the truth out of you.” 

			It occurs to me then how unprepared I am for this. Am I supposed to keep Rook’s time at Amery a secret? They know we came from the city, but what “truth” is he hiding? I recall watching him on that bank of monitors inside Mr. Robins’s office. He was searching for something. Something he still hasn’t confessed to me. 

			After I was paralyzed by the stunner, Rook claimed he had things to share.

			We exchange a look, and I wish I could read his mind. 

			Even after all the lies, a fierce surge of protectiveness compels me to keep him safe.

			You are the best kind of trouble I’ve ever found in my life. 

			His words come back to me with a gut punch. The way he said them with so much affection. Like he feels something I’ve been too scared to name. 

			Or maybe I’m a fool to believe a single thing he says. 

			A firm hand seizes my wrist, and August starts to drag me behind him. 

			“Hey!” I shrink back, my feet tangling in my skirt. I’m still decked out for the year-end masquerade, though my tattered, bloodstained dress has seen better days. No wonder they’re all sneering at me. I look ridiculous. At least I have my boots and leather jacket. 

			“Get. Your. Hands. Off. Her,” Rook snarls, still hunched over and winded, so the threat loses a little of its impact. “I swear to fuck, if you hurt her, I’ll gut you from chin to asshole, August. And I’ll enjoy every fucking second.” 

			August’s eyes flash. His jaw tenses.

			Then he releases me. 

			I resist the urge to rub my sore wrist, worried about Rook’s reaction. He couldn’t hurt a flea right now.

			Calliope barks out a cruel laugh. “Oh, this is too much. You’re protecting a Crust? Fisher will definitely want to hear this.” 

			Rook exhales a heavy sigh. “If you promise not to hurt either of us, we’ll come quietly, and I’ll talk to him.” 

			I’m not sure why he’s trying to negotiate. We clearly have no choice. There are a dozen of them and two of us. Rook is still on death’s door, and I feel like I’m about to faint or throw up. Maybe both. 

			Calliope considers him. “You have the promise of my protection until we reach Station Five,” she says. “Alive and mostly intact. That’s the offer.”

			She sweeps her arms around the circle, and everyone begins moving, assembling into a neat, practiced formation with Rook and me corralled at the center. They don’t tie us up, probably because there isn’t anywhere for us to run. Plus, Rook is in no shape for a speedy escape, and those stunner-like devices would have no problem bringing us down. 

			Rook glances at me, his lips set into a straight line. 

			I read the message in his eyes: keep your mouth shut, head down, trust me. 

			Like I have a choice. 

			“Our bags,” Rook croaks. 

			Calliope rolls her eyes and nods at two of our escorts, a woman and a man who appear to be twins, with tawny skin and amber eyes. They retrieve our packs and sling them over their shoulders. 

			“Any more demands?” Calliope asks.

			Rook shakes his head with a sharp jerk. “Only your protection, as promised. That’s all I ask.” 

			She huffs out a derisive snort. 

			Rook presses a hand to his side as he limps a few steps. I want to help, but I suspect that would only draw more derision.

			Then Calliope’s voice comes from directly behind me. “My protection, sure. But I can’t promise anything once Commander Sterling gets his hands on you.” 

			I spin around, planning to demand what that’s supposed to mean, and all I see is the butt of her weapon swinging at my head. 

			Then everything goes dark.
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			When I wake up, I’m rolling across the ground, coming to a stop in the dirt with my head spinning. I stare up at a dusky sky as low conversation and moving bodies blur around me. 

			Someone kicks my foot. “Get up. We’re here.” 

			Here. Where?

			Rook appears above me a moment later. “Poet,” he says, gently touching my forehead. I wince, remembering that Calliope knocked me out. 

			That witch. 

			“Are you okay?” he asks.

			I groan as my temple throbs with a dull ache. “What’s going on?” 

			He helps me sit up, and I scan the horizon. New Manhattan is gone. Someone must have carried me while I was unconscious. 

			My stomach pitches with an uncomfortable tangle of emotions. Fear. Confusion. Shock. I blink at Rook, remembering all the things he said during our escape. 

			The promises he made. The warnings.

			That’s when a low humming buzz seizes my attention. I peer over my shoulder to find a shocking sight—a fence constructed of flickering, silvery light. 

			Not Spark. Just electricity, I think.

			Beyond it, an array of buildings sprawls into the middle distance. They’re nothing like the towering monuments of a civilization where I’ve spent my life. But these structures are squat, sturdy, and permanent, made of metal and wood and glass. 

			I blink. There isn’t supposed to be anything out here. The Wastes are dead, empty land, filled with nothing. 

			Clearly, that isn’t true. 

			“Get her up,” says Calliope, approaching us. 

			Rook spreads his arms, shielding me. “Stay the fuck back.” 

			Calliope rolls her eyes and brushes past. The rest of her crew moves to follow, save August, who waits for Rook and me to stand. I’m unsteady on my feet, my head swimming through fog. 

			“Let’s go,” August says.

			For a moment, I can’t. 

			My stomach dips like I’m teetering on the edge of a cliff.

			Another step, and my old life will be gone forever.

			“Now,” Calliope grits out, suffering no moment for my internal breakdown. I wonder if she senses how close I am to cracking. Maybe she wants to offer a little push for her own personal amusement. 

			I won’t give her the satisfaction. 

			Rook is moving carefully, still favoring his injury, but at least he doesn’t look like he’s about to fall over and die. I’ll call that an improvement. 

			We approach a tall metal gate buzzing with electricity. Two large men with short-cropped hair grip a set of those strange stunners as Calliope marches toward them without hesitation. She barely comes up to their chests, and they bend down as she exchanges a few quiet words that I can’t make out. 

			Their gazes find me first, then Rook. 

			Their eyes widen. 

			The one on the left bends at the waist in a gesture of respect. 

			What’s going on? 

			Rook stares straight ahead as I study his profile, confused about so many things. I thought he was just some guy who decided to attend Amery to find a better life, but I’m starting to wonder if I’ve been mistaken this entire time. 

			He told me he has superiors. People he reports to. 

			He told me The Shield was lying. 

			And now this man is bowing to him.

			The questions crowd together, blending into one pulsing mass behind my eyes. 

			The man on the left reaches over, flips open a panel, and punches a few buttons. The energy buzzing across the gate winks out, leaving us a clear passage into the camp. 

			“Welcome home,” he says.

			We file through in a single line, electricity sizzling against the vertical poles flanking the entrance. 

			Dozens of people swarm the compound, dressed in more of the same molded leather armor, paired with pieces of mismatched tactical gear I recognize from New Manhattan.

			Calliope gestures for Rook and me to follow, while August dogs my heels like an annoying shadow. 

			“Where do you think I’m planning to go?” I ask, gesturing to the humming fences surrounding us. 

			He just grunts.

			The rest of our escort scatters, disappearing into the lengthening shadows of the compound’s buildings, but several people stop to watch us pass. I wonder how often they welcome newcomers into their fold. 

			Although welcome is maybe a bit too strong a word. 

			My hands curl at my sides as I resist the urge to fidget, hoping to project an air of confidence, but I’m not sure how well I’m succeeding. 

			Solitudes. 

			My entire life, I’ve been told they’re barely human, living scattered across the Wastes, chasing down starving animals for sustenance. But then Rook arrived at Amery and began to dispel that notion, and now I’m faced with the certainty that nothing I’ve been told was the truth. 

			They’re organized. They’ve built something that looks like a city. And though it’s nothing like New Manhattan, it’s also not the wild, barren nothing I expected. 

			We pass buildings made of corrugated metal and brick. Food smells waft from the largest one, suggesting a cafeteria. Another boasts a red cross hanging out front—a hospital. On top of every building is a network of solar panels, all tipped toward the sky. 

			At first, I assumed we’d entered a temporary encampment, but the farther we walk, the more I’m convinced this is a home. 

			This isn’t temporary at all. This is something constant. 

			Calliope turns a corner, revealing an area filled with small round tents, each with a lantern hanging outside its door. Campfires burn between them, surrounded by chairs and people holding cups as they converse in low voices punctuated by occasional bursts of laughter. 

			It’s all so . . . cozy. 

			So simple and yet utterly profound. 

			All of it was a lie.

			What if The Shield was just mistaken? What if things were different when General Sol lived in the Wastes? What if they don’t know about any of this? 

			But a kind of certainty roots through my heels, anchoring me to this present and this truth. 

			We were lied to. Told things about the Solitudes and the Wastes that weren’t really true. Taught to fear and shun anything beyond the perimeter of New Manhattan. 

			The question is why. 

			As we move deeper into the clearing, the jovial mood dims, and everyone falls silent. August and Calliope nod in greeting, but Rook and I have become the center of attention. 

			We approach a group standing in front of a larger tent that glows from within. Combined with the soft light from the flickering fence beyond, the scene is quietly beautiful in its own mysterious way. 

			The group shuffles aside, revealing a man with pale skin, sandy-brown hair, and bright blue eyes. He’s perhaps five years older than Rook, handsome in a hard-edged way, with a strong jaw and straight nose. He’s nearly as big as Rook, too. Tall and broad in black leather that molds to his form.

			“Cal,” he says, almost as if he’s surprised to see her. 

			“Fisher,” she says, her voice a bit different from earlier. A little softer and higher. More deferent. Breathless. 

			Immediately, I wonder if she’s in love with him. 

			Fisher. 

			The same man who’s been mentioned a few times. 

			Commander Sterling. 

			“We found these two in the Wastes,” Calliope reports, her voice tuned to its more familiar snarl. “They used the east tunnel out of New Manhattan. It’s gone now.” 

			Everyone’s attention turns to us. From the pins and badges on their clothing, I can only assume this is a higher-level command group. They vary in age but share the same air of hardness. Of strength forged in the severity of their lives. 

			Commander Fisher Sterling cocks his head, his gaze finding me first. It slides over my face, my clothes, even my boots, before he looks up to meet my eyes. 

			“You found a Crust?” he asks, his tone less scathing than curious, like I’m an oddity to be puzzled out.

			Calliope snorts. “Trust me, we were all shocked.”

			Fisher’s attention shifts to my left and lands on Rook. He sighs, shaking his head. “Athira. Why doesn’t this surprise me at all? What the fuck are you doing here?” 

			It occurs to me that at least Rook told me his real name, and I derive way too much comfort from that. 

			Rook raises a brow and smiles. “You know how I just love dropping in.” 

			“You came from the city?” he asks.

			Rook doesn’t answer, his jaw tight.

			Fisher sighs. “Always with the secrets. Does your father know where you are?” 

			Rook just stands there, arms crossed, never breaking eye contact. It’s obvious he won’t answer. It seems I’m not the only one Rook keeps things from. 

			It’s pathetic, but that also makes me feel a little better. 

			“My business doesn’t concern you,” Rook answers after a long, awkward moment in which I swear no one around us breathes. 

			Fisher snorts, tucking his thumbs into his belt loops as he saunters closer. “Yet I find myself curious. That’s understandable, isn’t it?” 

			He stands toe-to-toe with Rook. Nearly matched in height and size, I notice other similarities around the eyes and mouth. In the shape of their noses. It isn’t immediately obvious due to their different coloring, but I’m sure I’m not imagining it. 

			Who are they to each other? 

			“Maybe I’ll torture the information out of you,” Fisher says casually, tipping his head. “Or maybe . . .” His gaze flicks to me. “I’ll squeeze it out of her? I bet she screams so nice.” 

			I’m too shocked to react. 

			A growl rumbles from Rook’s throat, and Fisher’s eyes widen before he bursts out laughing, slapping a hand across his chest. 

			“Oh, Rook,” he says, wiping a fake tear from the corner of his eye. “Did you fall for a Crust? What will the mighty High Commander Athira say about that?” 

			Who?

			Rook exhales a long breath through his nostrils. These two clearly have a history, and it isn’t a pleasant one. 

			“Just let us go,” Rook says, teeth gritted. “We aren’t here to bother you.” He pauses, drops his arms to his sides, loosens his stance. “Besides, we both know you don’t have the guts to torture either of us, don’t we?” 

			The comment is intended to hurt. I see it in the mean glint flashing across Rook’s eyes. He’s been kind to me—minus the lying—but somewhere along the way, I forgot what he’s capable of.

			What I don’t understand is why Rook is choosing to goad Fisher right now. We’re the ones at a disadvantage, but you’d never know it by Rook’s behavior. 

			Fisher’s casual manner evaporates in an instant, his eyes narrowing.

			“You know I won’t let you go,” Fisher replies. “Not without some answers about what you were doing in the city and why you’re traveling with a Crust.” 

			This time, Fisher spits the word crust with such disdain that it makes me feel less than human, which is probably the point. 

			“And you know I can’t do that,” Rook says. “It’s classified.” 

			The corner of Fisher’s mouth curls up. “The high commander and his secrets.” 

			His gaze shifts my way, as though he’s wary of revealing anything in my presence. 

			“You’ll find out soon enough,” Rook says. “But for now, you’re not getting anything until I can return home and report to senior command.” 

			The two men glare at each other. 

			“We need some food and a hot shower. Our bags, too,” Rook adds, his tone shifting into something I’ve never heard from him before. Imperious. Almost like he’s a prince and not the wandering Solitude I’ve clearly mistaken him for. 

			“Fine,” Fisher spits out. “Then I guess you’ll be spending the night as our guests.” 

			He turns away, literally spitting this time, a glob of saliva hitting the dirt to his left. He lifts a thumb over his shoulder, addressing a few of his people. 

			“Lock them up.”
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			Fisher disappears into his tent, the flap dropping behind him. No one else says a word as a guy and a girl, both about our age, approach us. 

			“Where should we put ’em?” one asks Calliope. 

			“Bunkhouse twelve is empty,” she says. “Put a watch on. We don’t want them wandering off.” 

			Calliope stares at Rook for a heartbeat before turning and entering Fisher’s tent without a backward glance. 

			“Always nice seeing you, Cal!” Rook shouts after her, a few snickers following his comment. 

			“Rook,” one of our newly appointed escorts says. He’s tall and lanky, with russet skin and black hair braided in neat rows along his scalp. He wears a sleeveless leather shirt showing off a pair of heavily tattooed arms.

			“How’ve you been, Cole?” Rook asks. 

			Cole grins. “Can’t complain.” 

			“Safira,” Rook says to the girl. “Nice hair.”

			I take in her bob, dyed silver with purple streaks, and have to agree.

			Safira flips the ends. “Thought I’d try something new.” 

			My gaze darts between them. Why does Rook know so many of the people intent on locking us up? 

			“She looks like a Crust,” Cole grumbles at Safira. 

			“Stop that! I look cute.” Then her gaze falls on me, obviously cataloging my own purple hair hanging down my back in messy tangles. “Right, new girl?” 

			She is cute with a little nose, full lips, and big brown eyes. 

			“Sure,” I answer, and she preens before sticking her tongue out at Cole. “Can someone tell me what Crust means? Everyone keeps calling me that.” 

			Safira waves a hand as if it’s of no real importance. “Upper crust. It’s an old saying from the Warming Age that referred to rich people.”

			“Oh,” I say. 

			“Not sure who started it,” she continues with a shrug. 

			“Do you call everyone from New Manhattan that?” 

			“Sure,” Safira replies. 

			“Not everyone in the city is rich.” 

			“Oh,” she says. “Well . . .”

			“But you are,” Cole says, pointing at me. “You sound rich.” 

			“Yeah,” I say, huffing in exasperation as I sense Rook trying to rein in a laugh. “So I’ve been told.” 

			“Got yourself in a bit of trouble, I see,” Cole says to Rook. “What else is new?” 

			“Wouldn’t want to get bored,” Rook answers with a shrug and a grunt, stretching his injured side. “Can you get our bags?” 

			“Yes, Your Majesty,” Safira says. “We’ll see to it.” 

			Rook snorts out a laugh and winces. 

			This entire exchange is so incongruous with our surroundings that I just stare at him. He’s joking with the people holding us prisoner, and I have no idea if that should comfort me or terrify me.

			We follow Cole and Safira through the encampment, passing more tents and buildings and dozens of people, including numerous children. They stare up at me with wide eyes and open mouths until their caregivers shoo them away, pinning me with mistrustful looks. I want to tell them I don’t mean anyone harm. That I’m lost and alone and I wish I could go home. But I don’t think anyone would care. 

			We’re brought to another area, where a few small tents stand in a circle. It’s quieter here, absent the same warm camaraderie of the clearing. 

			Cole leads us to a tent and lifts the flap. “In you go. Your castle for tonight, or however long the commander wants to wave his dick.”

			Bunkhouse twelve turns out to be a round tent with three narrow beds in the center. The blankets look a little scratchy, but the mere sight of a pillow and a mattress reminds me that my limbs feel like they’re filled with rocks. 

			“Pick whichever you like,” Safira says, entering behind us. “It’ll just be you two in here. Truly the royal treatment.” 

			“Why is this empty?” Rook asks, scanning the tight space. There’s only about a foot between each bed, so I need to turn sideways to shuffle between them. 

			Cole tips his head. “A few months back . . .” He cuts off, looking at me before turning to Rook. “The usual.” 

			“Got it,” Rook says. “Sorry for your loss.” 

			Cole shrugs and lifts his hands in a what can you do sort of gesture, while my attention bounces between them and I wonder what they’re talking about. “We’ll find your bags and get some food sent in right away. Safira will be guarding you for the next few hours.” He tosses me a wink. “Don’t worry. She doesn’t bite. Much.” 

			With that ominous statement, they both duck out of the tent. 

			I hear them talking to someone on the other side before the flap opens again, revealing Vess carrying her med kit. She offers me a wary look before addressing Rook. 

			“Let me check your bandages.” 

			Rook lifts his shirt, and she pokes and prods at him with a tongue wedged between her teeth. “Looks like you’re gonna live.” 

			“Thanks, Vess,” he says, his tone laced with sincerity. 

			“Don’t thank me,” she says as she wraps him up in a set of fresh bandages. “Cal said we had to keep you alive. Plus, I’m not interested in getting on the high commander’s bad side.” 

			Rook’s mouth presses together. 

			The high commander. As in High Commander Athira. 

			One of his parents? Or someone he’s related to at least. 

			While Vess finishes her work, a wave of dizziness overcomes me, and I sink onto the bed. The spot on my head is tender to the touch, and I feel a cut scabbing over that means I was definitely bleeding at some point. 

			“Can you check her, too?” Rook asks. 

			Vess gives me a dubious glance. 

			“No,” she says firmly. “I don’t work on Crusts.” 

			“Vess,” he says, admonishment in his tone. “Don’t be like that. Poet hasn’t done anything wrong.” 

			Vess starts packing up, refusing to make eye contact. “I can leave you some supplies.” 

			Rook’s jaw clenches, and I can tell he wants to argue, but his shoulders drop. “Fine.” 

			Vess nods and lays out a few items on the bed before she opens her case of vials and injects Rook with another dose of painkillers. 

			This also catches me off guard. They have medicine and supplies. Ways of caring for themselves that don’t seem so different from ours. 

			As if reading my mind, Vess huffs out a derisive snort. 

			“They’re all the same,” she says to Rook, latching her case shut. 

			And then she’s gone, leaving Rook and me alone for the first time since our capture. He scoops up the items Vess left behind and drops to a knee before me. 

			At first, he doesn’t make eye contact. Maybe because he can’t stand to look at me. Does he feel any guilt for how he betrayed me? He was there the night Raine was taken. When I told him what I’d seen in that video, he said he was planning to tell me everything. But what did he mean? I can’t seem to form the question around the thickness of my tongue. Probably because I’m not sure I’m ready for the answer. 

			My stomach rumbles, and I try to remember the last time I ate. Dinner in the cafeteria with Domino and Journey when they teased me about kissing Rook. 

			My heart squeezes as I think about our cozy little room. Kisses in the shadows. Touching each other by the light of the fire. Whispers of our dreams and hopes.

			Finally, he looks up, and our eyes meet. My heart flutters inside my rib cage, and I will it to settle. I’m angry with him. I want answers. I deserve that. 

			“Can I take a look?” he asks, gesturing to the bump on my head. I want to refuse, but there wouldn’t be any point.

			I nod, and he leans in, gently probing the spot. I try not to flinch, but his eyes darken when he picks up on my discomfort. 

			“I’ll kill her for this,” he says calmly.

			“Why did she do it? I wasn’t hurting anyone.” 

			“So you wouldn’t see the way we came.” 

			“How far from New Manhattan are we?” 

			“A few days’ walk.” 

			“And I was out the entire time?”

			“Vess used some stuff from her kit to keep you unconscious.” My eyes widen, my stomach twists, and Rook rushes to add, “It was that, or Cal was going to keep knocking you on the head.”

			“Oh.” 

			I shiver and wrap my arms around my waist. Anything could have happened to me, and I would never have known. 

			“And you . . . walked?” 

			“I did. They took turns carrying you. Vess took care of me, too.” 

			While Rook cleans and bandages my cut, he’s so close that I feel the softness of his breath on my lips. Note the dusting of freckles over the bridge of his nose. The way the green and gold melt with the copper flecks in his eyes. 

			He’d become my safe place at Amery. The calm in the storm of my life. My protector. My friend. And I thought maybe something more, too. 

			Now I don’t know whether to lean closer or shove him away.

			His fingertips graze the edge of my jaw. My breath quickens, my pulse hammering at his nearness. I hate that my body still trusts him when I’m not sure the rest of me can.

			When I can’t stand it a moment longer, I sit back, severing the moment. “I’m fine now.” 

			“Sorry,” he says, though I’m not sure either one of us really knows what he’s apologizing for. He’s still kneeling in front of me, like he can’t bear the idea of being too far away.

			“Rook, who are these people?” I ask. “Why do you know them? Why are they locking us up?” 

			His gaze jumps to the tent entrance, where Safira is no doubt keeping guard. He’s friendly with her but doesn’t trust her completely, and the canvas walls of our bunkhouse don’t offer much privacy. 

			Rook balances a hand on the edge of the bed frame. 

			“There are numerous pockets like this scattered across the Wastes,” he says, voice low. “Encampments where people live and spend their time hunting these lands for resources and signs of life.” He pauses, and I get the sense that while that is the truth, it’s not the entire picture. “I lived in an encampment for a few years. Not this one, but a different one, though you get to know each other when you’re living in the same quadrants. People often travel between camps, switching groups depending on where they’re headed. So that’s how I know Cole and Safira and a few of the others.” 

			He’s saying a lot of things I can’t quite keep up with. 

			Quadrants. Where they’re headed. 

			“And Commander Sterling?” I ask. “Fisher? Is that how you know him, too?” 

			“Ah.” Rook rubs his chin. “That’s a little more complicated.” 

			He glances back at the doorway and then at me, lowering his head. 

			“He’s my brother. Well, my half brother.” He snort-laughs before adding, “Same mom. Vastly different moods.”

			Oh. That explains a few things. I think. 

			“And is that a secret?” I whisper, also looking at the door and back at Rook. 

			“No, it’s not.” 

			“Then why are we whispering?” 

			Rook grunts, nearly laughing again, but quickly tamps it down. 

			“I can’t say anything else here,” he says. “About why I was inside New Manhattan. There are too many ears, and I know it’s asking a lot, but I need you to keep quiet about everything you know.”

			“But I don’t know what you were doing there, either. Not really.” 

			“I know, I just—” He exhales a sound of frustration. “I promise that once we get out of here, I’ll tell you everything.” 

			“Knock, knock,” comes Cole’s cheerful voice a moment later. “Got your bags.” He dumps the packs hanging from each shoulder onto the end of my bed. “You can also grab showers in the bathhouse. I’ve had it cleared out for you for the next twenty minutes or so. Safira will escort you.” 

			“Sounds good,” Rook says. “Thank you again.” 

			I figure out which backpack is mine and pull out the contents. I find a pair of my school uniform pants, a casual tunic, and some clean underwear and socks. At the bottom, I see Teddy crumpled among my things, a little flattened but reminding me of home with such clarity—both the good and the bad—that I suddenly can’t breathe. 

			“Poet?” Rook asks, pulling me out of a spiral. “You all right?” 

			I stare at him. He packed Teddy for me. I was paralyzed. They were chasing us. We were about to die, but . . . he remembered. 

			I’m not sure why that hurts so much. 

			“Poe?” 

			There’s such tender concern in his face that I feel something crack, tiny striations forming across my skin. What if I simply turned to dust? 

			“I’m fine,” I say, shaking my head and scooping up some clean clothing. 

			Balling everything together, I hold the bundle to my chest and kick my boots into a standing position. Rook retrieves his own set of clean clothing before we follow Safira across the small clearing to a white rectangular building. 

			Inside is a row of stalls, divided by partial wooden-and-metal walls. A stack of towels sits on a bench, and I grab one before making my way to the farthest stall. 

			Rook takes the stall at the opposite end, giving me space. 

			Quickly, I strip out of my dress, watching it fall to my feet in an airy cloud, crusted with blood and dirt. It’s completely ruined. I kick it aside and turn on the water, groaning when a firm blast of heat meets my skin. Industrial-size containers of soap and shampoo sit on a ledge, and I squeeze out generous portions of each before cleaning myself off. Everything smells fresh and light, without extra perfumes or scents. 

			I’m still wearing my necklace, and I clutch it in my hand, grateful I didn’t lose it during our escape. I might never see my mom again, but I’ll always have this piece of her with me. 

			Once I’m finished, I towel myself off, wrap my hair in a knot, and dress. When I exit the stall, Rook is waiting in a fresh shirt and pants, leaning with one foot planted against the wall and his arms folded over his chest. 

			“Better?” he asks. 

			“Much,” I answer. “I feel almost human again. Why are they doing all this for us?” 

			“It’s our way,” he says. “Despite any personal feelings, we take care of our own. Out here, it’s us and the elements, and the only ones we can truly rely on are each other.” 

			“That’s . . . commendable.” 

			I chew my lip as I think about the city and how much disparity exists between the Societies and everyone else. How we don’t take care of anyone but ourselves. 

			Rook’s eyes shift, almost as if he can tell what I’m thinking. 

			“C’mon,” he says, pushing off the wall. “You must be starving.” 

			He reaches for me, like he wants to take my hand. I nearly grab it and then pull back, leaving him hanging for an awkward second before he does the same. 

			I hate this. 

			Quickly, he turns away and opens the door. We step out into the cool evening, where Safira waits for us. 

			“Where can I toss this?” I ask, holding up my ruined dress. 

			“Toss it?” she asks, her brows climbing. 

			“Yes?” I confirm. 

			Rook takes the dress from me. “We never throw anything away here. Everything can be repurposed into something else.” He drapes it over the doorway. “We’ll ask around to see if someone can make use of the material, at least.” 

			My cheeks warm. “Right. I’m sorry. Of course.” 

			“It’s fine,” he says before gesturing to Safira. “We’re ready.” 

			After offering me a pitying look, she delivers us back to our tent, where a tray of food sits on a small table near the wall. Sandwiches, glass bottles of water, and cookies. 

			Rook hands me a plate, and we both settle onto our beds, eating in silence. The food is good and hearty, and I concentrate on chewing and swallowing, attempting to keep thoughts of home and everything we left behind at bay. 

			When I’ve eaten every last bite, I return the tray to the table, kick off my boots, and then, without another word, crawl into bed fully clothed and pull up the blanket. I tuck Teddy to my chest and close my eyes. 

			But as the camp settles into quiet, my thoughts grow impossibly loud.

			I hope the people I left behind are okay. Domino and Journey. My parents. I can’t stop thinking about Edward’s lifeless, stunned body lying on the carpet in Mr. Robins’s office. I don’t think they killed him, but I can’t be sure. I’ll never forgive myself if he’s dead. 

			And Trinity . . . 

			My chest squeezes tight as I recall the look on her face when Lieutenant Dire dragged her into the ball with his arm cinched around her neck. The wideness of her eyes. The paleness of her skin. Freckles as stark as blood dribbled over freshly fallen snow. 

			Her words. 

			Her accusation. 

			The moment she sealed my fate. 

			She gave me up to the Extinguishers. 

			I’ve imagined moments just like it a thousand times since the day I discovered what I am. I just never thought my best friend would be the one standing on the other side of that accusing finger. 

			She must have seen me in the Central Park Tree Farm during our cadet exam. I recall that flash of red hair I spotted through the bushes.

			I wasn’t sure. I am now. 

			The way she hugged me at the end and then walked away. 

			I should have known. 

			It was her. 

			She saw me, waited a full week . . . and then betrayed me in front of everyone.

			Maybe she had no choice. Maybe she grappled with her decision. Maybe she was crying because she was sorry.

			Or maybe she was just afraid of me.

			I don’t know which cuts worse. 

			My stomach pitches, rage and hurt curdling in my gut. Trinity isn’t perfect, but I never thought she would do something like this. 

			A tear slips down my cheek. I knew we were growing apart. I was losing her to the E-squad. Or maybe I’d lost her already. Still, she is my best friend. I would have done anything for her. 

			Was. Was my best friend. 

			I have to accept that. Even if I could return home, I could never forgive her.

			I use Teddy’s arm to wipe the moisture from my face and try to empty my mind. I need to sleep if I’m going to have the strength to face whatever comes next. 

			For now, I think I’m safe. Relatively so, at least. 

			Rook is here, and he won’t let anything happen to me. 

			In spite of everything, I believe that. 

			Just as I’m drifting off, the wail of a siren pierces through the night. 
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			I sit straight up, my heart pounding in my chest, and slap my hands over my ears. “What’s that?”

			“We have to get out of here,” Rook says, already shoving his feet into his shoes. He grabs my hand and pulls me to my feet. I step into my boots but don’t have time to lace them before he’s tugging me through the tent opening. The encampment is swarming with people running left and right. The sky is dark, flashing with lilac bursts against a backdrop of rolling clouds. 

			The hairs on the back of my neck stand up, and prickles explode across my scalp. 

			A storm is coming. Is that what this is all about? 

			“Rook!” I shout as he leads me through the crowd. A quick assessment reveals that people are organized in their hurry. They know where to go. They’ve prepared for this. 

			“What’s happening?” I ask as he drags me away. “What’s going on?” 

			More fucking questions. They fill my head like a swarm of killer bees. 

			When will I get some answers? 

			The wind is picking up, and another round of cloudbursts explodes across the sky. A shiver crawls up my spine. The storm is moving so fast, I didn’t even feel it coming. 

			I glance up as a bolt of Spark peels off a large cloud formation almost directly overhead. It spears toward the earth, hitting the center of the encampment before exploding into a plasma arc as someone is consumed by the blast that swallows their last screams. 

			More people are shouting now. Instructions are being issued. The ordered chaos of a moment ago shifts, giving way to panic edged with fear. 

			“Move underground!” someone yells. “They’re coming.” 

			“This way!” Rook shouts, tugging me toward him with such force that I nearly stumble, but I’m saved by his arm cinching around my waist. “There’s a bunker over here.” 

			More people scatter as they run for cover. Several disappear through a large metal hatch set into the earth. It closes with a hiss as Rook keeps pulling me through the camp. 

			I notice people are taking up positions outside the perimeter of the compound, their sights focused on the trees. They’re waiting for something. 

			I stop to watch, scanning the horizon. About a hundred feet of forest has been cleared around the fence as a security measure. I notice the leaves shifting, rustling like something is moving through the trees. Something large. 

			It takes a moment for them to appear at the edge of the treeline. 

			I see it. Someone is coming—several someones. 

			They walk in a line, slowly, approaching like they’re moving through tree sap. 

			But what really catches my attention is their eyes—glowing purple orbs burn in the darkness, making my fingers turn numb. 

			“Who are they?” I croak, peering through the fencing and the flickering lines of electricity cordoning off the camp. 

			“Whispers,” he says, and I turn to frown at him. “What you refer to as Keepers. They’ve succumbed to the madness that breaks their minds. We call it the Silence.” 

			It takes me a moment to process his words. To put two and two together. My entire life, I’ve been told that Keepers go insane. That they lose control of their faculties. They become violent and dangerous. But I’ve never actually seen it happen. Keepers within the walls of New Manhattan are always dealt with before they become a problem. 

			I’ve kept this secret in my heart for most of my life, terrified of discovery. 

			Whispers. The Silence. 

			Those words send a flurry of icy shivers spreading over my skin.

			“I don’t . . . I’ve never . . .”

			“Poet,” Rook says, dragging me against him, cupping my face in his hands. “Focus. We need to get somewhere safe.” 

			The line of Keepers has moved closer. I can make out some of their features, their stiff limbs and the haunted looks on their faces. Some of them are completely expressionless. They stare straight ahead, their bright eyes brilliant against the night.

			“What will they do?” I ask. 

			“They’ll attack anyone they encounter,” he says. “They’re stronger than you can imagine. Faster, too.” 

			I study the slowly moving line of Keepers, finding that hard to believe. 

			But then one at the front moves. One moment, he’s shambling in the distance, and the next, he’s standing right in front of a line of the camp’s soldiers. He reaches out and snags a man around the throat. 

			“Skies,” I whisper as the Keeper lifts the man, his feet flailing as he tries to kick away. More Keepers have closed in, swarming the soldiers as the man continues to struggle against the fist closing off his windpipe. 

			“He’s dying!” I shout. “We have to help him.” 

			I make a move to run, but Rook tugs me back. “You can’t help him,” he says. “We have to hide now!” 

			But I can’t seem to tear myself away from the sight. A fight has broken out. The Keepers are strong and move so fast. Their lips pull back to expose their teeth. They’re ferocious, knocking everyone over like rag dolls. 

			It’s a horrifying sight, made even more so when I realize that they don’t make a sound. Their mouths open and close, but nothing comes out. 

			Whispers. The Silence. 

			I shiver again, turning numb from head to toe. 

			Explosions break through the atmosphere, echoing blasts that crack against the fight and the rumbling storm. A Keeper goes down, clutching his knee, his mouth stretched into a silent scream as blood spurts from a wound in his leg. 

			“What happened?” I ask. “What was that sound?” 

			“Guns,” Rook explains. “Filled with bullets. They’re like stunners, but different.”

			Right. Now I remember. I’ve seen photos of them from the Warming Age, but evidence of their existence in New Manhattan is rare. 

			“He’s bleeding,” I say, stating the obvious, but I think I’m going into shock. 

			Rook guides me to the edge of a building to conceal us. More fighting has broken out as the Keepers advance. I notice the camp’s soldiers aren’t trying to kill them, only disarm them and slow them down. A man presses a knee to the back of a Keeper lying face down on the ground before someone else swoops in to tie his hands and feet together. 

			“Why are they tying him up?” 

			Rook huffs out a pained sigh. “Whispers can’t help what they are,” he says. “We do our best to avoid killing any of them. Not while there’s still a chance for a cure.” 

			“A cure,” I shout, more questions piling up. “What do you mean?” 

			“Poet, we should get to a bunker. I’ll explain—”

			“You’ll explain everything later,” I say dryly. “Right. Of course.” 

			He gives me a tight-lipped smile. A cloudburst splits above us as the sky glows with plumes of bright amethyst. Another jagged branch of Spark hits the earth, right near the fighting, sending everyone scattering. 

			“Poet, we can’t let them see us. Let’s go.” 

			“Why not? Don’t they know what you are? That you’re something else?” 

			He shakes his head. “No.” 

			“But what—”

			“Come on.” He takes my hand, refusing to take no for an answer this time. He virtually drags me toward the far edge of the camp. We weave through buildings and tents, where almost everyone either has escaped underground or is busy manning the perimeter. 

			We pass a few more closed hatches before coming to one at the very edge, right next to the glowing electric fence. Rook drops to a knee and fiddles with the latch while I focus on the distant treeline. More Keepers—Whispers—emerge, covered in dirt and blood. The fence crackles with energy, fizzing and popping. 

			Rook grunts, tugging at the handle, then says, “It’s stuck.” 

			He stands up and starts searching left and right.

			Suddenly, something grabs me from behind, and I scream.
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			“Rook!” I cry as I’m tugged through the fence, passing through the flickering lines of electricity. And it fucking hurts. My skin is on fire, like it’s being peeled off in thin ribbons of bloody flesh. 

			I don’t have to look behind me to know I’ve been snatched by a rabid Keeper. 

			His hot breath hits the back of my neck, and I kick and flail wildly.

			“Poet!” Rook shouts.

			Immediately, he follows us through the fence. 

			The Keeper drags me away, one hand wrapped around my throat, another arm banded around my waist. He smells awful. Like burning rubber and dead flesh. It coats the inside of my mouth as I kick and kick, trying to free myself, but his grip is iron-strong. 

			Rook approaches carefully, his stance hunched as he assesses the situation. 

			“Help,” I manage to rasp. 

			The Keeper is cutting off my air, and spots bloom in the corners of my vision. He pants heavily in my ear, exhaling gusts of putrid air that stir the tiny hairs around my temple. My eyes water and my fingers turn numb as I fight for breath. 

			Rook rushes toward us, swerving around me and knocking into the Keeper with his shoulder. We both go flying, and I feel something snap as the man’s big body lands on top of me. I groan as pain shoots up my hip, spreading down my leg and up my arm. A cracked rib, maybe. 

			Rook is on top of us, tugging on the Keeper, landing punches to his head and back. The Keeper doesn’t let go, rolling me under him, crushing me, his ragged breaths loud in my ears. Muted rattles echo from his chest as his glowing eyes flicker. 

			“Get off her!” Rook shouts, hands gripping my attacker as I try to break his hold, but he’s impossibly strong. I twist toward him, kicking out, landing a blow between his legs. The Keeper’s mouth opens, his eyes bulging and his grip loosening just enough that Rook can finally pull him off. 

			The Keeper tackles Rook, and they stagger several steps, trying to knock each other down. I watch as the Keeper punches Rook in the jaw so hard, I’m surprised his neck doesn’t snap. Rook goes flying, lands on his back several feet away, and skids along the grass with a pained grunt.

			The Keeper launches at Rook as I struggle to my feet and rush at him from the side. We become a tangle of limbs and wild punches until Rook rolls on top of the Keeper. He clocks him in the face, temporarily stunning him. 

			“Come on!” Rook says, taking my hand and tugging me back toward the encampment. “We have to get to a bunker.” 

			But the Keeper is already recovering. 

			He catches up. A cold hand snags my arm, and then I’m going down again. 

			The Keeper might not make sounds in the traditional sense, but he’s making a sound. The most horrifying rattle vibrates in his chest and throat, like he’s swallowed a bag of teeth and they’re fighting to escape. It’s grotesque and unnatural. It’s so . . . wrong that it makes me gag.

			“Help!” I croak as he grips my neck with strong fingers. My windpipe narrows as he squeezes harder. Again, I start to fade, blackness smearing around the edges of my sight. 

			A moment later, I hear a crack. 

			Everything falls silent before the Keeper goes limp. 

			I look up to find Rook with the man’s head gripped in his hands. 

			Rook snapped his neck. 

			The light drains from the Keeper’s eyes as he collapses to the earth, and I roll out from under him, choking and hacking as I try to suck air into my lungs. My throat aches, bruises already throbbing beneath my skin. 

			It takes me a moment to realize that Rook is standing perfectly still, staring down at the body of the dead Keeper. His face is pale, his chest expanding and contracting. Slowly, he lowers the man to the ground before running a hand through his hair, tugging on it. Hard. 

			“Rook?” I ask. My voice comes out hoarse, scratchy. “Are you okay?” 

			His gaze snaps up to mine, his haunted expression taking a moment to clear. He looks toward the encampment on the other side of the fence. “We have to get back inside. They can’t see us out here.” 

			Then he grabs the Keeper by the wrists and drags him toward the perimeter. 

			“Can you get up?” he asks. “I can help you in a moment.” 

			“No, I’m fine,” I answer. I think. I stagger to my feet as Rook drags the body of the Keeper through the fence. I don’t understand why Rook is moving him. 

			“Come on,” Rook says from the other side. The lines of flickering light cast long shadows over him, hollowing out the contours of his eyes and cheeks. The wind tosses his hair while the sky above continues to tumble. 

			I can’t seem to move. 

			“Poet,” he says, his voice sharp, snapping me out of shock. “Before someone sees you.” 

			I nod and then make my way closer, wincing with every step as sharp pains stab through my rib cage.

			“You’re hurt,” Rook says, twitching like he’s about to leap back through the fence. 

			I hold up a hand to stop him. “I think I broke something.”

			“We need to get you to the hospital.” 

			“I’m fine, I just need to sit down.” 

			He nods and waves me closer. I approach the fence and then brace myself. With my breath held, I plunge through it, gasping at the jolt. The burn. The pain searing across my skin. 

			“Fuck!” I shout as I collapse to my knees, clutching my aching side. I understand that the only reason I’m alive is my secret ability, but this isn’t Spark, and it definitely has the power to hurt me. 

			While I stare at the ground, willing my vision to stop spinning, Rook doesn’t move. I peer up to find him staring at the Keeper’s dead body. He’s so pale, and I’m worried he’s about to faint. 

			“Rook, are you okay?” 

			“I . . . shouldn’t have killed him.”

			“You had no choice. He was about to kill us.” 

			“This isn’t our way.” He says it dully. Woodenly. Like he’s committed the worst of crimes. 

			Their way. 

			They protect their Keepers. 

			I think of their silent screams and that hollow rattling in the man’s chest. 

			This madness was never his fault, and Rook’s people understand and respect that. 

			Why does that thought make tears burn so hotly in my eyes? 

			But Rook isn’t a Keeper. Nor is he a Whisper, and neither am I. 

			Which begs so many more questions. 

			A burst of Spark hits the ground a few feet away, exploding into a plasma arc. 

			“We need to get out of the open,” Rook says again, snagging me by the wrist. “Can you walk?” 

			“I think so,” I say as he helps me up on wobbly legs. A sharp pain stabs through my side, but now I think it might only be bruised. “Let’s go. I’m fine.”

			Rook offers me a skeptical look, but we have no choice but to continue moving. 

			Again, we dodge through the camp as more bolts of Spark explode across the sky. 

			I spy a lone Keeper approaching a group of soldiers. She moves in that slow, stilted way, her eyes shining like amethyst fireflies. 

			They surround the woman while giving her space. 

			I notice the glint of a needle. Someone carefully approaching. A moment later, the Keeper goes limp, collapsing to the ground. The group scatters, moving toward the next attackers while someone remains behind to tie up the unconscious Keeper. 

			“What will they do with her?” I ask as the soldier picks the woman up and slings her over his shoulder. 

			“We have facilities for them,” Rook says. “Somewhere safe they can go.” 

			“Facilities?” Skepticism colors my voice. We have facilities, too. Claiming it’s somewhere safe sounds a lot like Extinguisher language. 

			“They’re not like the ones in the city,” Rook says, clearly reading my thoughts. 

			“Okay,” I say, not sure if I believe him. 

			“C’mon,” Rook says. We reach another hatch buried in the ground. He drops to his knees and starts turning the crank. It eases open with a hiss, and then he lifts the top. 

			“This way,” he says. A ladder leads into a dimly lit space. 

			“Really?” 

			“Just until the attack is over,” he answers. “Please.” 

			I don’t really want to climb into a strange, dark hole, but I guess I have no choice. 

			With some difficulty, thanks to my injury, I lower myself and snake down the ladder, dropping onto a concrete floor before I sag against a cold cinderblock wall.

			Rook follows a moment later, closing the hatch behind him before jumping down. 

			“Are you okay?” he asks, and I shake my head, squeezing my eyes shut. 

			“I’ll be fine. I just need to sit.” 

			He slides his hand in mine, tentatively enough to feel like a nervous gesture. I look up, staring at our linked fingers and then at him. It’s warm and safe. Exactly what I need right now. His solid presence. His confidence. Just . . . him. 

			But I almost snatch my hand back. 

			He must notice me flinch, because a question passes over his expression. 

			After a moment of hesitation, I leave my hand where it is. Maybe it’s a foolish thing to do, but I can’t find the will to pull our fingers apart. 

			“Lead the way,” I say softly.

			He nods, relief replacing his uncertainty. I want to tell him this hand-holding thing is only temporary because I’m hurt and scared and confused. But I don’t.

			Then we’re winding down a narrow hallway lit with caged bulbs. 

			“Rook,” I say as we walk. “Can you please tell me something? What’s going on?” 

			He stops and looks up and down the hallway. It’s empty as far as I can see. 

			Then he leans in close, and I back up, hitting the wall. He places his palms on either side of my head and tips in closer, his mouth against my ear. 

			He clenches his jaw before saying, “I never meant for any of this to affect you, Poet Graves. I thought I’d go into New Manhattan and get out. Then you came along and . . . Well, things didn’t go entirely to plan.” 

			His body presses against mine, his solid warmth protecting me from the tunnel’s cold air. 

			“You’ve entered the Tiera Frais. A land built from the ashes of the Wastes and centuries of struggle. Scattered across the continent, you’ll find numerous encampments, plus the Kindred in the wilds, and the Neo-Cities that thousands call home. 

			“My father is High Commander Summit Athira, leader of the Veil, which presides over this region. You call us Solitudes, but we are united, and we are free. Free from the rules of your Societies and the hierarchy your Shield created to benefit only those at the top. 

			“My mother is Commander Faroe Athira, chief strategist for our army. I have two brothers and one sister, all of whom are soldiers in the war against The Shield and New Manhattan. You’ve been lied to your entire life, Poet, and though I never intended to tell you the truth about everything when we met, it seems fate had other plans.” 

			He says the entire thing in a controlled rush, like he’s practiced this speech for my benefit. 

			“I was being honest when I said I came to Amery to find out more about what I am. What I didn’t tell you is that I’m known as a Storm Caller. Very few people know we exist at all, and for now, my father wants to keep it that way. Discovering you was a shock. I was being truthful when I said I’ve never met anyone like us. We’ve found evidence of other Storm Callers in the Tiera Frais, but we’ve never been able to locate them. Either way, we’re sure that The Shield, and specifically General Sol, has more information, and I need it. It could mean the difference between life and death for our world.” 

			While he talks, I barely move but for the rapid thumping of my heart. I must be holding my breath because I start to feel woozy. It’s so much to process that this barrage of information sticks in my head like a snarl of wet threads. I have even more questions, but I can’t seem to tease them out. 

			The sound of footsteps approaching has us snapping apart. I immediately miss his warmth. He shoves his hands in his pockets but offers me a look that begs me to be silent. I nod to tell him I understand, and he exhales a long, shuddering breath. 

			A moment later, a trio of Solitudes appears. Not Solitudes. People of the Tiera Frais. The Veil. These new words settle heavy and thick in my head, like layers of paint coating the inside of my skull. 

			The Wastes were never a lonely, desolate plain. 

			This is a nation. 

			The trio approaches, carrying a comatose Keeper between them. 

			“Hey,” the one out front says, his eyes narrowing. “Are you supposed to be here?” 

			“We were just trying to find our way to the bunker,” Rook says. “There wasn’t time to ask anyone for directions.” 

			“Right,” the guy says. “You’re Rook? The high commander’s son?” 

			He nods. “I don’t think we’ve met.” 

			“Simon,” he says, pointing toward himself. “I was just heading to the gathering point if you want to follow me.” 

			“That would be great.” 

			Simon approaches, his gaze landing on me. 

			“This is Poet,” Rook says. 

			“Hi,” I say, lost and unsure, prepared for an insult. No one has been very friendly so far. 

			“The Crust,” he says, but there’s no harshness in it. Simon shakes his head. “Sorry. Nice to meet you, Poet.” 

			“Thanks,” I say, practically gushing because he used my actual name. I’ll take what I can get.

			“This way,” he says, and we turn to follow him while the other two people trudge behind us with the Keeper between them. We approach an intersection, and Simon leads us left while the rest of our party turns right. 

			“Where are they taking her?” I ask. “Is she okay?” 

			Simon glances at their retreating forms and then back at me, darkness flashing in his gaze. 

			“Poet,” Rook says. “People have . . . opinions about how they treat Whispers in New Manhattan.” 

			Simon huffs, but he must take pity on me because he answers. “We keep them safe. They’re given a sedative that suspends them in a comatose state until they can safely be released.” 

			“Safely?” I ask. “As in . . . they’re cured?” 

			“Yes,” Simon answers. “That’s the goal.” 

			I have more questions. So many things don’t make sense. 

			“But where do you keep them all? How many are there?” 

			“I don’t know the exact numbers,” Simon says. “But we estimate approximately eleven percent of the population has fully succumbed to the Silence, while another thirty percent bear the markers of becoming Whispers.” He pauses, and I understand that he’s carefully choosing his words. “Of those, we guess about eighty percent will eventually complete the transition.”

			I sway where I stand, mentally calculating just how many people could be affected. 

			Simon continues. “But those numbers are quickly increasing. It’s spreading faster. Without a cure, we worry that eventually the entire population will be lost to the Silence, possibly in as little as a few years.” 

			That knowledge sinks through me like a brick as I wrap an arm around my aching ribs. My gaze shifts to Rook, but he doesn’t appear affected. None of this is new information to him. 

			I’ve never known how many Keepers live within the boundaries of New Manhattan. That information is suppressed and hidden. But I think about the murders reported in the last few months. How the Shield was forced to increase Extinguisher presence to “protect” us. It seemed like these were mostly isolated incidents, but maybe that’s another lie. 

			I want to know more, but my injury throbs, and I’m starting to sweat from the effort of walking. Rook must notice, because he wraps a gentle arm around my waist and guides me down the corridor. 

			We round a corner and find a long hallway that ends in a set of wide double doors leading into a large room. Inside, we find dozens of people sitting in chairs or on mats on the floor. Children. The elderly. Several of the same people I noticed in the camp earlier. 

			“C’mon,” Rook says, leading me to an empty mat along the wall. I feel every eye in the room following me as he stops and turns toward me. “Can I check your ribs?” 

			People are whispering, shooting me looks, and I glance away, wishing I could curl into an invisible ball. 

			“Sure,” I say, and I lift the side of my shirt with a wince, blanching at the spread of mottled bruises. Blue and purple and every shade in between. Rook gently prods at the skin, his touch skilled and careful. 

			I inhale sharply before he looks up. “Sorry.” 

			I shake my head while he continues probing. 

			“I don’t think it’s broken,” he says. “But we’ll get Vess to look at you as soon as we can.” 

			I shake my head, recalling the look on her face the last time Rook asked for her help. “No, don’t bother her. I’ll be fine.” He opens his mouth, but I give him a pleading look. I don’t want to put her on the spot, and I can’t handle her rejection again. 

			His mouth presses together in a hard line, and he dips his chin in a sharp nod. 

			“Fine, but if it gets any worse, I don’t want any arguments.” 

			“Okay,” I whisper. 

			“We’ll get you something for the pain, though.” 

			“Sure,” I say as I start to sink onto the mat, my knees melting out from under me. Rook guides me to the floor, then heads to a cabinet on the far side of the room. He grabs a few things and offers me some pills and water. I swallow them, and then we sit shoulder to shoulder. People are still watching me, casting not-so-subtle looks. 

			A hand lands on my knee, and I peer up at Rook. “It’s okay,” he says softly. I should shake him off. I should tell him not to touch me, but I can’t find the will. 

			“What happens now?” I ask, my voice low, trying not to draw any more attention. 

			“We wait,” he says. “They’ll let us know when it’s safe to go aboveground.” 

			I think about what he said about the Keeper he killed. Something troubled passes over his expression, and I get the sense he’s thinking about it, too. 

			“Just try to rest,” he says. 

			Sure, I think I can do that. I’m exhausted, bone-deep weary, both mentally and physically. My insides are filled with lead, heavy, hard, and cold. 

			I sit back, my eyelids drooping, my eyes scratchy. Rook presses up against me, and I can’t help it when my head drops, resting on his shoulder. 

			He’s warm, and he feels safe. In spite of everything. Despite how we left the city and the lies he told me. The half-truths I’ve heard so far. 

			I don’t belong here. This place is so far removed from everything I’ve ever known. 

			Never once did I think I’d find myself here. 

			Never dreamed about it. Never thought about it. 

			Never wondered. 

			The Tiera Frais. 

			An entire world right outside our door. 

			Why did I never really wonder? 

			How did The Shield so thoroughly convince me and everyone else that New Manhattan was the only thing left? 

			More importantly, why did we all believe it?

			And if they lied about this, what other secrets are they keeping? 

			“Rook, what’s the matter?” I ask, sensing tension radiating off him in waves. 

			“I’ll be punished for killing the Whisper,” he says, soft enough for only me to hear. 

			“He was about to kill me,” I say. “You had no choice.” 

			“It doesn’t matter. I deserve to be punished.”

			“What will they do to you?” I ask, suddenly terrified that I’ll be left out here all on my own. 

			He takes so long to reply that my heart races, all sense of fatigue vanishing.

			“Whatever they do to me, Poet—” 

			He pauses. Inhales deeply. 

			“Rook, what—”

			He shakes his head. “Let’s not talk about this now. I’ll be fine. You need to sleep. Tomorrow will be bad enough.”

		

	
		
			6

			The next morning, the sun warms our tent, light beating against the canvas. It might feel nice if I’d gotten an ounce of sleep. They called an all-clear sometime in the night, and we headed back to our beds, where I stared up at the canvas until dawn.

			I hear the soft chatter of people in the distance, soothing some lonely place inside of me. 

			This is a community. A place for people to belong. 

			I think of Rook’s whispered words in the hallway last night. The Veil is battling a war with The Shield and New Manhattan. What exactly did he mean by that? Is this why everyone here seems to hate me so much? He called himself a Storm Caller—called us Storm Callers. He knows what we are, and he withheld that from me, too. 

			A noise has me flipping over to find Rook sitting on the edge of his mattress, his feet on the floor, his hands clasped and elbows resting on his knees, his eyes on me. He’s wearing his jeans and a fresh long-sleeved shirt that stretches very nicely over his chest and shoulders. 

			“Were you just watching me sleep?” I joke. 

			He smirks. “No. Of course not.” 

			“Then what are you doing?” 

			“Waiting for you to wake up.” 

			“While you were watching me sleep.” 

			“There isn’t much to look at in here,” he answers, spreading out his arms. 

			“Weirdo,” I say, and he laughs. It’s a bright, sparkling sound that makes my heart feel way too big for my chest. Then I remember that I’m supposed to be mad at him. I look away, annoyed at myself because it’s too easy to be happy around him. I have no idea how to get rid of this feeling. Maybe I don’t want to. 

			I miss him. He’s been right beside me since we left New Manhattan, but I miss him. I miss knowing who he was. Or at least thinking I knew. I understood that he hadn’t told me everything. Even during our quietest moments at Amery, I knew there were things he couldn’t tell me yet. But I still felt like I understood who he was. 

			I remind myself that he arrived at the academy as an outsider. As someone we were taught to hate and fear. Of course he couldn’t just open up to me. I had to earn his trust, and maybe it’s my fault that I never became worthy of it. 

			Maybe that’s actually what’s bothering me so much. 

			I should have figured out that he was more than he was pretending to be. The way he fought. The way he carried himself. His father is a leader in this strange, new world. His mother is a warrior. 

			Every jumbled thought sits on the tip of my tongue. I want to pour them out, dump them at his feet. Rage at each other and fix this thing curdling between us. 

			“Lunch time!” someone announces cheerfully as the tent flap opens, throwing me off. 

			Cole arrives with a set of trays and deposits them on a table near the wall. “You must be hungry.” 

			“Thanks,” Rook says, getting up. “Starving.” 

			“Good, good,” Cole says. “It’s a camp favorite today. Roast chicken and Edna’s famous fried potatoes.” He kisses his fingertips and makes a mwah sound that coaxes a smile out of me. “Well, I’ll leave you to it. A heads-up that you’ll be heading to Cloudspire after lunch. Percy’s already on his way.” 

			With that cryptic statement, he leaves the tent. 

			“What does he mean?” I ask. “What’s Cloudspire?” 

			Rook stands and approaches the table, picking up a potato and popping it into his mouth. He chews for a few moments before he answers. “It’s the headquarters for the Veil, where my family lives.” 

			That news makes me sit up straighter. “Your family? As in your high commander father and your commander mother?” 

			He nods and then passes me the other plate. “Eat up.” 

			I stare down at the food, which looks hearty and warm. It smells delicious. Yet again, I’m forced to reconcile this fact with everything I’ve been taught. This is regular food, and there’s seemingly enough to go around. No one here appears to be undernourished. Maybe there isn’t an abundance, but does it matter if everyone has enough? 

			“Where does it all come from?” I whisper, my voice thin as tissue.

			“Farms scattered throughout the Tiera Frais,” Rook says. “It took a long time, but we’ve managed to build up our food security to a mostly sustainable level. We also trade with the Neo-Cities.” 

			I remember that word from last night. 

			“What’s a Neo-City?” 

			“New Manhattan isn’t the only city left on the continent. Other places rebuilt themselves, too. The only difference is that they didn’t isolate themselves from everyone else.” 

			He pauses, giving me a moment to grapple with those statements. I need to stop being caught off guard by all this new information. Remember that none of what I’ve been told is real. 

			Neo-Cities. Of course we were never the only ones left. 

			“And what are the Kindred?” I ask, recalling yet another new term he shared. 

			“They’re people that have decided against city life and taken to the wilds, where they live mostly off the land.” 

			A long silence. “Is that all you’ll tell me?” I ask.

			Rook shakes his head and scrubs a hand across his face. “I want to tell you everything. I just can’t figure out where to begin.” 

			“How about: Why are they taking us to your family? Was that your destination all along?” 

			His shoulders drop as he takes his plate and settles on the bed across from me. We’re close enough that we have to arrange our knees so they don’t knock together. I’m acutely aware of his legs around mine as the warmth of his skin seeps through the fabric clinging to my thighs. 

			“Along with protecting and fostering the safety and development of the Veil, my father is also a passionate defender of the lives of Whispers. As I said, they’re never to be harmed except in the most extreme circumstances. I broke that rule yesterday.” 

			“And because of that, you have to go and see him now?” 

			“Yes. And you’re right, it was always my intention to return to him,” he says. “But then Cal found us, and Fisher thought he’d try to make me sweat a little by holding us hostage. The area around New Manhattan is divided into numerous stations managed by the Veil, each with a base commander responsible for anyone passing through their land. Particularly, anyone leaving the city.”

			“Such as?”

			“Scavengers,” Rook says. “The rare citizen who decides to leave. As you’ve gathered, there is little trust between us. Any departures from New Manhattan are monitored. In the case of Scavengers, they’re encouraged to make for one of the numerous abandoned cities nearby, where they can search for goods to bring back. And though we do our best to ensure they know as little about us as possible, it’s our understanding that they are forbidden by The Shield from sharing anything they might see out here. For everyone else, they’re directed out of the Veil and into other areas of the continent, where they can try to build a new life.”

			“People do that? Just leave?” I ask, my brow creasing. 

			“On occasion. And this is Fisher’s camp, and I was using his tunnels, so he was within his rights to detain me for a little while, though the accords of the Tiera Frais demand he treat us somewhat humanely. But then I killed a Whisper under his watch, so he has no choice but to turn me over.”

			“How did he find out?” I ask, wondering if someone saw us.

			“I told him while you were sleeping.” 

			Of course he did. I’m not surprised. Rook might have lied to me again and again, but he’s always held to his own code. He’s a man of secrets and integrity in equal measure. 

			Neither of us speaks for several minutes, chewing in silence.

			“What do you use the tunnels for?” I eventually ask.

			“Generally, they’re used to acquire food and supplies for the station camps.” 

			“You mean they’re used to steal from the city?” 

			He offers me a grim smile. “Yes.” 

			“Why don’t you want us to know you exist?” I ask. 

			“If The Shield wants to keep it from you, we see no reason to enlighten you. Besides, it’s safer for us if you don’t know we’re out here.” 

			My stomach twists abruptly at those words, and I set my food aside, deciding to change the subject. 

			“What’s with you and Fisher?” I ask. “Why do you dislike each other so much?”

			Rook falls silent, staring at his feet. “My mom was really young when she had him. His dad left when Fisher was a baby, abandoning them both to the harshness of our world. A couple of years later, she met my dad, and he fell in love with her instantly. He’s always claimed it was love at first sight.” Rook smiles, eyes growing distant. 

			“But my dad spent a lot of time working, helping to establish the Veil, and it kept him away a lot. So let’s just say, Fisher and I spent a lot of time competing for my father’s attention and approval, and it drove a wedge between us. Maybe I was also a little shit sometimes.”

			“You were a kid,” I say. “It’s natural to want your dad’s love.”

			“Yeah, maybe,” he says. “I do love my dad a lot. He’s everything to me, but he has his flaws.” 

			“And what’s Cal’s problem with you?”

			He shrugs. “She’s mostly just being loyal to Fisher.” 

			“Hmm. That’s almost . . . sweet?” 

			He cracks a grin and rolls his eyes. “Almost.” 

			“What about your mom?” 

			His face softens, a genuine smile curving on his mouth. I recall the story he told me when I was stitching him up. About the flashlight she gave him so he wouldn’t be afraid of the dark. “She’s fierce and protective. She’d die for any of us. We’re all really lucky to have her.” 

			A pang of sharpness pulses in my chest. Not jealousy, because I’m glad he has this. Everyone deserves to love their family so much. But I can’t help wondering what it might have been like to grow up in a home like that. 

			“Sounds like it,” I say. 

			He looks up to meet my gaze. “I’ve missed them while I was away. It was hard.” 

			“I’m sure it was.” 

			“You made it easier,” he says. There is no artifice in his expression. Some hopeful part of me believes he’s being completely serious. 

			I don’t know how to respond, so I look away, picking up my tray and setting it on the table by the wall. 

			I still have more questions, but we’re out of time for now, because Cole returns, telling us it’s time to leave. 

			Before long, Rook and I are escorted to the edge of the encampment, marching between Calliope and Fisher. It takes me a moment to process what I’m seeing. A jeep of some sort stands at the gate. It has big, rugged wheels and a canvas top supported by thick railings. A large solar panel is mounted on the back, along with what looks like a battery. 

			“Dear Daddy sent it,” Calliope says. “I guess he’s eager to see you.” 

			Rook answers with a grunt as we pass through the gates and approach. A driver sits with his arm propped up on the window’s edge. 

			“Afternoon!” he says. “Beautiful day to cross the Veil!” 

			He’s probably about ten years older than me and has honey-blond hair and brown eyes, along with an accent I’ve never heard before. Sort of soft and lilting, his words clip off at the ends like he doesn’t want to go to the trouble of finishing them. 

			“I’m Percy,” he says with a grin. “Welcome aboard.” 

			Rook opens the back door and gestures for me to sit. “After you.” 

			When Fisher flings open the front passenger door, Rook demands, “What are you doing?” 

			His older brother shoots a glare at the back seat. “Thanks to your little stunt, I’ve been summoned to see the high commander, too.” 

			August marches up to Fisher, and they exchange a few quiet words. I can’t hear everything they’re saying, but it sounds like Fisher is giving orders for the camp while he’s away. I get into the back seat, and I’m scooting across when the opposite door opens, revealing Calliope. 

			She scowls at me and drops into her seat, leaving me in the middle. Rook enters and pauses when he sees her before slamming the door. 

			“Can’t manage a few days apart?” he asks, deadpan. 

			Calliope rolls her eyes as Fisher shoots another dirty look over his shoulder. “How about we all just shut the fuck up for the entirety of this ride?” 

			“Where’s the fun in that?” Percy asks. At first, I think he must be oblivious to the tension in the jeep, but he looks back and winks at me, telling me he very much knows what’s happening. I think I like him. 

			Everyone glares, and Percy throws the vehicle into gear. Then he honks a few times and turns us around. 

			“What about her?” Fisher says, pointing to me. 

			“What about her?” Rook asks. 

			“She should be blindfolded.”

			Rook blows out a breath. “Is that necessary?” 

			Fisher arches a brow. “You know the rules. She’s an outsider. How do you think the high commander would react, knowing you showed her the way to Cloudspire?” 

			Rook opens his mouth, clearly about to protest. 

			“It’s fine,” I say. “Blindfold me.” 

			“Poet, you don’t have to do this,” Rook says. 

			I shake my head. “Do it. Better than being knocked out again.”

			I glare at Calliope, who smirks, clearly not at all sorry about earlier. 

			Percy brings us to a stop and offers me a skeptical look, then pops open a hatch in the front dash. He retrieves a bit of black fabric and hands it to Rook. 

			“Go ahead,” I say. 

			He’s clearly reluctant, but I shift in my seat, and Rook wraps the cloth over my eyes, carefully tying it at the back. I feel the ghost of his warm breath on the shell of my ear as he softly says, “Sorry.” 

			Once I can’t see anything, I sit back in my seat, pressing up against Rook, worried that Calliope might skin me alive if I dare touch her. I can sense the tension in the jeep even without the benefit of sight. 

			“All set?” Percy asks, and someone must nod, because he revs the engine, and we lurch forward.

			“Can’t wait to see you finally get what’s coming to you,” Fisher sneers, reminding me of why we’re heading to Cloudspire. 

			Rook’s punishment. 

			My stomach pitches, but I keep my mouth shut.

			Beside me, Rook doesn’t move at all. 
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			We spend the entire day bouncing over the landscape. The constant movement is disorienting without sight, and being blindfolded makes me feel more vulnerable than I expected. Every so often, Rook reaches over to squeeze my hand to reassure me that he’s close, as if I could forget the way I’m pressed up against him with his strong thigh against mine and his scent filling my nose. 

			No one says much, and eventually I doze off. 

			It isn’t until the jeep slows down that I wake up, my head lifting from Rook’s shoulder. My mouth is dry, coated in fuzz, and my temple throbs. I wonder how many hours we’ve been driving. 

			“I’m taking this off now,” Rook says. “She has no idea where we are.” 

			When no answer comes, I feel the knot loosen at the back of my head, and the blindfold falls away. I blink a few times, noticing the sun has set. 

			Clouds are rolling in overhead, the rumble of thunder echoing in the distance. I scratch my arms absentmindedly as I take in the landscape. It’s shifted, no longer resembling barren ground. We’re driving through lusher forest, with larger trees and green grass. It seems obvious that the farther we get from New Manhattan, the more life we find. 

			I wonder where these other cities are. 

			How far away are they? How far does the Veil stretch? 

			“Are we there yet?” I ask, my voice rough from sleep. 

			“A little way to go,” Percy says as he smiles at me over his shoulder. 

			“There are so many trees,” I say. 

			Everyone shares an uncomfortable look, and I feel my cheeks heat with embarrassment. Rook gently takes my hand. “These parts weren’t submerged under water for as long.” 

			Again, I’m forced to reconcile another lie. We were told there’s nothing out here. Not just a lack of humanity but a lack of anything at all. That our little haven is the only habitable strip of land left. I hate this feeling of utter helplessness and confusion. I feel like such a fool for believing any of it. 

			A scream of frustration bubbles up my throat. I must not be hiding it very well because Calliope pins me with a disdainful look, so I swallow it all down like flat rocks jammed in my windpipe. 

			We pass another encampment, much like the one we left. More people. More life. Percy honks as we pass, and I catch a few waves and friendly faces, but that’s probably only because they don’t realize who’s squished into the middle seat. 

			When lights appear on the horizon, I sense a shift in the jeep’s atmosphere. Rook sits forward, clearly anticipating this arrival. I can’t imagine how much he missed his family while he was at Amery. It makes me think of mine. I wonder where my mom and dad are. They must realize I’m missing by now. Do they have any idea where I’ve gone? What would they say if they knew I escaped to the Wastes with a Solitude? 

			What would they say if I told them the truth about all of this?

			A moment later, the source of light becomes clear over the horizon. 

			A mountain rises from the earth, spearing into the sky. But this is no benign formation—it looks like a fortress. Dozens of swinging bridges and ladders crisscross the surface of the rock, all lit by flickering lamps. I spy people everywhere I look, climbing up and down, entering and exiting small doors carved into the mountainside. 

			A high chain-link fence cordons off a massive opening at the base, the entire thing buzzing with silver electricity. Along the foot of the mountains, large buildings and towers rise into a sky slowly swirling with storm clouds. 

			“Welcome to Cloudspire. Home sweet home,” Percy declares as we rumble up to a gate manned by several guards. Their uniforms match, made from the same molded black leather, and dark makeup lines their eyes. They carry stunners—the kind I’m more familiar with, used by The Shield’s Circle Guard and New Manhattan’s Patrol. 

			Percy brings us to a stop before a guard approaches and peers into the jeep. He clearly recognizes everyone until his gaze falls on me. 

			“Who’s this?” he asks, his voice low, gruff. 

			“A special guest of First Lieutenant Athira,” Percy says, and it takes me several moments to process the fact that he’s referring to Rook. 

			First Lieutenant. Of course. Another soldier of the Veil. An officer, in fact.

			The guard huffs and then waves us through. Percy throws the jeep into gear, and we trundle past the gates. Slowly, we approach the towering opening carved in the side of the mountain, shadows enveloping us as we enter a vast cavern. Inside, we find a hive of activity. Several more vehicles are parked neatly in rows along one edge, their sharp corners glinting in the soft light as dozens of people move about. 

			I can’t help the way my jaw drops as I take it all in. Every time I think I’ve seen the last new thing, something else happens to alter my perception all over again. This is organized. This is civilization. It might not look anything like New Manhattan, but this is life. 

			A snort draws my attention to Calliope, who’s watching me with a disdainful look. “She really can’t believe we aren’t eating out of ditches and walking on our knuckles, can she?” 

			I snap my mouth shut, mortified to be caught having those exact thoughts. 

			“I’m sorry,” I mumble. I’m so sorry. I wish I could tell them how stupid I feel. How utterly confused and angry I am. I’m burning with the need to know why we were lied to, why the truth was deemed too dangerous for us.

			Percy brings the vehicle to a stop in a line of other jeeps and cuts the engine. Immediately, Fisher and Calliope hop out. I inhale a fortifying breath, suddenly terrified of leaving the safety of this warm enclosure. It feels like there are two versions of me. The one I am right now sitting in this seat, and the one I’ll become as soon as I enter Cloudspire. 

			I’m afraid that neither version will recognize itself ever again. 

			“Poet?” comes a soft voice. It’s Rook. He’s standing outside the jeep, waiting for me. He holds out his hand, and I reach for it, letting him pull me across the seat. 

			When my feet hit the ground, I keep my balance for a fleeting second, but my knees wobble, and I stumble. Rook catches me, his arms wrapping around me, his hands settling at the small of my back. I flatten my palms against his chest and lean into him, my forehead pressing against the ridge of his collarbone as he holds me for a moment. I feel his nose bury into my hair, and my body craves the comfort of his arms and that safety I found in our dorm room at Amery. 

			“Ready?” Rook asks. “I can’t wait for my mom and dad to meet you.” 

			My head snaps up as he tips his head with a hopeful smile. 

			Oh shit. 

			His parents.
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			All day, I knew we were headed toward them. I know they’re the ones who run this place. But the way Rook just said those words . . . The way he’s looking at me now suddenly makes this entire moment shift into something with much higher stakes. 

			His parents. His family. 

			He lied to me. 

			But then he took a knife for me. Got me out of the city safely. If the Extinguishers had captured me, I would already be dead. 

			I’ve been trying to convince myself I wasn’t really in love with Rook Athira, but maybe that was never true. 

			Either way, I’m being pulled along, not entirely voluntarily, but there’s also nowhere else for me to go. 

			Tunnels have been carved into the mountain. We’re surrounded by natural rock, but everything has been made more accessible with metal and tiled floors and sometimes actual walls. Lights glow overhead, set into the ceilings.

			We pass through a pair of doors that hiss open at our approach. Rook and I walk in front, with Fisher and Calliope marching behind us. 

			Upon arriving at the encampment, it became apparent that a certain established hierarchy existed. Based on our capture, I assumed it put Rook under Fisher. But now I think Rook outranks everyone here. That much is evident as he strides down the hall with his head up and his shoulders back, while several people nod and salute as he passes. 

			He checks in with me, his mouth pressing together, a million thoughts written in his eyes. I look away, noticing two people quickly approaching us. 

			Immediately, I know who they are. 

			High Commander Summit Athira bears a striking resemblance to his son. Incredibly handsome, with tanned skin and dark hair peppered with the tiniest hints of silver. Brown eyes with the finest of lines surrounding them. A broad, tall frame dressed in a black T-shirt and dark cargo pants. The grin that splits his face is so like Rook’s, it makes my breath catch.

			Next to the commander is a gorgeous woman who barely comes to her husband’s shoulder. A milky complexion and golden-blond hair. Bright-blue eyes and angled features. A pretty bow of a mouth. She looks young enough to be Rook’s older sister, except for the obvious experience in her eyes. She’s even prettier than I imagined. 

			“Dad,” Rook breathes. “Mom.”

			They rush toward us, throwing their arms around their son. 

			“You’re okay,” his mom says, cupping his face in her hands, pulling him down to meet her eyes. “We heard about the chaos. We were so worried.” 

			“I’m okay,” he replies softly. “Nearly got sliced in half, but I’m fine now.” 

			She pulls back, gripping his forearms and peering up. “I’m so glad you’re home.” 

			“I missed you both so much,” Rook says with so much warmth that my throat knots.

			High Commander Athira hugs Rook tightly, slapping him on the back. They embrace for a moment before pulling apart. Then, Rook’s mom rushes over to embrace Fisher, who bends down to return it. She also happily greets Calliope while Fisher and the high commander exchange hellos. 

			It takes a minute before the Athiras’ attention turns on me. 

			“Who’s this?” his mother asks, her brows pulling together. 

			“This is Poet Graves,” Rook says. Then he gestures to me. “Poet, this is my mother, Faroe. And this is my father, Summit. Poet came with me from New Manhattan.” 

			A pause. A moment to absorb this information. 

			“Why?” Faroe asks. “I don’t understand.” 

			“Graves?” Summit says. “As in . . . Scion Graves?” 

			A shiver races along my skin at the realization that he knows my father. 

			“Yes,” Rook says. “His daughter.” 

			Concern passes over Faroe’s face. “I see.” Though it’s evident from the tone in her voice that she doesn’t understand at all. 

			“I’ll explain everything,” Rook promises. “But you have nothing to fear from her.” 

			Summit’s brows furrow as he assesses me, clearly unconvinced. 

			“Well, you must all be exhausted,” Faroe says cheerfully, trying to ease this newfound source of tension. The tension being me, of course. “Fish, Cal, are you hungry?” she asks, taking Fisher by the elbow. “Anyone? Or would you prefer your beds?” 

			Everyone agrees we’d prefer some rest.

			“This way,” Faroe says, linking her arm with Rook’s as she keeps up a stream of chatter about everything he’s missed while he’s been away. We pass through a few corridors and doors as numerous people stop to salute us, each offering friendly smiles and greetings. 

			We reach another sliding door and come to a stop. 

			“You know the way,” Faroe says to Fisher and Calliope. “Help yourself to a guest room. Can you show Poet where to go as well?” 

			“Mom, I’ll take her,” Rook says, detangling himself from her hold. 

			“Oh,” she says with a pout. “I thought we could catch up before you go to sleep.” 

			“I’ll come find you after, okay?” 

			She looks between me and the others with a slight frown. “Okay,” she says. “I’ll see you soon. Night, Fish. Night, Cal. Poet, it was nice to meet you.” She offers me a warm smile, and while it appears genuine, I can tell she isn’t convinced that my presence is anything to celebrate. 

			“Thank you,” I say, and then we head through the door and down a few more corridors until we reach a wing lined with bedrooms. 

			Calliope and Fisher enter one together. 

			“Night,” they say, disappearing behind a door as Rook leads me farther down the hall. 

			“You probably don’t want to sleep next to them. Who knows what kinds of vile sex sounds they’ll make?” Rook jokes, pulling a face of disgust. 

			A snicker bursts out of me, and I cover my mouth.

			“You’re allowed to laugh,” Rook says softly, reaching out, almost as if to tuck back a piece of my hair, but he stops himself, letting his hand fall to his side. 

			Then we stop at a door with a green lit panel anchored to the wall. He punches a button, and the door opens. 

			We enter the guest room, where a small cavern hewn into the rock reveals a wooden bed covered in soft blue sheets. A table and chairs stand off to the side, while a plush armchair is placed in the corner next to a wooden wardrobe. A fireplace covers one wall, and Rook walks over, grabbing some logs from a pile sitting at the base. 

			I rub my arms, staring around, appreciating whoever tried to make this space cozy. 

			“It’s nice,” I say, dropping onto the bed, bouncing a little on the mattress. Rook finishes with the fire that’s now roaring to life before running a hand along the back of his head, clearly debating his next words. 

			“My room is a bit nicer,” he says. “More . . . Well, it’s mine, and there’s plenty of room. I have a window. If you want to, I could take the couch and—”

			“No,” I say. “That’s nice of you to offer, but I should probably stay here.” 

			“It is quiet here,” he says. 

			“I could use some quiet.” 

			He hesitates, possibly wanting to argue, but must think better of it. “Okay, well, I’ll come get you in the morning and take you to breakfast.”

			“Sure,” I say. “That would be nice.” 

			He hesitates again, searching my face. He has something to say, but I don’t have enough energy for this conversation right now. I feel like I’m limping through fog, unsure if my next step will be off a cliff.

			“I’m really tired,” I say. “Can we chat tomorrow?” 

			“Of course,” he says. “I owe you an explanation. A lot of them.” 

			“All right.” 

			“You’re sure you want to stay here?” 

			I nod, gripping the blanket under my hands. “Yes. I think so.” 

			He heaves out a sigh. “Okay then. Good night, Poet. You can shower down the hall. This wing is mostly empty, so you should have the bathroom to yourself.” 

			“Thank you. Night, Rook.” 

			With one more lingering look, he leaves, closing the door. 

			Immediately, I’m lonely. 

			I’ve come to count on his presence the last few days. The last few months, if I’m being honest. 

			But now we’ve entered his world, where we stand divided, and I have so much to learn. 

			I slide my pack off my shoulders and dig into it, finding a pair of leggings and a long-sleeved shirt. Slowly, I pull out the rest of the contents, examining the pieces I have left of my old life. 

			It’s not much. Some scraps of clothing. My phone. The battery is nearly dead, but more importantly, there’s no signal. No more connection to my life and the only home I’ve ever known. 

			But maybe that world is lost to me forever. I was exposed as a danger to everyone around me. I’m infected. Diseased. A problem to be dealt with. There is almost nothing left for me in New Manhattan.

			Then comes Teddy. 

			I pull him out. He’s a little squished from living at the bottom of my pack, and I trace the line of stitches running down his stomach, thinking of that moment I found Rook sewing him back together. 

			Tears burn my eyes at the memory. At the way he took care of me that night and all the days that came after. Maybe he wasn’t faking it all. Or maybe that’s just what I want to believe. I clutch Teddy to my chest, pressing my nose to his soft head and inhaling the scent of another life. 

			I need to keep my guard up. 

			Protect my heart. Protect myself. 

			As of this moment, I’m the only one I truly have left.
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			In the morning, a brisk knock comes at my door, stirring me from a heavy, dreamless sleep. I blink away the cobwebs from my eyes. 

			Throwing off the covers, I pad over to the door and open it to find Rook, freshly showered and shaved, with his hair curling around his ears. 

			“Hey,” he says. He’s changed into new clothes. Ones I’ve never seen before. Brown leather pants with stitching up the sides hang low on his hips. A sleeveless leather shirt that skims his waist is embellished with straps and buckles, accentuating the swell of his arms and the breadth of his chest. Several of his fingers are now adorned with silver rings, and black lines his eyes.

			This is his real wardrobe. The real Rook. 

			A fucking work of art. 

			He’s so beautiful it makes my throat ache. 

			“Do you want to come have breakfast?” he asks, tipping his head as a lock of hair falls in his eye. “It’s getting late, and they’ll stop serving soon.” 

			“Sure,” I say, shaking myself out of my stupor. “Let me just get changed. Give me a few minutes?” 

			“Of course.” 

			I close the door and dig out some clean clothes, including my Amery-issued black pants and a purple cotton Storm Guard tunic. Once I’m dressed, I open the door to find Rook leaning against the far wall, his hands in his pockets, a foot pressed to the surface. 

			“You’re standing out here?” I ask, and his face stretches into a slow smile. 

			“It’s a great place to stand,” he answers, picking up on our inside joke. 

			“That day,” I say. “Outside the med wing. When you were waiting . . . I mean, standing . . .”

			“I was waiting,” he says. “For you. To make sure you were okay.” 

			I clutch the pendant dangling around my neck. “Why? I’m nothing but trouble.” 

			Again, our eyes meet. “So much trouble,” he says, his voice dropping to a ragged whisper. We pause before he pushes himself up, clearly changing his mind about something he was planning to say next. “Hungry?” 

			“Ravenous,” I answer. He keeps his hands in his pockets as he leads me back through the building. Last night, he wouldn’t let go of me, so is something different today? I wish I didn’t care.

			We enter a busy mess hall lined with metal tables and filled with people dressed in what I’m coming to understand is the uniform of the Veil. 

			The smell of food hits me along with the cheerful chatter of people and the clatter of cutlery against plates. It almost reminds me of Amery. I was supposed to be training for the Storm Guard. Hanging out with my friends. Getting into harmless mischief with Trinity. 

			My chest heaves around her name. I wonder if I’ll be able to say it without a screw twisting through my heart ever again. 

			Knox might be dead. Edward, too. I switched Houses. My parents disowned me. Then my oldest friend betrayed me. 

			None of this year went as planned.

			It all makes me wonder what I’m truly nostalgic for. My life no longer exists, even if I turned around and headed straight to New Manhattan. 

			We enter the line and pick out a selection of standard breakfast fare. It’s obvious Rook is popular among this crowd. Every few seconds, we’re stopped by someone offering a greeting or welcoming him back, before their gazes land on me with puzzled frowns. 

			Rook introduces me as his friend, offers only my first name, and very pointedly doesn’t say anything else. Everyone is amicable enough, but I can tell they know what I am. No one refers to me as a Crust, at least to my face, so I guess I’ll take the win. 

			Once we’ve piled our plates with eggs, toast, and bacon, we find an empty table to sit. A moment later, Calliope and Fisher arrive, settling into seats across from each other. 

			“You know you don’t have to sit with us,” Rook says. “We won’t be offended.” 

			“Please,” Calliope says, rolling her eyes at Fisher. “It wasn’t my choice.”

			“We need to get our story straight,” Fisher says. “Your father will interrogate us separately, and we need to be on the same page.”

			“Why? Are you so worried about me?” Rook asks. 

			Fisher snorts. “I’m worried about me.” 

			Rook leans in, his expression turning hard. “There is no story. I’m planning to tell him the truth.” 

			“You think that will be good enough?” 

			Rook shrugs. “I do. So don’t try to play the fucking hero. I’ll tell him it was my fault. I will accept the consequences.” 

			For some reason, that answer pisses Fisher off, and he grunts, staring at his plate before he shoves a piece of toast in his mouth and starts chewing. 

			They’re half brothers, but there’s plenty of love lost between them. Rook told me he had numerous siblings, but he spoke of them with such fondness. Something tells me he wasn’t counting Fisher in the family he so lovingly recalled to me that night we spent on the edge of the city, touching the storm. 

			“Poet,” Rook says. “My father has asked that you attend the questioning, since you witnessed the incident.” 

			He gives me a meaningful look. The truth includes revealing what I am. Rook said his father wants to keep his Storm Caller status a secret. What will he do when he discovers what I’ve been hiding, too? 

			“Okay,” I say, my stomach coiling with nerves. “Sure.” 

			We finish our food, and then we’re on the move again, winding through rocky hallways as people stop to salute and say hello to Rook. He greets them all, offering equal attention to everyone in that quiet, steady way that first drew me to him. It’s clear how much everyone respects him and values his calming presence. 

			At Amery, no one saw who he really was. He had to play a role—one that fit perfectly with the assumptions everyone made about him. 

			We pass through tiled hallways and approach a set of iron doors before entering a room where High Commander Athira is waiting for us. He’s wearing an outfit similar to Rook’s, and there’s a ruthless coldness in his eyes. I doubt he found himself in the position where he stands today without snapping a few necks. Probably several. 

			“Good morning,” the high commander says as we enter. “Thank you for coming.” 

			Rook dips his head, and his father directs us to a set of wooden chairs, then settles into a third seat before us, his feet planted wide and his hands resting on his thighs. “Now tell me what happened.”

			“I had to tell them the fence failed,” Rook says as he recounts the moment when the Whisper grabbed me. 

			“Wait, why can’t Whispers pass through the fence if they’re immune to Spark?” I ask.

			“They can,” Rook says. “But Whispers who’ve succumbed to the Silence can’t fully process pain. If they kept moving, they’d be fine, but given how their minds work, the shock causes them to shut down and stop moving. If someone doesn’t offer a push, they stand there until they die. As long as we get to them in time, it doesn’t result in any lasting damage, so we use the fences to offer ourselves a few extra moments in the event of an attack.”

			“And you told them the fence failed because you don’t want anyone to know you’re immune to Spark,” I say. “You had no problem passing through.” 

			“Right. In my case—and yours—we passed through quickly, mostly unharmed.” 

			High Commander Athira’s gaze jumps between us as his mouth firms into a line. “What do you mean by her case?” he asks. 

			“Dad,” Rook says. “Poet is like me.” 

			The slightest widening of his eyes is the only indication that the high commander has been caught by surprise. “She is? You’re sure?” 

			“I’m pretty sure. She has all the same symptoms as I do when a storm comes.” Rook sits forward, his hands clasped and his elbows on his knees as he goes on to tell the story of the night we held hands and touched Spark together. Though he must be as surprised as we were, Summit reacts only by deepening the groove between his eyes. 

			“That’s fascinating,” he says, assessing me with a lingering look. 

			I sense a shift. Less open hostility and more wary curiosity. 

			“Did you find any other Storm Callers?” he asks Rook.

			“What does Storm Caller mean? Why have you named us that?” I interrupt. 

			“We have a theory,” Summit says. “That Rook’s presence, and I suppose yours, actually pulls the storms in. That they are attracted to you and—” He cuts off, glancing at his son as though conscious of revealing too much. 

			“Remember when we talked about how the storms seem to seek us out?” Rook finishes. “That doesn’t happen with Whispers as far as we can tell. They also don’t experience the same degree of discomfort when storms are coming, or the need to touch Spark. In many cases, they don’t feel anything at all. We believe only the strongest Whispers exhibit the same symptoms, and even then, it’s rare.” 

			“Oh,” I say. “I see.” 

			Though I’m not sure that I see anything at all. 

			“I didn’t intend to bring Poet back with me,” Rook says, and those words sting, even though I knew that already. Hearing all this reminds me that Rook never intended to remain in New Manhattan. I’d been building a future for us in my head, all while he had his real life waiting for him. “But things went awry the night of the graduation ball, and I had no choice.” 

			He tells his father about Trinity’s accusation and our need to escape the city. When he’s finished talking, Summit doesn’t say anything for a few moments. He inhales deeply and shakes his head. 

			Something is clearly troubling him. 

			I suppose my presence is a threat. They blindfolded me for a reason. They all hate New Manhattan and The Shield, and I’m just beginning to scratch the surface of why. 

			“First, we need to deal with the Whisper’s death,” the high commander says, returning to the original purpose of our meeting. “And I’ll need to discipline Fisher. You were under his command.” 

			“It was my fault,” Rook says. “He was nowhere nearby when it happened. I regret it, but the Whisper was about to kill Poet. I had to make a choice.” 

			“A choice,” Summit says, nodding slowly. “I see that you’ve made several choices since the day you left us.” 

			Rook gives his father an inscrutable look, and I suspect they have a lot more to discuss when I’m no longer around. 

			“There will need to be public consequences for you as well,” Summit says, his gaze sliding to me. 

			“Leave her out of it,” Rook says. “I accept the consequences on her behalf. Punish me. Poet did nothing wrong. She was on the ground, and he was choking her. I acted alone.” 

			Summit’s eyes narrow. “Regardless, you both understand that she cannot stay here? She is one of them.” 

			Of course I know it’s true, but this verbal confirmation makes my fists clench tightly against my thighs, nails digging into my palms. “I have nowhere to go.” The words slip out, small and uncertain. “They know what I am. They’ll kill me if I go back.” 

			“I understand the rules of your world, Poet Graves, but your father is the one partly responsible for them, is he not?” 

			“Dad,” Rook says, and Summit holds up a hand. 

			“I’m sorry,” he says, his expression softening. “But your presence causes problems.” 

			“I understand,” I say. 

			“Will he come for you? Your father?” 

			I exhale a wry laugh that deepens Summit’s frown. “Honestly, I don’t know.” 

			It’s embarrassing to admit. I don’t know if my father loves or cares about me enough to come after me, especially knowing what I am. All I’ve done for the past year is defy him. Embarrass him. Make his life impossible. 

			Summit scans me up and down, thoughts flickering across his expression that I can’t even begin to interpret. “I’m not saying you need to leave immediately, but you will have to make a choice. Regardless, you are not welcome in the Veil.” 

			I don’t trust myself to speak, so I just nod.

			“Then you’re free to go. Send Fisher in,” Summit says to Rook. “We’ll mete out your punishments tomorrow evening.”
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			After we leave the general behind, Rook turns to me and says, “I think it’s time we talked.” 

			I fold my arms and rub my elbows. By my estimation, it’s been almost a week since we left New Manhattan, and all I’ve wanted are answers. Now that it’s time, I’m not sure I’m ready. 

			“Then let’s talk,” I say, because there’s also no choice. 

			“This way.” He leads me into another wing and opens a door, revealing a room larger than mine, decorated in gray and blue, including a big bed covered in soft sheets, a thick fur rug, a desk and chair sitting under a small window, a few sofas, and an entire wall of bookshelves stuffed full to nearly bursting. I gasp at the sight, taken aback at the sheer amount of paper on display. It’s almost obscene. 

			“You told me you had a window,” I say. 

			Rook offers me a confused look. “Yes?” 

			“You were trying to lure me to your room with the promise of a window when you had all of this?” I sweep out a hand to encompass the shelves as Rook snorts a laugh and shakes his head. 

			“I guess I was tired last night. Off my game.” He smirks, then gestures toward the wall. “This is most of my collection.” 

			I cross the room and begin inspecting the titles. Some I recognize from their digitized versions available to us in the city. Many I’ve never heard of. I knew more books existed—millions and millions of them—but most were lost in the centuries between the wars and everything that came after. 

			“You can touch them,” Rook says. “Borrow whatever you want.” 

			I trace the lines of embossed script along the spines until I pull one out and flip it open, savoring the smell and the feel of it in my hands. “This is incredible.” 

			I recall the moment when Rook and I had escaped the city and I lay next to him after stitching up his side. I’d thought a place with books couldn’t be that scary. But after everything I’ve seen, I think I might have been wrong. 

			“I’m glad you like it,” he says, a note of pride in his voice. 

			He settles into an armchair near the fireplace, and as I examine the bookcases, my gaze snags on the violin propped in the corner. 

			“Do you play?” 

			Rook glances at the instrument. “I do.” 

			“You never said anything.” 

			His mouth opens and then closes. “You’re right.” 

			It’s a small thing, and ultimately it shouldn’t matter, but it’s just another reminder that I don’t really know him as well as I thought. 

			“Will you play for me?” 

			“If you like,” he says, tipping his head and watching me with such an intense look that I turn away, trying to gather myself as I focus back on his shelves. 

			“Will you come sit down?” Rook asks after a moment. “I know you have a lot of questions, and I want to tell you everything. If you’re ready.” 

			Am I ready? 

			I turn around to face him, and he offers me a thoughtful look. I’m scared, but Rook always manages to make me feel less afraid. 

			So, I cross the room and drop onto the plush seat. 

			“None of this is what I imagined,” I say softly. 

			“I know,” he says. “And that’s intentional. There was no reason for you to know about any of this. Not at first, anyway.” 

			“Because The Shield wants to keep this from us. For some reason.” 

			“The Shield needs you, Poet. It needs the hierarchy of your world to keep your society functioning. Without the Hollows and cogs to do your manual labor, who would provide for you? Who would grow your food and make your clothes and repair your buildings? Who would provide you with all the luxuries you enjoy?” 

			“No one,” I say. “Or it would have to be us.” 

			“And do you think The Shield has any intention of toiling in a factory all day? What about your father? Or Knox?” 

			My cheeks warm with shame and embarrassment. “Of course not.” 

			“The Shield might preach about the evils of the world before the Warming Age, but they’ve set up a system that is eerily close to the one that destroyed civilization. The haves and the have-nots, with a carefully placed middle group to make it seem like there’s a chance to join the upper echelon if they just play their cards right. The structure relies on exploiting other classes of people to support the most ‘important’ one.”

			I nod along. “Right. I knew that, I guess. I just . . .” I shake my head. 

			Rook forges on. “But it also isn’t enough to simply allow you these luxuries,” he says. “They force you to fight, sometimes die, for your privileges. Hence the initiations at Amery. They remind you that you are expendable and that you could lose everything, too. In that way, they keep you in line, so you never question a world that is actually unfair to everyone.

			“Just like the first people who gathered on the shores of New Manhattan to build a new world, the people of the Veil gathered, too. It wasn’t called that yet, but the first leaders of our world agreed to draft the accords that would govern our people. The most important tenet being that one class of people wouldn’t exist solely to serve another.”

			“But you still have ranks,” I say. “Your father clearly sits above everyone.” 

			“He does,” Rook says. “But important decisions are made together. People are allowed to question things. Push back on what they disagree with. And I’m not saying our way is perfect, either, but he works very hard to never abuse his power. He always tries to come from a place of the greater good rather than personal gain.” 

			“And The Shield is all about personal gain,” I say. I know that. I’ve seen it firsthand.

			“The Shield offers an illusion of choice,” Rook continues. “All wrapped in a sparkly package, to keep you looking inward. At them. Always at them.” 

			I sit back in my chair and consider that, chewing the inside of my cheek. I think about my father, understanding that he didn’t rise to his position out of empathy or concern for anyone else’s well-being. He’s addicted to the power he holds, and he helped shape our reality in his image, along with those of The Shield and everyone like him.

			“Is that why you hate New Manhattan?” I ask. 

			Rook stands up and paces across the room a few times, running a hand through his hair. “Not exactly. If they’d been content to simply close themselves off and exist in their bubble, things might have been fine.

			“But to build their world back up from the ashes of what was left, they needed resources. They had to find a way to provide all the comforts you enjoy, and thus, they had to plunder the Veil. In the early years, long before either of us was born, there were constant skirmishes between our sides. But New Manhattan was better organized at the time, and the group you call the Solitudes lost out. Eventually, The Shield was created, and the city grew self-sufficient enough to begin enjoying a measure of security. 

			“But of course, they never forgot about us,” he says. “Throughout the last century or so, they’ve worked very hard to ensure we could never find the same foothold. Every time we’ve built something with any sort of permanence, they’ve marched in to destroy it.” 

			My stomach pitches at the darkness in his tone. 

			“About twenty years ago, the leaders of the Veil found this mountain. They believe it was created during one of the largest climate disasters.” He gestures around us. “They began converting it into what you see now. My father helped build this place from the ground up. We’ve kept it a secret from The Shield during all that time. They don’t even know it exists, and we do everything we can to ensure that never changes, using the station camps to deflect their attention. They assume it’s all we have, and that’s why we had to blindfold you.” 

			“I figured it was something like that,” I say. 

			“Thanks to Cloudspire, we were finally able to start building lives of stability. We’ve been able to carve out a place of relative security, and while it’s still a long way from what you enjoy in the city, it’s something we can call our own.” 

			“Why don’t you go somewhere else?” I ask. “Farther away, where they can’t ever find you?” 

			“There’s only so much habitable land left on this continent. A lot of it is still underwater, and most of what is usable has been claimed by the Neo-Cities or the Kindred.” 

			“Right,” I say. “That makes sense. I guess they weren’t lying about that.” 

			“There’s always a little truth in every lie.” 

			I stare out the window at wispy clouds stretching across a gray sky. 

			“Is this why your people raid New Manhattan?” I ask, recalling the video that Edward found in Mr. Robins’s office that night. Rook and I still need to talk about it. I’m not sure why I’m hesitating now. He hasn’t brought it up, and that’s starting to worry me because he never avoids discussing anything when it comes to us. What is he afraid of? Or perhaps, more importantly, what am I so afraid of? “They say it’s because you’re trying to take our food.” 

			Rook shrugs. “Partly, yes. While we have a more consistent food supply than we’ve ever had, we’re still susceptible to bad harvests and must be careful never to waste anything. But it’s also to remind them we’re out here. That we aren’t going anywhere. And that at some point, they’ll have to accept that what’s left of this space isn’t only theirs to rule.” 

			“Why don’t they just work with you instead of against you?” I ask. “Maybe that’s a silly question, but isn’t there enough for all of us?”

			“I can’t pretend to understand their minds. In the past, The Shield was more open to trading ideas and goods with the cities, but about thirty years ago, they stopped almost entirely, cutting themselves off from everyone.” 

			“Why—what happened then?” 

			“It’s hard to know for sure, but that was around the time New Manhattan became self-sufficient. General Sol figured out how to power the city, and . . . it meant they didn’t need anyone else, I suppose. Everyone was desperate to understand how they’d done it, but they turned away and threatened anyone who wandered too close. When my father realized there was something different about me, we started to wonder if she’s the same. I’ve tried to gather Spark the way she does, but . . . I’ve had little luck.” 

			He lets out a frustrated sound, and I look away, realizing that he also came to Amery to figure out his power. Our power.

			A moment later, Rook appears before me, dropping to a knee. He grips the armrests of my chair, and eventually I look up to meet his gaze. 

			“I want to apologize for lying to you,” he says. 

			“I’m not sure I’m ready to hear it,” I confess. 

			“Okay,” he says, exhaling a shaky breath. I appreciate that he isn’t pushing me. 

			Then I gesture around the room. “Do you think my father knows about all this?” 

			He nods. “At least some of it. The scions would have to be privy to some of the most essential details to fulfill their roles.” 

			I stare at a wall, trying to sort through my jumbled thoughts. “How did they keep this all a secret?” I ask, mostly to myself. Sometimes we heard rumors or stories about places beyond the city, and I feel so foolish for never questioning it. 

			“Memories are short,” Rook says, answering me. “If you repeat something enough times, it becomes the truth.” 

			“This place is so . . . remarkable.” 

			“I’d like to show you something,” he says. “If you’ll come with me?” 

			“I’m not sure.”

			“Why?” he asks, tipping his head. 

			“Because I trusted you. Because I thought I knew who you were, and then you threw all of that into question.” 

			He opens his mouth, and I lift my hand to stop him. 

			“I get why you had to do it, but that doesn’t make it any easier. You know everything about me, and I feel like I know nothing about you, and that . . . hurts. It makes me feel like I was standing out there on a crumbling bridge all alone.” 

			He takes my hands, folding them into his. “Then let me show you just how sorry I am. Let me show you who I am.”

			“No secrets this time?” 

			As he presses my hands against his heart, he shakes his head. “No more secrets. Let me prove that my actions were more important than the truth I couldn’t share. Let me prove to you that I’m worthy of your trust again.” He pauses. “And if I fuck this up again, you can tell everyone that sometimes I’m still afraid of the dark.” 

			I snort out a laugh. “No one will believe that.” 

			“Do we have a deal?” he asks, his eyes sparkling. 

			I offer him a wry smile. “It’s a deal.”
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			Rook instructs me to return to my room, put on some warm clothing, and wait for him. 

			About twenty minutes later, I’m lying on my bed, staring at the ceiling, when a knock comes at the door. He’s added a jacket to his outfit, and the sight of him in his element makes my stomach turn liquid with messy warmth. 

			“Hi,” I say as he stuffs his hands into his back pockets and cocks his head. We just had a moment in his room. I want to keep my distance, and it occurs to me how much it sucks trying to be angry with someone who’s so physically undeniable. 

			But it’s more than that. It’s his self-possession. His confidence. And the fact that I’m pretty damn sure he’s genuinely sorry about everything. 

			“Ready?” he asks. 

			“Where are we going?” 

			He gestures with his chin to some distant spot neither one of us can see. “Into the forest.” 

			“Really?” 

			“Yeah. Is that okay?” 

			They blindfolded me and told me so little about this place, but Rook wants to share a piece of it, and that feels like a significant step toward finding what we lost. 

			I grab the leather jacket I arrived in. It’s seen better days, but I was able to get most of the blood off at least. 

			“This way,” Rook says. We walk side by side down various halls, passing a few people who nod to Rook and mostly ignore me. 

			I understand the source of their hostility now, and I can’t fault anyone for it. It would be easy to say that I wasn’t personally responsible, but to the people of the Tiera Frais, I represent the enemy. It’s that simple. 

			We enter a huge room with concrete floors, while the ceiling and walls are left as exposed rock, soaring high overhead. The scent is earthy, a little pungent, but not unpleasant. 

			“What is that?” I ask. “The smell?” 

			“Gasoline,” Rook says. “We use it in some of our vehicles.” 

			From a young age, we all learn about the wars people once fought for fossil fuels, so they could power their cars and machines. When the worst days of the Warming Age hit, a lot of it had been depleted, burned up, wasted. It’s also responsible for the storm clouds that now plague our world. It’s strange to think that a substance pulled from the earth could have caused so much heartache and death. 

			“Most of the cars operate on solar or electric power,” Rook explains. “But sometimes gas is needed in a pinch. It’s hard to come by, though.” 

			I notice a few people tinkering away at various vehicles. A few pickup trucks with wide, flat beds and some larger ones with huge carriages on the back are likely used to transport goods. I spy motorcycles and then a row of small, four-wheeled buggies. 

			“ATVs,” Rook explains, gesturing to one on the end. “Our ride for tonight.” 

			He unplugs one from a wall outlet, swings a leg over the seat, and drops onto it. “Hop on.” 

			I hesitate, knowing that riding together will mean pressing myself against him. I don’t hate that idea, but then I hate myself for wanting it. 

			“Come on,” he says. “I promise it’ll be fun.” 

			I huff out a small laugh and then swing my leg over, straddling the seat, with Rook’s warm body wedged between my thighs. 

			“Hang on,” he says, his voice low and rumbling. I wrap my arms around him, sliding my hands along his stomach, feeling the ridges of defined muscle. He’s so warm, and his heartbeat pulses against my chest. Then he flicks a key and twists the handlebars before the ATV roars to life. With a rev of the engine, we lurch forward, shooting out of a wide sliding door and onto a cleared stretch of plain. 

			The wind tears at my hair as we fly across the earth, entering the forest and barreling down a network of trails. Rook races us past the branches and leaves, and my heart expands. I inhale a gulp of air that tastes like sunshine. It smells just like Rook. A little wild. A little sharp around the edges, but warm and full of promise. We continue down the path for several minutes before he brings us to a stop. 

			He cuts the engine, and silence descends, enveloping us. But it isn’t completely quiet. Not really. If I listen, I can hear the wind rustling the leaves and the soft chitter of birds and insects. I hear the rush of water and the tiny, insignificant sounds of life breathing through the forest. Things I’ve only ever read about or heard through the filter of a screen. 

			Rook looks back. “How was that?” 

			“Amazing,” I say, and he grins. 

			“Come on. I’ll show you one of our gardens.” 

			We hop off the ATV, and he leads me down a narrow path through the trees. It doesn’t take long before we emerge into a large clearing lined with hundreds of rows of plants. 

			“This is one of our vegetable plots.” He sweeps out a hand, pride in his voice. “It provides most of what we need to feed Cloudspire for the summer months.” He points into the distance, where I see a row of greenhouses. “And those keep us sustained when the temperature drops. It never gets as cold as it used to in the Warming Age, but some things still can’t survive the winter. Resources can get tight, but we make sure no one starves.” 

			I stare at it all in awe. I haven’t had many reasons to visit the greenhouses in New Manhattan. I’ve simply trusted that food would always be available, but seeing this makes me realize just how much I’ve been taking for granted. 

			I spot a few people working, tending the plants and wearing long aprons with large pockets and wide-brimmed sun hats. Someone spots us, and Rook waves before they return the gesture and resume their work.

			Rook leads me down a row of tall green stalks. “Corn,” he says to me, and I think I knew that, but I wouldn’t have been able to say for sure. We pass lettuce and beets. Strawberries and blueberries. Apple trees and even some grape vines. He points them all out, naming everything, saving me from having to ask. 

			We stop at a plot bursting with carrots, their lacy green tops waving slightly in the breeze. Rook bends down and yanks one from the earth, rubbing away the dirt before he hands it to me. “Try it.” 

			I frown at the offering. “Really?” 

			He laughs. “I promise it’s fine.” 

			I’ve never eaten something straight from the ground, but he bends down, plucks another carrot from the garden, and bites into it. Now I feel silly, so I follow suit. It crunches under my teeth, exploding in my mouth with a burst of sweetness. I’ve had carrots before, hundreds of them, but this one is so full of flavor that it actually makes my teeth hurt.

			“Why is it different?” I ask. “What did you do to it?” 

			Rook smiles, and we start walking again. “Nothing. This is just what food is supposed to taste like when it’s grown out in the open.” 

			I’m not sure how to respond to that, and after a moment, Rook peers back at me. “You okay?” 

			“It just never occurred to me that food could taste different.” 

			He offers me a sympathetic look. “You don’t know what you don’t know.” 

			I guess that’s true, but it still feels like he’s being very generous. 

			We pass through the garden and emerge into another patch of forest. The sun is setting, and clouds gather overhead. I’m not itchy, though, so maybe the storm will clear off tonight. 

			“I have something else to show you,” Rook says, and we walk for about ten more minutes before we again emerge from the trees and find ourselves on a cliff overlooking a valley. It’s lush and green like a leafy emerald, spreading for miles. Blood rushes in my ears as the sun sets between a range of distant mountains, casting the entire valley in golden light. 

			I’m overcome by how big everything is. 

			It sounds strange, but after growing up bordered by the soaring towers of New Manhattan crowding me on every side, this is the first time I’ve ever stood under a vast, continuous sky with nothing surrounding me. It’s overwhelming. Crushing. Hard to breathe. It feels like I might fall through the earth and become smothered forever.

			“I wanted you to see this,” Rook says. “When I was at Amery and I’d think of home, this is what I’d picture. I won’t deny the city offers a certain kind of glamorous beauty of its own, but it’s closed off. Artificial. Generated to keep you all happy and looking anywhere but out.” 

			He says those words carefully, as if he’s worried about offending me, but it’s at that moment I realize how right he is. I nod and approach the cliff’s edge, stopping just short of stepping off. I peer down, feeling like the world is shrinking below me, and then I look out as it expands, stretching over endless miles I can barely comprehend. 

			“I understand why you missed this,” I whisper. “It might be the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.” 

			Rook comes to stand next to me. He doesn’t touch me, but I feel the warmth of his body and the way the air compresses around us. I watch his profile. The way the sinking sun highlights the contours of his straight nose and full lips. I think about all the times I’ve kissed him and how much I want to do it again. 

			Neither one of us says anything for a long time. We enjoy the comfortable silence—the rush of the wind, the distant hoot of an owl, and other sounds of the natural world I’ve never heard before, but some instinct rooted deep into my human DNA understands them. 

			I inhale deeply, my bruised ribs twinging, but it also feels like this air is literally healing me. 

			A tear slips down my cheek that I can’t explain. I’m overwhelmed. Overcome. Broken down and torn apart piece by piece, as every incontrovertible truth I’ve ever believed has shattered. 

			Rook moves closer, and I stay where I am, leaning into him. Slowly, he reaches up and tucks my hair back over my shoulder. I’m still conflicted. Still hurting from his lies, but I don’t want to be mad at him. I don’t want anything but this moment and this quiet intimacy. 

			As the stars emerge in the night sky, they glow so brightly and in such abundance that I can’t help but be left in complete awe. It feels like I could reach out and scoop up a handful to keep in my pocket. 

			I think of the tattoos on Rook’s arms. Now I truly understand them. 

			I remember how they’d stirred something in me that I couldn’t quite explain. 

			Freedom, I remind myself.

			They made me think of freedom, and I’m struck by a sense of insignificance. Of how small my life has been with my entire world confined to a single strip of land. 

			When Trinity accused me of being a Keeper in front of everyone in New Manhattan, I thought it was an ending. 

			But out here, I’m beginning to wonder if maybe it was actually the beginning. 
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			The next day, Rook and I linger in his room after lunch, awaiting his punishment for the death of the Whisper. He’s been very cagey about what to expect, but he’s dressed in a similar outfit to yesterday: a pair of soft gray leather pants and a sleeveless top adorned with buckles and straps. He removes his rings, gently setting them on his nightstand, and for some reason, that makes me nervous. 

			A knock sounds at the door, and it swings open without his invitation, revealing a boy and a girl in their mid to late teens. From their wavy black hair, high cheekbones, and straight noses, I immediately guess who they must be. Meeting Rook’s parents was terrifying in its own right, but I suspect his siblings won’t hold anything back. 

			“You all ready?” asks the girl as she saunters into the room. She stops when she sees me, pausing mid-stride, mouth open, almost like a cartoon character. 

			“Poet, this is my baby sister, Navy,” he says. “Navy, my friend Poet.” 

			Navy looks between us before she folds her arms and cocks a hip. She’s dressed like Rook, her dark eyes also lined with black, and her hair is cut to her chin. “So this is the stray you brought home?” 

			I can’t tell from her tone if she means that as an insult, but then she breaks into a grin, bouncing over to throw her arms around me. “Hi! Let’s be friends.” 

			“Navy, give her some space,” Rook says, and she pulls back, holding up her hands in surrender. 

			“I’m just being nice!” 

			Rook rubs a hand across his face. “I know,” he answers, and though he sounds a little exasperated, I hear the obvious affection in his tone. 

			Navy smiles and drops onto the end of the bed, crossing a leg over her knee. “Tell me everything about the city. I’ve always wanted to go. What is Amery like? How did Rook do around the other students? I bet he glared at everyone a lot.” 

			Suddenly, my chest aches. She reminds me so much of Journey and her boundless energy that a deep loneliness for the life I left behind throbs beneath my ribs. 

			“Sorry about her,” says the second visitor, holding out a hand. He bears a strong resemblance to Rook and their father, although he’s a little shorter and stockier. His black hair is longer, brushing the tops of his shoulders, with half of it tied up. 

			“I’m Justin,” he says. “The youngest of the Athira siblings.” 

			“Nice to meet you,” I say, shaking his hand. 

			“How are you doing? It must be tough leaving home for the first time.” 

			There’s such kindness in his expression that my eyes burn as I nod. “A little.” 

			“I hear you got into trouble,” Navy says. “Dad’s been fuming ever since we got the news about the Whisper.” 

			“I fucked up,” Rook says, rubbing the back of his neck. “Reacted too quickly. Didn’t de-escalate, but the storm was so close, and I was worried about remaining aboveground any longer.” 

			His brother and sister share a knowing look, and I guess I’m not surprised that they know his secret.

			Storm Caller. 

			I’ve been inundated with such an onslaught of new information in the past twenty-four hours that I haven’t really had a chance to sit with this particular revelation, nor consider what it means for my future. When Rook and I hatched our plan to break into The Shield’s office, it was with the notion that we could prove we were something else to escape the Extinguishers’ hands. 

			If I can prove I’m not a Keeper, could I go home? Do I want to? If General Sol is also a Caller, would she protect me? The high commander made it clear I’m not welcome in the Veil, so I might not have a choice.

			“Well, we should get going!” Navy says with a sharp clap of her hands. “They’re all waiting for the show!” 

			“What exactly is about to happen?” I ask.

			“Ooh, you didn’t tell her?” Navy asks, her eyes spreading wide. She tugs me up from my chair and loops an arm through mine. “You’re about to watch my big, tough brother get the snot kicked out of him.” 

			A few minutes later, we enter a massive cavern carved into the mountain, with a fighting ring at its center. Along one side are rows of stands already filled with people. They’re chattering and laughing, many of them clutching bottles with what Navy tells me is fruit brandy. At Rook’s entrance, a chorus of cheers and whoops swells through the crowd. He glances up with a grim look and then turns back to me. 

			“Sit with Navy and Justin,” he says. “And . . . if you need to look away, I won’t blame you.” 

			“What does that mean?” I ask, but he’s already walking off. 

			“C’mon, Rook’s girlfriend,” Navy says, tugging me by the hand and dragging me to a seat in the front row. 

			“Don’t call me that,” I say with a frown. 

			“Aren’t you? Why else did he risk his ass bringing you here?” 

			“Language, Nav,” Justin says, sitting on my other side. 

			“Oh, relax. You’re so uptight,” she replies, then turns to me. “Well? Do you like him as much as he likes you?” 

			“He doesn’t like me,” I say reflexively. “He had no choice but to bring me here.” 

			But I suppose that isn’t really true. 

			Navy scoffs, and even Justin exhales a wry snort. I glance at him, but he’s staring into the arena where several people are gathered, his hands on his knees, practically whistling an innocent tune. 

			“Poet,” she says. “I know Crusts have a reputation, but you aren’t that clueless.” 

			I frown at her. “What makes you so sure?” 

			She shrugs. “I just know. Plus, he was telling us about you last night.” 

			“Was he? What did he say?” 

			“Stuff about his time at school and what he learned. How you became friends.” 

			I want to ask her more. I desperately want to know where Rook’s truth lies. 

			“So, do you like him or not?” she asks, refusing to be deterred. 

			I sigh and watch Rook in the center of the arena. He’s been joined by Fisher and Calliope, along with his parents and some other people I haven’t met yet. 

			They’re all talking in low voices, and I can’t help but admire the way the bright lights bounce off the curves of Rook’s shoulders, highlighting the breadth of his muscles and that honed physique I admired so much during Storm Guard training. And every other minute, too. 

			“Okay, yes,” Navy says. She holds up a hand to her mouth as if she’s sharing a secret and leans over me to speak to Justin. “She likes him. She’s practically eye-fucking him across the entire room.” 

			“Language,” Justin admonishes as I say at the same time, “I am not.” 

			Navy pulls back and gives me a thumbs-up and a knowing wink. “Sure, sure. Okay. You totally weren’t.” 

			I groan and drop my face into my hands before glancing up at Rook. I totally was. 

			I should be keeping my guard up, but I’m finding it harder and harder to feel that way. 

			I remind myself that he was there the night Raine died, but I haven’t confronted him about it, and after everything I’ve seen here, there’s a very good chance he has a perfectly reasonable explanation. Maybe if I give him the chance to explain, I’ll have no reason to be angry, and I know I won’t be able to resist him. 

			Maybe what I’m really afraid of is taking the risk on something between us. 

			Something that probably has no future because his life is here and I’m not welcome in his world. 

			Finally, someone breaks off from the circle where Rook and the others are conferring to walk to the center of the arena. She’s tall and slender, her arms bulging with muscles, obvious even in her knee-length leather coat. Long platinum hair—almost the same shade as her skin—is tied into an intricate series of interconnected braids down her back. Icy blue eyes are offset by the black band painted across her face. She stops in the center of the arena and plants her hands on her hips. 

			It doesn’t take long for everyone to quiet down. 

			“Lieutenant General Rey,” Navy whispers to me. “A senior officer.” 

			“Welcome!” Rey says, her voice loud and clear, her posture straight. “As most of you know, we had a Whisper death a few days ago at Station Five.” 

			The room falls into silence, heads bowed as people murmur a soft word for the fallen man. Their reverence is so entirely at odds with everything I’ve ever known. 

			“Questioning by the high commander has determined that the death couldn’t be helped. The circumstances meant choosing between two innocent lives.” She pauses as if she doubts that claim, suggesting she doesn’t really believe I was all that innocent. “But a Whisper’s death is no small thing, no matter the circumstances. So today, Base Commander Fisher Sterling of Station Five and First Lieutenant Rook Athira—the man responsible for the death—are to be punished according to the laws of the Veil.” 

			The crowd begins buzzing in anticipation. “What’s about to happen?” I ask Navy and Justin, but they don’t respond as Rey resumes speaking. 

			“First up will be Base Commander Sterling.” She steps back and gestures to the corner, where Fisher separates from the crowd and jogs into the center of the arena. Several cheers erupt from the stands, and Fisher grins as he raises his arms. He doesn’t look like he’s walking to his death or anything, so maybe this won’t be so bad. 

			“Who do you challenge?” Rey asks, her strong voice carrying over the noise. 

			“They must fight hand to hand with a senior officer,” Navy whispers to me. 

			“Oh,” I say as I glance over at Rook. His arms are folded as he regards Fisher, who’s making a show of mulling things over as he rubs his chin. 

			Then Fisher turns and bows to Rey. “Would you do me the honor, Lieutenant General?” 

			At that, the stands explode into a round of cheers as Rey offers him a feral grin. She’s already shucking off her jacket, revealing a fitted leather top and pants. “You’re on, soldier.” 

			Someone arrives to go over the rules and count down the start of the match. The crowd screams as Fisher and Rey hunch into fighting stances, and then they rush at each other. 

			At first, I wonder what sort of punishment this is. It’s kind of public, I guess, but it seems like they’re actually having fun. Fisher and Rey struggle together, jabbing, kicking, rolling across the ground. 

			From what I can tell, they’re pretty evenly matched. But then something shifts, and I realize that Rey was only hamming it up for the crowd. 

			Suddenly, she’s raining blows on him, her face twisted into fierce concentration. 

			She swings a fist, catching Fisher in the jaw. I feel a collective intake of breath as his blood sprays across the floor, darkening the dirt under their feet. 

			He’s lying on his back, gasping. It takes several seconds before he manages to sit up, rolling over to press his hands to the ground while he spits out a gob of blood and possibly a tooth. It’s hard to be sure.

			“Get up, soldier!” Rey shouts as she bounces from left to right. “We aren’t done yet!” 

			Fisher staggers to his feet, and then they’re at it again, but he’s moving slowly, his reflexes lagging. Rey delivers a blow to his stomach, and he folds over before she elbows him in the back, and he drops like a sack of bricks. 

			Now he isn’t moving at all. 

			His eye is swollen, and blood leaks from his nose and mouth. 

			“Do you yield?” Rey shouts, a fist raised over her head. She seems barely winded, her face almost free of sweat, and only a few of her smoothed blond hairs have been tugged out of place. 

			“Oh,” I say. “So, this is the punishment?” 

			“Public ass-whooping,” Navy answers with a grin. 

			I watch as Fisher lifts a weak hand and pounds the earth three times to the sound of clapping and cheers. 

			“We’re done!” Rey yells as a pair of medics arrives to retrieve Fisher on a stretcher. The mixed sound of boos and cheering follows him out of the arena. 

			Rey wipes her mouth with the back of her hand, spins around, and points to the far end of the cavern. “Athira! You’re up!”
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			Another loud roar echoes through the arena. Rook appears subdued as he approaches the center, stopping before Rey, his hands hanging loose at his sides. 

			“First Lieutenant,” she says with a smirk. “Who’s your pick?” 

			Again, everyone erupts into shouting and excitement, people suggesting various names and just generally shit-talking. I notice Navy and Justin have tensed up as they watch their brother. They didn’t seem this worried about Fisher, and I wonder if they expect Rook’s punishment to be worse, or maybe they aren’t as close. 

			“What’s going on?” I ask. “What’s wrong?” 

			“Nothing,” Navy says. “I just hate it when he fights.” 

			That makes two of us. 

			I turn to face Rook, still looking good enough to eat, as he runs a hand through his hair, his biceps flexing. The dark makeup lends him a dangerous, mysterious look. I’m a little obsessed. 

			“Ugh,” Navy says, and I glance over at her pained expression. “Get that look off your face. I don’t need to imagine all the filthy thoughts about my brother going on in your head.” 

			“There was no look!” I protest, which causes Navy to grimace and then burst into laughter. Even Justin smiles, and I feel my cheeks warm. 

			“Fine, maybe a small one,” I say softly. While I can tell myself I can no longer trust Rook, my heart, along with some of my more unmentionable body parts, might have other ideas. 

			As if sensing my attention, Rook looks over and gently lifts the corner of his mouth into a smile that feels like an arrow running straight through my chest. We’re surrounded by people, but I think that smile was meant only for me. Then he turns to face the far end of the arena. My heart skips over itself as Navy takes my hand and squeezes it. 

			“I challenge the high commander!” he shouts, and once again, everyone loses their minds.

			“Fuck,” Justin says as Navy inhales sharply. 

			“Is this a bad thing?” I ask as Summit’s face stretches into a smile while he rolls his neck and cracks his knuckles. 

			He shrugs out of a long leather jacket and hands it to someone behind him before marching toward Rook. As he crosses the arena floor, his top goes next, revealing a torso stacked with muscle, along with a tattoo running up his ribs and spreading over his left pec. 

			More roars erupt in the stands as people stamp their feet and chant. 

			“It’s just a thing with them,” Navy says. “Rook has never beaten him in hand-to-hand combat our entire lives.” 

			Ah, so this is the true punishment. 

			Rook goes next, stripping off his shirt to the sound of screams and cheers, revealing a body not all that different from the marble statues lining the hallways of Amery. 

			“Why are the men in my life so ridiculous?” Navy muses, and I snort as Justin glares at her. “Not you, of course, my sweet baby brother.” 

			Justin rolls his eyes and rubs his hands on his thighs, anticipating the fight. 

			The audience is wild. I’m pretty sure half of them are in love with Summit and the other half with Rook. Actually, I think most of them are in love with both. I can’t keep my eyes off Rook as father and son face off, their stances stooped and their feet planted wide. 

			“He’s really never beaten him?” I ask as Rey belts out the rules for their benefit one more time. Something tells me they don’t need the reminder. 

			“Not once,” Navy says. “He’s come close, but I think Dad might have been drunk. Or coming off a flu? Either way, he wasn’t in top fighting shape. He taught Rook—well, all of us—everything he knows, so he understands all our tricks. The promise is that if Rook can beat him someday, Dad will hand over command of the Veil.” 

			“Just like that?” 

			Navy offers me a skeptical look. “Trust me, it’s not as easy as it sounds.” 

			Everyone is screaming and cheering, pounding the floorboards. It’s so loud I can barely think. 

			“Do they all know that?” I ask, thumbing the crowd behind me. 

			She looks back and then smirks. “Everyone knows that.” 

			I huff as the fight begins. Rook charges first, snagging his dad around the waist, his head butting against his chest. They clash, clinging to each other as they circle around and around. Everyone is already standing, screaming on both sides as Rook and his father twist and turn, each landing random hits. A jab to the stomach. A glancing blow to the jaw. A roundhouse kick to the back. 

			At that, Rook goes flying, soaring across the arena, and crashes face down onto the floor. I gasp as he slides for several feet before coming to a stop. More screaming and chanting. People urging him up. It takes a few seconds before Rook pushes on to his knees. There’s a cut on his brow and a scrape down his chest. His lip is split, blood dribbling down his chin. It’s been only a few minutes, and he already looks like shit. 

			I catch a glimpse of Faroe Athira watching from the edge of the arena with her hands clasped and her eyes pinched. 

			“What does your mom think of this?” I ask Navy, who shrugs. 

			“This is Dad’s way. She accepted it a long time ago. He loves us, but he’s always pushing us to be the best versions of ourselves.” 

			The fighting continues as I think about my own father. He was hard on me, too, but the Athira kids seem to worship and adore Summit for it rather than resent him. Of course, other circumstances make our relationships very different. Beyond their training, I’d guess that Summit Athira has never laid a violent hand on his wife or children a single day in his life. 

			Rook and his dad are back at it, lurching and feinting as they circle each other. Another punch to the jaw snaps Summit’s head back, courtesy of a decisive blow from Rook. Summit stumbles for a few steps, blood blooming on his lips. He shakes his head before he spits it out. Then he charges. 

			They meet, hands flying as they block and deflect, their feet shuffling back and forth. Rook is good. I remember how amazing he was on the mat. No wonder he had no problem beating everyone at school. He’s been training this way for his entire life. It occurs to me how much he was faking it in the gym. That he was holding so much back and he could have wiped the floor with any of us. 

			But as good a fighter as Rook is, his father is even better. His movements are quick and precise, fluid and measured, with years of experience behind every blow. 

			They’re both sweating now, a sheen gleaming on their skin under the harsh light. I watch the bunch and flex of muscles as they jostle. 

			Summit jabs Rook in the stomach and then socks him in the jaw. Rook stumbles, falling to his knees as the crowd roars. 

			“How badly will he hurt him?” I ask, clinging to Navy. 

			I hate this. I hate seeing Rook wounded. 

			He sways for a few seconds, and then he pitches forward, landing face down to the roar of the crowd. Summit saunters over and stands over his son’s prostrate form. 

			“I mean . . .” Navy is saying when the arena doors suddenly bang open, and everyone turns toward the commotion. 

			Guards. 

			The Shield’s Circle Guards, to be exact, in their sleek white armor, stunners gripped in their hands. 

			Immediately, I’m on my feet. 

			Four Guards enter the arena and stop, facing each other in pairs. Rook is peering up through the blood running into his eyes as he presses a hand to his ribs. He rubs the back of his hand over his bloody mouth before he glances at me. 

			They found us. 

			Then someone else enters the arena, passes the Guards, and comes to a stop as everyone falls into a hush. 

			It’s the one and only General Nyxia Sol. 
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			The entire arena goes still. The air practically vibrates with silence. Looking around, it’s clear that some people have no idea who just walked in, while others are all too familiar with the general and what she represents. 

			“Oh fuck,” Justin says, clearly falling into the latter group. Rook said this place was a secret from The Shield. Did I lead her straight here and ruin everything they’ve been working toward for decades? 

			“Language,” Navy whispers, and her brother tosses her a worried look. 

			Rook remains lying on the floor, struggling to sit up, blood running down his temple. He sways, almost tipping over with a hand planted to the earth. 

			“Someone help him,” Summit says in a low voice, pointing to his son. A pair of medics scurries over, helps Rook sit up, and then begins tending to his injuries. 

			High Commander Athira holds out a hand, and a moment later, someone arrives to place his shirt in his outstretched fingers. He tugs it over his head and shoves back his sweaty hair before rolling his shoulders. His reaction makes no sense to me. Shouldn’t he be sounding an alarm or something? I can tell I’m not the only one thinking this as people exchange confused, bewildered looks. 

			“General,” he says, his deep voice ringing out over the arena. Whispers circulate through the crowd in a muffled hush. Even without knowing who she is, there’s no question she radiates power and confidence. “What are you doing here?” 

			“Where are they?” she asks, storming into the center of the arena. Her gaze lands on Rook before scanning the floor and then the bleachers. “I see your son made it back, so where is she?” 

			I try to shrink away, resisting the urge to hide behind Justin’s broad frame. 

			“Who is she looking for?” Navy asks the moment before it clicks. “Oh,” she says on a breath as General Sol’s gaze finds me a second later. 

			Summit approaches the general. “Nyxia, perhaps we should take this to a more private location?” 

			“Of course,” she replies. “But these two are to be watched.” She points to her Circle Guard. “I do not want them escaping again.” 

			“Very well,” Summit answers, though it seems to cause him great pain. 

			Two Circle Guards make their way over to me. I swallow thickly, sweat beading on my forehead and my legs turning to jelly. 

			“Come with us,” the one on the left says. Obviously, I have no choice. Awkwardly, I climb over the barrier separating the audience from the arena floor. After a quick exchange of looks with Navy, I turn to follow General Sol’s Guard. 

			The medics now have an unconscious Rook laid out on a stretcher.

			“General Sol,” Summit says. “Let’s head this way. Your Guard may accompany my son to the infirmary while we talk.” 

			“I’ll go with him,” I say, causing every eye to turn my way. I nearly wilt at the penetrating look both leaders are giving me. “I’ll stay with him until you’re . . .” 

			I’m not really sure how to finish that sentence. Until she’s ready to haul me back to New Manhattan and deal with me? Trinity exposed me as a Keeper, but Rook thinks the general might be a Storm Caller. Will she believe that I’m one, too? 

			“Very well,” Summit says, eyeing me with a certain kind of interest. “You may go with him.” 

			“Thank you,” I say, and then the high commander and General Sol turn to leave, crossing the arena floor with purposeful strides. They stop to speak with Faroe before they exit the arena together. Their departure serves as a signal, as the cavern erupts into conversation while everyone tries to puzzle out what’s happening.

			The medics pick up Rook and carry him to a different exit, while I walk between Sol’s Guards like a criminal, refusing to look back despite feeling the attention of the entire room on me. 

			I have the vague thought that Sol normally travels with six Guards, but today there are only four. Because Rook and I killed two of them, I realize with a sick swirl in my stomach. They came after us when we jumped from Amery’s roof, and then we cut the net. With everything going on, it hasn’t been at the forefront of my thoughts. Now all I can hear is the visceral crunch of their bodies hitting the pavement. They died trying to stop us, and Sol found us anyway. 

			We enter a hospital wing and make a few turns before Rook is brought into a room with a bed and a heart monitor. Observation windows line the hall, and I spot Fisher lying on a bed with his eyes closed. Calliope sits slumped in a chair at his side, and she glares at me as I pass.

			“Give us a moment to deal with him,” one of the medics says, turning to me. “You can see him once we’ve assessed his injuries.” 

			“Sure,” I say while two Circle Guards take up positions at each end of the hall, ensuring there’s no way for me or Rook to escape. I’m not sure what authority General Sol has over Rook, but I understand that I still belong to her. 

			A scuffle behind the Guards reveals Navy and Justin, both demanding entry to check on their brothers. 

			The Guards hesitate, but Navy keeps talking until they relent. I have a hunch that she hasn’t heard the word “no” very often.

			“You okay?” Navy asks when she sees me, and I shrug. 

			“I have no idea.” I study the pair, so like Rook. “Do you know what your brother was doing in the city?” 

			They shake their heads. “We knew where he went, but his mission was classified.” She gives me a sly look. “Of course, you aren’t beholden to the same rules.” 

			I snort as she not-so-subtly digs for information. 

			“Leave her alone, Nav,” Justin says and then addresses me. “Don’t tell her anything. If you want to get on our dad’s good side, you’ll keep whatever you know to yourself.” 

			“I truly don’t know anything,” I say softly as I watch Rook’s lifeless, pallid face. 

			After checking on Fisher, they’re both silent as they each take a chair across from the observation window, leaving an empty seat between them.

			The medics work on Rook, but there’s nothing to be gained by standing here. I turn around and settle into the empty chair, tucking my knees up under my chin while I wait. 

			About an hour later, one of the medics opens Rook’s door and gestures to us. “You can come in. He’s still sleeping from the sedative we gave him, but he’ll be fine when he wakes up, if a little sore.” 

			I unfold from my position, wincing at the ache in my stiff limbs. Navy, Justin, and I enter the small room, where the only light comes from a lamp in the corner. 

			Navy drops into the chair beside Rook and takes his hand. “I have no idea what you were thinking,” she says. “I get that you wanted to show off for your new girlfriend, but you knew Dad was gonna wipe the floor with you.” 

			“He was just trying to protect me when he killed the Whisper,” I say. “It wasn’t even his fault.” 

			“Rook would rather be punished every day of his life than let someone he loves get hurt if he has the power to stop it,” Navy says. 

			“He doesn’t love—” 

			“He does,” Navy says, interrupting me. “My brother has never spoken about someone the way he spoke about you last night.”

			“He lied to me,” I say. The words come out raw, like a confession. “He deceived me. I get it for the most part. I understand why he couldn’t share everything, but he was there when someone important to me died, and he didn’t tell me.” 

			It feels good to say it out loud. I don’t know if I’ll ever see these people again once Sol has her way with me, which offers me a kind of absolution. A moment to cleanse away this thing I’ve been carrying in my chest ever since I saw Rook in that blurry video of the night Raine was taken from my life.

			“I’m sorry,” she says. “But he wouldn’t have done any of that without a reason. And he does care for you. Whatever happened between you, know that. I can see it.” 

			I nod, tears burning my eyes as I stare at Rook’s sleeping form. I care for him, too. More than care. I sigh and run a hand down my face. 

			“Excuse me,” someone says at the door. “Navy, Justin, your mother would like to see you.” 

			“Sure,” Navy says, sliding off the chair and walking over to me. She draws me into a hug. It catches me by surprise, but after a moment, I return it and give her a squeeze. 

			“We’ll see you later,” she says, and while I’m not so sure about that, I nod. 

			Once they’re gone, I’m left alone with a sleeping Rook. The general’s Circle Guards remain at each end of the hallway, and it’s clear I’m not going anywhere until it’s time to face her. 

			So I settle into the chair Navy just vacated, staring at Rook’s sleeping face. 

			They’ve cleaned up the blood, revealing a cut on his eyebrow and one on his lip. His breathing is steady, and I reach over, taking his hand and feeling for his pulse. I tuck back a lock of his hair, marveling at how beautiful he is. I vow that when he wakes up, I’ll give him the chance to explain. I owe us both that. 

			Slowly, I lean down and press my lips softly to his, wishing he were awake. Wishing he could tell me what might happen next. 

			He moans softly, and I run my fingers over the curve of his cheekbone and down the line of his jaw. He needs a shave, I think idly as the stubble pricks the tips of my fingers. But I also like him like this. 

			Then, with his hand clutched tightly in mine, I settle back to wait for whatever fate has in store for us next. 
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			The hours pass as I wait beside Rook. Someone arrives with a tray of food, and I pick at it in silence as a prisoner in this strange place. 

			Eventually, Rook groans, and the medics enter, checking on him as his eyes flutter open. I stand in the corner with my hands clasped, trying not to get in the way. 

			His gaze finds me, and he smiles—it’s soft at the edges, a little woozy from the painkillers, but it’s his. I’m starting to wonder how I ever doubted him at all, but then I worry I’m just trying to convince myself of something I want to see. 

			When the medics are finished, they leave us again. No one offers an update on what’s happening beyond these walls, and part of me prefers to live with the bliss of ignorance a little longer. 

			“Hi,” I say to Rook, once again taking the seat I’ve been occupying for a while. 

			“You sat with me,” he says. 

			“Well, I didn’t really have a choice. We’re under guard.” I pause. “But I also wanted to make sure you’re okay.” I don’t add that I would have stayed with him anyway, but I think he senses what I can’t put into words. 

			“General Sol,” he says. “Why is she here? Do you know what’s happening?” 

			“Your parents are talking to her, I think. But I don’t know what’s taking so long. No one is telling us anything.” 

			Rook huffs and winces before he touches his forehead, where the medics have applied a square of gauze and some surgical tape. “Well, I’m glad you could witness my humiliation at least,” he says. “I knew my punishment would be bad.” 

			“Rook, your dad . . . The way he hit you . . .” 

			He snorts a laugh. “If you’re thinking he took it easy on me, don’t. There’s no preferential treatment because I’m his son.” 

			He must catch the look on my face because he hurries to continue. “Poet, it’s not like . . . Fuck, I’m so sorry. I should have told you what to expect. But it’s not like your dad, okay? I promise. I love my father. He’s the best man I know, but we grew up in a brutal world with hard rules, and he’s done everything he can to give us the tools to protect ourselves.”

			“I was just worried about you,” I say, my voice smaller than I’d like. 

			“I know. I’m touched that you care, but I swear to you this is fine. This is normal in our world. I am a soldier first. His son second.” 

			“Okay,” I whisper. “It was just hard watching you bleed out like that.” 

			“I’m sorry,” he says, reaching for me with another pained wince. “Fuck.” 

			I slip my hand into his and stare at our entwined fingers. 

			“Since we have time, we need to talk,” I say, my left knee bouncing. I can’t hold this question in any longer. 

			Rook offers me a quizzical look. 

			“About what Edward found in the Citadel.” 

			He blinks and then says, “This is about your brother. I was there that night.”

			“Yes.” 

			I swallow thickly as he blinks a few more times. 

			“When did you realize it?” I ask carefully. 

			I need to know that he didn’t intentionally deceive me. 

			At least not about this.

			He shakes his head. “I never did for sure. When you told me, I wondered if it could have happened on a night I joined a raid.” 

			“Okay,” I say, equal parts relief and grief twisting in my chest. 

			He didn’t know. 

			“I should have said something,” he says. “But I thought that might just hurt more than anything, and I didn’t see what the point was.” He swallows and inhales a shuddering breath, clearly bracing himself. “Was it me? Did I do it? I’ve been too scared to ask.” 

			“No,” I say immediately, and he exhales in a woosh. “You weren’t nearby when he went down. He was fighting someone, but it wasn’t you.” 

			Rook presses a hand to his chest. “I know it isn’t fair, because you still lost him, but I’m relieved it wasn’t me.” He peers up. “We didn’t take his body, though. I promise you that. I wanted to defend my people from that accusation, but it didn’t feel appropriate. We wouldn’t ever do that to someone.” 

			“Yeah,” I say. “I know.”

			“How do you know?” 

			“Something else happened in the video.” It’s burning me up, and I need to tell someone about this. 

			“What?” 

			“General Sol was there,” I say, lowering my voice, conscious of the Guards close by. “She took his body.” 

			His forehead creases. “What happened?” 

			I describe what I saw when General Sol killed one of her own Storm Guards and then took Raine away still alive. 

			“Do you know why she would do that?” I ask, and Rook runs a hand through his hair. 

			“I don’t know for sure.” 

			“But you have a hunch?” 

			“Maybe. We believe General Sol is working on a cure for Whispers, too . . . and that The Shield uses the bodies of Keepers to further their understanding of how the disease functions.” 

			“In what way?” 

			“Performing tests on them,” he says, and my stomach clenches. I try not to imagine Raine strapped to a metal table while a bunch of scientists callously poke at his body for their research.

			“That’s what you were looking for the night we broke in, wasn’t it? This was always about more than learning about Storm Callers.” 

			He nods. “Yes. I should have told you about that, too.” 

			I use the heel of my hand to wipe away a tear. “It was so painful, watching you dismiss my message when I saw you on that screen. I jumped to a lot of conclusions, realizing you had another agenda you never told me about.” My shoulders drop. “And maybe it hurt thinking you were choosing that over me.” 

			“Poet,” he whispers, squeezing my hand. “That was never what I was doing.” 

			“I know,” I say. “I understand now that your purpose was so much bigger than that.”

			“I’m sorry,” he says, his voice burning with sincerity. “I’m so fucking sorry that I ever made you feel like you were anything but one of the most important people in my life.”

			I swallow thickly, lacing my fingers together. 

			“If Raine wasn’t dead, maybe the general wanted to help him?” Rook adds gently, though I can tell from his tone that he doesn’t really believe that’s what happened. 

			We both fall silent for a few moments before he says, “I’m also sorry you lost him in a fight he never started.” 

			“I just wish I could find some answers. I wish I understood what really happened that night.” 

			“Maybe with Sol here, we can find out.” 

			“Maybe.” I pick at a loose thread on the blanket.

			“What do you think of my brother and sister?” Rook asks. 

			I smile. “They’re nice. Navy is very chatty. She reminds me of Journey a bit.” 

			“I thought so, too. I was sure Navy would love you.” 

			“She’s very sweet.” 

			“My family means everything to me, Poet. I want them to get to know you better.” 

			“Your father hates me. He doesn’t want me here.” 

			“He doesn’t. He hates where you came from. He hates your father.” 

			I snort at that. “So did you know who I was when you arrived?” 

			“I didn’t. Not really. I knew of the scions and assumed they might have children at Amery, but then I met you, and you were . . . nothing like I expected.”

			“I’m exactly what you expected,” I say. “You told me that yourself.” 

			He smiles. “Maybe at first, but that changed very quickly.” 

			His tone is full of honesty, his words raw. 

			We watch each other in silence, and it feels like he wants to say more. 

			“Your sister thinks you’re in love with me,” I say, then blink, surprised to hear the words come out of my mouth. But this is what Rook has always done to me. Made me open up. Be vulnerable and honest. 

			A slow smile spreads across his face. “Does she?” 

			“She said she can tell.” 

			He shrugs and then lays his head back down. He definitely isn’t denying it. 

			“My sister has always been able to read me very well,” he says. 

			“Oh,” I say, glancing out the window into the hallway. Someone passes by, carrying a tablet with a stylus tucked behind their ear. 

			“Is she . . . right?” I ask before he peers over at me. 

			“I promised to earn your trust back. Then I’ll tell you how I feel. Otherwise it’s like . . . eating the cone before licking the ice cream.” 

			He winks, and his smile turns goofy, making me wonder how strong those painkillers are. I laugh as the tightness in my chest eases.

			I thought I loved him. A few weeks ago, I was falling in love with him, but then everything changed, and now I don’t know what to think. It would be foolish to give him my heart until I’m absolutely certain I understand who he is. 

			“Remember that I told you I’d protect you no matter what,” he says more seriously now, his voice rough. “Just remember that. No matter what happens next, remember those words. And if you can find it in your heart to forgive me, then . . .” He trails off and shrugs. 

			“Okay,” I answer, just as a yawn cracks out of my mouth. 

			“How long have you been sitting here?” he asks. 

			“Hours?” I say. “I wonder when they’ll come for us.” 

			“If I know my dad, they’ll probably be talking all night.” 

			“Is it a problem that she’s here? You said this place was a secret.” 

			“I honestly don’t know,” he says. 

			“Your dad didn’t seem that surprised to see her,” I say. “Or that worried about it.”

			At that, Rook’s eyebrows draw together, several thoughts passing over his expression. “And she didn’t say what she wanted?”

			“She came for us, but your dad shut it down quickly.” 

			“People must be losing their minds,” Rooks says. “The Shield isn’t supposed to know about Cloudspire. This is supposed to be a safe place.” 

			“Your dad also seemed to know the general. I got the sense they’d met before.” 

			Rook shakes his head as though he doesn’t understand, and something about that sets off alarm bells in my head. High Commander Athira probably harbors many secrets, even from those closest to him.

			Rook lies back, opening his arms. “You look exhausted. Will you lie with me?” 

			I hesitate for only a second before I kick off my boots and crawl in beside him with my back to his chest. He wraps his arms around me, and I breathe in his clean scent. Despite the fight with his dad, he still smells just like Rook. 

			“You belong with me, Poet. I know you aren’t sure of that yet, but I am,” he mumbles. Then he buries his nose into my hair, and I listen as he falls asleep, his breathing turning soft and even. I lie awake, blinking in the dark, wondering if I’ll ever really belong anywhere again. 
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			When my eyes open, I’m not sure how long I’ve been out. Eventually, I drifted off, and I’ve lost all sense of time without daylight. Rook is curled around me in the tiny bed, his big body warming me up from the inside out. I snuggle deeper into him. We might not be in the same place we were the night of the graduation ball, but wherever we are feels right. 

			He didn’t know about Raine. He didn’t lie about that. 

			It was all just an unfortunate coincidence. 

			Knowing that softens the hard-edged worry that’s been lodged in my gut. 

			It’s relief. A chance to come back. 

			“Morning,” he murmurs, and I look up to find him watching me. 

			“Hi,” I say. “How did you sleep?” 

			“Amazing,” he answers. “One of the most formative things I learned at Amery is how much better I sleep with you beside me.” 

			My cheeks flush at the sincerity in his tone. “Same,” I reply, and he smiles. “How are you feeling?” 

			“A bit sore,” he says, stretching his neck. “But I’ll live.” 

			“Glad to hear it,” comes a voice from the door, where both of Rook’s parents stand. I let out a sharp squeak and try to scramble off the bed, but Rook’s strong arm holds me in place. His mom is beaming, while his dad gauges me with a wary eye. 

			“How are you doing?” Faroe asks, crossing the room and touching Rook’s cheek. 

			“I’m fine, Mom,” he says, finally releasing his hold on my waist. I sit up, feeling sheepish as I stuff my feet into my boots to avoid making eye contact. 

			“What’s going on?” Rook asks. “What is General Sol doing here?” 

			Summit places his hands on his hips. “She wants to see you both.” 

			“How did she find us? Do you know her?” 

			His parents exchange a meaningful look. 

			“You might say that,” Summit answers. 

			“What haven’t you told me?” Rook demands.

			“You know what you need to know. You understand how this works. Not everything is for your ears.” 

			“Right,” Rook says, jaw clenching. “And now?” 

			Summit dips his chin. “Get dressed. She’s waiting for you.” 

			Then he turns on his heel and walks away. 

			Faroe leans down and kisses Rook on the forehead. “We’ll see you in a few minutes. Are you hungry?” 

			“Yeah,” he answers. “Starving, actually.” 

			“We’ll get something sent over,” she says and then turns to me. “What about you, Poet?” 

			“Sure,” I say. “I guess.” 

			It’s been a while since I’ve eaten, so I must be hungry, but I’m also so nervous that food is the last thing on my mind. 

			Faroe walks over and takes my hand, squeezing it with a watery smile. “Okay,” she says. “Okay.” 

			As she leaves, I glance over at Rook, taking in his grin. “What are you smiling at?” I ask. 

			“My family likes you.” 

			“Your dad does not like me.” 

			“He’ll come around.” 

			Rook tosses off his blanket and swings his legs to the floor with a groan. Then he sits up, stretching his back and arms. He’s wearing only his boxer briefs, and despite being covered in bandages and bruises, he looks good. 

			“Navy brought clothes for you,” I say, pointing to a pile in the corner. “I’ll let you get dressed.” 

			Ten minutes later, Rook and I are escorted through the base flanked by the general’s Circle Guards. 

			We approach a set of wide doors that hiss open, admitting us into a dark-blue hallway, then into a large study. Wooden bookcases painted in the same blue as the walls line one side, while the other boasts a floor-to-ceiling window stretching at least twenty feet high. It looks out onto a barren field of nothing, and I briefly wonder why anyone would bother with a view as depressing as this, but the clouds are sparse today, and the sun is nice. 

			An unlit fireplace sits on one wall, surrounded by a gathering of dark-blue sofas. On them are High Commander Summit Athira, Commander Faroe Athira, and General Nyxia Sol. 

			She stands as we approach, a flutter of apprehension crossing her expression. 

			“I believe you’ve met,” Summit says to me before gesturing to Sol. 

			“Yes,” I say, recalling the conversation we had standing in the rain, when she reminded me that it was my duty to marry Knox and keep him in line. I’ve broken so many of New Manhattan’s rules that a part of me wonders how I’m still alive at all. 

			“And my son,” Summit says. “First Lieutenant Rook Athira.” 

			The way Summit offers up Rook’s title is a pointed reminder. While he might have been masquerading as a mere Amery student, that isn’t really who he is. Rook is someone to be respected and never underestimated. 

			“We haven’t had the formal pleasure,” Sol says. “Though I understand you’ve had quite the time at Amery this year.” 

			Rook nods and dips at the waist. “It’s nice to meet you,” he says. It’s polite, but I sense an uncertain edge. Neither of us understands what’s happening, and worry is gnawing holes through my stomach. 

			“Please come and sit,” General Sol says. “I’m sure you’re wondering why I’m here.” 

			I share a glance with Rook. It doesn’t seem like we’re in trouble, but she might just be trying to ease us toward our inevitable capture and death. 

			We drop onto a love seat side by side, our thighs touching. General Sol sits across from us, next to Rook’s mom, while his dad takes up the armchair at the end. 

			“What’s going on?” Rook says when no one speaks. 

			General Sol and Summit exchange a look. “Do you want to begin?” she asks, a dark brow arched. 

			Summit sits forward in his seat with his hands clasped. “No one but the people in this room knows that General Sol and I have been in communication for many years,” he says. “We have a common goal in protecting Whispers from their unjust treatment and putting an end to what happens to them in New Manhattan.” 

			I feel Rook react to that statement with a slight shift in his posture. 

			“Okay,” he says. “And?” 

			General Sol answers. “When you fled the city that night, I suspected this was where you’d run. And that you’d taken her with you.” She levels me with a look. “I know what you are, Poet Graves.” 

			“What am I?” I ask, wondering what she’s referring to specifically. 

			“Your father confided in me many years ago,” General Sol says, and I stiffen, recalling my conversation in the tunnels with my nanny’s daughter, Greta. “He was worried about you. About anyone finding out that you were . . . different.” 

			“A Keeper?” I ask. 

			“At first, yes, but he began to suspect you were something else.” 

			“What else?”

			I think I know what she means, but I want to hear it from her. 

			“A Storm Caller,” she says. “Like me.” 

			Rook already suspected this, but hearing it confirmed becomes a shock to my already taxed system. 

			All this time, she was something else entirely. 

			I release a tense breath. “How did my father know?”

			“He noticed how you reacted to the storms,” she says. “He wondered if it was normal, and that’s when I began to suspect. He followed you when you left the city. Then there was the purple hair. As I’m sure you’ve already surmised, it is a trait among people like us. I didn’t intend for it to become a trend, but I encouraged it, hoping it would hide anyone else who might find themselves in the same position.” 

			I blink furiously as tears prick my eyes. I would never have suspected my father of noticing much about me, but for all his faults, he’s never been a fool.

			Then her gaze finds Rook. “And after speaking with the high commander today, I understand Poet isn’t the only one.” 

			Rook’s expression darkens, and I wonder if he’s angry with his father for revealing this. 

			“Don’t blame him,” she says, perhaps picking up on it. “When you hear what I have to say, I hope you’ll understand why he told me.” 

			Sol runs a palm down her leather-clad thigh. “The Shield doesn’t know,” she continues, “that I am different. They assume I’m a Keeper like the others. They’ve allowed me to live and perform my duty as head of the Storm Guard only out of necessity. I convinced them a long time ago that I don’t pose a threat because I’ve learned to control the mind deterioration that happens in Keepers.” 

			“Is that true?” Rook asks. “Does it affect us the same way? Is there a need to control it? Will we . . . lose our minds?” 

			Sol shakes her head. “So little is known about Callers. I’ve only met two others in my lifetime. From what I’ve determined, we don’t have the same risk of developing the sickness that plagues our thoughts.” 

			“Really?” I ask. “But I feel so strange after I touch it. Like my mind is stretched.” 

			“A normal side effect,” she says. “A harmless one.” 

			Her words are a balm, easing the terrified knot that I’ve been carrying in my chest for years. 

			“Why are you lying about what you are?” I ask. “To what end?” 

			“Chancellors Marks and Orsen do not appreciate the position I hold,” she says. “I am not one of them. I came from the underground, a Hollow. Even worse, a Scavenger. The order of New Manhattan was never designed to benefit someone like me. But I made myself useful. Without my ability to capture Spark and fuel the city, we wouldn’t have made so many advances over the past decades. We wouldn’t have become self-sufficient.

			“They are threatened by me and, by extension, they fear all Keepers. It’s no secret that without my abilities, the city would fall. They’ve spent years trying to undermine me, and when Marks created the Extinguishers, it was a warning to me and anyone like me. They hunt down Keepers to ensure they are controlled and eliminated, so that no one else might wield the same influence I’ve managed to cultivate.” 

			General Sol stops speaking, her gaze landing on the fireplace and then returning to us. “And while my mind is intact, my body is not,” she says, her tone weighed down with iron chains. 

			I exhale a small gasp. 

			“Last year, the doctors gave me a prognosis that I wouldn’t live much longer. A year or two at most. That was sixteen months ago.”

			Her words settle around us as I study her face. She appears healthy—in the prime of her life—but I suppose looks can be deceiving. 

			“I need someone to take my place,” she says. “And you are the only ones who can do it.” 

			“You want us to lead the Storm Guard?” I ask. 

			“No,” she says. “I mean, perhaps in time. But for now, I need you to learn from me. To understand how to become the node point when the storms arrive. Funnel energy into the network, work with the Breakers, and power New Manhattan.” 

			Rook and I glance at each other. “What’s the catch?” I ask. 

			“Marks and Orsen can’t know what you are, nor why you’re different. The moment they do, they’ll kill you. I need you to return to New Manhattan and resume your places at the academy. Pretend nothing is amiss, and we will work together in secret to teach you everything I know. Once I’m gone, they’ll have no choice but to accept you.” 

			“They think I’m a Keeper,” I say. “Trinity exposed me.” 

			“I understand,” she says. “You’ll return and convince them that her accusations were false. You’ve already passed the blood test once, and you can do it again. Their technology doesn’t work on Callers—I’ve made sure of that. I will vouch for you. Others will speak on your behalf, too. Many people believe the treatment of Keepers is inhumane and want to protect them.” 

			“How am I supposed to do that?” I ask. “Why would they believe me? You know the Extinguishers are all about acting first, asking questions later.” 

			“You’ll have to trust me,” she says. “I have a plan.” 

			“Oh, that’s very reassuring,” I say as Rook places a hand on my knee and squeezes. “What about him?” I ask. “They don’t suspect what he is?” 

			“They all believe he returned to the Wastes and took you with him. Either against your will or as his lover. Either way, it doesn’t matter.” She sits forward in her seat, leaning closer. “Poet, I’ve spent my life trying to protect Keepers. I’ve done everything in my power to stop them from falling into the Extinguishers’ hands, but I am only one person, and the chancellors are working together to thwart me at every turn. There is a cure to the madness, and they have it.” 

			A sharp intake of breath sticks in my windpipe. 

			Rook was right. There is a cure. 

			We’re silent as we absorb her words. I can’t stop thinking about my father and what he did to protect me. I wish I could speak with him. I’m not sure I can live with never understanding why. 

			“Why didn’t you tell me any of this when I left for New Manhattan?” Rook asks his father. 

			“I only learned most of this last night. It’s been many years since General Sol and I last spoke.” 

			Next, Rook turns to General Sol. “And did you know who I was?” 

			The general shakes her head. “Not at first. I knew a Solitude had arrived to attend Amery Academy, but it wasn’t until later, when I heard your name, that I put it together. By then, it seemed you were adjusting to your studies, though I had no illusions you planned to remain.”

			Rook huffs out a breath. “So, where is this cure?” 

			At that, Sol shifts in her seat again. “That is a long story.” 

			He arches a brow and looks around the room. “It seems we have time.” 

			Sol swallows hard, her gaze turning distant. “Many decades ago, I found myself working with a group of scientists in New Georgetown, one of the Neo-Cities near the Great Lake. I’d discovered my ability years earlier, and more and more Keepers were starting to appear. But the madness came on swiftly, exacerbated by regular hits of Spark. I found my passion in my work. I lived for the research. My partner, Dr. Philip Mowry, was a brilliant man who worked alongside me. We were so close to finding a cure.” 

			She stops, pressing her mouth together. 

			“But I never stopped missing New Manhattan. I hadn’t seen my family in years. I wanted to return home, and we received regular reports about their struggles with Keeper attacks. No one cared—they had their own problems to deal with. But I cared. I argued with Philip over sharing our knowledge, but he hated New Manhattan more than anyone else. They’d destroyed his home when he was a child, forcing his family to flee. 

			“We had a . . . falling out. He betrayed me, and I was hurt.” Another pause before she continues. “I’m not proud of what I did next. Something that I have regretted every day since, and that I will regret for the rest of my life.” 

			Her gaze slides over everyone in the room. “I decided to steal the research and take it back to the city. I thought it could be my chance to return and make a better life for myself. I wanted to be a part of Society. Living in the Tiera Frais was so hard. We struggled. Every day was a fight, and I wanted to return home a hero. When I left, I destroyed everything in the lab, erasing decades of work, and escaped with as much of the data as I could.” 

			Throughout her speech, my jaw drops lower and lower. 

			It’s obvious from Rook’s expression that he didn’t know any of this. 

			“And then what?” he asks, sitting forward. “What happened when you arrived home?” 

			“I went straight to The Shield. At first, they didn’t believe anything I was saying. They wrote it off as the lunatic ravings of a Scavenger. It was a newly elected Tennessee Marks who finally gave me a chance to explain. During it all, Keepers were wreaking havoc on the city, and no one knew how to control them.

			“I made myself useful by deriving methods to collect Spark and using it to power the city. It was a breakthrough that gave us the means to protect ourselves in ways we never had before. New Manhattan began to thrive, but I never gave up my quest for a cure.

			“I begged Marks for the resources to continue my research, which he provided in secret. I spent a few more years working with a team of brilliant minds. I also worked to establish the Storm Guard and position myself as its leader. Eventually, I became so popular with the public that I was offered the title of general and sworn into The Shield. 

			“By then, Colt had also taken his position. He was close with Marks, and immediately, I got the sense it would always be me against them. As much as Tennessee had initially supported my efforts, I was still Hollowborn. An outsider. I should have known they wouldn’t like having me around. 

			“So, they took everything from me. One day, I showed up to find my lab and my scientists had all been removed, wiped out. I never knew what became of them, but all those decades of research were erased again. There was a certain irony in that, after everything I’d done. Marks and Orsen told me I’d wasted enough time and resources searching for a cure that couldn’t be found. I was devastated. That’s when they created the Extinguishers to help deal with the problem of feral Keepers.” 

			General Sol falls quiet, her chest heaving, as if reliving her past has taken a lot of effort. 

			“Does anyone else know about this?” I ask. 

			“No one,” she says. “Me, Marks, Orsen, and now the people in this room. I have every reason to believe that anyone else who knew the entire truth is now dead.” 

			She doesn’t elaborate further. 

			“What happened to Dr. Mowry?” I ask. 

			The general shakes her head. “I’m not sure. I haven’t seen him since I left New Georgetown.” 

			“So we could have had a cure by now?” Rook asks, his tone acidic. “But you ruined that because you wanted to be Society?” 

			He practically spits the words, and the general flinches. 

			I can’t really blame him. 

			Her expression tightens, her shoulders dropping. 

			“I’m ashamed of what I did,” she says softly. “I will forever regret my choices.” 

			“You should,” Rook practically snarls. No one says anything for a moment until he speaks again. “Okay, so why are you telling us all this?” 

			Sol rolls her shoulders. “Time is growing scarce. I don’t know how much longer I have left, and you deserve to know the truth if you’re going to help aid my larger goal.” 

			“What larger goal?” Rook asks. 

			“I believe Marks and Orsen continued the research after they stole it from me, and they do have the cure,” she says. “But I haven’t been able to prove it.” 

			“Why would they hide this?” I ask. 

			“As long as they control the cure, they control the city. If dozens, or even hundreds, of other people could survive the storms, their positions would be threatened. The entire structure of Society would be at risk.” 

			“All this because they don’t want to let go of their power?” Rook asks, his jaw feathering in frustration. 

			“Men will do anything to hold on to their privilege,” Sol says, her voice edged with disdain. “I felt the same once, but I’ve realized the error of my ways. It’s what destroyed the world so many centuries ago, and it seems that even with the lessons of the past to guide us, humanity continues to fall into the same pattern again and again.” 

			I’m not sure what to say to that. I glance at Rook, who appears equally perplexed. 

			“So, how do we find their research?” he asks. 

			General Sol’s expression goes distant, like she’s peering into the regrets of her past. Then before our eyes, she straightens, shifting back into a member of The Shield with a plan and an agenda. “I need you to return. Infiltrate the social group around the Extinguishers. You’re friends with the Robins girl, and she’s being lauded as a hero for what she did to you. Gain their trust, learn their secrets. The Extinguishers recruit the weak-willed for a reason. They’re easy to manipulate.”

			“Send someone else,” Rook says. “They tried to have Poet killed.”

			“You think I haven’t tried?” Sol asks. “But there are very few people I can trust with this knowledge.” 

			Sol pauses, waiting for us to react. 

			Eventually, I clear my throat. “So . . . you want Rook and me to go back to school as if nothing happened, convince everyone I’m totally not a danger to anyone, and trick the person who tried to get me murdered into telling me what the Extinguishers know about The Shield’s secret research. Oh, and keep your secrets so New Manhattan doesn’t crumble. Do I have that right?” 

			General Sol tips her head and nods, offering me a penetrating look that I feel straight to the marrow of my bones.

			“Well, okay,” I say, my tone dry, as reality clamps around my wrists like manacles. “As long as I understand the assignment.” 
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			“Why should she do any of that?” Rook demands. “You’re sending her, sending us both to our deaths if the chancellors learn what we are. I don’t owe a fucking thing to New Manhattan.” 

			General Sol’s brows draw together. “You’re correct. I have little right to ask this of you, and the choice is yours. You could remain here and live as you’ve always planned, but I know that you and your father want to find a cure as badly as I do. I will share it with you once I recover the research. I also know you are Summit’s son, and you wouldn’t walk away from the chance to do the right thing for everyone.”

			Rook scoffs. “Don’t try to test my sense of morality. You’re the one who stole the research.” 

			Sol places a hand to her heart. “I’m offering all of my knowledge, Rook. You are a Caller—I’m sure you want to know how I power the city. I can give you that.” 

			“You’re bargaining with me?” 

			“You must admit, it’s a tempting offer. The cure and a literal lifeline for your people.” 

			Rook huffs but doesn’t reply as Sol turns to me. “And Poet, the city is your home. Your parents are sick with worry about you. Don’t you want to see them? Won’t you help me protect them?” 

			“How are they?” I whisper. “How’s my mom?” 

			“Missing you terribly,” she says. “Wondering if she’ll ever see you again.” 

			“My dad knew about me all along. And he really wanted to protect me?”

			“Because he loves you,” she says. “I would have done the same for my own children.” 

			“Maybe,” I say, but I won’t agree to anything until I ask the question that’s been burning on my tongue since the moment I saw the general. 

			“You took my brother’s body,” I say. “The night we broke into The Shield’s computer, I saw you on the video feed.” 

			General Sol studies me and blinks. “I remember that night. Such a terrible tragedy.” 

			That’s when I start trembling. “Why did you tell us Solitudes took him? You took him.” 

			“I did take him,” she confesses. “But I was trying to protect him. I knew what he was, too, and I tried to shield him from his fate. My plan was to get him out of the city, but they couldn’t suspect, so I lied and claimed his attackers had him.” 

			“He was like me,” I say. 

			She dips her chin. “Not quite like you, but yes.” 

			“What happened?” My words are barely a whisper, teased apart like finely spun gossamer. 

			I notice Sol’s eyes shine in the dimming light as she stares at me, and I know that whatever she says next will break me all over again. 

			“I’m sorry, Poet. I failed him just like I’ve failed so many others.” 

			With that, the weak glimmer of hope I was carrying like a sputtering flame is snuffed out. My shoulders curve inward as I begin shaking violently. It’s all been too much. Too many things have been happening. Too many truths. 

			Too much. Too much. 

			Tears stream down my cheeks as I curl into myself and start sobbing. It was silly to hope. Ridiculous to think there was a chance he might still be alive. Arms wrap around me, warm, safe. Rook tugs me close, and I bury my face in the crook of his shoulder, crying so hard that I can’t catch my breath. 

			“I think we need some time,” I hear him say. “She’s in shock.” 

			“Of course,” comes Sol’s voice. “We’ll give you both some space.” 

			The words are distant, muffled. 

			Fragments of speech filter through my grief. Sentences I can’t process. 

			“. . . to your room.” 

			“. . . talk in the morning.” 

			“. . . some food sent over.” 

			Then Rook is lifting me up, cradling me in his arms as I shake and shake. I’m so cold, so tired. I can’t stop trembling. My teeth chatter, and my hands ache. His warm lips press to my forehead before he starts walking, winding through the halls. My eyes squeeze shut. I don’t want to see anyone or anything. I hear more voices. A few hellos, concerned questions, but we keep moving. Then we stop, and I hear a door, and Rook lowers me onto a soft bed. 

			He gently tugs off my boots and pulls a blanket over me. I smell him in the sheets. His fresh scent. The unmistakable smell of home. Not the one I grew up in, but the home he built for me over the last year. 

			He sweeps back my hair and kisses my cheek. “I’m here,” he whispers. “I’ll take care of you.” 

			I believe him. Despite everything, I believe him. I always have. 

			A door opens again. More voices, the smell of food. 

			“Do you want to eat something?” Rook asks, and I shake my head. Then he’s crawling in beside me as someone appears above—a medic with a syringe. 

			“He’s offering something to help you sleep,” Rook says. “If you want.” 

			“Okay,” I say, my voice rough, dragged over sandpaper. Anything to toss me into oblivion. I need a break from this crushing reality. 

			A sharp prick, and my vision blurs. 

			Rook wraps his arms around me, and we lie together. Already, I feel the drugs taking hold, and I welcome the embrace of darkness. 

			Before I fall asleep, I mumble, “I think your sister is right, and maybe I feel the same way.” 

			And then I’m gone. 

			The next time I come to, I’m alone. A low lamp burns in the corner, and Rook’s bed is soft and comfortable. I nestle down into his thick blanket before the smell of food wafts over. My stomach rumbles, and I try to remember the last time I had a proper meal. The morning of Rook’s fight with his dad, but even then, I was too nervous to eat much. The sound of water running in the bathroom tells me Rook must be showering, so I reluctantly throw off the covers and push myself up. 

			My head spins, and my knees wobble. Probably an effect of the drugs they gave me. I’m grateful for it. I don’t think I could have slept otherwise. I still don’t feel amazing, but at least I don’t feel like I’ll fall down and die at any moment. It’s the little things sometimes. 

			I pad over in my socks to discover steaming plates of spaghetti with meat sauce and thick slices of garlic bread. It looks amazing. I sit down and start helping myself, and it might be the best thing I’ve ever tasted. I pour myself a glass of fruit wine, and I’m into my second helping of sauce and noodles when Rook emerges from the bathroom. 

			He’s wearing a towel slung low on his hips, his chest gleaming with water. My cheeks warm with a rush as I take him in. I’ve seen him like this before. We shared a room for months, but the sight of him still catches me off guard.

			“You’re up,” he says, his voice so full of hope that my chest twists. 

			“How long have I been asleep?” 

			“Almost a full day,” he says, and I nod, because I guess I really needed that. 

			“I was hungry,” I say, pointing to my half-eaten plate. “I hope it’s okay.” 

			“Of course. I’m thrilled you’re eating. If you want to shower, it’s all yours.” 

			“That would be nice.” 

			He crosses the room and retrieves a fresh shirt and pants. He tugs on the top, depriving me of the view of his muscled back. I think I pout a little. Then he slides on his underwear beneath his towel before his pants come next. I could look away. I should look away, but I don’t. 

			He spins around to find me watching him and arches a brow. “See something you like, Trouble?” 

			“Yes,” I say. “I think I’ve made that clear before.” 

			He smirks and approaches, dropping to a knee. “I wasn’t sure anymore.” 

			I shake my head. “I’ve been angry with you. I wish you had shared with me, but I also understand why you didn’t. How could you trust me when you were just protecting all of this? I see why you had to do it.” 

			He tips his head, studying me. “I was planning to tell you. I swear. After the ball, I wanted to tell you everything. It didn’t feel right—growing closer, letting this thing between us progress while keeping secrets. Any good relationship can only be built on trust. My parents are the best role models for that.” 

			“Right,” I say. “I believe you, and . . . I don’t want to be angry with you anymore. There are too many other things we need to deal with.” 

			“Do you want to talk about it?” 

			I sigh as he slides into the other chair and starts helping himself to food. 

			“I suppose we should. How much of all that did you know?” 

			“Some of it. We suspected The Shield was withholding a cure, but obviously, the rest was news to me.” 

			“What do you think about Sol’s idea of trying to get the truth out of Trinity?” 

			“I don’t know,” Rook says. “I think it’s unlikely some new recruit will be trusted with their deepest secrets, but you might have the best shot of anyone, even after . . . everything.” 

			“Right. So I use her to get closer to someone higher up, like Sol mentioned.” I pull a face. “I hate them so much.” 

			He offers me a sympathetic look. “You don’t have to do this.” 

			“What’s the alternative?” 

			“We could stay here. You’d be safe. With me.” 

			I exhale a sigh. “Would I, though? And for how long? Your father said I wasn’t welcome here.” 

			“We’ll change his mind.”

			“What if you decide I’m too much trouble to keep around?” 

			He quirks a smile. “Never.” 

			I think he truly means that, but the rest of the Veil will definitely have objections to my presence. 

			“I need to go back for my mom,” I say. “My friends. I know New Manhattan isn’t perfect, but it’s been my whole life. The only one I’ve ever known.” 

			“Of course. I can understand all that.” 

			I spin my fork on my plate. “I need to ask my father why he kept my secret. I can’t help but wonder if he had some angle I haven’t considered.”

			“Angle?” Rook asks, and I shrug. 

			“He never does anything without a reason.” 

			“Couldn’t his reason be that he wanted to protect his child?” 

			I snort and stuff some bread into my mouth. “That’s never been his style.” 

			Rook’s lips pull into a thin line, and we both fall silent as we quietly eat for a few minutes. 

			“You don’t have to come,” I say. “I can try to find the cure without you.” 

			He shakes his head. “If you’re going, so am I.” 

			“But this isn’t your fight.” 

			“It is,” he says. “Sol promised to teach us what she can do. I’d be willing to risk everything for that alone.” He hesitates, and it’s clear he has more to say. “I have another brother. One you haven’t met yet.” 

			Immediately, my gaze pings to him.

			“Beckett lost his mind about a year ago. He’s been in a Whisper Sanctum ever since, comatose, dead to the world.” 

			I cover my mouth with my hands. “Oh, Rook. I’m so sorry.” 

			“We believe the ability runs in family lines—like you and Raine. My parents almost stopped having kids when both Beckett and I turned out to be defective.” 

			“You’re not defective,” I say vehemently. 

			He shrugs. “Even so, it skipped Justin, but Navy . . .”

			“Oh no,” I whisper. “Not her, too.” 

			“She already exhibits some signs of transitioning to the Silence, and I need to protect them both,” he says. “This is personal, so if there’s any chance we might find that cure, then I’m returning to the city. Even then, we need it. You remember what Simon told us at Station Five. Eventually, this will affect everyone unless we find a way to stop it.” 

			Given everything he’s just said, I would feel the same. 

			“I want that. I couldn’t help my brother, but I can help yours.” 

			He offers me a smile that almost seems proud, then reaches out, circling my wrist where it rests on the table, and tugs gently. I allow him to draw me onto his lap. 

			My hands land on his shoulders as we sit eye to eye. “What’s this?” I ask. 

			“I missed holding you.”

			“You held me all night,” I say, and he smiles. 

			“Fine, I miss holding you while you’re awake.” I laugh. “Now that you hate me a little less.” 

			“I never hated you. I was angry with you. Those are different things.” 

			“Do you remember what you said before you fell asleep?” 

			“Did I say something?” 

			“That Navy was probably right and that you might feel the same.” 

			My pulse stutters, a rush of sparkles exploding in my stomach as the memory comes back to me. “I said that? Must’ve been the drugs talking.” 

			“Was it?”

			“Maybe.” My answer is a fragile puff of possibility, hanging between us. 

			“Do you mean that?” 

			I stare at him, reaching up to tuck back a piece of his hair. I trace the cut on his brow and the one on his lip with my thumb, dragging it down. 

			“I’m not completely sure yet,” I whisper. 

			He smiles, the corners of his hazel eyes crinkling. “I want to kiss you. I can’t stand not kissing you anymore.” 

			I lick my lips as he zeroes in on the movement. “I was pretty fond of it,” I say. 

			He tips his head in a question, and I lean in, brushing my mouth against his. 

			“Does your cut hurt?” 

			“I can’t feel a thing,” he answers. His hand slides up the back of my head as he brings me closer, and our tongues meet in a slick, wet slide. Immediately, I’m melting, curving into him as he shifts me so I’m straddling his hips. 

			His hands clamp onto my thighs as we kiss. My arms loop around his shoulders, my fingers tangling in his damp hair. He rolls his hips, the zipper of his jeans rubbing against me in a way that makes me moan. 

			“Poet,” he gasps, his warm hands sliding up my hips and under the hem of my shirt. 

			I writhe against him, wanting more. I’ve wanted more of him for so long. 

			“One of the worst parts about that night when everything went so wrong was that we never got to finish this,” he says as he peppers kisses to my throat and collarbone.

			“I want you. I wanted you that night in our room, and I want you now,” I say. 

			A low sound rumbles in his throat as he stands with my legs wrapped around his hips and carries me to the bed. He drops me onto the blanket and then leans over me, crushing my body to his. We kiss, churning together, his hardness pressing between my thighs. 

			“We aren’t going to have sex right now,” he says softly, and I whimper as he chuckles, then whispers against my lips, “but I am desperate for a taste of you.” 

			“Rook,” I say as he silences me with another long kiss and then drags his mouth down the center of my body. His lips brush the exposed skin of my stomach, and then he opens the buttons on my pants. Slowly, he lowers the zipper and tugs down on the waistband. 

			“You’re so beautiful,” he says, his soft hands traveling up the insides of my thighs. Then he leans down and presses a kiss between them. I bow off the bed with a gasp, muttering something unintelligible that I can’t even make out myself. He breathes a low laugh against my skin, causing gooseflesh to erupt. 

			“I’ve never . . .” I try to say. “No one . . . Knox didn’t . . .”

			“Of course he didn’t,” Rook says with a roll of his eyes. “Because he didn’t worship you the way you deserve.” 

			My heart wedges into my throat as he blows cool air across my skin. 

			“So, it’s about fucking time someone did this, and I want it to be me.” He gently pries my knees apart, fitting his shoulders between them. “Just relax,” he says. “I promise I’m here to take care of you.” 

			I shiver and gasp, whimpering as he teases me toward the edge with his mouth and his fingers, my head turning left and right, my breath tight, my hands twisting in the sheets. 

			“Oh,” I whisper when I can feel my release cresting. 

			He rumbles a moan of approval as he continues worshipping me until I finally break apart, waves of light rolling through my limbs. Slowly, he finishes, allowing me to float back down to earth before he kisses his way up my body. 

			Then he captures my mouth, bringing us a little closer after so much distance between us. 

			“Are you ready to go home?” he asks, and I nod. 

			“I want to help them. I want to honor Raine’s memory, and I want to help Navy and Beckett.” 

			He nods. “Then we’ll do everything we can.” 

			“Or die trying?” I ask, lifting a brow. 

			The corner of his mouth lifts in a half smile, his eyes sparkling with mischief. “Let’s just hope it doesn’t come to that.” 
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			Once Rook and I have agreed to the general’s plan, she departs from the Veil with her Guards, leaving instructions to await her return. She tells us she needs to prepare the way and ensure the charges against me are dropped before we come back. I try to find confidence in her assurances, but it doesn’t stop the constant wail of alarms blaring in the back of my head. 

			One night, Rook picks up his violin and tells me that we’re heading into the forest. He wants to play for me like I asked. We dress in warm clothing, then quietly make our way down the tree-lined paths. 

			The stars are out, and the night hums with the sounds of nature. We’ve spent a lot of time out here, exploring the wilderness while he shows me everything the Veil has to offer. 

			I ask him a thousand questions. I’m fascinated by the Neo-Cities and learn there are eleven fully functioning metropolises spread across the continent. Some of which the Veil considers allies, and some of which are foes. The Neo-Cities don’t sound that different from New Manhattan, where some of the former buildings have been preserved, but more often they’ve been rebuilt. 

			Rook’s hand is warm around mine as he leads me to a clearing overlooking the valley. My breath fogs in condensed puffs as we approach a rock sitting a few feet from the cliff’s edge. Amethyst clouds roll overhead, casting us in their neon glow as my fingers tingle, anticipating a hit of Spark. 

			Rook settles onto the stone, propping the instrument under his chin. 

			“I’ve always loved playing out here,” he says. “Especially when a storm is brewing.”

			His reverent look as he takes in his surroundings is a reminder of how much this place means to him. This green grass and these open skies are a part of him. He doesn’t just live in the Veil; its existence is intrinsic to everything that Rook is. 

			Then, he offers me a bright smile and touches his bow to the strings. The first notes swell, drifting across the night like glowing embers. 

			I knew he’d be good. Really, I knew he’d be amazing—because what isn’t he amazing at? But nothing quite prepares me for the way his eyes close and his hands move as he loses himself in the music. The sway of his body. The way his fingers elegantly dance across the instrument’s neck.

			The storm draws closer, purple flashes contouring his features. I watch him, swaying as he sways, my chest growing tight and tears burning the backs of my eyes. I wish I had a camera to capture this moment, but then I decide it’s too special for that. 

			When he’s finished, he lowers the instrument and asks, “What do you think?” 

			I shake my head and whisper, “Nothing has ever made me so sad yet so happy at the same time.”

			He gives me a prolonged look, then reaches out a hand. “It’s been a while since we touched a storm together.” 

			It has, and I’ve been craving it, so I let him wrap his fingers around mine. Then we stand side by side as the storm builds. When a bolt of Spark explodes above us, I feel him tense as we brace for it. 

			As it strikes us, I gasp, squeezing Rook’s hand tighter, feeling the power of Spark roll through me in languid, tumbling waves. It crests and surges, filling my limbs, making me feel weightless, like I’m orbiting above the earth. 

			After it’s over, I watch Rook in the dark with his eyes focused on mine. 

			This moment is a reminder that we are intrinsically connected to each other, too. 

			And at some point, I’ll have to reckon with that. 

			It feels like too much time and not enough passes before we receive word that General Sol is on her way to collect us. It’s late evening when she arrives, and from that moment, everything moves at light speed. 

			I’m still torn about this decision. I’ve had a lot of time to think. I want to go home. I want to see my family and my friends. But it also feels strange to wish for it, because there’s a very good chance I’ll die as soon as I set foot in the city. 

			The Veil is so peaceful, like an embrace. The only thing waiting for me in New Manhattan is chaos. 

			But I can’t stay here forever. I know that. I don’t belong here, and I’ve always known my fate might lead me into Extinguisher hands. 

			Rook finds me in my room once I’ve packed my few meager possessions. “Ready?” he asks. 

			I hoist my pack onto my shoulders. “Not really?” 

			He offers me a serious look. “You can still change your mind.” 

			“No, I can’t.” 

			He reaches out his hand and leads me to the same garage door we’ve now used many times to explore the forest. Only this time, I stop dead in my tracks at the sight that awaits. 

			An airplane. 

			A tiny one, with a white body and wings, painted with thick purple stripes down the sides. I’ve only ever seen them in photos, and it’s like witnessing some kind of impossible mythic creature coming to life. 

			“What’s that doing here?” I ask no one in particular. 

			Rook’s family is already waiting for us. 

			“It’s your ride to the city,” Navy says with a squeal. “How exciting!” 

			I stare at the strange contraption. The idea of flinging myself into the atmosphere with nothing underneath us makes my stomach dip. And that’s with two feet still planted firmly on the ground. 

			Faroe walks over to embrace Rook, wrapping him in a tight hug. She clings to him fiercely while Summit watches with a stoic expression. I’ve had some time to get to know the Athiras, but they’re busy with their roles, and Rook’s father especially remains mostly a mystery. 

			I approach him, despite the way he intimidates me. “High Commander,” I say as he gauges me from his impressive height. 

			“Poet,” he answers. He isn’t cold, exactly, but he certainly isn’t welcoming. 

			“I understand you don’t care for my people or where I came from, but I hope you understand that I only hold Rook in the highest regard.” 

			“My son clearly has developed a fondness for you,” he says. “I won’t pretend that I approve, but Rook does what Rook wants. I do know he is a very good judge of character.” Summit studies me, and it almost feels like a compliment, but I can still sense his obvious skepticism. 

			“And do you think he’s being a good judge right now?” 

			He offers me another scrutinizing look. “That remains to be seen. Bring my son home alive with the cure, and perhaps.” 

			I nod. “I’ll do everything I can to protect him. I swear to you.” 

			“See that you do. Rook has a habit of putting those he loves first. Don’t let him sacrifice himself for you.” 

			I hear the obvious subtext in his statement. 

			My life would never be worth his son’s.

			“Of course,” I whisper. “I would never.” 

			Something passes behind High Commander Athira’s eyes that could be mistaken for a moment of softness. But it’s there then gone in an instant. He unfolds his arms and steps away to join his family’s farewells. 

			Navy and Justin both approach to offer their goodbyes. Navy throws her arms around me, squeezing tight. I’ve become very fond of them both. 

			“I’ve always wanted a sister,” she says. “Having only brothers is sometimes a nightmare.” 

			“Nav, you’re being a little much,” Justin says. “You just met Poet.” 

			Navy pulls away and wipes her eyes. “I know, but I can tell we’re kindred spirits. Right, Poet?” 

			There’s something so sweet and endearing about her complete lack of self-consciousness that I find myself nodding. “Of course.” 

			The truth is, she does feel like a sister, but I’ve been too afraid to admit that. I can’t let myself get too close. 

			“See?” she says to her brother. 

			“Good luck with everything,” Justin says, extending his hand. 

			Unfortunately, we’ll need a lot more than luck. 

			While Rook chats with his parents, I gaze at the sky filled with stars. 

			“Andromeda,” Navy says, pointing up. 

			“Where?” I ask, remembering that it’s Rook’s favorite constellation. Navy points out several bright spots that, to my eyes, just look like smudges of light. She traces it with a finger, but it’s lost on me. 

			“What is it supposed to be?” I ask, cocking my head and squinting. 

			“She was a princess,” Navy says with a sigh. “Known for her kindness and beauty.” 

			“Princess? Andromeda means princess?” 

			“Yes,” she nods. “Isn’t it lovely?” 

			I stare up, remembering the first time Rook called me a Society princess, and how he told me Andromeda reminded him of someone. Now I realize that he might have meant me. 

			Finally, Rook approaches, slinging an arm around my shoulders. 

			“Ready?” he asks. 

			“I suppose?” He smiles and touches his forehead to mine before we pull away. I catch the expression on his mom’s face. Rook’s dad might disapprove of me, but it feels like Faroe Athira is already planning our future in her head. “It was so nice to meet you all,” I say. “I hope . . . Well, I hope to see you again.” 

			No one immediately replies as the weight of our mission settles around us. 

			“Of course,” Faroe says after a moment. “We can’t wait to welcome you back.”

			I doubt I’ll ever return, but it’s a nice sentiment. 

			A moment later, General Sol and her Circle Guard emerge through the wide door. She sweeps her assessing gaze over us before her eyes land on me. 

			“The plane is ready,” she says. “It’s time to go.” The general marches away without a backward glance. 

			After one final round of goodbyes, we follow her toward the small airplane.

			I’m about to enter when Rook stops and pulls me back. 

			“Is there a problem?” General Sol asks. 

			“I’m having second thoughts,” he says. “How do we know we can trust you?” 

			“Rook,” Summit says, but he waves his father off.

			“You’ve spun us a very good story, but how do we know you aren’t planning to deliver us to the Extinguishers?” 

			Her throat bobs with a heavy swallow. “I’ve told you what I am, Rook. You know my truth. One that could get me killed.” 

			“The chancellors wouldn’t believe us,” Rook says. “If we told them what you are, you could easily refute it.” 

			“They’d want to believe it,” she says. “They’re looking for ways to control me.” She exhales a quick huff. “I promised I would train you, but what I’m going to show you poses an even greater threat than Marks or Orsen could ever imagine. It is my deepest secret, but I’m planning to share it with you.” 

			Rook and I exchange a confused look. 

			“Okay, go ahead,” he says. 

			“Not now. We need a storm,” she says. “But I will. As soon as possible.” 

			“And we should trust that?” 

			“Give me a chance to prove it to you. Otherwise, you can leave. I won’t stop you.” 

			Her expression is earnest, and her words ring with truth. But isn’t that how I felt about Rook when we were still in New Manhattan? She has just as many good reasons to lie as he did. I’m not sure if Rook is picking up on something, but his hesitation is also giving me pause. 

			I watch as he trades a look with his dad, who offers him a slight nod. I’m sure they’re both thinking about Navy and Beckett and what finding the cure could offer them all. It’s a risk Rook is willing to take. We both are. 

			“Fine,” he says before turning to me. “You’re sure?” 

			“As sure as I can be.” 

			“Then let’s go.” 

			We enter the plane, and it whirs to life, engines spinning, as Rook takes my hand. Then we start moving, barreling down an open stretch of plain before the aircraft gently lifts into the sky. I’m holding my breath as we ascend, my stomach falling through my feet. 

			We crest toward the clouds, and then I’m watching the world below us. Forest and trees. Even a station camp far in the distance. Rivers meander across the landscape, and beyond them, more flatness, more wastes. I imagine the Neo-Cities far in the distance, wondering how long it would take to reach one if we headed north or south. 

			I forget to be scared and am blown away instead. 

			I’m not sure how long we’re flying before the engines change in pitch and we begin our descent. The sensation is so strange, like I’m a soap bubble floating with no direction. The plane coasts along the earth, and then there’s a gentle bump as the wheels touch down. After a moment, it comes to a stop, and we all file out before piling into a couple of trucks. Before long, New Manhattan’s skyline becomes a barely visible dot in the distance. 

			Our truck stops, and the general turns around from where she’s sitting in the front seat. “This is where we part ways,” she says. She pulls out her phone—larger, thicker, and more heavy-duty than the one I carry. She holds it up and shows us the screen. It’s a map. 

			“This is where you’ll find a tunnel entrance into the city,” she says, pointing to a spot not far from here. “It’s about a thirty-minute walk due north. You can rest there for the night, and then it will take you a few hours to follow the tunnel into the city. The exit is near one of the busy market squares, and there you’ll get yourself arrested by the Extinguishers.” 

			While we were flying, she laid out our plan. 

			Allow myself to be taken in. I’ll stand trial. She’ll help clear my name. 

			It seems pretty dangerous, but she assures us this will work. 

			“Won’t the Extinguishers think it’s a bit obvious that we’ve walked straight into the middle of a crowd?” Rook asks, and the general shrugs. 

			“They’ll just be happy to boast about capturing you.” 

			“Will Rook get arrested, too? They don’t suspect him, do they?” I ask.

			The general shakes her head. “The Robins girl only identified you, and they believe he is just a Solitude. A little bit wild but mostly harmless. They may decide to take you in, though. If that happens, I will get you out, too.” 

			Rook and I share a wary look. We agreed to return and help the general, and now it seems we have no choice but to follow through, no matter how reckless it might seem. 

			“We’ll leave you with some food and water,” Sol says, as if that’s supposed to make this all better. 

			After a few more assurances from the general, Rook and I find ourselves standing alone in the Wastes. 

			Or . . . I guess I should start calling it by its proper name, the Tiera Frais. 

			It’s so quiet. 

			Clouds tumble overhead, the wind kicking up dust. 

			“I guess we should get going,” Rook says, holding out his hand. 

			I slip my fingers into his, and then we make our way toward the tunnel entrance. 

			“Why are there so many tunnels out here?” I ask. 

			“Old subway lines,” Rook answers. “There used to be hundreds of them back in the Warming Age, when all of this was inhabited. Many collapsed or caved in, but some remain functional. I don’t know how stable they are, though.” 

			We fall into silence as we continue our trek. 

			As promised, we find a tunnel entrance and try to get a few hours of sleep on the cold, hard ground. In the morning, we make the quiet journey toward the heart of the city. 

			Eventually, we encounter our first ladder leading to the surface. 

			“I guess this is it?” I ask, peering up at the steel cover. 

			We both slide off our packs and leave them piled together for Rook to retrieve once we’ve completed our task. 

			He grasps the rungs and shimmies up before shoving off the grate and disappearing through the hole, and then I follow. We emerge into a quiet alley concealed by shadows with a dead end to our right and a bustling plaza to our left. 

			It’s Saturday afternoon, and the market is in full swing. The clouds are gathering, but we have at least an hour or two before everyone needs to run for cover. 

			I inhale a sharp breath and blow it out slowly, expelling the weighted burden of what we’re about to do. I’m going to purposely get myself caught by the Extinguishers. Something I’ve feared every day since I was a child. 

			“When they spot you, run,” Rook says. I give him a quizzical look. “More believable that way.” 

			“Right,” I say, tugging on the hem of my jacket and squaring my shoulders. “I’m scared.” 

			“I know,” he says. “I am, too.” 

			“This is totally unhinged, right?” 

			Rook maneuvers me against the wall, caging my body with his. Then he leans down to kiss me, fusing our lips together with so much bright hope, it steals my breath. 

			“What was that for?” I ask after he pulls away. 

			“A reminder of what’s waiting for us at the end,” he says. “If we survive and find the cure, I’d like the chance to see what it would be like. You and me. Together. Just . . . living?” 

			I nod. “I’d like that.” 

			He offers me a tipped smile. “Before we go out there, I want you to know that I’ve fallen in love with you, Poet Graves.” I have no idea how to respond, but he saves me from having to figure it out by pressing a finger to my lips. “You don’t need to say anything yet. I just wanted you to know. This isn’t anything I ever expected, but here you are. Brave. Kind. Strong. And just so fucking remarkable.” 

			Then he leans in and kisses me again. My arms loop around his neck, and he presses against me. We kiss until I can barely breathe, and then he pulls back, tapping his forehead to mine. “When we survive whatever comes next, maybe you’ll tell me you feel the same.” 

			Then he takes my hand and drags me toward the end of the alley. 

			A brief pause as we check in with each other, and then . . . we step into the light.
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			No one notices us at first. We’re lost in the crowd, anonymous in a sea of faces. Rook and I exchange cautious looks as we weave through the throng. I search for any sign of Extinguishers patrolling the plaza. General Sol assured us they would be here, because they’re everywhere now. 

			I notice a group of people marching in a circle, holding up signs with messages like End the Hunt and Save the Keepers, written in thick black letters. 

			“What are they doing?” I ask Rook as he stops to watch them. 

			“They’re protesting,” he says, tipping his head. “On behalf of Keepers.” 

			“Why?” 

			“Maybe they see how wrong it all is, too.” 

			I spot a sign plastered with a picture of my face with the words Stop the lies scribbled underneath. Sol was telling the truth about clearing my name. A lump rises in my throat, and suddenly, I feel a little more confident about her plan. 

			I scan the plaza, noticing that plenty of people ignore the protestors, while others watch them curiously. Because of the spectacle, or because they agree? 

			We’ve been gone for almost two months. How much has changed? 

			I watch as a trio of Patrol officers in dark-blue uniforms walks over to talk to the group. I can’t hear what they’re saying, but it’s clear from everyone’s body language that they’re having an argument.

			Rook tugs on my hand. “We should keep moving.” 

			As we wind through the market, a woman peers up from a fruit stand where she’s sniffing an apple, her gaze narrowing. 

			General Sol told us that my picture has been shared everywhere in the news, and people have been asked to keep an eye out for me. As for Rook? Well, he stands out no matter where he goes. 

			The woman’s eyes widen as she looks away and carefully tucks the apple into her shopping bag. She says something to the shop vendor, and I can tell he’s trying not to look over at us. 

			“We’ve been spotted,” I say. 

			Rook nods. “Just put your head down. This way.”

			We weave through the crowd, hoping it looks like we’re trying to escape. 

			“Hey!” comes a deep voice a few seconds later. Rook picks up his pace, and I follow close behind, shoving through the crowd. “Hey! Stop!” the same voice yells. I look over my shoulder to see an Extinguisher pushing through the masses. He’s tall, towering over everyone in his bloodred uniform. 

			“Run,” Rook says, and then we’re off. 

			It starts a chain reaction. People shout as we shove past, chaos erupting through the square. My surroundings become a blur as we run, trying to make it look like we’re escaping. 

			Rook leads us back to the same alleyway where we first arrived. We thunder down its length, disappearing into cool shadows when we come up against the dead end. We stop and turn around as two large forms fill the far end of the alley. 

			The Extinguishers approach, at first shadowed by the encroaching buildings, before they materialize with ugly twin sneers. 

			“We’ve been looking for you,” the one on the right says. I squeak in fear—I don’t need to fake this bit—and search the alley for an escape. Of course, there isn’t one. That was the point. Still, I wish I could run. 

			“Stay away from her,” Rook warns, shielding me with his body. I think about what he said to me a few minutes ago. What his father said about putting everyone ahead of his own well-being. I know this is fake. I know we’re just pretending, but Rook is protecting me like he said he would. 

			The Extinguishers stop, and one of them snorts. “Out of the way, scat,” he says. “Or we’ll take you in, too, and just for fun, see how loud you scream.”

			“Rook,” I say. “Move. I’ll go with them.”

			The last thing I want is for him to end up in their hands. I am still the daughter of Grady Graves, and I have to believe that will offer me at least some protection. 

			“Yeah, Rook,” one of the Extinguishers says. “Listen to your girlfriend.”

			They laugh and bump fists as if they’ve just said something clever. I guess there’s a first time for everything.

			Then they’re on us. One of them occupies Rook while the other shoves me to the side, throwing me against the wall. My head cracks against the stone, and I groan, my vision smearing. I blink blood out of my eyes as he fumbles with my wrists. I feel the snap of cold metal. Then a large hand wraps around my arm with a bruising grip. 

			“This way, darling,” one of them says as a pair of Patrols darkens the alley.

			“Hold that one back,” the other orders, referring to Rook. “Lock him up, too, if he causes too much trouble.”

			“Poet!” Rook is screaming. He sounds terrified, and I don’t think he’s faking this, either. I’m crying, blood and tears coating my lips as I’m dragged back into the crowd. I hear gasps of horror as I’m carted to the edge of a plaza. 

			“Poet! Poet!”

			Rook’s voice follows me as we approach a dock and I’m shoved onto a boat. Just like that night when they took Lacey away. I sway on my feet as my vision clouds with fear. 

			Idly, I wonder what happened to her. I haven’t thought about her in months. She’s almost certainly dead, just like I probably will be before the sun rises tomorrow. This was such a reckless idea. Why did we listen to the general? 

			I’m shoved onto a bench, my arms bending painfully behind my back. 

			“Poet!” Rook calls, kneeling at the edge of the canal and reaching for me. But it’s useless. The boat is already pulling away, the entire thing rumbling with the engine’s vibrations. 

			“Rook!” I scream, fighting against my restraints, fear curdling through my trembling limbs. “Rook!”

			He shouts my name as he falls to his stomach and reaches for me, but he’s too far away, even if my hands weren’t bound. 

			Suddenly, I’m furious. I’ve done nothing wrong. I can’t help the way I was born. 

			A shriek erupts from my throat. It’s a wail channeled with all of my anger and frustration. The hurts and rage. The fear I’ve lived with every day. 

			I’m still screaming as I notice several Patrol guards swarming Rook. They grab him by the arms and pull him to his feet. He fights against them, bucking and jerking. 

			“Rook!” I shout. “Roooooook!”

			“Shut up,” someone snarls. 

			A hand cracks across my cheek before everything goes black. 
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			When I come to, I’m in what looks like a prison cell. I’m lying on a bed, fully clothed, staring up at a concrete ceiling. It doesn’t take a genius to figure out where I am. The Tempestade.

			The Extinguishers took me. The thing I spent my entire life fearing came to pass, and I did it intentionally. I walked out in bright daylight and waved a white flag of surrender. I remind myself this is all for a reason. I have a purpose. But it’s hard to remember that when I have no idea what comes next. 

			I might never see Rook or my mom or any of my friends ever again. 

			I listen to my surroundings. All I hear is the whir of a fan somewhere in the distance. 

			My head throbs, and I reach up to touch a spot above my eyebrow, wincing at a tender bump where they knocked me out. I’m getting really sick of this. 

			I remember screaming. Shouting at Rook. Watching the Patrol descend on him. What happened? Is he okay? 

			He told me he loved me. 

			And I didn’t say it back. 

			I do love him. I’ve loved him since the moment he followed me out of the pledging ball and hugged me in a dark corner because he was angry on my behalf. I’ve loved him since he found me at the bottom of the stairs, carried me to the med wing, and stitched up my teddy bear. 

			I loved him when I watched him with his brother and sister. 

			When I saw the respect he commanded in the Veil. 

			When I understood he’d do anything for the people he loves. 

			When he sat under the stars playing music that spoke to the deepest layers of his soul. 

			I’ve loved him then and a thousand moments in between. 

			A loud bang in the distance has me flinching. It takes a moment to realize it’s just the ventilation system knocking. I’m surprised they’re even bothering. 

			I should get up. Examine my cage. Maybe devise an escape. Except I planned to be here. There would be no use in running now. 

			I lack the will to move, anyway. 

			My eyes drift shut as I picture Rook on the edge of the embankment, screaming for me. 

			The terror on his face.

			I want you to know that I’ve fallen in love with you, Poet Graves.

			The words resonate around me, fusing to my skin, imprinting themselves in the winding corridors of my mind. 

			A single tear slides down my temple. “I love you, too,” I whisper into the empty silence. 

			Will I ever get the chance to tell him? 

			The echo of footsteps in the distance has me inhaling a razored breath. 

			Someone is coming. 

			Still, I don’t move. I lie on my bed, my hands gripping a thin, scratchy blanket as I squeeze my eyes shut. 

			I don’t want to know what comes next. Maybe if I refuse to look straight at it, nothing can hurt me. 

			The footsteps draw closer, ricocheting off concrete, sharp and crisp, like a million cuts delivered with a dagger. 

			They stop in front of my cell, and then a soft voice: “Poet.” 

			Immediately, I’m alert, bolting upright, my vision spinning, head throbbing. 

			“Mom,” I gasp, stumbling out of the bed and tripping over to a set of iron bars where she stands gripping them in her fists. She reaches for me, and I fall into her embrace, separated by a barrier of cold metal. I’m sobbing, crying into her shoulder as she shakes and shakes. “I thought I’d never see you again.”

			“We were so worried,” she says at the same time. “We didn’t know where you’d gone.” 

			“I’m sorry. I had to run. I was so scared.” 

			We’re both babbling, our words melting together. 

			She pulls me closer as the bump on my head pulses, and I touch it, wincing. 

			A twin to the one I received from Calliope. Maybe there’s a certain poetic alignment in that. 

			I was knocked out when I left because they were worried I would see too much. 

			Then, I returned, and I was knocked out again, but now I see everything. 

			“Your head!” my mother says, eyes wide with concern. “Are you okay?” 

			It takes me a moment to register the sound of more steps approaching. I recognize them. That cadence. That gait. The way he eats up the floor with his long strides. My mother looks down the hall, and we wait as he approaches.

			“Dad,” I whisper. 

			My mouth opens and then closes, but I don’t know what to say. 

			We stare at each other, and I realize that for the first time in as long as I can remember, I’m not afraid of him. Not the way I used to be. Sweaty palms, rapid breaths. I’m scared not because I’m afraid of what he’ll do, but because I know he’s hiding something. 

			“Poet,” he says, his voice clipped. “We’re glad you’re alive.” 

			It isn’t the warmest welcome, but it’s certainly on brand for the formidable Grady Graves. 

			“What happens next?” I ask.

			“You’ll stand trial,” he says. “The members of The Shield will be present, as will your accuser. You’ll be asked to prove your innocence.” 

			“How do I do that?” 

			“To start, you’ll undergo their blood test,” he says. 

			He fixes me with a penetrating look. 

			General Sol confirmed he knows what I am. He’s complicit in the lies we’re about to tell. Questions bounce around the inside of my skull. Why is he doing this? What does he hope to gain? 

			“Right,” I say. “The blood test.” 

			I passed it once. Can I do it again? 

			My father doesn’t look away. He stares at me, almost as if he’s willing me to understand. 

			Then . . . the slightest nod. 

			So barely there, I would have missed it if I hadn’t been looking for it.

			I study my father, suddenly wondering if I ever understood who he is at all. 

			He’s committing treason. They could lose everything. 

			“It will be fine, honey,” my mom says in a rush, and I wonder again if she’s in on this, too. “Nyxia will speak on your behalf, as will your instructors. We all know you aren’t infected. I never liked that girl. She was always jealous of you, Poet.” 

			Trinity. 

			My former best friend and the person I must now pretend to like again. 

			How much of the larger plan are my parents privy to? Clearly, they’ve spoken with the general, but what did she reveal? 

			“When?” I ask. “How long do I have to stay here?” 

			“I’m not sure,” my father says. “But until then, you’ll remain locked up. I tried to get you out, but . . .”

			He trails off. Even his influence isn’t enough in this case. 

			“Can I see you again?”

			He shakes his head. “I already had to pull a thousand strings to secure this meeting. You’ll see us at the trial.”

			“What about Rook?” I ask. “Is he okay? Does the Patrol have him?” 

			At that, my parents exchange a look. 

			“The Solitude?” my mother asks, the color draining from her face. “Poet, he took you.”

			“He will be dealt with,” my father says.

			“Don’t you dare threaten him. He saved me. He protected me. I would be dead if he hadn’t taken me out of the city that night.” 

			My words burn with fury that he’s been taken from me. Anger that I wasted a single minute believing things about him that were never true. 

			My parents recoil at the vehemence in my voice. 

			“Make sure he’s okay,” I say to my father. “That he’s safe. I swear I will never speak to either of you again if you let anything happen to him.” 

			My hands wrap around the bars, squeezing them so hard my fingers ache. I mean it. I might not live past my trial, but I vow to keep this promise if I’m ever allowed to return to my normal life. 

			My father pauses, searches my face. 

			He must decide I’m serious, because he dips his head. “Very well. I’ll ensure the boy is . . . protected.” 

			“Good,” I say. “I know you don’t understand, and I know it must hurt because of Aunt Soren, but he’s only been kind to me. He’s given me more than I ever deserved. Nothing they’ve told us about the Tiera Fr—”

			“Poet,” my father barks, startling me, cutting off whatever I was about to say next. His gaze flicks to the steady red light embedded in the ceiling, reminding me that someone is listening, preventing me from saying anything else about what I saw beyond New Manhattan.

			I realize this is another thing I’ll probably have to lie about. 

			“I will do what I can. Okay?” he says. 

			I wish we could have a moment to talk without prying eyes. I wish I understood a single thing. I swallow down my words. They taste bitter. Coated with confusion and half-truths.

			“Thank you,” I say. 

			He checks the time on his wrist. “We have to go, Sariah.” 

			My mother nods and reaches for me again, tugging me into another long hug. I squeeze her back, and she kisses my forehead before pulling away. 

			“We’ll see you soon,” she says, tears tracking down her cheeks. “Be careful.” 

			Then she turns and walks away as though she can’t bear to look at me for another second longer. The rapid echo of her footsteps feels like a barrage of shots to my chest. 

			My father lingers. He stuffs his hands into the pockets of his gray slacks as we share a long look. We have things to say to each other. I don’t entirely understand what or why, but something has shifted. We are no longer father and daughter, but something else. 

			Coconspirators? 

			“Dad,” I whisper. 

			I feel like I’m eight years old again. 

			Before I knew the true depths of his fury. 

			Before I understood what he was truly capable of. 

			I feel like the small child who still believed in the power of her father’s love. 

			But he doesn’t say anything else. Doesn’t acknowledge it. 

			After one more drawn-out look, he turns and walks away. 

			The worst part is knowing I may never learn the truth. 
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			My trial arrives three days later.

			It’s morning, and I’m given a full tray of food and clean clothes to change into. I’ve been fed adequately, but I could really use a shower. I pull on the black shirt and pants and stuff my feet into the same boots I arrived in. 

			Still, I’m grateful for it all. I understand that I’ve been afforded these privileges thanks to my father and maybe a few secret strings pulled by General Sol. 

			Then I try to smooth my hair back, running my fingers through it and knotting it into a braid to tame my frizzy locks. I stare at the ends, the bright amethyst streaks, and the deeper purple, so dark it’s nearly black. 

			A sign that my father knew what I was hiding. 

			General Sol encouraged a silly fashion trend to protect herself and people like me. I had no idea that she was saving my life before I even understood what I was. My respect for her and everything she’s tried to protect grows at that moment. All I’d ever seen was a distant leader, steady and unyielding, but I didn’t understand the burdens she was carrying. 

			I think about the first time I saw Rook and that deep flash of purple hair, and some instinctive part of me knew we were the same. Maybe it’s part of why we were so drawn to each other when everything was telling us to keep our distance. 

			Heavy footsteps mark the arrival of a pair of Extinguishers dressed in their bloodred uniforms. One is the infamous Lieutenant Dire. His dark hair is slicked back from his forehead, and he’s grown out his beard, making him appear older. I remember the furious look on his face as he dragged Trinity into the ballroom with his arm clamped around her throat. I’ll never forget it.

			My other escort is a woman of average height with dyed purple hair twisted into two long braids. They both wear stunners strapped to their backs, and they stop outside my cell, expressionless. They look mean. They look like they’d much rather sentence me to death without the annoyance of a trial to prove my innocence.

			“Morning, darling,” Lieutenant Dire sneers, all warmth and sunshine. 

			He waves a keycard against my cell’s lock, and it hisses open, sliding away on smooth tracks. I say nothing as they cuff my wrists behind my back with a bit more roughness than necessary. 

			I am resigned to this fate. There is no point in fighting it. 

			They march me down long, silent corridors. I’ve suspected I’m the only prisoner here, and that’s confirmed as we pass a dozen empty cells. I doubt it’s because I’m their only captive. 

			Sol said they’ve been rounding up people left and right. 

			But it’s obvious they wanted to keep me separated. 

			Because I’m a danger to them? Because they wanted to keep my presence quiet? Because of everything I know? 

			We arrive at an elevator and ride all the way up, seventy floors to the very top of the Citadel. Until this moment, I felt relatively calm and in control of what was happening. 

			We had a plan. Sort of. I had no choice but to offer myself up as a sacrifice. 

			But as we enter a soaring foyer paneled with slick gray tiles, my courage falters and trips on its face. 

			Every surface is polished to a high shine, and the words Protect. Preserve. Prosper. are embedded into the floor in flowing silver script. 

			For some reason, that makes me more nervous than anything. 

			The words were a promise. The tenets around which this entire world was built. 

			But that promise was a lie. 

			And now, I know the truth. 

			We march through the empty space, and I look up to see that the roof is made of windows that expose the sky. Clouds tumble over each other, flashing with points of amethyst light. A storm is coming. 

			That’s when the itching starts. 

			It begins in my fingers and travels up my palms and wrists, creeping up my arms. 

			I can’t react. I can’t let anyone see how the storm affects me. 

			Another set of wide doors awaits us, revealing a rounded room with windows. 

			I start to panic, my vision blurring and white noise filling my ears. 

			But I force myself to focus. Now isn’t the time to fall apart. I must be alert, on my game, if I have any chance of surviving this. 

			My escort pulls me in, where again the words Preserve. Protect. Prosper. are etched into the floor in a circle. Each word feeds into the other like a snake devouring its own tail. 

			They take me to the center of the room, release me, and step away. 

			Ahead of me is a long, curved table, and three people sit behind it. 

			On the left is Chancellor Tennessee Marks. His graying brown hair is artfully coiffed, swooping up from his forehead, while his dark, beady eyes bore into me. He wears his signature robe, his hands folded on the table as he stares at me. 

			On the right is Chancellor Colt Orsen, his thinning, dark-brown hair combed neatly. He’s wearing an expensive-looking charcoal suit that shimmers under the lights. He’s sitting back in his chair, one ankle resting on a knee, his posture casual. He glances at me, then at the others, as if he’s wondering what we’re all doing here. 

			And in the center sits General Sol. She’s watching me intently, and our eyes meet. I wish I could read her mind right now. Today, she’s her usual formidable self. Not the vulnerable woman who sat in High Commander Athira’s study and confessed her sins. 

			She’s wearing her signature black leather, and her straight midnight hair hangs on either side of her face, bearing that single vibrant streak. 

			When I look at her, I sense no flicker of acknowledgment. 

			Suddenly, I wonder if everything she claimed was another lie. 

			A ruse to get me to return to the city for some reason she never disclosed. 

			Why did we all just believe her? 

			But what would be the point? 

			She could have just ordered her guards to handcuff me and drag me back. 

			She promised she would earn our trust. 

			She blinks, and I see it. A flicker of assurance. At least I hope. 

			“Thank you for joining us,” Chancellor Marks says, sitting forward in his seat. I don’t answer because what choice did I really have? “You’ve been accused of a crime, Poet Graves. You are infected and a danger to everyone around you.” 

			I nod. “Yes, Chancellor.” 

			“And today you’re here to prove your innocence?” 

			“Yes,” I answer, my voice shakier than I would like. The clouds outside tumble, more lights flashing across the sky. This high up, it’s almost like we’re sitting inside the storm, and it’s doing nothing to settle my nerves. More itching climbs over my scalp, and I try desperately not to squirm. With my hands tied up, I can’t scratch my arms regardless. Maybe they did me a favor. 

			The three members of The Shield share a range of looks I can’t fully interpret before Chancellor Marks turns to me again and offers me an oily smile. 

			“Then I suppose we should get started.”
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			A door to my left opens, revealing my parents escorted by two Extinguishers. My mom offers me a helpless little wave, and I jerk my bound hands in an approximation of a greeting. My father pins me with a grim look before turning to The Shield, pressing a hand to his chest, and dipping at the waist. 

			“Protect. Preserve. Prosper,” he mumbles before he joins my mother in a row of chairs lined up against the wall. Then several more people enter. Dean Withers. Some of my professors. A few other people I don’t recognize. 

			Scion Beaufort arrives next. She doesn’t look at me as she settles into a seat as far away from my parents as possible. I can’t help but remember her threats the day I was sworn in as a member of House Aria. She warned me about stepping out of line, though I doubt she understood just how far I’d fall. She’s probably here to make sure I’m banished from her House for good.

			Another Extinguisher comes next. I’ve seen him before, but only at a distance. 

			Major Jenson Birch is the epitome of the brutal squad he leads. He’s of medium height, with pale skin and a tanklike build. His short neck is choked off with a band of muscle, and his bald head reflects the lights. A lowered brow shields small, dead eyes and a wide nose with a bump, suggesting it’s been broken at least once. 

			He stops and salutes The Shield while clutching an object in one of his meaty hands. Then he spins on a heel and approaches. It takes all of my willpower not to scurry back. 

			He scans me up and down and reveals the same blood test monitor they used during our Storm Guard evaluations. 

			“You know what this is?” he asks. His voice is higher than I expected, given his appearance. Almost cartoonish. In any other instance, it might be funny, but given the way he’s looking at me right now—like he wants to slice me open and dig out secrets from the meat of my organs—it definitely isn’t. 

			“Yes, sir,” I say. 

			“Turn around. Give me your hand.” 

			I do as he asks, slowly facing away, while I try to control the trembling in my fingers. I passed the test once, but was that a fluke? General Sol assured me it wouldn’t be a problem, but how far can I trust her word? 

			The captain grips my wrist, and I grimace. His skin is hot, searing. Unpleasant. Without ceremony, he jabs the device’s tip into my finger, and I gasp. Both from the shock and the bright flash of pain. The room is silent while he draws my blood, and the machine whirs and beeps like it’s a deadly insect hiding between the sheets, waiting until I’m tucked into bed to strike. 

			When he’s finished, he releases me and steps away. I turn back around to find every eye in the room focused on the machine as it decides my fate. I hold perfectly still, reminding myself to breathe, but it’s of little use. I grow lightheaded, and my stomach cramps. 

			A moment later, the light flashes . . . green. 

			The air whooshes out of me along with the collective tension around the room. I glance at my father, who offers me the slightest nod before looking away. 

			Major Birch turns to The Shield. “She’s clear.” 

			“Thank you,” Chancellor Marks says as the Extinguishers all take up positions against the wall. 

			Another door to my right opens, revealing three more people, including two enormous Extinguishers flanking Dr. Eze, who’s wearing a lab coat with her long dark braids gathered at her nape. She looks so tiny compared to these hulking beasts. What do they feed these guys? 

			Her gaze flicks to me, and a hard pellet relaxes in my chest. She told me I could trust her that day we visited the Tempestade and witnessed the callous demonstration where they killed those Hollows. 

			The Extinguishers bring her to a stop near the front of the room, planting her before the members of The Shield. A moment later, she’s left alone, standing with her hands behind her back and her shoulders squared. 

			“Dr. Ada Eze,” Chancellor Marks says. “Thank you for joining us.” 

			“Of course,” she says. She’s angled slightly away, so I can’t read the expression on her face. “Anything to clear this matter up.” 

			“You’ve tested the accused and her levels of resistance to Spark?” Marks continues as the doctor nods. 

			“As we do with all Storm Guard cadets.”

			“And you noticed nothing unusual?”

			She shakes her head. “Nothing at all. She does possess a higher-than-average ability to withstand and ground Spark, but it’s well within the usual parameters.” 

			“Why would she be higher than average?” The question comes from Chancellor Orsen this time. 

			He must know the answer, but it feels like he’s asking for the benefit of the crowd. 

			The doctor shrugs. “It’s like any innate ability. A combination of genetics and luck.” 

			“Did you test her beyond the initial round?” General Sol asks. Again, I’m sure she knows the answer but is clarifying for the audience. I notice someone in the corner frantically scribbling notes on a tablet, and I wonder if my trial’s details will make it to the newsfeed. I can’t decide if that will help or hinder my case.

			“Of course,” Dr. Eze says. “As Storm Guard cadets continue their training, we keep a careful eye on how they react to increasingly strong doses of galvanic energy. In most cases, the students will develop increasing immunity as time goes on.”

			“And in other cases?” 

			“In other cases, they simply do not progress. Some people do not have the evolutionary requirements to do so. As you well know, General, when that happens, they are offered other positions in the Tempestade beyond the front line.” 

			“And what happened in Poet’s case?” Sol asks.

			“She made the typical progress we see in a promising Storm Guard cadet.”

			“What about for a Breaker?” Sol asks. 

			“Yes,” Dr. Eze says with a nod. “I wouldn’t be surprised if she eventually qualified for Breaker training.” 

			I stand very still as they pepper her with more and more questions. Dr. Eze is lying. I’m sure of it. Under oath. To the entire Shield. She’s lying for me, and it must be due to General Sol. How many people are in on this? 

			While they interrogate her about the science behind the evolutionary process that results in Keepers, I do my best to ignore the brewing storm. It’s gathering strength, the clouds billowing and tumbling. I wonder if General Sol will have to excuse herself, leaving me without an ally.

			I notice her glance out the window, worry furrowing her brow. She checks something on her watch, then returns her attention to the trial. 

			Finally, The Shield finishes with Dr. Eze, and she’s escorted away. I wish I could catch her eye, but she doesn’t look over. 

			Next to appear is Henry, and I nearly collapse in relief. I don’t know if he’s here to speak on my behalf, but his presence is always reassuring. He nods at me, his mouth pressed into a hard line, before he’s positioned in front of The Shield. 

			“Lieutenant Henry Crawford,” Marks says. “Tell us your relationship to the accused.” 

			Henry links his hands behind his back, spreading his stance. “I was her Storm Guard trainer at Amery Academy.” 

			“Anything else?” 

			“I was in a relationship with her brother before he died.” 

			His voice dips on the last word, and I look over at my parents. My mom is clutching her throat, while my dad sits with an arm draped across the back of her chair, his legs crossed as he stares at Henry without expression. 

			“Do you know her well?” 

			“Not really,” Henry says. “We didn’t engage much on a personal level prior to her brother’s death, and our interactions were strictly academic during her training.”

			“Did you notice anything unusual about her?” 

			“Not at all, Chancellor. She was a talented and dedicated cadet, much like her brother.” 

			My throat knots at those words, tears threatening to rise. I’ve become so good at repressing the emotions that always surface at the mention of Raine. But now they return, bubbling under my skin, reminding me of what I lost. I watch Henry’s shoulders twitch, almost as though he wants to turn my way. 

			“During the cadet simulations, you didn’t see anything that might have been cause for concern?” General Sol asks. 

			Again, Henry defends me, assuring The Shield that I’m not a freak. 

			He continues for the next ten minutes as they try to find a way to get him to accuse me of something. Throughout it all, he remains stoic. Calm. In control. I want to scream, but no one seems to be paying me any attention. It’s probably better that way. 

			When Henry is taken away, he’s replaced by a few more people from the cadet program, including our other trainers, Brooklyn and Chandler. Everyone’s answers are some version of Henry’s—I was a good cadet, promising, totally normal. While my trial goes on, I shift from foot to foot. It’s not even the storm that’s making me uncomfortable anymore. I’m just getting tired of standing here. Couldn’t they have offered me a chair? 

			When the last of the trainers is taken away, the door opens again, and my breath condenses in my lungs when I see who’s next.

			This was inevitable, and our time has come. 

			Trinity.
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			At first, she doesn’t look at me. 

			She keeps her eyes on her feet as she’s marched across the room. She’s free of makeup and dressed in the burgundy shirt and black pants of an E-squad recruit, her red hair tied into a high ponytail that brushes her shoulders. 

			I wondered what it would feel like to see her again. Would I feel rage? Hurt? Disappointment? I’m not surprised to discover it’s a combination of all three. What I didn’t expect to feel was pity. There’s something small and pathetic about the curve of her shoulders and the swoop of her back. 

			Finally, she looks up, finding the courage to acknowledge me. Dark circles ring her eyes, and she’s paler than usual, her freckles standing out starkly against her skin. She’s always had such a love-hate relationship with those freckles. 

			I offer her nothing but a cold glare. She blinks and swallows, her throat bobbing heavily. For a moment, she doesn’t move—just watches me as if preparing for an attack. I tip my head and arch an eyebrow, daring her to say or do something to set me off. I remind myself that if I ever get out of here, the plan is to befriend her. Find out her secrets. I must learn to deal with my anger. 

			I will never, ever forgive her for what she did. However, I do need to find a way to convince her that I’m over it. Somehow. 

			“Robins,” comes a sharp voice. Major Birch draws her focus toward him. “You will answer The Shield’s questions.” 

			I hate that I can’t see her face. I want to look into her eyes when she explains why she betrayed me. 

			“Recruit Robins,” Chancellor Marks says. “Please tell us how you know the accused.” 

			“We’ve been best friends since the second grade,” she says slowly. “Were best friends, I guess.” 

			“And you were both House Fiama? Yes?” 

			She nods. Of course, everyone in the room already knows this. “We were.” 

			“And what decisions led you to select a rival house?” 

			She inhales deeply, then tells an abridged version of the events that led her to this spot. Her failed first test. Her desperation. Her desire to be with me, believing I’d choose to join Aria. I watch my parents’ faces, wondering what they’re thinking. They’ve never heard this part of my story—mostly because they refused to listen. My mother looks at me a lot, while my father studiously avoids my gaze, his jaw clenching and unclenching. 

			When Trinity is finished, Marks asks, “Can you please tell us what you saw in the Central Park Tree Farm the day of the Storm Guard cadet final exam?” 

			At this, it feels like everyone in the room tips forward. I do the same, leaning on my toes, every distraction forgotten, even the itching from the gathering storm. 

			“I was told to keep an eye on everyone,” she says. “Look out for suspicious activity.” 

			Her voice is small, uncertain. She twists her fingers together, and I wonder if it’s out of guilt or nerves. 

			“Cadet Graves was clearing an obstacle. It required her to lie on her stomach and shimmy beneath a net of Spark.” 

			“And then?” Marks prompts. “What happened?” 

			“The net would discharge every so often. I guess they said it builds up energy or something. Well, I saw it happen. She was under it, and it . . .” She lifts her hands and spreads her fingers. “It hit her. I saw the sparks climb up her leg, and she . . . snuffed them out.” 

			“I see,” Marks says. “And why was that noteworthy to you?”

			“Well, she should’ve been dead, right? Blitzed? It touched her.” 

			No one responds as she looks around, seeking agreement from the audience. 

			“Why did it take you a week to report what you saw?” Chancellor Orsen asks. “It wasn’t until the masquerade that you made your accusation public.” 

			Trinity chokes on a sob, still wringing her hands. 

			“She’s my friend,” she whispers. “I wasn’t sure at first. I . . .”

			“You allowed your loyalty to cloud your judgment and the potential safety of everyone at Amery,” Marks says. “Is that correct?” 

			Trinity opens her mouth and closes it. Then she nods. I hear her sniffle. She’s crying, and that, more than anything, makes me want to walk over and choke her. Maybe punch her in the face. How fucking dare she? 

			She’s the one who did this, and she has the nerve to stand there and cry? 

			She might get reprimanded, maybe serve a light sentence, but she’ll probably be fine. It’s my life on the line. 

			“What made you decide to speak up?” Sol asks, folding her hands.

			Trinity sniffles and wipes the corner of her eye. “Lieutenant Dire. I confided to him what I’d seen, and he understood the truth. He told me I had to bring the accusation to everyone. That it was my duty not only as a citizen of New Manhattan but as a future Extinguisher.” 

			“You’ve known the accused a long time. Was there anything in your shared history to suggest she was different?” Orsen asks. “Before that day, had you ever had . . . suspicions?” 

			Trinity doesn’t say anything for a long time, and I hold my breath.

			She cries harder, her shoulders shaking. Then I scoff. I can’t help myself. She glances at me with her bloodshot eyes, tears tracking down her face, her nose bubbling with snot. She’s never looked more pathetic. 

			“She was always . . . weird,” Trinity whispers, and those words knife straight through my chest with another sharp stab of betrayal. “Always twitchy whenever a storm came. I couldn’t say for certain, but something was different about her.” 

			We regard each other. Did she really feel this way? Among her many transgressions against me, this one might hurt the most. Was she ever my friend at all? 

			Then she turns away. “I don’t know if I suspected anything, but she wasn’t . . . isn’t . . . normal.” 

			Then she breaks down, crying so hard that she doubles over, barely able to catch her breath. My hands ball into fists, and I bite my lip until I taste blood. 

			“We’re finished with her,” Marks says with a wave, his mouth curling into a sneer. Lieutenant Dire and his partner walk over and drag Trinity to the corner, where she tries to pull herself together. 

			“Next witness,” says Marks, and the door opens again to reveal the same redheaded Storm Guard who was also present during my test. She’s dressed in tactical gear, including her purple harness. 

			“Lieutenant Danica Stephens,” General Sol says. “Did you witness Cadet Graves the day of the exam in question?” 

			“Yes,” she says. “I was instructed to keep an eye on the students to ensure everyone was safe.” 

			“Do you recall seeing the accused at the moment described by Recruit Robins?” 

			Danica nods, and I perk up. Was she close by, too? 

			“I do,” she says. “I believe Cadet Graves was struck as Robins suggests.” 

			My heart plummets to my feet. 

			“However,” she continues, “due to the nature of Storm Guard training, this is a normal occurrence. Sometimes we are hit with very light charges, but given that we’ve spent time building up a tolerance, it doesn’t affect us the same way it does an average civilian.”

			“And was this dose a light charge?” 

			“I believe so,” Danica says with a confident nod. “I saw it hit her shoe, but she was wearing rubber-soled boots designed to ground charges into other surfaces. In this case, the wooden platform. Combine all those factors, and I saw nothing unusual. The Sparks dissipated immediately.” 

			“Did she put them out?” General Sol asks, leaning forward. “As attested by Recruit Robins?” 

			Danica shrugs. “It’s a natural reaction when Spark touches you to try and tamp them out as you might with fire, but they were already gone before she even tried. It all lasted less than a second.” 

			Everyone turns silent, contemplating Danica’s testimony. 

			“Bring in the doctor,” Chancellor Orsen says. “I’d like to speak with her again.” 

			Dr. Eze returns, and she confirms everything Danica claimed. 

			Once that’s done, the sky has grown dark, and the clouds are still gathering. A storm is imminent, and it’s obvious that fact is also on Sol’s mind. I watch her itch a spot on her wrist before she snatches her hands apart. It makes me feel a little less alone. 

			“I think I have all the information I need to make a decision,” she announces. “I must excuse myself due to the storm.” 

			Both Marks and Orsen share a glance across the table. I recall what Sol said about their desire to whittle her out of the city’s leadership and her position of power. She catches their exchange, her shoulders tensing. 

			“Very well,” Chancellor Marks says. “I agree. I think we’ve heard enough.”

			Chancellor Orsen nods. “Please return her to her cell while she awaits our judgment.” 

			Lieutenant Dire and his partner immediately step away from the wall. Trinity has stopped crying, even though she’s still sniffling. 

			The Extinguishers approach and take me by the arms, and I look over at my parents. 

			“Poet,” my mother sobs while my dad draws her against him. It’s not affectionate per se, but it does seem like he’s trying to comfort her. 

			I’m marched out of the room, feeling every eye on my back. 

			I haven’t really allowed myself to indulge in pity since the moment they captured me in the market square. I’ve tried to remain strong and have faith in this plan. People are counting on me. Navy. Beckett. And most importantly, Rook. 

			But as the doors close behind me, tears burn hotly in my eyes, and I can’t help but feel a little sorry for myself. 

			After all, I might not live to see another sunrise.
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			I spend the night curled up on the small, hard bed with my knees tucked under my chin. I don’t cry. I don’t speak. I just hope. Did we fool anyone? Did we convince them? I say “we,” but I really mean “they,” because I wasn’t given the opportunity to defend myself. 

			Sleep never comes. My thoughts drift as I think about my fate, but also my parents and Rook, hoping he’s okay. I think about my friends—Journey and Domino. I’m still worried about what happened to Edward that night. 

			I’m staring up at the ceiling, imagining all the worst possible outcomes, when I hear sharp footsteps. 

			As they draw closer, I sit up. I’m stiff, and my body aches from clenching every muscle. This must be it. My judgment. My salvation. Or my execution? 

			With my hands fisted in the blankets, I wait perfectly still until three people stand before my cage. 

			General Sol with one of her Circle Guards and Major Birch. 

			My tongue has become too thick to move. I study the general’s face for some sign or clue, but she gives nothing away. 

			“The Shield has discussed your case,” she says, then pauses.

			I clutch the edge of the bed, my entire body wound tight. 

			“And you have been cleared of all charges. You’re free to leave your cell and return to your studies at Amery.”

			At first, I have trouble processing her words. Did I hear her right? 

			“I can go?” I whisper, and she nods. 

			“Thanks to the testimonies from Dr. Eze, Lieutenant Crawford, and Lieutenant Stephens, you have been cleared of the accusations leveled by Recruit Robins. She was mistaken in what she saw. Your blood tests have also cleared you, and there is no reason to keep you here any longer.”

			It takes me another moment to fully absorb what she’s saying. We did it? They did it. When Trinity stood in that ballroom and accused me in front of everyone, I thought that was it. I was sure my life was over for good. 

			“Thank you,” I say, choking on a sob. “Thank you.” 

			I note the scowl on Major Birch’s face. He’s obviously furious that he isn’t getting his hands on me.

			“Don’t thank me,” she says. “You were wrongly accused. The Shield apologizes for the mistake. We understand why you were frightened and why you had to flee the city.”

			“Okay,” I say. I’m barely coherent, dizzy with relief. “I can go back to my dorm room?” 

			Sol steps aside, and the major punches in the code to my cell, his brow lowered. “We’ll be keeping an eye on you,” he says to me. “So watch your back.” 

			“Major,” Sol says sharply. “That isn’t necessary. Nor is it protocol.”

			Birch glances at his feet briefly before pinning me with a glare. “Yes, General.”

			“Follow me,” Sol says. I wish I could talk to her. I wish I could ask what happens next.

			Instead, I quickly exit my cell before we wind through the Tempestade and eventually arrive on the Citadel’s main floor. I blink at the flood of light thanks to numerous windows lining the main lobby. I think of the masquerade ball, my pretty dress, and the night we planned to break into the computers. 

			“What happened to Edward Chu?” I ask, desperate for information. “He was with me the night I . . . escaped.” 

			Sol peers over her shoulder at Major Birch. 

			“You may leave now,” she says.

			The major opens his mouth, then closes it, his eyes narrowing. 

			“That’s an order,” the general tacks on, and he has no choice but to obey. 

			He grumbles, turns around, and walks off, his shoes squeaking against the smooth tiles. When he’s gone, General Sol turns to me. 

			“Edward Chu is currently in custody for attempting to break into The Shield’s computers. He has been given a light jail sentence.” 

			He’s alive. Thank Skies. 

			But what does she mean by “attempting”? He did break in. 

			Uncertainty passes behind Sol’s eyes. “However, his arrest and incarceration are both classified. You are to keep the details of your little adventure to The Shield’s office to yourself. It is tantamount to the city’s safety.” 

			Her expression is hard, her dark eyes like knifepoints. A shiver of apprehension rolls down my back. 

			“How long will he be in jail for?” I ask, my voice a whisper. Guilt twists in my gut. I might be free, but Edward agreed to help me that night, and now he’s paying the price. 

			“He’ll be released when the school semester starts. It was an act of impetuous youthfulness, and there is no reason to ruin his life over it.” 

			Those words seem to contradict the hardness of her tone, but at least he’ll be home soon. I’m just so relieved he isn’t dead. Maybe I’ll visit his mom and see how she’s doing. If she’ll even talk to me after everything I’ve done. 

			“Can I visit him?” I ask. 

			“No. You’ll see him soon enough.” 

			I accept that answer because, all things considered, it may be a generous outcome. 

			“What about me?” I ask. “I was also there for the . . . attempt.” 

			Her gaze falls to me, sharp and clear. “Given the amount of time you’ve already been locked up in the Tempestade, we’ve agreed that you’ve served the required time.” 

			“What about—”

			“Poet,” General Sol says, cutting me off before I can ask about Rook. They must know he broke in that night, too. “I’m not sure I can make this clearer. The break-in never happened. You were accused of being a Keeper, and, fearing for your life, you ran. Are we understood?” 

			She fixes me with a penetrating look, and I swallow the knot in my throat. 

			“Understood.” 

			“Good.” Then she pauses and scans me from head to toe. “And while we’re at it, you will keep everything you witnessed in the Tiera Frais to yourself. You should never have seen any of that, and it’s for everyone’s protection that they continue to believe there is nothing to be found in the Wastes.” 

			I already anticipated this. 

			“Will I be arrested if I tell anyone?” 

			The general rolls her neck. “Scavengers who wander too far and return with ‘stories’ are dealt with, Poet. Don’t forget that. My protection only extends so far.” 

			We share a look. It feels like a standoff. The Shield is letting a whole list of things I shouldn’t be getting away with slide, all because the general claims that she needs me. That New Manhattan needs me. She must have convinced the chancellors of my innocence without revealing my secrets. 

			Still, it feels like there is so much more happening that I don’t understand. 

			Suddenly, the doors to the lobby slide open. 

			“Poet,” comes my mother’s voice, and before I know it, I’m enveloped in her comforting scent. She’s sobbing against me, crying so hard she’s shaking. We stand like that for a moment before she pulls away and cups my face in her hands. “Skies, we were so worried.”

			“I’m okay, Mom,” I say. “I’m okay.” 

			My dad walks over, hands in his pockets. He tips his head at the general, who returns the greeting. 

			“Dad,” I say, wiping my eyes. 

			“Poet. I’m glad you’re free.”

			“You’ll come home with us?” my mom asks. “You need to recover. You’re so pale and thin. What happened to you out there?” 

			She blinks her brown eyes as the word home knocks something out of me. 

			What is home? 

			She’s wondering what happened to me out there. But there, I was safe. Cared for. 

			I love my mom, but she isn’t home anymore. 

			“You . . . kicked me out of your lives. Dad said he no longer had a daughter.”

			The words ring hollow in the empty lobby, and I can’t bring myself to look at him. 

			They came for my trial, but I haven’t forgotten how they disowned me when I chose House Aria over Fiama. How my dad refused to listen to what I wanted and tried to force me to marry a man like Knox. 

			My mother’s expression falls, and I hate hurting her, but I can’t pretend that none of it happened. 

			“Do you take back what you said? Will you accept me as I am?” I ask, directing the question to my father. “I’m House Aria. That hasn’t changed.” 

			He meets my eyes and says nothing before his gaze shifts away. 

			He isn’t over it. 

			“That’s what I thought,” I say. 

			“Poet,” my mother says, her gaze jumping between my father and me. “Let’s talk about this.” 

			“I think it’s better if I return to Amery,” I say. “School starts soon anyway.” 

			“I agree,” Sol says, appearing at my other side. “Cadets continue their training during the semester break, and she’s already missed some vital lessons. The first year was hard, but the second year will be grueling. She can’t afford any more time off.” 

			She gives me a pointed look. It’s a reminder. I am free, but I have work to do. People to save. A mission to accomplish. 

			“I want to see Rook and my friends. Are they okay?”

			“I believe everyone is in a similar condition to when you last saw them,” Sol answers. “And I’m sure they’re eager to see you, too.”

			“Will you come visit us, at least?” my mom asks. “For dinner? Please?” 

			She takes my hands in hers, squeezing them, her eyes pleading. 

			“How’s Knox?” I ask, curious about what happened to him. 

			An awkward pause as my parents share a look. 

			“Knox is engaged to the Jenkins girl,” my father says without emotion.

			“Oh,” I say, not sure how to react. 

			This is what I wanted, and it’s hard not to feel a sort of conflicted relief. 

			“So he survived,” I say. 

			“He was injured in the tunnel collapse,” Sol says. “He’s still contending with some residual injuries, but he’s expected to make a full recovery. He’s being lauded as a hero for trying to stop you from leaving.”

			I can’t tell from her tone what she thinks of that, but it definitely pisses me off. 

			A hero? Rook was right. He is a cockroach. 

			But at least he’s alive. Despite everything, I didn’t want him to die. 

			“So, we’ll see you soon?” my mom asks. 

			She’s so hopeful that I can’t bring myself to say no. 

			“Sure,” I say, not sure if I really mean it, but she beams, wrapping me in another hug. 

			My parents leave, and then I’m standing alone with General Sol. 

			I give her an expectant look, hoping for some guidance on where we go from here. 

			“You’re free to go. Return to your room and have a good year at school.” 

			Then she also walks away.

			It feels like a rejection. It feels like I imagined the entire conversation we had in the Veil. I remind myself that she has no public reason to talk to me any further. I’m just a cadet, and she is The Shield. She was probably already too involved in all of this for it to appear normal. 

			I’m alone, and it finally hits me. 

			I survived. 

			Somehow, we convinced them I’m not a danger, and I’m still standing. 

			I have a lot of questions. I’m harboring more secrets than ever. 

			But I survived. 

			I break into a run, dashing across the plaza, surprised to see dozens of people milling around in circles, carrying large signs covered with black ink. More protestors petitioning on behalf of loved ones who’ve been taken by the Extinguishers. 

			I want to talk to them, but I’m also aware of the Patrol standing nearby, watching the protestors’ every move. I can’t draw any more attention to myself, at least for now.

			So I keep running until I burst through Amery’s doors. The grand hall is empty, and I stare about the space, my knees weak. I was sure I’d never see these walls again. 

			I head for the stairwell that leads to the lower level. My heart races as I near my dorm room. My fingers are shaking as I punch in the code. The door opens to reveal Rook pacing back and forth. 

			He stops mid-step. He looks exhausted. Eyes bloodshot. Hair hanging limp. 

			“Poet,” he whispers. “I thought . . . I . . . They wouldn’t tell me anything . . .”

			“Rook,” I gasp, tripping toward him. “I love you, too.” 
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			Rook crosses the room in a flash and hurls himself at me, wrapping me in a crushing hug. 

			“Fuck,” he breathes, cupping the back of my head and burying his face into the curve of my shoulder. “I was so scared.” 

			He’s shaking, trembling. His hand slides over my hair and down my back, up and down, like he’s checking to make sure I’m really here. We cling to each other as our knees give out and we sink to the floor in a tangle of limbs. He takes my face in his hands and kisses away the tears on my cheeks before his lips meet mine. We kiss and kiss as we try to get closer. I want to step inside of him. I want to hang on to him forever. 

			“I thought I’d never see you again,” I whisper. “I thought I’d never . . .” I can barely speak. My chest is so tight that it feels like I’ve been cinched by a thousand rubber bands. 

			“Did they hurt you?” he asks, fire flashing in his gaze. 

			“No, not really,” I say. “I was fine. They didn’t touch me, just left me alone. Not nearly as bad as I would have imagined.” 

			“Good,” he replies. “Or I’d have to kill someone.” 

			Then he’s kissing me again. I tug on the hem of his shirt, lifting it to slide my hands against his warm stomach and chest. I want his skin against mine. His weight pressing me into a mattress. 

			“Rook,” I whisper. “Don’t make me wait any longer.” 

			He groans and pulls me closer, kissing me fiercely. 

			“Knock, knock,” comes a voice that yanks us both apart. 

			“Oh!” says another voice. “Sorry!” 

			I’m dizzy and breathless, but then I realize Domino and Journey are standing in the doorway, and I can’t even be upset about the interruption. I’m on my feet, throwing myself into their arms as we hug and cry. 

			“We’ve been so worried,” Domino says, clinging to me. 

			“I know. I’m sorry. So many things happened, and I’m still trying to make sense of it.” 

			“Sorry to interrupt,” Journey says. “We can go.” She waves her hand in front of her nose. “Kind of smells like you need a shower anyway.” 

			A sobbing laugh cracks out of me. I missed her habit of saying whatever’s on her mind. “Don’t you dare leave,” I say. “I’m so happy to see you.” 

			I pull them into the room, and they settle on one of the empty beds, leaning their backs against the wall, their feet dangling over the edge. 

			“What happened that night?” Domino asks, her forehead furrowed with concern. “Why did Trinity say that about you? And where did you go?” 

			I share a glance with Rook. They’re my friends, and I hate the idea of lying to them, but the truth could get all of us killed. 

			I plop into a desk chair, then offer an abbreviated version of events. The story that everyone will see on the surface. A sort of half-truth. 

			Trinity thought she saw something during our test that day, but she was mistaken. Scared for my life, I ran. Rook took me to the Wastes, where we hid out for a while. 

			“Why did you come back?” Journey asks. 

			“Because I couldn’t stay out there,” I say, guilt winding in my stomach as I pad my lies. “It was awful.” I can’t meet Rook’s gaze as I spin tales of how unbearable his home was. 

			“And I’m innocent,” I say, more falsehoods tripping off my tongue. I’ve kept this secret for so long that lying is as easy as breathing. “I hoped they’d listen to reason, and I missed you and even my parents. I wanted my life back.”

			They both nod like they understand what I’m saying. I’m sure they think they get it, but they can’t truly understand everything. I hope they never have to hear the truth. 

			“What was the trial like?” Domino asks. “What happened? Everyone’s been talking about it. People have been claiming you were wrongly accused for weeks.”

			“They’re carrying signs with your face!” Journey says. “You’re famous!” 

			“We tried to join the protests, but Dean Withers forbade it,” Domino adds, and the idea of my friends marching on my behalf makes my throat ache.

			I blow out a long breath. “The trial was surreal. I felt like I was having an out-of-body experience the entire time. They brought in a whole bunch of people to testify. In the end, I guess they decided Trinity thought she saw something she didn’t.” 

			Domino scoots forward and takes my hand, folding it between hers. Her skin is warm and dry. I’ve missed her so much. “You were very brave,” she says earnestly. 

			“He’s been a complete mess,” Journey says, pointing to Rook. “Growling at everyone. Doesn’t really help with that whole Solitude rep.” 

			Rook glares, and Journey smiles in return. “See what I mean?” 

			I can’t help giggling as his scowl deepens. 

			Then Journey leans forward and says in a loud whisper, “He’s actually a big softie, right, Poet? Once you get to know him?” 

			I laugh harder as Rook’s expression clears into surprise. 

			“You’re absolutely right,” I say, and Journey nods as though she’s proud of herself for figuring it out. 

			“I am not,” he growls, sending us all into a fit of laughter before he finally cracks a smile and rolls his eyes. 

			We all chatter for a few minutes while the girls catch us up on everything we missed. “There have been more murders,” Domino says. “More bodies found mangled at the hands of the infected.” 

			“It’s making everyone really tense,” Journey adds. 

			I share a worried glance with Rook, wondering how this might affect Sol’s plans. 

			“What was it like seeing Trinity?” Journey asks, never afraid to pose the tricky questions. “Did you want to punch her smug face?” 

			Rook rolls his chair closer. “Tell me everything she said.” 

			“She claimed she always knew something was off with me,” I say, her words hurting all over again. “That I was weird.” 

			“You are a little weird,” he says softly, picking up a lock of my hair and weaving it between his fingers. “But in the best way possible.” 

			I offer him a smile as some of the betrayal I’ve been feeling ebbs away. 

			I never needed Trinity. 

			“She’d better keep her fucking distance,” he says, his voice dropping. 

			“She’ll have to get through all of us,” Journey says, puffing her chest up. 

			“Thanks,” I say, my eyes burning with tears.

			“We should go,” Domino says. “Give you two some time to catch up.” 

			“Make sure you come up for air while you’re making out,” Journey says. “And use protection.” 

			After another round of hugs, they leave.

			I turn to Rook, but he’s already there, embracing me again, pressing me against the door, kissing me desperately. 

			“Where were we?” he asks, peppering more kisses down the column of my throat and across my collarbone, his hand sliding against my hip and between my thighs. 

			I sink against him as he presses the heel of his hand into me, gasping as I try to find my breath, which is lost somewhere around my ankles. 

			“Rook,” I moan as he captures my mouth and slowly pulls on the drawstring of my pants. 

			“I think you said you needed a shower?” he asks with a smirk. 

			“Journey said that, not me.” 

			“She’s very smart. We should listen to her.” 

			He takes me by the wrist and drags me across the room. My heart, so heavy an hour ago, is now light enough that my feet feel like they barely touch the floor. 

			We turn on the water and frantically undress each other until we’re bare. I take in the sight of him—his smooth skin and the tiny scars that map the life he’s lived. 

			He picks me up and carries me under the stream before he soaps up the mesh sponge I keep hanging from the tap, then gently cleans me from head to toe. It’s reverent and intimate, and I’ve never felt closer to anyone in my life. 

			When we’re finished, he wraps us in a towel and brings us to bed. He’s so warm and solid. He smells like safety and comfort. 

			Meeting Rook taught me that I’m allowed to ask for those things.

			We kiss as we move together in a slow, careful dance. I moan as he explores my body, making my back arch and my toes twitch. Slowly, he shifts his hips, and I cling to him while he places kisses on my throat and chest. My cheeks. My forehead and then my mouth. 

			The sound of his soft breaths heats me from the inside out while he slowly takes me to the edge. We come together with shuddered moans and fingers digging into flesh. It’s sparkling and breathless, like floating through clouds. 

			This is nothing like that night with Knox. 

			I wanted to forget him, and, as I suspected, Rook washes away every past touch as I glow with the knowledge that he loves me and I love him. 

			No matter what happens, we have each other. 

			Things are about to change drastically yet again. 

			I survived the first hurdle, but we still have a job to do. 

			Now comes the truly hard part. 
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			The next morning, Rook insists we head upstairs to the cafeteria for breakfast. 

			“I was planning to hide out here,” I say, covering my head with the pillow and praying he won’t make me leave our safe little bubble. 

			“For how long?” 

			“I don’t know. Until I’m ninety.” 

			He snorts and tugs on the blanket. We stayed up late, finishing what we started, and though I’m being petulant right now, I’m also glowing from the inside out. I snatch the edge of the sheet to stop him from exposing me to the cold air. “Don’t you dare. I will drop-kick you into Tuesday.” 

			“You’re so cute when you threaten bodily harm.” 

			I glare up at him, noting the cut on his brow. He told me the Patrol locked him up for a few nights after the Extinguishers arrested me. They roughed him up a little, but they had no true reason to hold him, so he was released with a few new scratches and bruises. I think of the promise I extracted from my father and realize I might have him to thank for that.

			“You think you’re so tough,” I say, and he grins before leaning down, pressing his big body against mine, and pushing back a lock of my hair. 

			“What are you afraid of?”

			I shrug. “I’m tired of being judged by them. I was already one of their favorite sources of gossip, but now with this whole trial thing, they have so much more ammunition.”

			“You were cleared.” 

			“Like that matters.” I pause. “And besides, we are lying.” 

			“With a valid reason, and they don’t know that. Anyway, people are on your side.” 

			I huff out a breath of tepid agreement. 

			“I think it must have helped with your trial. Public sentiment swung in your favor, and they cleared you to prove they aren’t just randomly accusing innocent people.”

			“Do you think Sol is responsible for that?” 

			“It would make sense. I guess that’s what she was doing when she left us in the Veil.” 

			I don’t answer, still not convinced I ever want to leave this room.

			“Henry’s running a training session for second-year cadets this afternoon,” Rook says. “Are you planning to skip that, too?” 

			“Maybe,” I say, and he rolls his eyes. 

			“I had no idea you could be so dramatic, Poet Graves.” 

			I snort a wry laugh. “You know exactly how dramatic I can be.” 

			He smiles brightly and leans in to kiss me. “That’s true. It’s one of the things I love about you.” 

			I glow even brighter at those words, like I’ve swallowed drops of sunshine. It feels good to be loved. For real this time. Not Knox’s brand of faux ownership. Nor my father’s brand of exerting control. 

			“I like being alone in this room with you,” I say softly. “Can’t we just do this forever?” 

			His smile turns catlike. “I mean, I’ll stay in this bed with you until the end of time. Gladly.” He rolls me over and gives my butt a firm slap. I yelp-laugh as my stomach tightens and warmth tingles down my thighs. “But eventually, someone will come looking for us. You want your parents to see you like this? Hair mussed. Lips swollen. You’re a fucking goddess.” 

			I scoff. “I don’t care anymore.” 

			He tips his head, his expression softening. “You know that isn’t true.” 

			I nod, my hair rustling against the pillow. “I’m dreading dinner with them. Is that a terrible thing to say?” 

			“They betrayed your trust. Abandoned you when you needed them over something completely trivial.” 

			“I’m surprised they want to see me at all. Though it was my mother who asked. I could tell my father wanted to object.”

			“None of this is your fault,” he says. “You know that, right?” 

			“I guess.” I sit up and peer out the window, watching the clouds gather. “I want to ask my dad why he didn’t turn Raine or me in. I just can’t figure it out.” 

			“I’ll come with you,” Rook says. “To dinner. I can be your buffer.” 

			“I can’t ask you to do that. I refuse to subject you to whatever they might say or do.” 

			“I’ll be fine,” he says. “I can handle it.” 

			I shake my head. “You shouldn’t have to handle anything. Though I do wish they could get to know you as I do. To see how good and brave you are.” 

			He sinks onto the edge of the bed. “Then let me come.” 

			“I’ll think about it.” 

			“Perfect. Let me know when.” 

			“I said I’ll think about it.” 

			“I know, which means I’m coming.” I offer him another glare, and he laughs, then says, “Now, get your cute ass out of this bed. I’m starving.” 

			“Fine,” I say, grumbling and huffing while I change. 

			A short while later, we enter the cafeteria hand in hand. Rook squeezes my fingers as we stand at the entrance, and dozens of eyes swing our way. The whispers start immediately. 

			More people have returned than I anticipated. The new class of first-years won’t arrive for a few more weeks, so for now, it’s just those of us in second and third year. 

			I sigh. “I told you this would happen,” I say in a low voice. 

			Rook is casual, though, his posture loose. Ever the confident predator. 

			“Because they’re obsessed with us,” he says. “Come on.” 

			Then he’s leading me to the edge of the room. It’s quiet as we start filling our plates. After a moment, the swell of conversation slowly resumes. 

			By the time we’re done, everyone is talking again, but I don’t miss the sneaky glances directed our way. 

			“See, that wasn’t so bad, was it?” Rook asks. I shake my head, and we make our way toward Domino and Journey, who are waving us over. We have no choice but to walk past a table of House Fiama students. 

			Including Knox. 

			I come to a halt as our gazes meet. His left arm is in a cast, and a faded scar slices across his cheek. Jackson and Sal sit across from him, both watching me with guilty expressions. I’m not sure what to say to any of them. In the end, Jackson and Sal did try to help us by switching sides at the last possible moment. I wonder if anyone realized. 

			But Knox. 

			He tried to stop us. 

			He tried to kill me. 

			He hurt Rook in the process.

			Then he chased us down to the very edge of the city. 

			If he’d caught us, what then? Would he have delivered me into the hands of the Extinguishers? Or finished me off himself? 

			I squeeze the edges of my tray while Rook touches the small of my back. “You don’t have to talk to him.” 

			“I feel like I should say something.” 

			“Do it if you want to, but you don’t owe him anything.” 

			The decision is made for me when Knox rises from his seat, and it’s obvious he has something to say. Rook remains by my side as Knox does his best to saunter despite the limp in his step. 

			“Poet,” he says, then quickly glances at Rook. “I heard you were back after your little escape attempt.” 

			My entire body turns rigid with tension. “I heard you were still alive.” 

			“No thanks to your boyfriend.”

			“You were chasing us,” I say. “You didn’t have to help them.” 

			“And let a Keeper go free?” he snarls. “My duty is to The Shield.” 

			I shake my head. “I’m not a Keeper. I just went through an entire trial proving I’m innocent.” 

			Knox spreads his hands in a helpless gesture. “And how was I supposed to know that?” 

			“You’ve known me all our lives. You could have trusted me. Sided with me.” 

			I vowed never to cry in front of him again. Knox is finished being the reason for any of my tears. 

			He stares at me, eyes me up, then scoffs. “You weren’t worth the risk.” 

			Then he turns and walks away, leaving me trembling. With rage. With shame. With the recollection of how much he hurt me . . . and that I kept letting him get away with it. 

			“Come and sit,” Rook says in a low voice. “Ignore him.” 

			We cross the room to join Domino and Journey. I slam my tray down and stare at it for several seconds while they all wait for me to pull myself together. Domino stretches a hand across the table, and I look up to meet her kind gaze. It snaps me out of my spiral, reminding me where I am and that the way Knox treated me was never my fault. 

			I pick up my fork and dig into my noodles, stuffing a huge bite into my mouth. 

			“That’s better,” Rook says. “You know he has nothing left but to insult you with things that aren’t even true.” 

			I know he’s right. It wasn’t long ago that Knox claimed he was in love with me that night at Sogno. Rook presses his nose to the curve under my ear. Knox doesn’t matter at all. Rook is the one who matters. The one I’m giving my heart to. 

			“Aww,” Domino says. She has her hands clasped under her chin and her head tilted as she bats her lashes at us. “I’m so happy for you.” 

			Journey makes a similar face, and I toss my napkin in their direction. “Stop it, both of you.” 

			They giggle, and I shake off the encounter with Knox as Domino fills us in on her plans to run for the student society council, hoping to become a student leader in our third year. Devon and Stevie have graduated and are continuing their training with the Storm Guard. Soon, they’ll be replaced by new leaders, and people are already campaigning for their spots. 

			“That would shake things up,” Rook says. “Has there ever been a student leader who isn’t Society-born?” 

			They all look at me. “I doubt it,” I say. “I think it’s a fantastic idea. It’s about time.” 

			“I hate to ask this,” Domino says, “and you can say no, but it would go a long way to have your public endorsement.” 

			“Me?” I say. “I don’t think that will help. My family disowned me.” 

			“You’re still Society-born, and you’re still Poet Graves,” she says firmly. “None of that has changed. Despite what everyone whispers about you, they still want to be you. If anything, you’re . . . a hero. You chose what you wanted over what was expected of you. You were a victim of a false accusation, yet you survived. You’re a symbol of courage.” 

			I scan the room, noting numerous sideways glances. I just don’t think they’re looking at me for the reasons Domino claims. 

			“If you believe it will help, I’m happy to do anything,” I say, and Domino grins. 

			“Perfect. Thank you.” 

			At that moment, I notice Silver and Hazel approaching. 

			I tense up, clutching my fork. Without preamble, they both drop into the seats across from each other. “Poe!” Silver says, leaning over to wrap me in a one-armed hug. “We’re so glad you’re back. We were so worried about you.” 

			“You were?” 

			“Of course!” Hazel says. “After Trin ratted you out, we couldn’t believe it. We always knew she was a jealous bitch, but to go to such lengths for a bit of Extinguisher approval? Absolutely pathetic.” 

			“Hmm,” I say, refusing to react. 

			“Can you believe she’s friends with that monster?” 

			“Who?” 

			“Oh.” Silver’s eyes widen, and she gets that look on her face that I know so well. The one that suggests she has a bit of juicy gossip, and it’s her sworn duty and pleasure to be the one to share it with anyone who’ll listen. “You haven’t heard?” 

			“Heard what?” 

			She leans in, and Domino and Journey do the same. Even Rook moves in closer, though I’m not sure if it’s because he’s trying to protect me or because he also wants the scoop. 

			“The scary one who hangs around school. Dire? After her little stunt, he’s taken her under his wing, and he’s training her up to be just like him.”

			“Lieutenant Dire?” I ask, thinking of his harsh face and cruel mouth. That cold, dead light in his eyes. Is that what Sol meant about her getting friendly with the higher-ups? I think I might be sick. 

			“That’s the one,” Hazel says. “Apparently, he was the one who convinced her to accuse you in front of everyone.”

			“He was practically choking her!” Journey exclaims. “And they’re friends now?”

			“Ew,” Domino says, wrinkling her nose. 

			“She sold me out . . . for him?” I ask. I thought the depths of my rage couldn’t sink any lower, but they plummet to a new rock bottom. 

			Silver shrugs. “I mean, it’s her duty now, right? Just thought it was interesting.” 

			“Right,” I say. “Thanks . . . I guess.” 

			The table falls into awkward silence. I’m not sure what else to say. Silver and Hazel also abandoned me when things got tough. Their scattered text messages were never about support—only about stirring the pot. I don’t think we’re friends anymore, and sometimes I wonder if we ever really were. 

			“So,” Silver says, never one to be deterred. “Where were you?” 

			She glances at Rook, clearly wary of his presence and of the way he has one hand on my lower back, his other arm braced on the table. 

			“I don’t think we’ve had the chance to formally meet,” she says, batting her lashes. “I’m Silver. One of Poet’s oldest and closest friends.” 

			“Are you?” he says, tipping his head and studying her with that intense look of his. “I don’t recall you being very friendly with her last year. And we have met, actually.” 

			He stares at her as she sits back. Silver isn’t used to anyone calling her on her shit. I resist the urge to laugh because I should have known that if anyone would put her in her place, it would be Rook. 

			“Yes, well. School was busy, and she was . . .”

			“What?” Rook asks. “Dealing with a lot of things? Really in need of a friend?” He gestures toward Domino and Journey with a wave of his hand. “The only people I noticed being there for her were these two.” 

			Silver’s mouth opens and then closes. She looks at Hazel, who has that caught-in-the-spotlight look. Rook is breaking one of the unspoken rules of our world: never point out the maneuvering and deception everyone engages in to maintain their positions. 

			“We should get to training soon,” Domino says, checking the time. 

			“Good idea,” Rook says, though his gaze never strays from Silver and Hazel. 

			“Right,” Silver says, barely recovering. “We should hang out, Poet. Are you going to Sogno this weekend?” 

			I shake my head. “No.” 

			“Right,” she says when I don’t elaborate further. “Well, how about shopping on Saturday?” 

			She glances quickly at Domino and Journey, and I don’t have to guess what she’s thinking. Despite their elevation to Society, she would never be caught dead hanging out with a couple of cogs. 

			I can’t believe I ever bought into all this Society bullshit. 

			“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” I say. “I have other priorities.” 

			“Oookay,” Silver says, lacking the tools to deal with my rejection. “Well, we’ll text you.” She says it like she’s doing me the favor, and I let her see me rolling my eyes. 

			Then she scurries off with Hazel, their heads down. 

			As soon as they’re gone, Journey turns to Rook. “Wow, remind me never to get on your scary side. She’ll be bleeding from the new one you just tore for days.” 

			At that, we all burst out laughing.
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			We enter the gym a short while later to the sounds of pumping music and that signature scent of rubber and sweat. I inhale deeply and then wrinkle my nose. 

			It feels a bit like coming home. 

			Despite this being an optional session, the room is mostly full. They warned us that our first year of training would feel like the playpen in comparison to the second, and there’s no time to waste getting started. 

			I remember how hard Raine worked. We barely saw him, and when we did, he looked permanently exhausted. 

			When I spot Henry on the other side of the room, offering instructions to a group of third-year students, tension releases in my shoulders. I was so happy to see him at my trial, and I want to talk to him more about it, but I know this isn’t the place. 

			When he spots me, he waves, and I make my way over while Rook and Domino head to opposite corners to start their daily strength training. 

			“Poet,” Henry says. “I’m so happy to see you out and about. How are you doing after all that mess?” 

			“I’m okay. Thank you for speaking up for me. You have no idea how much I appreciate it.” 

			“You were wrongly accused,” he says. “It was the right thing to do.” 

			He watches me with a careful look. 

			Henry knows more about Raine than he’s letting on. I’m sure of it. The cryptic warnings he offered about protecting myself. He’s friends with Danica, and I’m sure she lied for me. I need to understand why. 

			“Everything okay?” he asks, searching my face. 

			“Yeah,” I answer. “I was just thinking about Raine.” 

			His expression shifts into one of concern and the recollection of a hundred buried memories. “I think about him all the time, too.”

			“I know.” 

			He clears his throat. “Ready to get started?” 

			“Yes,” I answer with a grin. I missed this place. I missed training with the other cadets, and if I survive the mission I’ve been tasked with, it’s still my dream to protect my city and its people. If General Sol gets her way, my role will take on even more importance than I ever dreamed. All I’ve ever truly wanted is to be useful.

			Henry gestures for me to take the mat, where he spends the next twenty minutes teaching me some new hand-to-hand combat maneuvers. 

			“Athira!” he calls. “Come work with Poet, will you? Show her that inside leg kick you taught me last year.” 

			Rook nods and lopes over, a feral grin spreading across his face. “You think she can handle it?” he asks, folding his arms and scanning me with a heated gaze. I feel that look like a physical touch, making me shiver. 

			He must notice, because his smile widens. I scowl at him, and he laughs. 

			“I think with a little practice, she’ll wipe the floor with you,” Henry says. Then he lifts his hand, and Rook slaps it before they do some kind of complicated handshake. “Teach her everything you can,” he says in a low voice meant only for the two of us, and now I’m surer than ever that Henry knows something. 

			“I intend to,” Rook says. 

			Then Henry walks away, leaving us relatively alone. 

			I scoot closer to Rook. “Does he know about you? Who you really are?” 

			He shrugs and hunches over, holding up a pair of loose fists. “He had a few questions last year when he noticed my fighting skills were more advanced than your typical Amery fledgling.” 

			“What did you tell him?” I ask as I match his stance, my feet spread, knees soft. “That you’re so good because your father beats the snot out of you as a form of family bonding?” 

			Rook grins. “Something like that.” Then he charges toward me, wraps his arms around my midsection, and lifts me up before tossing me onto the mat. 

			I groan as the wind is kicked out of me, and I lie there gasping for breath. 

			Rook stands over me, a brow arched and his arms folded, forcing me to admire the swell of his biceps. Not that I need much incentive. 

			“I hate you,” I gasp, and he smirks. 

			“That isn’t what you said last night,” he says, his voice dropping. “Not before, during, or after I rocked your entire fucking world.” 

			“You think a lot of yourself, don’t you?” 

			He laughs, throwing his head back before reaching out a hand and pulling me to my feet in one fluid motion, like I’m filled with nothing but feathers. 

			Then, he yanks me toward him so our mouths are only inches apart. “Today, we’re going to learn how to prevent me from ever doing that to you again. Okay?” 

			“Fine.” 

			He hesitates. 

			“What is it?” I ask. 

			“It feels weird trying to knock you down.” 

			“Weirder than before?” 

			“Kind of, yeah? Now that we’ve . . .” He trails off, a blush that is way too adorable coloring his cheeks. Especially when it contrasts with his confidence from a moment ago. 

			I poke him in the stomach. “Don’t you dare go soft on me, Athira.” 

			We share a look, unable to say the words between us. General Sol wants us to help her, but I’m not sure how that looks yet. Whatever is coming will no doubt be dangerous, and we’ll need every weapon at our disposal. 

			“Then let’s do this, Graves,” he says, whispering in my ear. “For every bruise you leave this room with, I’ll make up for it with a kiss later.”

			“A kiss where?” I bat my eyelashes innocently. 

			He moves in closer, his hand landing on my hip, fingers digging in gently. “Everywhere.”

			I let out a shaky breath before pushing myself away, determined to focus on my task. 

			For the next hour, I’m humbled over and over. Rook tosses me onto my back so many times that I lose count. I am now just one giant bruise. During it all, he offers me pointers and tips, and I’m slowly improving. It becomes my new life goal to return the favor someday. 

			By the time we’re done, I’m sweating from every pore, my entire body aching. 

			I feel amazing. 

			Bruises are forming all over my arms and legs, but after all the running and uncertainty of the past few months, it feels good to engage in something that offers me a sense of control. 

			Henry makes his way over and gives us an appraising look. “Well done, both of you,” he says. “You can hit the showers.” 

			Rook and I return to the locker rooms to clean up. When I emerge, he’s waiting for me, dressed in black pants and a sleeveless shirt, his hair damp and freshly washed, looking good enough to eat. 

			My phone dings in my pocket. It’s a message from a number I don’t recognize. 

			unknown: Meet at the tunnel exit. 7 pm tonight. Both of you.

			I scan it a few times before it suddenly disappears. 

			The entire note is gone, like it never happened. 

			As I peer up, Rook is standing over me, a crease between his brows. 

			“What was that?” he asks. 

			“I think we’ve just been summoned by General Sol.”
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			An hour later, Rook and I make our way toward the same tunnel entrance we used when we first returned to the city. It feels like it’s been a lifetime since we emerged into the busy market square and gave ourselves up to the Extinguishers. 

			We’re both wearing plain black clothes to avoid drawing attention. The square is busy again, filled with people enjoying the afternoon market, and the mood is light, but they won’t be here much longer. The clouds are gathering, and I have a feeling this is why the general wanted to meet with us today. 

			I’m grateful for it. 

			I desperately need to touch Spark. 

			We enter the alley, ensuring no one sees us, and then make the trek out of the city. By the time we emerge at the exit, the sun is sinking and the clouds are growing thicker. I itch the backs of my hands and notice Rook scratching the side of his neck before he rolls his shoulders and shakes out his arms like he’s trying to dissipate the same uncomfortable sensations. 

			“It’s been far too long,” I say. “I’m coming out of my skin.” 

			“I visited the rock wall while you were locked up,” he says. “But it wasn’t the same without you.” 

			I offer him a soft smile and take his hand as we both peer at the empty landscape. 

			“What time is it? Where is she?” 

			“We’re a few minutes early,” he says, just as the sound of a rumble draws our attention. A truck is flying toward us, bumping over the landscape. It skids to a stop, revealing General Sol behind the wheel, one wrist slung over it and the other hanging across the seat. 

			“Hop in,” she says. She’s so different from her usual put-together self. She’s wearing jeans and a T-shirt, and her hair is twisted into a messy knot at her nape. The effect makes her look younger. It’s hard to believe she’s dying.

			Rook and I scramble into the cab with me in the middle seat, and then she presses the accelerator and we’re off, trundling deeper into the Tiera Frais. 

			“I wanted to make sure no one could see us,” she says. “Ideally, we’d do this at the top of the Citadel, but that’s too risky right now. My closest Circle Guards are entrusted with most of my secrets, but someone else might see you.”

			“Don’t you need to be up there?” I ask, and she nods. 

			“Yes, but I have a bit of time. The forecast is calling for a light storm, and the Breakers can handle it until I get back.” 

			About thirty minutes later, she brings us to a stop in the middle of a clearing bordered by tall rocks. We hop out of the truck, and I look around. There’s nothing here. It’s just a barren landscape as far as the eye can see. 

			“This is a good spot,” the general says. 

			“For what?” Rook asks. 

			“The first part of your training.” She plants her hands on her hips and looks up, scrutinizing the flashing clouds. 

			“What does that mean?” I ask. 

			“You’re Storm Callers,” she says. “Have you ever felt like the storms find you?” 

			“Yes. Many times,” Rook says.

			Sol nods as if that answer pleases her. The wind tugs at the errant strands of her hair, whipping them across her cheeks. 

			“That isn’t a coincidence. The Spark isn’t finding you. You’re actually calling it, probably without realizing it.” 

			My brows dip together. It makes so much sense when she puts it like that. 

			Maybe a part of me already knew. 

			“Conversely, you can also do the opposite—push Spark away. It’s a useful method to protect yourself,” she continues. “You’ve likely also been doing it subconsciously.” 

			I shake my head. I’d never considered that before. 

			This would change so much. 

			The general takes several steps and then turns around to face us. “Additionally, you can learn to control it. Harness it.” 

			“Like you do when you power the city?” Rook asks. 

			“Partly. I can gather and store some of it. It’s how I built the grid that covers the Central Park Tree Farm, for example. It’s how the Tempestade scientists are able to store some of the charge to use in your training simulations, and it’s how they’ve been able to craft the prototype for the vests they’re developing to protect Breakers.” 

			She peers up at the sky again, hands planted on her hips.

			“And you’re going to teach us that?” Rook asks. The storm is growing fiercer now, thunder rumbling overhead. 

			She glances across the landscape and then back at us. “Tonight, I want to show you something I can’t ever reveal within the city limits. I took a risk leaving tonight, but I think it’s important that we start here. Plus, I promised to give you a reason to trust me, and I believe this will convince you of my sincere intentions.” 

			“Start with what?” I ask. 

			“Channeling Spark is one thing, and that already makes you a threat, but what I’m about to show you is what truly makes you dangerous.” She levels us with a look. “Because you—we—can also use Spark as a weapon.” 

			Chills climb over my scalp at the severity in her voice. 

			Maybe a part of me always knew this, too. 

			“The chancellors have no idea,” she says. “No one does. Or at least they don’t know for sure. I think they may have their suspicions, but I’ve been extremely careful never to reveal that I can do anything beyond channeling galvanic energy into something useful.” 

			Rook and I share a nervous glance.

			Sol backs up a few more steps, jogging away. The storm is whipping into a frenzy now, and in the distance, I watch a few bursts of Spark hit the earth. Vibrant purple plasma arcs explode up from the dirt, illuminating the horizon. 

			The storm drifts closer, churning overhead. Rook reaches out to take my hand as we watch the general. She stands with her arms out and her head up, chin tipped to the sky. I wonder what she’s thinking. Is she addicted to the pain and euphoria, too? Thanks to the strained look on her face, I think I can guess. 

			Another burst of Spark hits the earth a few feet away. My body reacts, aching with the need to reach out and touch it, but it’s obvious that she needs to show us something important, so I resist. 

			Then another cloud explodes overhead, and a bolt of amethyst light strikes the general. I know she can withstand it, but after a lifetime of conditioning, I still tense up. 

			Purple sparks crackle over her skin as she brings her hands together, gathering a small orb of amethyst light in her palms. Rook’s grip on my hand tightens as he notices it, too. 

			A line of concentration forms between Sol’s brows as her limbs shake and sweat beads on her forehead. The light in her hand grows, swelling out almost like a miniature globe. It crackles and flashes, then shifts, turning from vibrant amethyst to brilliant magenta light. 

			As she’s engulfed by the plasma arc, she grits her teeth, clinging to the pulsing ball of energy in her hands. I watch in fascination as her hair rises from her head with the crackling electricity, and then the arc winks out. Still clutching the orb, she lifts her arm and hurls it. It goes flying across the landscape, hitting another pile of rocks about a hundred feet away. 

			They shatter on impact, exploding in a shower of stone and dust. 

			I watch in horrified fascination as the dirt settles, while the sounds of thunder crash overhead. 

			General Sol wipes her brow and then spins around to face us. 

			“That is what they’ll kill all of us for.”
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			For several seconds, I gape at the sight of the shattered rocks. 

			“How did you do that?” Rook asks. “You . . . held it?” 

			He’s reeling, nearly speechless. 

			I’ve never seen him so thrown off. 

			The general nods. “It took me many years to learn the technique, but yes. When I use Spark to power the city, I do the same thing—gather the energy, then transfer it to a collection point before it shifts. But if I don’t have anywhere to direct it, I have to do something with it.”

			She gestures into the distance, indicating the destruction she just caused.

			“I’ve tried,” Rook says. “I . . . could never . . .” 

			He stops talking and starts pacing. He’s muttering to himself, running a hand through his hair. 

			“Rook? Are you okay?” I ask. 

			“I would try sometimes,” he says. “But there was no one to talk to about it. It felt like I could do something, but I didn’t know how.” 

			He shakes his head and stares up at the sky. 

			“Would you like some tips?” General Sol asks, and Rook spins around. 

			“Very much.” 

			“Okay. Then let’s try this.” She stalks toward us and points to the earth. “Stand there and there. Let’s wait for a blast. When it hits you, concentrate on the sparks. Instead of letting them roll through you, think about gathering them. Almost like you’re picking up single motes of dust. Focus on bundling them together in your hands. It requires a high degree of concentration because you need to treat each one separately. 

			“At first, you won’t be fast enough. The majority of them will dissipate. That’s normal, but you’ll need to gather dozens to build up an effective strike, and you’ll get better with practice.” 

			She looks between us to ensure we understand. 

			“Okay,” I say. “I’ll try.”

			Rook nods as well, and then we wait. 

			“Call to it,” Sol whispers. “It answers to you.”

			I focus my thoughts on the clouds above. Sol is right—this is something I’ve done before. But I always assumed it was simply about my desire to touch the storm. Not that it was actually listening. 

			It doesn’t take long. 

			Another cloud gathers overhead, shifting and pulsing in the sky. 

			I sense it a split second before it hits me. I brace myself for impact. For the sweep of pain and euphoria pulling me under. Spark strikes, crackling over my skin. For a second, I get lost in it. The agony of the moment tears through me, shredding me from the inside out. 

			Then I remember I’m supposed to be doing something. 

			So I concentrate on a single spark, willing it toward the center of my hand. It’s like snagging a dandelion seed between your fingernails. It takes a few tries before I can pinch it, almost like it’s trying to avoid capture. 

			I direct the Spark to my shaking palm, where it, by some miracle, catches, hovering in the air. I’m so startled that I lose the connection, and it blinks out.

			I’m engulfed in the swell of the plasma arc a second later, more sparks dancing around me. I try again, pulling on a single point of light and directing it back to my hand. I can already sense how tricky it will be to gather a ball the size that General Sol just showed us. Still, I focus on the single spark, then a second. This one resists me before I concentrate harder and manage to direct it inward. 

			The two threads touch, then snap together, forming a brighter point of light before flashing with a magenta glow. A moment later, everything around me darkens. I’m left with only a few sparks dancing in my hair and on my clothing. I look up to find Rook and General Sol watching me. 

			“I think I did something,” I say. “It wasn’t much, but I did something.” 

			“You did,” Sol says, pride in her voice. “Seems like you’re a natural.” 

			“What about you?” I ask Rook, who shakes his head. 

			“Not a single one, but you were amazing.” He offers me a proud grin, and my heart squeezes in my chest. 

			“This was good for a first time,” the general says as she looks up at the sky. More clouds rumble in the distance as the storm churns closer to the city. “I should get back, but you two need to practice. Where do you go when you need to touch Spark?” 

			“I have a few places,” I say. “Mostly on the outskirts.” 

			She nods. “You’ll need to be careful. I probably can’t meet with you again for a while. I still need to figure out a way to get you to the top of the Citadel without exposing you, but I’m working on something.” 

			“Okay,” I say. Then we return to the truck, and Sol drives us back to the tunnel entrance before dropping us off. Rook steps back and slams the door. It seems like he wants to say something, but General Sol peels off toward the city before he can get a word out. 

			We watch the cloud of dust kicked up by her truck’s tires.

			“Do you think we can trust her?” I ask, and Rook shakes his head. 

			“I’m not sure.” 

			“Why were you so shaken up after she showed you what she can do with Spark?” 

			Rook sighs and runs a hand over his jaw. “She’s just offered a lifeline to my people. If I can learn to wield it, I could be useful to my father.” 

			“You are useful to him,” I say. 

			“It’s all felt so futile for so many years. Every time we get ahead, they come in and take it all away.” 

			“And now?” 

			“Now, General Sol just offered me something I never thought we’d have.” 

			“A weapon?” 

			“Yes.”

			“To use against the city?” 

			He gives me a long look. “Poet, I told you a long time ago who I am. What I am.” 

			I nod. “I know you did. I just thought . . .”

			I trail off as he reaches out and traces the faint scar on my cheekbone, his expression soft. “That I’d forget everything they did? I’m here for the cure, not to help New Manhattan. That has never been my goal. I want to save my brother and sister, and I want to create a stable life for my family and the Veil.” 

			I inhale a deep breath. “I know that.” 

			“That includes you, just so we’re clear.” 

			My breath expels in a shaky rush. “I know you think that, but this is my home.” 

			“A home that lied to you. That wants to kill you for what you are.” 

			His words cut deep, slicing through tissue and bone and the truth I’m still reckoning with. I know he’s right, but this is still the place I grew up. Could I just leave and never look back? 

			“If we find the cure, what then?” I ask, my voice suddenly small and uncertain. “Will you leave?” 

			“Yes, Poet. My home is out there, not here. I was never meant for this life.” 

			I swallow against the knot in my throat. “What about us?” 

			“You can come, too,” he says. “I want you to come.” 

			“I don’t think it’s that simple.” 

			He searches my face. “Maybe not.” 

			I look away, staring at the horizon. “We’d better get back.”

			Without another word, I descend into the darkness of the tunnel. 

			A moment later, I hear Rook following. 

			We walk in silence for a long time before I feel a gentle tug on my wrist. I let him pull me around to face him, though I can’t meet his eyes just yet. 

			“I’m sorry,” he says. 

			I peer up and shake my head. “You don’t have anything to be sorry for. You’re right. I know you don’t belong here.” 

			“I thought I understood my purpose when I arrived in the city,” he says. “Those first few weeks were so easy. Everyone was scared of me. Everyone kept their distance, as I hoped they would. I was free to do what I needed to do.” 

			“And then?” 

			He chuckles softly, leaning in as his warm breath pulls up goose bumps across my skin. “And then some defiant princess came along to fuck that all up.” 

			I laugh and slap him playfully on the arm. “I’m not defiant,” I say, and he laughs. 

			“Sure. You’re very obedient.” He reaches up to cup my cheek. “I don’t know what the future holds, Poet. But I do know that from the moment I laid eyes on you, I knew you’d be important to me.” 

			I study his face, admiring the soft crinkles in the corners of his eyes, the smattering of freckles on the bridge of his nose, and the copper flecks in the green and gold of his irises. I love his face so much. 

			“Did you really?” 

			He nods. “It was like . . . my soul had always known you.” 

			“I think I felt the same. When you looked at me, my stomach did this weird thing.” 

			“Because I’m so incredibly good-looking?” he asks. 

			I smile. “You know you are.”

			He laughs, and it lights up his face. 

			“I thought it was fear,” I say. “I thought I was supposed to hate you. I’d been taught my entire life that you were the bad guy.” 

			“I am the bad guy, Poet. Don’t forget that.” 

			He really believes that, even after everything he’s shown me. 

			We approach the ladder back to the surface, and I step onto the first rung before I look back at him. I don’t know what the future holds, either, but I’m sure that mine includes him, too. I’m just not sure what that looks like yet. 

			“If you’re the bad guy, Rook Athira . . . then I guess that makes two of us.”
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			The next day, we decide to tackle the problem of Trinity. I’ve spent most of my life pretending and keeping a secret that could get me killed, but now it’s time to put on the performance of my life. 

			Rook and I head for the cafeteria for lunch, hoping to find her. Sort of. Part of me hopes that she disappeared off the face of the earth so I never have to see her again. 

			We enter to find the room buzzing with conversation. A few looks are directed our way, but for once, we go mostly unnoticed. I scan the room, finding the E-squad in the corner with their heads all bent together. My back stiffens at the sight of those bloodred shirts. I think about those men chasing me through the plaza and pinning me down while I screamed and screamed before they so cruelly knocked me out. 

			I’ve stopped walking, and Rook takes my hand. 

			“You okay?” 

			“Not really.” 

			He squeezes my fingers but says nothing, giving me space to talk myself into doing this. 

			I search for her among the group, finding her bright-red hair in the middle of the huddle. The sight makes my heart feel like it’s being ground up by a woodchipper. But I need to pretend to fix this. We can never go back. What she did was unforgivable, but I now have a bigger purpose.

			For a moment, I hesitate, noticing a few people glancing over and elbowing one another. They probably think I’m here to chew Trinity out, and they’re ready for the show. 

			A moment later, one of the E-squad spots me. I remember Ruby from last year. Tall and fierce. A bit of a leader among the group. Conversation at the table cuts off as they notice her staring at me, until every one of the E-squad turns our way. 

			I know they’re wondering about me. I was accused of being the very thing they spend their time hunting. I was absolved, but I can tell that at least a few remain suspicious. 

			Trinity’s eyes catch mine, and my mouth presses together with the force of a thousand unsaid words. She slides out from her seat and stands, while her friends offer what sound like encouraging comments. 

			Trinity is a coward, but still, I wonder what she’ll do next. I wonder if she has a shred of honor left. 

			“Sit down,” Ruby tells her, and Trinity looks at the other woman before nodding and slowly obeying. Of course she’s too spineless to face me. 

			“Coward,” Rook mutters under his breath, echoing the same sentiments. 

			But suddenly I’m furious in a whole new way. How dare she accuse me during that trial, then try to shirk away from facing me when her words were proven false? She owes me a fucking apology. Even if her words were true, they were never justified. I don’t deserve to be taken and locked up because of something I could never help. 

			“Trinity,” I say, my voice ringing out through the cafeteria with a bit more force than I intended. The room goes silent as Trinity stops, hovering awkwardly between sitting and standing. I release Rook’s hand and stride over. “We need to talk.” 

			“She has nothing to say to you,” Ruby says. She looks ready to rip my heart from my chest, but thankfully, she’s still seated, giving me a tiny, if misguided, boost of confidence. 

			“I wasn’t speaking to you,” I say, fusing a chill into my voice. “Plus, this is really none of your business.”

			Ruby scowls. “Everything that happens with my squad is my business.” 

			“Does she speak for you?” I ask Trinity. “Are you unable to have a conversation without someone else’s permission?” 

			Trinity’s cheeks turn pink as she straightens back up. “It’s okay, Ruby,” she says. “I’ll talk to her.” 

			“You don’t have to,” Ruby bites out. “You owe her nothing.” 

			I ignore Ruby and watch Trinity, waiting for her to contradict that statement. 

			Trinity actually owes me so fucking much. 

			“It’s fine,” Trinity says, her voice small. 

			I guess it will have to do. Trinity shuffles between the tables, coming around the corner. I can feel every eye on us, but really, what else is new? Trinity always wanted to be the center of attention, and now she’s getting her wish. 

			“Okay, let’s talk,” she says, and I shake my head. 

			“Not here.” 

			Then I turn on my heel and walk away. Rook is still waiting for me in the center aisle. I meet his gaze, and he arches a brow before I shake my head, telling him I’m fine. He nods and moves aside, giving my wrist a quick squeeze as I pass. 

			I reach the exit and nearly stop dead in my tracks at the sight of Lieutenant Dire in his Extinguisher uniform. He stands with his feet spread and his hands clasped behind his back, looking for all the world like he owns the place. 

			Oh great. 

			He glances over, his gaze moving behind me, where I can hear Trinity’s footsteps. 

			“What’s going on?” he demands. I reach back to snag Trinity’s elbow and brush past him without answering.

			“Where do you think you’re taking her?” Lieutenant Dire asks, following us before I spin around, never releasing my hold on Trinity. 

			“I’m going to talk to my oldest friend. And all of you are going to mind your own damn business.” 

			“It’s fine,” Trinity says, her tone weak with fear. “I’m fine.” 

			Lieutenant Dire huffs, and then Trinity and I are on the move again. I find a spot where we’ll have some privacy, rounding a corner and pushing her toward the wall before finally letting go. She whips around to face me, pressing her back to the surface as her chest heaves with nervous breaths. 

			“Poe, I’m sorry,” she says. “I thought I saw—” 

			“How could you?” I ask. “How could you do that to me?”

			“I thought I saw you!” she answers. “You were covered in it. Spark.” 

			“So what?” I practically roar. “How could you just give me up!” 

			“Because I had to!” she argues. “I had no choice.” 

			“You had a choice,” I say, my voice dropping into a menacing growl. “There is always a choice, and you chose them over your best friend.” 

			Trinity opens her mouth and then closes it, clearly at a loss for words. 

			I give her a moment, hoping she’ll say something that makes any of this okay. 

			I quickly lose my patience. 

			“Say something!” I shout. 

			“You’ve always been weird!” she shouts back. “I thought . . . I thought . . .”

			“What? Was my personality a moral failing that should see me condemned to death? I’m weird. For fuck’s sake, Trin. I thought we were friends! You’ve been like a sister to me! Is that really what you thought all these years?” 

			She’s sobbing now, big fat tears tracking down her cheeks. I search inside myself for some sliver of sympathy, but I find nothing. I’m empty, wrung dry by her betrayal and the awful things she believes about me. 

			“Poet,” she says, her tone thin and wheedling. “I’m sorry. I really didn’t mean for this to happen. I just . . . I thought I saw something, and I fucked up.” 

			She has no excuse. I know that. There is nothing she could say to make this right, but I have a job to do, and I have to find a way to pretend. 

			My eyes close as I try to calm the raging pulse of my furious heart. When I open them again, I find her shrinking against the wall like the gutless coward she is. 

			“Please,” she says. “Can you forgive me? Can we fix this? I hate that we grew apart.” 

			I want to remind her that she pushed me away first. But maybe I had a part to play, too. I pulled back when she joined the E-squad. I had planned to talk her out of joining, but then I got too wrapped up in my own shit, and I never made it a priority. I let my hurt feelings come first. 

			“I don’t know,” I say, and that is the truth. If I didn’t have ulterior motives, could I find a way to forgive her? Something happened after she failed that first test all those months ago. Something changed when she tried to save herself and find a new path to redemption and a future she could live with. 

			“Can we try?” she asks, her voice whisper-soft. “I’m sorry. You have no idea how sorry I am. I love you, Poet. I don’t want to lose you.” 

			I stare at her, allowing tears to fill my eyes, like I’m really regretting what happened between us. It isn’t hard to call them up. 

			“I never wanted to lose you, either,” I say, my voice wobbling with what I hope sounds like sincerity.

			“We could go out and do something?” she says. “Just the two of us.” 

			I think about how she went to Sogno without me last year, and I add it to my list of reasons I’ll never forgive her, but now isn’t the time to bring it up. 

			“Okay,” I say. “Sure. Let’s try.” 

			She pushes off the wall and throws herself at me, wrapping me in a hug with such force that I stumble a few steps. It takes me a moment to return it. I gently embrace her, but my skin crawls at her touch. 

			She pulls back and clasps my shoulders, offering me a watery smile. I try to return it. I try to be okay. I need to convince her. I can’t let her suspect what I’m up to. I need to do this for Rook and his family, for the Tiera Frais, and for all the people lost to The Shield and its ambitions. 

			“I’ll text you,” she says before she gives me another hug. 

			“Sure,” I say. “I’m having dinner with my parents on Saturday, so maybe next week.” 

			“Oh!” she says. “Are you?” 

			“Yes, why?” 

			She shakes her head. “I don’t know. I thought after that whole defecting-to-House-Aria thing, they weren’t speaking to you anymore.” 

			“They weren’t. But I guess believing I might be dead reminded them that they’re my parents.” 

			“Oh,” she says, an emotion flashing behind her eyes that I can’t interpret. It almost feels like irritation. “That’s nice.” 

			“What about your parents?” I ask, curious about where things stand with the Robinses. 

			Her face flushes, her cheeks turning red. I don’t think it’s from shame but rather anger. “The same as before,” she says, her smile tight. “I’ve been disowned, and they have no reason to remember what I meant to them.” She waves her hand. “So, I guess I did you a favor.” 

			“Well . . .” I say, but she’s already turning away. I wouldn’t exactly say that, and I’m a little surprised by her audacity. 

			“Anyway, I’ll talk to you soon.” Then she’s walking away, wiping her eyes, leaving me standing alone. 

			I hear her talking to someone down the hallway, and I inch forward to peer around the corner. It’s Lieutenant Dire, and she’s still sniffling as she wipes her nose with the back of her hand. He clasps her shoulder, and watching her find comfort from this man makes my stomach churn. 

			“Let’s go,” I hear him say in a low voice.

			He takes her elbow, and they start to walk away, but not before he looks over at me. Our eyes meet, and his gaze narrows. 

			I was cleared of the charges he helped bring against me. 

			But that doesn’t mean he believes I’m innocent. 

			I pause as my breath cements in my windpipe. 

			Trinity sniffles, and Dire turns away before they both disappear around the corner. 

			Once they’re gone, I step out from the shadows, roll my shoulders, and head back to the cafeteria, understanding that whatever plans I have for Trinity are about to put me directly in Lieutenant Dire’s path.
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			The following Saturday, Rook and I arrive at the base of Fiama Society Tower A. Thankfully, second year comes with a lot more freedom, and we’re allowed to leave Amery whenever we want as long as we’re attending classes, keeping our grades up, and returning before curfew every night. 

			Instead of sneaking into the building like last time, we go through the front entrance. The doorman, Cyril, is sitting at the desk, his hands folded over his stomach and his chin resting against his chest while he snores softly. A single strand of his snow-white hair flutters in a nonexistent breeze. The familiar sight drenches me in warmth. Despite everything, I miss this place. 

			Rook stands quietly beside me, dressed in his casual Amery uniform with his more formal jacket draped over it. He’s slicked back his hair a little, tamed out some of the wildness, and I suspect he’d never admit it, but I think he was trying to look nice for my parents. He didn’t need to, and I don’t want him to pretend he’s anything other than who he is, but the gesture is sweet nonetheless. 

			“Should we wake him up?” he asks, nodding to Cyril. I notice the old man’s mouth curve into a smile, and I imagine that he’s having a nice dream. 

			“Nah, it’s okay. Let him sleep.” 

			We brush past and head for the sleek bank of elevators. Above us are rows of cameras with small red lights reminding us that, despite outward appearances, security is tight. Rook eyes them warily as he stuffs his hands into his back pockets, like he’s trying to keep himself from fidgeting. Thankfully, the sky is clear tonight, so he won’t also have to deal with the resulting discomfort of a brewing storm. 

			“It’ll be fine,” I promise, and he responds with a dry laugh. “Hey, I survived your dad. You can survive mine.” 

			Rook blows out a breath and runs his hand through his hair, effectively undoing his efforts to tame it back. It’s perfect. This is far more him. “Fair enough.” 

			“Who do you think is scarier?” I ask as I press the button. “The high commander or the scion?”

			Rook huffs. “That’s a good question. For me, your dad for sure.” 

			“Yours is no kitten,” I remind him, and he kicks up a smile. 

			“That’s until you get to know him better.” 

			The tenderness in his voice makes my chest ache. 

			The elevator slides closed before we ride up in silence, each of us lost in our own thoughts and the churn of our nerves. 

			We reach the penthouse with a soft ding, and then I’m standing before the door.

			Maybe I should ask myself what I’m doing here. Why do I keep trying to find my way back? What am I hoping for? A happy ending that’s never really been a possibility? 

			Should I knock? Just let myself in? I wasn’t prepared for this indecision. This is my home, or it was, yet I feel like I’m arriving as a stranger. 

			Thankfully, I’m saved from having to decide when the door swings open to reveal Cara, our housekeeper. 

			“Poet!” she says warmly. “I’m so happy to see you.” She steps aside to gesture us through. “Your mom said you’d be coming for dinner, and it’s been far too long since you’ve had my famous roast chicken.” That’s when her gaze lands on Rook. She stutters, her face draining of color as she takes him in. 

			“Cara, this is Rook,” I say, my voice firm and probably a bit too bright while I try to make up for her rudeness. I shouldn’t blame her. I reacted the same way once. I know she’s been fed the same lies as everyone else, but it still sends a prickle of annoyance down my spine. “My friend.” Again, I fuse the words with certainty, hoping to snap her out of her shock. 

			“Of course,” she finally says. “Mrs. Graves said you’d be bringing someone. I just assumed it would be Trin—” Her sentence cuts off as her worried gaze pings to me. “Or not her, maybe.” 

			Clearly, she knows what happened. 

			“Not tonight,” I say, pretty confident that I’m never inviting Trinity for dinner with my family ever again. 

			“Nice to meet you,” Cara says to Rook, regaining a semblance of manners. 

			“Likewise,” Rook says, using his formal voice. After witnessing him in his element out in the Veil, I understand more than ever that he knows how to play this game. 

			Cara blinks, almost as if she’s surprised to find he can speak in a civilized manner, and I resist the urge to growl. “Come in,” she says with a wave. “Your parents are in the salon. Can I take your coats?” 

			We hand them over as I scan the familiar space. 

			I think about the night Rook and I broke in to steal my dad’s keycard, when I felt his assessment of the luxuriousness of our surroundings. While Cloudspire is awe-inducing for its sheer existence, its purpose is function, not form. Rook’s room is comfortable but simple. Nothing like this. I think about my masquerade dress and when I asked for somewhere to throw it away. In the Tiera Frais, they use only as much as they need. New Manhattan should have emulated that, but we let ourselves become seduced by the luxuries of the past. 

			Skirting through the living room, we turn a corner and head toward the back room, which my parents use for entertaining. 

			“Hello,” I call ahead of us. They know we’re here, but I want to make sure there are as few surprises tonight as possible. 

			“Poet!” my mother exclaims as we enter through the arched door. She’s dressed in a flowing yellow dress that reaches to the floor, with her hair pulled up into a high knot at the back of her head. 

			The room is like an egg cut down the center, with one flat wall and the other curving into an oval made up of windows, offering an unobstructed view of the city and the Tiera Frais far in the distance. 

			She rushes over and throws her arms around me, squeezing me tight. “I’m so glad you came.” Pulling away, she frames my face with her hands, soft tears forming in her eyes. “We’ve missed you so much.” 

			I don’t contradict the “we” in her statement as she steps back to reveal my father seated in an armchair, one leg crossed over the other, wearing his usual crisp white shirt and pressed gray pants. 

			“Dad,” I say as he nods and then pushes himself up. He strides over and stops, assessing me. 

			“I’m glad to see you looking healthy,” he says. “After your time in that cell . . .”

			He trails off as something troubled passes over his expression. 

			“Yeah,” I say. “I was— I am . . . fine.” 

			Not really, but I don’t know what else to say. 

			“This is Rook,” I say, reaching back and pulling him up beside me. He comes forward reluctantly from where he stands a few paces away. “Rook Athira.” 

			“Athira?” my dad says, his brows drawing together, and it occurs to me that if High Commander Summit Athira knows of my father, then maybe the reverse is true as well. 

			Rook and my dad stare at each other for a moment. 

			“Yes,” Rook says. 

			Another thought flits across my dad’s face. “Welcome to my home,” he says and reaches out to shake Rook’s hand. It isn’t warm or friendly, but there’s a thread of respect in his tone. I’m not sure what it means, but his reaction seems to deflate some of the tension in the room. 

			“Can I get you a drink?” my mom asks as Cara enters and heads toward the bar. “Anything you like.” 

			“Just some water for me,” Rook says. My mom presses her lips together as she takes him in. Obviously, they already met that night we broke into the apartment. The same night, he said he’d kill anyone who hurt me. 

			But her expression remains neutral, revealing nothing. 

			“A glass of wine, Poet? We need to celebrate. You don’t turn twenty every day!” 

			“It’s your birthday?” Rook asks. 

			I huff out a sound that is part laugh, part snort. “Yeah. I guess it is.” 

			“You didn’t say anything.” 

			I shake my head. “Sorry. With everything going on, I kind of forgot.”

			“Forgot your birthday!” my mother exclaims, pressing an offended hand to her chest. She’s always been big on birthdays and loves to splash out. Personally, I’ve always preferred to treat them like any other day, but I never objected to her over-the-top planning because it seemed to make her happy. “Cara, open the bubbly!” 

			“Yes, Mrs. Graves,” she says, already clutching a bottle of something pricey. Cara pours three glasses for my parents and me and hands them around. She then cracks open a green bottle of the precious rainwater collected from Emerald Storms and pours a glass for Rook. He eyes it for a moment, and I don’t need to hear his thoughts to understand what he’s thinking. 

			The water that falls freely from the sky is collected and sold. People are forbidden from gathering their own. When viewed through my new lens, all these things are so unnecessarily cruel. So simple in their obvious attempts to exert control, and we all fall for it. 

			My mother doesn’t notice Rook’s hesitation as she lifts her glass in a toast. 

			“To Poet!” she says, and Rook and my dad echo the sentiment as we clink glasses and take a sip. My mom is happier than I’ve seen her in a while, keeping up a steady stream of conversation and posing a thousand questions about Amery. It’s clear these are the things she’s been dying to ask during our estrangement, and I’m happy that I finally get to share. 

			She even broaches a few questions with Rook, asking about his family and where he grew up. He keeps his answers polite, if vague, and he has no problem talking about how much he loves them all, so that seems safe enough.

			The same continues through dinner, and I find myself relaxing, relieved that my parents are at least outwardly polite to Rook. I’m sure they have some very specific thoughts about a Solitude dining at their table, but they’re putting on a great act. 

			Once the meal is over, my father addresses me. “Poet, I’d like to speak with you in private for a minute.” 

			Some part of me understood this was coming. 

			I welcome it because I have questions, too. 

			“Sure,” I say, gripping the arms of my chair as I address Rook. “Will you be okay for a minute?” 

			“Yeah,” he says, wariness in his eyes. “Of course.” 

			“I’ll keep him entertained,” my mom promises. 

			“You sure?” 

			“Yes, you go,” he says. “I’ll be fine.” 

			“Thanks,” I say, and then I follow my dad to his study. He closes the door and crosses the room, setting his drink on the desk and then leaning on the edge to face me. I’m surprised by how steady I feel in his presence. I’m still nervous, but I’m not reacting the way I normally do. The racing pulse. Shaking limbs. That strange, hollow, floating sensation. It’s a welcome relief. A reminder that I’m healing and that I’m stronger than I think. 

			“Your mother insisted that we invite you tonight,” he says, getting straight to the point. “But you still chose to pledge to House Aria, and nothing has really changed.” 

			I exhale a short breath. I knew this would be the case. Maybe for a minute I forgot. Maybe for a minute I hoped we could move past this—even let myself believe we could.

			“Right.” 

			“You still refuse to marry Knox?” he asks. 

			“I thought he was engaged.” 

			“Engagements can be broken. As you’re well aware.”

			My teeth grind together. “Yes. I still refuse.” 

			He blinks, clearly displeased. “You brought High Commander Athira’s son to my home. You asked me to protect this Solitude. What is the nature of his presence in your life?” 

			“I love him,” I say without hesitation, trying to keep the wobble out of my voice. 

			My father grunts, like I’ve kicked him in the stomach. 

			“You’ve fallen in love with a Solitude. Don’t you remember your aunt?” 

			“No,” I say. “I don’t. I never met her. All I know is what I feel, and just because things went wrong for her doesn’t mean they’ll be that way for me. Rook is kind and good and honorable.” 

			“He isn’t like you, Poet.” 

			“But he is,” I say. “He’s more like me than I ever imagined. He’s not what I’ve been taught.” I stop, stare at him. “Did you know?” I ask. 

			“Know . . . what?” 

			“That they’re . . . that we’re being lied to?” 

			“Poet,” he says sharply. “Do not say such things within these walls.” 

			He’s shaken. I can see it. He reaches toward his glass and takes a long sip of his whisky, but it does nothing to hide the tremble in his hand. 

			My father is never afraid of anything. 

			I take a step closer. “You knew about Raine,” I say, and his gaze cuts to mine. “And me.” My voice drops so low that I’m mouthing the words. 

			He shakes his head and looks around the room as if someone’s listening, and it occurs to me that maybe they are. 

			“I need to talk to you,” I say. 

			His gaze bores into mine. Not here. Not now. 

			“When?” I ask another whispered question. 

			He wants to deny me. I read it in the shift of his gaze. He tried to protect me, but he still wants nothing to do with me.

			“Dad,” I say, refusing to be deterred. 

			“I will contact you.” 

			We stare at each other, and I desperately want to press him, but all I can do is nod. Fine. I guess I’ll have to settle for that for now. 

			“Where does this leave us?” I ask, louder this time. “Do you still have a daughter?” 

			His shoulders tense before he takes another sip of his drink. 

			“You could still pledge to Fiama,” he replies. “It wouldn’t be ideal, but it could help smooth the way for us.”

			“What would be the point in that?” I ask. “Everyone would know it’s a lie.” 

			His jaw clenches while he drains his glass, never taking his eyes off me. 

			“Besides, I’m happy in Aria,” I say. “I’ve made friends. I’m comfortable. There’s nothing for me in Fiama.” 

			“Just your mother and me.” 

			I nod. “Just that, but you can make the choice to let me in.” 

			“It’s what your mother wants.” 

			“I want it, too.” 

			“The Shield won’t like it,” he says. “This is not how it’s supposed to be.” 

			A weariness settles into his voice. 

			“What do you want?” I ask. 

			“I want your mother to be happy.” I find that a little hard to believe, but the sentiment feels genuine. “And that means allowing you back into our lives.” 

			“I didn’t mean to hurt you,” I say. “I know you don’t believe that, but I never meant for this to tear us apart. You just . . . wouldn’t listen to me.” 

			I won’t take all the blame for this. 

			“They’re planning a leadership vote,” he says, clearly deflecting my comment. “My authority has been called into question.” 

			This is exactly what he was afraid of. 

			“I’m . . .” I stop. I was about to apologize, but for some reason, I can’t make the words come out. Maybe it’s because I’m finally realizing that I did nothing wrong. And I’m not sorry.

			My father studies me, then slowly dips his chin. 

			“Thank you for coming,” he says. 

			I guess that’s all I’m getting for tonight. I’ll hold him to his promise to contact me, no matter how annoying I have to be. 

			“I did it for Mom. Not you. That’s the only reason I’m here.” 

			His mouth presses together into a thin line. “I know.” 

			“Okay, well, I guess you can decide if I see her again. Seems really fair.” 

			He narrows his eyes. But when he says nothing else, I turn around and leave, finding Rook and my mom in the living room. It sounds like Rook is telling her about Storm Guard training. 

			They both look up expectantly when I enter. 

			“Poet?” my mom says, her arched brows suggesting she has some idea of what my father and I were discussing. 

			“Thanks for having us, Mom,” I say, walking over and kissing her on the cheek. “It was nice to see you.” 

			“Of course,” she says. “Will I see you again?” 

			She looks so hopeful that I can’t stand the idea of breaking her heart. I don’t care what my father decides—he isn’t taking her from me. 

			“Yes, Mom. I promise.” Then I pull away. “We should go. Curfew is soon.” 

			Rook pushes up from the sofa and dips at the waist. “Thank you for having me, Mrs. Graves.” 

			“Sariah,” she says. “Please, I insist.” 

			“Sariah,” Rook repeats, clearly uncomfortable but humoring her request. 

			After another round of goodbyes, we enter the elevator and make our way to the ground floor, stepping out into the cool night. 

			Clouds flash on the distant horizon, but the storm is still hours away. 

			“Let’s go,” I say, heading toward the docks to take us back to Amery. Rook snags my wrist and tugs me against him. 

			“Not so fast. It’s your birthday, and we need to celebrate.” 

			“Oh,” I say. “It’s not a big deal. I promise. I’m not one of those birthday people.” 

			He shakes his head. “Absolutely not. You deserve to be celebrated, Poet Graves. Let’s go.”
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			Rook leads me down the walkway bordering the canal as we pass through several groups of people heading home for the evening. 

			“Where are we going?” I ask as he turns around and jogs a few steps backward. 

			He stops and pulls me against him, drawing me into an embrace while the flow of bodies moves around us. He presses a hand to my lower back and the other against my cheek. “I want to wish you a proper happy birthday. Will you let me?” 

			He’s so earnest that I have no choice but to agree. “That sounds nice.” 

			“Good,” he says with a grin before we’re on the move again. We turn down a few streets and end up in a plaza with a fountain gurgling in the center. 

			“Sit here,” he says, directing me to the edge. “I’ll be right back.” 

			“Where are you going?”

			“It’s a surprise,” he says, then backs away, tipping his head to confirm I’ll stay put before he turns and disappears through the crowd. I lose him in the crush and resign myself to waiting. A gentle spray of water from the fountain mists my cheeks as I look up at the sky, which is churning with clouds.

			I notice a man and a woman, both wearing Extinguisher red, standing at the end of the plaza. They’re studying the crowd, obviously on the lookout, and I turn away before they notice me. 

			It’s been about a week since I’ve touched Spark, but the prospect of heading to the outskirts grows more dangerous by the day. The alternative is to wait for Sol to take us out of the city again, but it didn’t sound like we’d hear from her soon. I wish I had access to a truck like hers so Rook and I could find somewhere safer to hide. 

			I lean forward, planting my elbows on my knees and my chin in my hand as I wait, thinking about the conversation with my father, more puzzled than ever. He wanted me to keep quiet about what I saw in the Tiera Frais, even within the walls of his home, but I can’t decide if it’s to protect himself or me. I wonder if I really will hear from him so we can talk. A part of me is sure he’s planning to avoid me. 

			What is my father hiding, and what is he afraid of?

			Rook emerges from the crowd, now carrying a pink box tied with a string. 

			“What’s this?” I ask as he holds out his hand and draws me up. 

			“Not yet,” he says with a wink and a soft kiss.

			We wind through the streets until we reach a quiet canal where a gondola drifts lazily past. Streetlights illuminate the water, reflecting off the surface like rivers of rippling starlight. When the city is like this, quiet and peaceful, it’s easier to forget the darkness that simmers beneath the surface. 

			“Almost there,” Rook says, gesturing me toward a ladder leading up. “After you.” 

			I arch a brow, but he’s having none of my reluctance. 

			“Let’s go,” he says. “I’m not taking no for an answer.” 

			“Fine,” I say, stepping up onto the ladder and looking back at him again. He taps my butt. 

			“C’mon, Graves.” 

			I relent and climb up the ladder that leads toward a stone balcony a few stories up. 

			“Here,” Rook declares. I jump off the ladder and then stand at the railing, realizing I can see the main canal winding through the city and the buzzing canopy of the Central Park Tree Farm lit up in purple. Amery stands in the distance, lit like a towering beacon, illuminating the sky. 

			“Wow,” I say, taking in the view. “How did you find this?”

			Rook moves beside me, laying a hand on the railing. “I spent a lot of time exploring the city during my first few months here.”

			“Were you supposed to be asleep in bed?” I ask with a coy look. 

			He smirks. “No one seemed to mind when I left.” 

			“Or they didn’t know about it.” 

			“Or that.” 

			I laugh. “They didn’t consider you a threat,” I say, and he shrugs. 

			“I’m just one person. What could I possibly do?” 

			“A lot,” I say. “One person can do a lot.” 

			He offers me a careful look. “Maybe.” Then he holds up the box. “But I brought you here to enjoy this.” 

			“Don’t keep me in suspense.”

			He cracks it open, revealing a small, round cake. It’s like a work of art with its curls of pink frosting and a generous dusting of gold sprinkled on top. It’s so pretty I almost don’t want to eat it. 

			“I hope you like chocolate,” he says. “You seem like a chocolate girl.” 

			I laugh. “I definitely love chocolate.” 

			“I just realized I forgot to grab forks,” he says with a sheepish grin.

			I giggle and shake my head. “Are we supposed to eat it by hand?” 

			“Could be kinda hot?” he suggests. 

			“Or messy.” 

			“Who says those are mutually exclusive things?” 

			“Fair enough,” I say as I adjust the collar on his jacket. “Thank you for coming tonight.” 

			“Your mom is nice, but she’s—” 

			“What?” 

			“It’s maybe not my place to say, but she’s . . . haunted.” 

			I bite the inside of my lip, then reply, “You’re right.” 

			“I’m sorry. She deserves better. You were the same when I first met you.” 

			I tip my head. “Was I?” 

			I know it’s true, and I’m not surprised that he noticed. 

			He nods. “It’s what drew me to you, I think. You were this beautiful ray of light, but I could sense something darker inside you. Now I understand that it’s the secrets you carry. The reminder of the things your father has done. Now I know that your bright heart had been broken. That you were trying to hide among shadows, but that isn’t where you belong.” 

			Tears burn the backs of my eyes. “And now?”

			“Now you understand that darkness. It’s still there, but it’s different. It’s honed. It’s stronger. You’ve learned to use it as a weapon instead of allowing it to control you.” 

			I exhale a short, surprised breath, stunned at how clearly he sees me. 

			“I think I have you to thank for that,” I whisper, but he shakes his head. 

			“No, that was all you, Poet. You’re stronger than you’ve ever given yourself credit for.” 

			He digs into the box and holds up the cake. 

			“Want a bite?” he asks. “You’ll have to deal with my fingers.” 

			I nod as he lifts it to my lips, and I sink my teeth in with a moan. It’s delicious. Sugary and sweet, decadent beyond description. 

			“I discovered this bakery while I was exploring the city,” he says. “Chocolate isn’t something we get a lot out in the Veil, but it’s one of my favorites. This was easily the best thing I’d ever tasted.” 

			My lips brush against his fingertips as I do my best not to make a mess. I think I feel him shiver, and his eyes darken as I look up. I pull away, chewing slowly, savoring every flavor. 

			“It’s incredible,” I agree as he sets it back in the box. “Your turn.” 

			“I bought it for you.” 

			“I’ve known you almost a year . . . Surely you’ve had a birthday, too? One you never told me about.”

			His gaze flicks to mine. “A few months ago,” he confesses. 

			“Then it’s settled. Besides, it wouldn’t be a proper birthday if I didn’t get to share my cake with one of the most important people in my life.” 

			It feels like he stops breathing for a second before he nods. I retrieve the cake and hold it up to his mouth. He opens wide and sinks his teeth in, and I can’t be sure if it’s intentional, but he licks my fingertip in a move that has my stomach dipping. 

			Then we’re kissing. The flavors of chocolate and icing melt together with the heat of our tongues and our lips. I drop what’s left of the cake back into the box, and Rook sets it gently on the floor before he wraps me in his arms again. We kiss feverishly, hands roaming, seeking the edges of our clothing before tracing our fingers over slivers of feverish skin. 

			An explosion overhead has us pulling apart. 

			A burst of green, blue, and red sparkles in the sky. Fireworks. 

			“What’s that?” I ask. 

			He shrugs. “Someone must be celebrating.” His expression turns sly. “Probably your birthday.” 

			“Right, that’s just for me.” I laugh. “Not sure how you managed to plan the perfect evening when you didn’t even know it was my birthday.” 

			He offers me a coy smile. “What can I say? I’m just that good.” 

			I giggle and then kiss him again as we get lost under the glow of the lights. 

			A moment later, I feel Rook’s phone buzz. He doesn’t normally carry it with him, but as he pulls it out, I realize it isn’t his standard-issue Amery device. 

			He must have brought it with him when we returned from the Veil. 

			He slides it open, then scans the screen before looking up. 

			“Cloudspire has been attacked.”
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			“What?” I ask while Rook types furiously on his screen, panic flashing over his expression. 

			“Navy just messaged me.” 

			“Your family?” I ask. “Are they okay?” 

			“I’m not sure. We should head back.” 

			“Of course.” Quickly, we climb down the ladder and jump to the bottom. It isn’t until we reach the street that I remember we left the rest of the cake behind. 

			“Who attacked?” I ask as we speed walk through the streets. 

			“They’re not totally sure, but all signs point to The Shield. She says Justin and my parents are all fine.” 

			He runs a hand through his hair, his chest expanding, and I feel his relief as it becomes my own. 

			“Thank Skies for that,” I say. “How did they find Cloudspire at all?”

			“That’s what we need to find out.” He ceases walking so abruptly that it takes me a few steps to realize he’s stopped. “I need to go to them,” he says. “Right now.” 

			“Okay,” I say slowly. “Are you sure that’s a good idea? Your family is more than capable of handling this.” 

			He doesn’t answer as he starts walking again, and I hurry to catch up. Rook types a few more messages back and forth with his sister as we enter Amery and head down to our room. He immediately starts packing a bag, throwing things into it without really looking. I can’t stand the thought of being separated from him. Maybe a part of me worries that if he leaves now, he’ll never come back, and I’ll never see him again. 

			“I’ll come with you,” I say. It’s probably a terrible idea, but the words leave my mouth before I can stop them. Rook pauses, his expression falling. 

			“No, you have to stay here. If you disappear again, they’ll suspect something is up. I don’t think you can convince them you’re innocent a second time.” 

			His words are a slap to my spirit. 

			He must sense it, because he immediately crosses the room, cupping my face in his hands. “Please. Stay here. Otherwise, I’ll be worrying about you too much. You’re safer here.” 

			“I thought you said I’d be safer in the Veil.” 

			“You aren’t safe anywhere, Poet, but at least for now, you can lie low.” 

			“I’ll worry about you,” I whisper. 

			He kisses me softly. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.” 

			His phone rings, and he pulls away to answer it. 

			“Dad,” he breathes as he runs a hand through his hair. 

			I hear a garble of words from High Commander Athira on the other end of the line as Rook starts pacing again. 

			“I’m coming—” Rook says, cutting off when his father starts speaking again. “But . . . I . . .” He answers in stilted phrases, stopping every few seconds while he runs a frustrated hand down his face. “Dad.” 

			More talking from the other end, and then that’s it. 

			Rook lowers the phone. “He said I should stay here,” he says, his voice hollow. “That I need to stick to the plan.” 

			I don’t say anything for a moment. I agree with Summit, but Rook is obviously upset about his father’s order. He blows out a frustrated huff and then sinks onto the edge of the bed, cradling his phone in his hands, staring at the darkened screen. 

			“Is everyone okay?” I ask, and he nods, hair falling in his eyes. 

			“A few injuries but no casualties. They’re pretty sure all the attackers were captured. The threat is over, and they don’t need me.” 

			I pull over a chair and settle in front of Rook, reaching out to take his hand. “Who were they?” 

			“The Shield often sends out scouting parties to search for our locations. We scramble their device signals whenever they’re within a defined radius so they can’t immediately report back. Normally, we’re able to stop them before they can contact the city. Cloudspire has the widest radius of all. They’ve never gotten this close.” 

			“Do you think General Sol told them?” I ask. 

			“My father doesn’t think so. She’s known about Cloudspire for years, so why would she reveal it now when we’ve formed an alliance?” 

			“So either it’s a coincidence, or someone got the information from her?” 

			“Those seem to be the most likely explanations.” 

			“What if she’s hurt? I wonder if we can get a message to her.” 

			Rook shakes his head. “My dad’s working on it. They have ways of communicating if they need to.”

			“So what now?” 

			“We have to consider moving,” he says. 

			“How? That would be such a massive undertaking.” 

			He nods. “Yes, but one we’ve always been prepared for. We understood at some point that we might be exposed no matter how careful we are.” 

			“Where would you go?” 

			“We have other locations earmarked. It will take time, and it might not be necessary, but someone will start assessing the possibilities.” 

			“But that’s your home,” I say softly. “It isn’t fair.” 

			He offers me a grim look. “This is how life is in the Veil, Poet. Everything is temporary. Everything is always on the edge of being taken away.” 

			“I hate this,” I say. “I hate all of this.” 

			“I know,” he replies. “But it does no good to dwell on things we can’t change. We need to find the cure and get out of here. If The Shield wants to keep hiding it from their people, that’s up to them, but once we have it, everything in my world will change.” 

			His world. Not mine.

			Again, the future sits between us. 

			The question of what happens if and when we find that cure. 

			He’s made it clear where he stands, and I must reckon with the fact that I will have a choice to make. 

			But I’m getting ahead of myself. 

			We still have a massive, nearly impossible task ahead of us. First, I have to get close to Trinity and find out what she knows. Maybe nothing. If she’s a dead-end lead, we’ll have to find another way. Rook is counting on me, and I can’t let him down. 

			“We’ll find it,” I say. “I promise. I want to do this for you and the people you love.” 

			“Why?” 

			“Because I love you,” I whisper. 

			“I love you, too. But . . .”

			Even though I’m sitting down, it feels like the floor falls from under my feet. “But . . . what?” 

			“But don’t make promises you can’t keep,” he says quietly, staring at his blank screen. “That only leads to disappointment.”
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			trinity: Grotto tonight at 9. Celebrating Garret’s promotion!

			The text comes through during lunch. I show Rook the message, and we have an entire conversation without saying a word. I lift my eyebrows, which he correctly interprets as Do we really have to do this? He shrugs, telling me, I’m not sure we have a choice. 

			He isn’t wrong. 

			We’re a month into our second year of classes, and Edward still hasn’t returned. I’d ask General Sol about it, but all we’ve received is the occasional disappearing message. She tells us she’s working on a plan to get us to the roof of the Citadel and to keep our focus on the Extinguishers, Trinity, and the cure. 

			And that’s what I’ve been trying to do, but Trinity doesn’t seem to have a clue. So far, my careful prying has turned up nothing. I don’t think it’s because she’s hiding anything. I think she truly just doesn’t know.

			That leaves Lieutenant Dire. 

			Garret. Like I ever needed to know his first name. 

			I text Trinity to tell her we’re in, and then Rook and I arrive at the Grotto later that night, decked out in club attire. 

			By that I mean I’m in a sparkly crop top and miniskirt, and Rook is in his usual black T-shirt and pants. He still puts every overdressed peacock here to shame.

			The underground club is accessed through a staircase at the end of a busy plaza lined with restaurants and bars. If I weren’t already hesitant about this entire scheme, heading underground would be enough to put me on edge. 

			I pause at the top of the stairs, and Rook takes my hand. 

			“C’mon, it’ll be fine. I’ve got you.” 

			I give him a grateful smile, and then we make our way down to a wide circular doorway flanked by two burly men. 

			They say nothing as we pass, though they eye up Rook, recognizing him for the potential threat he is. But they don’t stop us. Maybe they sense they’d be on the losing end in a fight. 

			We head down another staircase and emerge into a large cavern that’s been converted from an old train tunnel. Music echoes off the low stone ceiling, vibrating through my feet. 

			The most surprising sight is a crystal-clear pool carved into the center, lit from within. People sit along the edge, dangling their feet in the water, drinks suspended in their hands. Low couches and tables line the perimeter, and it doesn’t take me long to spot Trinity in the far corner. 

			“This way,” I say, taking Rook’s hand and leading him across the club. 

			“Poe!” Trinity says, hopping up from where she’s sitting beside Dire to throw her arms around my neck. “I’m so glad you came.” 

			I do my best to return her hug with the appropriate level of enthusiasm as I feel Rook’s hand on my hip, reminding me he’s here. 

			“Hi,” I say. “Sounded like fun, so how could we resist?” I gesture to Rook. “Plus, I don’t think you two have officially met.” 

			He holds out his hand, and Trinity takes it. 

			“That’s right,” she says. “I guess we haven’t. Poet has only told me a little about you.” 

			Rook doesn’t smile. He simply nods. “I’ve heard plenty about you.” 

			His tone is light, so I’m not sure whether he means to make it sound like an accusation, but Trinity’s face flushes. 

			“Well, we’ve been best friends forever,” she says, trying to cover up for the awkwardness that squats between us.

			“Right,” Rook says. Part of me wants to remind him we’re trying to get on her good side, but the other part is touched by his anger.

			“So, you two are . . .” Trinity says, tipping her head. “Together?” 

			I swallow an irritated knot in my throat. The reason she hasn’t heard much about Rook is that she never asks. While I’ve listened to her prattle about her Extinguisher friends for the last month, she’s largely ignored everything going on in my life. Part of me is fine with it, because I don’t really want to tell her anything about Rook, but it’s also hard not to think she’s a little self-absorbed. I’ve been trying to recall if it was always like that between us, and I’ve realized that it was. 

			“We are,” I say, hoping my tone suggests she better not make a big deal about it. 

			She hesitates, several clear and judgmental thoughts passing over her expression. 

			“That’s nice,” she answers after a moment, though it sounds clumsily insincere. “You also haven’t officially met Garret!” 

			She bats her lashes and falls into the seat next to him, clinging to his arm. 

			“Garret! This is my friend Poet!” Trinity declares, as if he doesn’t know exactly who I am. 

			As if he didn’t drag a crying Trinity into a room full of people and squeeze her throat while she accused me of being the most dangerous thing in New Manhattan. 

			As if he wasn’t the one who escorted me to a trial that would decide whether I lived or died. 

			He disentangles himself from Trinity’s hold, assessing me. “I remember,” he says, so at least he isn’t pretending. Then his gaze swings to Rook. “And your Solitude friend.” 

			“Rook,” I say. 

			“Rook,” he repeats and then nods, though I sense no judgment from him. Ironic. “Join us. Have a drink.” He leans over, scoops his glass off the table, and takes a long sip of what looks like whisky. His dark hair is slicked back, and instead of his usual uniform, he’s sporting a fitted white T-shirt and jeans that reveal a body sculpted over plenty of hours in the gym. “We’re celebrating.” 

			“We heard,” I say. “Congratulations.” I hope it doesn’t sound as forced as it feels. 

			According to Trinity’s texts, he’s been promoted to captain thanks to his tireless efforts to apprehend Keepers in connection with more murders happening throughout the city. I wonder how many of these people are truly a threat or if the accusations are just for show. I’ve heard enough circulating rumors to suspect that innocent people are being rounded up. 

			“Thanks,” he says. “It’s about fucking time.” 

			Then he reaches across the table, and I nearly flinch before realizing he wants to shake my hand. 

			“No hard feelings, hey? I was just doing my job.” 

			I feel Rook stiffen beside me, and it takes me a moment to catch my breath. 

			“Right,” I say. “Of course.” 

			I accept his hand, and he grips mine firmly before pumping it up and down. 

			I kind of want to throw up. 

			“We’re all just trying to keep everyone safe,” he adds.

			“Sure,” I say. “No hard feelings.” 

			Then he breaks into a grin. “Please, sit and have a drink with us. I insist.” 

			I share a glance with Rook, and we settle across from Dire and Trinity. 

			“What was it like for you on the outside?” Dire asks, directing the question to Rook. 

			I know he doesn’t want to answer, but he sits forward, clasps his hands, and drags up a few lies to confirm the version of the Wastes everyone in this room expects. A home that’s barely a home. A life lived on the edge. He plays it up so beautifully that I almost have to stop myself from laughing. 

			I guess I should know better than most what a good actor Rook can be. I shove the thought aside, reminding myself that I believe everything he told me. That I trust him. That he had no choice but to keep the truth from me, and all his reasons were valid. 

			While Rook and Dire chat, Trinity scoots around the bench, moving closer. She’s holding a glass of something bright green, and I can tell from the flush on her cheeks that she’s already had a few. 

			“You still haven’t heard anything from Edward?” I ask. We’ve discussed his absence a few times, and I’ve been both surprised and not surprised by her complete lack of concern. 

			“No,” she says. “I’m sure he’ll turn up.” 

			“You aren’t worried?” I ask. 

			I know where he is—sort of—but Trinity has no clue. Isn’t she wondering? 

			“Of course I’m worried,” she says, though she doesn’t really sound it. 

			While Trinity and I talk, Rook nurses the drink in his hand while refilling Dire’s glass more than once. Our plan is for Rook to get Dire to talk while I distract Trinity. He’s a big guy, so it’ll probably take a lot for him to really loosen up. 

			“So,” Trinity says. “Tell me more about him.” She gestures to Rook. “You’ve been very quiet about this.” Though I can tell she’s attempting to strike a casual air, there’s a pointedness in her words, as though she’s upset with me for withholding information she never actually asked for. 

			I shrug, reining in my annoyance. “We got to know each other last year,” I say. “He helped me when my new House pushed me down the stairs. I had nowhere else to go.” 

			Her expression falls. “I’m sorry. That must’ve been hard. I would have been in the same boat if I didn’t have my squad.” 

			My smile is forced as I nod. “I’m glad they were there for you,” I lie. 

			She beams and takes another sip. “It’s so affirming to finally find somewhere I belong. I was so sure I wanted to join the Patrol, but the switch to Aria opened up an even better possibility. Failing that first test turned out to be the best thing that ever happened to me.” 

			“Do you really feel like you belong?” I say. “You’re happy with this decision?” 

			“Of course! Why wouldn’t I be?” 

			“I don’t know,” I say. “Maybe after what happened to me, you might consider that there could be other ways to deal with Keepers.” 

			Her eyes narrow at that. “What do you mean?” 

			“I mean that I was scared for my life. I ran because I thought no one would listen to me. I thought I was as good as dead. Do you think other people have felt that way, too?”

			She goes quiet, studying me carefully, and I understand I’ve broken a rule. I wasn’t supposed to talk about this. I was supposed to pretend everything was fine. But maybe, while I’m trying to find the cure, I can also find a way to cure my former best friend of her fanaticism. I thought it would be easier to give up on someone I loved after she hurt me so much, but a part of me still feels responsible for her.

			“It’s for the greater good, Poet. If a few people are wrongly accused for our safety, then it’s a small price to pay.” She pauses as she looks me in the eyes. “To believe anything else is treason.” 

			She blinks, and I blink, and then I nod. “Of course. You’re right. I don’t know what I was thinking.” 

			“Besides,” she says. “You had an entire trial to prove your innocence. Most people don’t get that. You’re always fine, Poet.” 

			She says it wearily and with a touch of bitterness. 

			But I also know she’s right. 

			“I got lucky,” I say. 

			“You’re always lucky, aren’t you?” she asks, tipping her head and giving me a tight smile. “My lucky friend.”

			Then she squeezes my hand, but I sense no sincerity in the gesture. Is she actually jealous of me? If only she knew the truth. 

			I remember what General Sol said about the Extinguishers recruiting the weak-willed, and I wonder how I could have missed who Trinity was for so many years. 

			We’re both silent for a moment, and I notice Rook and Dire talking intently. I hope that Rook is getting something useful out of him. Dire’s expression is animated, with an intense “man-to-man” focus on Rook’s every word. He also appears to be getting pretty drunk. 

			Rook picks up the bottle again and refills Dire’s glass almost to the top. 

			“Anyway, tell me more about the E-squad,” I say, turning to Trinity, drawing her focus away from Rook. “You’ve never told me what you learn in training.” 

			Though I hate what she is, I have to admit I’m also curious.

			She shrugs. “We learn a lot about the infection and how it works in the body. How to recognize the signs in someone.” 

			“Oh? What signs?” 

			“Mostly when the mental deterioration starts to happen,” she says. “Keepers are nearly indistinguishable from normal people before the infection spreads, so it’s tricky. Thankfully, we have the blood test monitor now. That helps.” 

			“What are the signs?” 

			She flicks me a cautious look. “Curious tonight?” 

			“I am,” I say, meaning it. What are they taught to look for? “The greater good, right?” 

			A flood of relief enters her eyes. Maybe she thinks I forgive her for what she did. Maybe she thinks I understand. 

			“I’m not supposed to talk about it,” she says, lowering her voice. “But I can trust you.” 

			Sure. Okay. 

			“Apparently, it starts with things like seeing double or talking to yourself. Hallucinations.” She goes on to list other symptoms I’ve never experienced. So either they don’t really know what it’s like for Keepers and they’re just guessing, or I’m fine, and Sol was right, and the illness won’t affect me. I’m not sure which to be more relieved about. 

			“For some Keepers, it can feel like their mind is stretched after they’ve touched Spark,” she says. “Some of them need it. They crave it, like an addiction. And they’re brainless enough to get themselves caught.” She snorts and takes a sip of her drink. “Can you imagine being addicted to something so toxic? You see why they have to be dealt with.” 

			“Right,” I say, feeling queasy. “So . . . sick.” 

			Trinity nods, as if that’s the end of that. 

			I’m not sure I can take any more of this conversation, so I steer us toward more innocuous topics and let her talk about Dire and her E-squad friends. At some point, Trinity drifts back to his side. It’s clear he’s wasted, his head dipping as he slides back in his seat. Trinity is fussing over him, asking if he needs water while he waves her off.

			“Ready to go?” Rook asks. I can tell he desperately wants to get out of here. 

			“Did you . . .” I trail off, but he shakes his head. 

			“We should go,” he says, then stands up as Dire’s hazy eyes pop open. 

			“You’re not leaving?” he asks, his speech slurred. He seems truly disappointed, and I wonder what on earth Rook said to him. 

			“Sorry, man,” Rook says. “Got an early start tomorrow. But we’ll see you around?” 

			“I’ll be posted at Amery for the foreseeable future,” Dire says. “We should get a drink.” 

			“Sure,” Rook says, and I have to admire how convincing he is. “I’d love that.”

			They execute some kind of bro fist-bump, though Dire misses a few times thanks to his impaired coordination. 

			We weave through the club, making our way toward the door with Rook’s hand on the small of my back. 

			“Did you learn anything?” I ask under my breath. 

			Rook leans in close. “Maybe. Skies, what a fucking loser.”
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			Rook and I spill back into the square, which is still humming with people. The sky has darkened, revealing stars and the slightest hint of distant amethyst clouds. 

			He takes my hand and tugs me through the crowd until we reach the main canal, where we walk along the quiet path that runs beside it.

			“What were you talking about?” I ask Rook. “Did Dire tell you anything?” 

			“I’m not sure if any of it was useful. He was saying . . . a lot of things.” 

			“He seemed really interested in you.”

			He shakes his head and rubs a hand down his face. “I had to pretend,” he says, “that I agreed with his bullshit.” 

			My fingers tighten around his. 

			“He’s definitely curious about me,” Rook says. “About the Wastes. About being a Solitude.”

			“Anything else?” I ask as we keep walking. 

			“I acted interested in what they do with the Keepers they capture. I don’t think he was supposed to tell me any of it, but he was drunk.” He pauses. “And he seemed to like me.” 

			“Ew,” I say, and he laughs. 

			“I think he just sees me as something of an oddity to be gawked at. Maybe bragging rights for befriending a Solitude. Said he’d watched me fight during cadet training and that my ‘talents’ are wasted in the Storm Guard.” 

			He breaks off, and I watch him. 

			“He wants you to use your skills to hunt down innocent people.” 

			Rook shudders. “Apparently.” 

			“What did you tell him?” 

			“That I’d think about it. Maybe I can get more out of him if he thinks I’m interested.” 

			We both fall silent as a passenger ferry filled with people drifts past, laughter and conversation floating over the water. I wonder what they see when they look at us. Just another couple heading home after a night out.

			No one can see the truth—that we could be the reason New Manhattan changes forever.

			“You didn’t get anything from him about the cure?” I ask, and Rook shakes his head. 

			“No, but he mentioned Edward,” Rook says carefully. “I think.” 

			“What do you mean?” 

			“He made an offhand comment about holding Trinity’s ex, but then he stopped himself from saying more. I think he realized he’d said too much.” 

			“They have him?” I ask, dread curdling in my stomach. “Why would the Extinguishers have him?” 

			“I think he found something that night, Poet. Something he wasn’t supposed to see. It’s the only explanation for all of this.” 

			I nod, considering that. The thought has crossed my mind before. 

			“You’re sure Edward didn’t say anything before the Guard found you?” Rook asks. 

			I shake my head. “Nothing. He probably wanted to show me the video of Raine first.” 

			“We have to find him,” Rook says. “Not only for his safety but to find out what he might know. It could be related to the cure.” 

			I remember when the Circle Guard entered Mr. Robins’s office. How Edward dove for the keyboard and erased the screens. Was he trying to hide something else? I got him into trouble. He was knocked out, and then we left him. We didn’t have a choice, but it doesn’t make the guilt any easier to bear.

			I shake my head. “Do you think he’s still . . . alive?” I whisper. “I’ll never forgive myself if he’s—” I can’t bring myself to finish the sentence. “He only agreed to help because I begged him.” 

			Rook’s expression is grim. “I can’t stop thinking about it, either. That’s why we owe it to him to look.” 

			“Where do you think they’d be keeping him?” I ask.

			“My guess is the Citadel if Dire knows about it.” 

			The Citadel. Do we have to break in again? 

			A pained look passes over Rook’s face. 

			“What is it?” 

			“I just had a thought . . . an unpleasant one.” 

			I grimace. “Do I want to hear this?” 

			“What if he’s lying to them about what he saw, and what if they don’t believe him?” 

			I shake my head. “I’m not sure I’m following . . .”

			“If Edward saw something that The Shield wants to keep a secret, a smart man would deny everything.” 

			“And?”

			“They might try to torture the truth out of him.” 

			At first, I want to object, but in my gut, I know that Rook is right. After all the lies that we’ve been told, torturing an innocent man would mean nothing to The Shield. If anyone ever found out, they’d simply claim their actions were for our benefit. 

			And everyone would believe them.

			“Skies,” I say. “We have to help him.”
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			“So, who’s absolutely terrified?” Domino asks as she walks between me, Rook, and Journey as we make our way to the cadet wing for a special training session. 

			“No way! I can’t wait!” Journey says, doing a little hop. 

			It’s been just a few days since our night at the Grotto, and Edward still hasn’t appeared, not that I expected him to. I can barely sleep from worry, but we have no one to ask or turn to without drawing the wrong attention.

			“Can’t wait to die?” Domino asks wryly. 

			“I’m sure it’s perfectly safe,” Journey says. “They wouldn’t let us do this otherwise, right?” 

			Domino snorts. “I wish I had your faith in how much they value our lives.” 

			Tonight’s training includes heading out to a Storm Tower and watching the Breakers at work. Clouds have been gathering all day, and that familiar prickle has been working its way up my back. Thankfully, Rook and I snuck out to touch Spark only a few days ago, so it isn’t affecting me too much. We also tried implementing some of the techniques Sol showed us to gather and harness Spark. Our progress has been slow, but I’m determined to keep trying, even though we haven’t heard much from her, either.

			We enter the facility to find Henry, Brooklyn, Chandler, and a group of Storm Guards wearing their uniforms and shiny purple harnesses. Among them is Lieutenant Danica Stephens, the same woman who saved my ass during my trial. I catch her eye, and she presses her lips into a quick smile before dipping her chin. 

			“Welcome,” Henry says, his hands clasped behind his back. “I know you’ve all been eagerly awaiting this.” 

			Several murmurs ripple through the room, mixing fear and excitement. 

			“This will be your first chance to get a true glimpse of what Guard life is like,” he says. “You’ll be relatively safe inside your respective Storm Tower control rooms while the Breakers conduct their work, but I won’t lie—this will put you as close to danger as you’ll ever be during your schooling.” 

			Another flurry of whispers circles through the crowd. 

			“But if being a Breaker is truly your goal, you need to understand what you’re in for.” 

			Without further preamble, Henry splits us into groups. I’m matched with Rook, Domino, and Journey, and assigned under Henry and Danica. We’re all issued a pair of goggles with purple lenses to shield our eyes from bright flashes of light, and then we’re on the move, heading toward the edge of the city. 

			Henry fills us in on what to expect as we travel, while Journey peppers him with a million questions. We reach the outskirts and make our way to our assigned Tower. I scan the horizon, noting the neighboring structures standing in the distance.

			Rook and I stop at the base and peer up. Made of iron and steel, the Tower stretches high into the sky. Several Guards are already stationed at ground level, keeping an eye on the Tiera Frais, while about half a dozen Breakers are staggered on the various platforms, each gripping the rubber handle of a glowing Spark wand. 

			A staircase on the side winds around the base, and we begin making our way up to the lowest platform. It’s the largest, with a small, enclosed glass room and a bank of monitors and buttons running around the edges. 

			Several screens reveal various parts of the city, including greenhouses on the south end of the island and factories in the north, where more Towers are placed atop the various buildings to help keep everyone inside safe. 

			Another screen shows a close-up of General Sol standing atop the Citadel, her dark hair blowing in the wind. She appears fearless and confident as she takes her position at the center of the roof with a ring of her Circle Guards facing her. 

			The clouds are gathering, rolling together, flashing with lilac and amethyst. Rook’s pinkie hooks into mine as shivers race over my skin. We’ll be so close to the storm here. Probably feel it when it hits the Tower. 

			“You okay?” he asks in a soft voice, and I nod. 

			“I think so.” 

			“Don’t go out there,” he says, and I understand his worry. If either of us is hit, we’ll be exposed. Without our own Spark wands to gather the current, we’ll become the conduit. “Concentrate on driving it away from you. Remember what we’ve practiced.” 

			“Okay,” I say softly, and then we turn to face the window. 

			Domino and Journey are already standing with their faces nearly pressed against the glass, peering at the swelling clouds blanketing the city. I imagine people far in the distance running for cover, hiding themselves. 

			In the distance, I can see Fiama Society Tower A, and I wonder what my parents are doing. Are they at home or having dinner with friends? The Storm Tower atop their building glows, ready to protect them. I wonder what it might be like to stand there someday and keep them safe, knowing they want nothing to do with me. 

			But this is what I signed up for. I wanted to help. I wanted to be useful. I wanted to protect everyone who can’t protect themselves, regardless of how I feel about them.

			More clouds tumble and gather, and Domino whistles as we all stare up at the sky. “This is gonna be a big one,” she says. “I guess we were due.” 

			She isn’t wrong. While the storms always pose a danger, their intensity varies wildly. Depending on the wind and temperature, they might range from a few bursts to a constant barrage hammering every part of the city for hours. 

			Is it the best time for us to be observing? Henry said we had to get up close to really understand what we’re being asked to do, so maybe a night like this is the best teacher of all. He’s standing just outside the control room, a few feet away. He peers up at the sky, a worried line forming between his brows before he glances over at the four of us. I get the distinct sense he wasn’t anticipating this. 

			A radio crackles on the control panel. “Attention Breakers,” says a voice over the speaker. “Forecast conditions have shifted, and we’re anticipating a level five tonight.” 

			“Isn’t that the biggest?” Journey asks, her voice dropping to a whisper. 

			“The very biggest,” I agree. 

			“Should we be out here?” Domino asks just as the radio crackles again. 

			“Backup Guard headed to all Storm Towers,” says the voice. “Tempestade on alert. Do not move from your positions. I repeat, do not move from your positions. Standby for backup. Hold the line, Breakers. The general is prepared.” 

			My gaze falls on the screen, where Sol stands in the center of the roof, her chin tipped toward the sky. 

			Flashes burst around her, illuminating the sharp angles of her face. 

			She seems so peaceful. 

			Free to embrace the storm without fear of retribution. 

			I envy her so much in this moment. Could this be my future? 

			The four of us huddle together as the clouds build, rolling over one another like violent waves. Itching climbs up my arms and legs and over my scalp. Rook squeezes my hand harder, a strained look crossing his face. 

			“I don’t think I’ve ever seen the clouds like this,” Domino says. 

			“We’ll be fine,” I tell her. “We’re in the safest position in the entire city.” 

			“Right,” Domino says. “Sure.” 

			I notice her gaze wander to the flats, where hundreds of cog homes sit clustered together. No doubt she’s thinking about her family and hoping they’re safe. They were so proud of her—we all were—when she was elected student Society leader at the beginning of the year, and I know how much they mean to her.

			The clouds crash, thunder booming, and in the distance, an explosion lights up the sky directly over the Central Park Tree Farm. Jagged lines of Spark spread out, filling the horizon before they’re absorbed by the net protecting the trees. Another burst arcs toward the Citadel and General Sol. 

			I watch on the monitor as she stretches out her hands and Spark hits her palms, crackling across her arms and legs. She gathers the tiny points of light, just like she showed us. They coalesce into a small orb, and before they shift into that deadly magenta power, she quickly touches the nodes surrounding her. The Spark breaks apart, filtering electricity into the city’s generators, when another explosion lights up the sky. 

			Watching Sol makes me realize just how much she puts herself at risk of discovery every time she does this. What I mistook as freedom a moment ago takes on a different edge. She isn’t any freer than I am. She’s just knocking against the bars of a different type of cage. 

			Another burst spears across the sky, flying in arcs toward the Storm Towers surrounding the city. I watch as Henry braces himself with his wand held high. The shatterproof glass rod encases a glowing purple core designed to attract Spark.

			A beam of jagged energy hits him with such force that he staggers back a few steps. 

			I hold my breath, terrified for him, but he’s obviously prepared. His wand crackles with energy, pulsing and shifting, while amethyst light contours his cheeks, lips, and nose. 

			He touches the wand to a thick grounding pole running down the side of the platform. Energy dissipates into it, crackling along its length and then out of view, where I know it’s now been neutralized into the earth. 

			I realize I’m holding my breath, and I let it out, noticing the others all doing the same. “Skies, that was so fucking cool,” Journey whispers, and we all start laughing, the tension between us easing. 

			More clouds explode, streaking across the sky. I watch in awe as the general and her Breakers gather and deflect with all the skill and years of their training. 

			But the bursts are growing larger and more frequent. They’re having trouble keeping up with the barrage.

			I see the moment one breaks through. 

			Sometimes, a single bolt hits, and it’s a common enough occurrence. That’s how Bethany Fawkes died the night before we were all due to start at Amery. 

			But sometimes, the Breakers miss an entire burst, and that’s when things turn devastating. 

			Another cloud erupts to the south, over the greenhouse district. 

			I sense the storm’s trajectory. I feel it as the burst spreads, bleeding across the sky, and then the jagged points of light coalesce and aim for the earth. 

			“Skies!” I shout just as it hits, expanding into a plasma arc so large and bright it can probably be seen for miles. Several greenhouses shatter, bursting apart, tossing glass, metal, and plant life in every direction. It’s a critical strike. 

			The clouds are growing fiercer now, more energy exploding overhead. It’s only been a few months since the Blood Storm destroyed so much of the city, but now we’re here, having to contend with a sky that’s trying to kill us again. 

			The backup Breakers have arrived and are filtering up the tower, spreading out in circles. I watch the screen as the general moves at light speed, gathering one burst after another, while more are directed toward the Towers until the entirety of New Manhattan is shielded by a glowing purple constellation of Spark. 

			Despite the danger, it’s beautiful. 

			Like an entire amethyst galaxy has descended from the heavens. 

			More explosions and more Spark lance toward the city. Bursts are coming faster than ever, and I watch the screen as General Sol trembles, her face a mask of concentration. Can she keep this up? I think of the illness she told us about. Is it affecting her abilities? I’m trying to remember the last time we had a storm this powerful. It’s definitely been a few years. 

			When Amery and the Citadel are hit, we all inhale a collective gasp. Even from here, I see the plasma arc rise up from the plaza between the buildings. 

			As the sky rages, I feel the pull of the storm. My skin is on fire, and my mind is beginning to turn fuzzy. I want to touch it so badly. I wish I could hold a Spark wand. It might take the edge off. I look over at Rook. His mouth is pressed into a bloodless line, his fingers twitching, sweat beading on his forehead. 

			He meets my gaze, and I know this is affecting him, too. 

			We’re too close to it. It’s too much. Would a wand actually help? Have I made a critical error in thinking I could really stand on these Towers and do this job? 

			I swallow thickly as I move to the center of the room, trying to find some distance, willing the Spark away, but it’s useless. Rook and I stand together, our hands clasped as my gaze jumps between windows and the monitor where the general is working. 

			“Poe, Rook?” Domino asks, turning around. “Are you two okay?” I nod as she moves closer. “You both look . . . pale.” 

			“We’re fine,” Rook says, but it’s obvious that he isn’t. He’s shaking, and I’m shaking. I glance at the monitors and suck in sharply when I see General Sol stumble and fall to her knees. 

			Her head hangs down, her dark hair falling around her as it tosses in the wind. 

			The screen glitches, and suddenly, the general is standing, just like she was a moment ago. I blink. What happened? Did I just . . . imagine that? 

			I don’t have time to question it as more flashes light the world around us with dozens of bursts of Spark erupting across the horizon.

			“Skies,” I whisper as the storm beats down, dousing the world in an ocean of amethyst light. More buildings are hit. Explosions come from every direction. A blast hits the canal, and a column of water shoots up. 

			“What do we do?” I whisper as I feel Rook shake his head. 

			The intercom crackles to life a moment later. “Breakers, hold your positions,” comes the voice. “Our trackers estimate only a few more minutes before the clouds begin to move away from the city. I repeat, hold your positions.” 

			We stare out the window at Henry, who raises his Spark wand. A multiarmed bolt of light sizzles toward him and strikes the glass tube in a swell of blinding neon. But it must be too powerful, because as it gathers the hit, the energy spreads like water tipped from a pot. It travels down the wand, over the rubberized grip, and then diffuses across Henry. 

			I scream his name as he collapses. 

			Then, I’m out on the platform before I realize what I’m doing. The wind lashes my hair as I kneel next to Henry, where purple sparks dance over his twitching body. “Henry!” He hasn’t been blitzed, but he isn’t breathing, so I immediately start chest compressions. 

			“Wake up!” I scream. Raine would never forgive me if I let him die. “You have to wake up!” 

			I’m still screaming as more explosions rock the world and purple light flashes around me. I feel it the moment I’m hit. It catches me off guard. It’s more powerful than anything I’ve ever felt. Pain rips through me. Agonizing. Bone-shredding. Mind-bending. 

			I scream and stagger to my feet as I’m consumed by the blast. It feels like the end of the world. I’m screaming and screaming, waiting for it to end, but it just goes on and on. 

			My knees shake, and I’m tripping over my feet. I hit the railing surrounding the platform, and another shriek rips from my throat as I become weightless, and then I’m falling.
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			My eyes peel open to soft light and the sound of a steady beep. I’m lying in bed under a blanket. Someone appears above me, and I blink a few times before I realize it’s Rook. 

			I groan as he smooths back the hair on my forehead and presses his warm lips to my cold skin. “I was so worried,” he breathes against me. “You’re okay. You’re okay.” 

			It takes me a moment to remember what happened. We were on the Storm Tower, and everything went wrong. Those clouds were supernatural. That storm was unlike anything I’ve ever seen. General Sol fainted, I think? 

			“Henry,” I gasp, recalling the moment he was hit. 

			“He’s fine,” Rook says, leaning in close. “I promise. You’re both fine.” 

			I hear footsteps, and then Rook shifts aside to reveal Dr. Eze. 

			I shake my head, wondering what on earth is going on. “Dr. Eze?”

			“Please, call me Ada,” she says, her smile bright as I take a moment to gauge my surroundings. I’m in a small room with no windows. The walls are painted gray, and the floor is made of cheap white tiles. I’m surrounded by various medical equipment, some of it hooked up to me and some to a sleeping Henry on the other side of the room, but most of it lies dormant. 

			“Where are we?” I ask, my voice dropping to a whisper, because several things calcify in that moment. 

			My suspicions about the doctor and what she knows. 

			The lies she told on my behalf. 

			“You’re in a safe house belonging to the Fog,” Ada says. 

			She says it so calmly, so matter-of-factly, that it almost feels intentional. I understand that whatever she’s about to reveal won’t just be big; it will be monumental, and she’s trying to stop me from freaking out. 

			“The Fog?” I ask. “What’s that?” 

			“I’ll explain everything once I’ve checked your vitals,” she says, her dark-brown eyes warm. I want to argue. I want to demand everything immediately, but I sit still as she inspects me, testing my heart rate and my breathing. A lump on my head is covered in bandages, but they must have given me something for the pain. While Ada works, my gaze drifts to Henry. 

			“Is he really okay?” I ask. 

			She glances over and nods. “He was shocked pretty badly, but he should be fine in a few days. Thankfully, he was wearing one of our prototype vests, or I’m not sure I could say the same.”

			I huff out a breath of relief. I remember the vests they showed us during our last simulation at the Tempestade. They killed Hollows to prove the vests worked. It was horrible and unnecessarily cruel, but I’m also glad it just saved Henry’s life. 

			We all wait silently while the doctor finishes her assessment, and then she steps back. 

			“What happened?” I ask, touching my throbbing temple. 

			“Have some of these,” Ada says, handing over a few painkillers. “You bumped your head when you fell, but it looks like it’s just a bruise. No concussion.” 

			“What about the Spark I touched?” I ask, and as soon as the words are out, I slap my hand over my mouth. “I mean. I—”

			“Poet,” Ada says, laying a gentle hand on my shoulder. “It’s okay. I know what you are. I’ve known it since the first day of cadet training. You’re a Storm Caller. And so is Rook.” 

			Rook and I share a confused glance. How does she know that? 

			She smiles, and it’s so reassuring that something collapses in my chest, easing a tight knot of worry I’ve been carrying around like a boulder since I was seven years old. 

			“You know,” I say. “And you protected us.”

			“That’s my job,” she says. “Along with every member of the Fog.” 

			I shake my head. “I don’t understand.” 

			“I know you have a lot of questions, and if you’re feeling up for it, I’d like to bring your friends in here so I can explain.” 

			“Domino and Journey are . . . here?” I say, realizing they must have seen everything. 

			As Ada leaves to retrieve them, I peer up at Rook, who must read the worry in my eyes. 

			“It’ll be fine,” he promises, but I’m not so sure about that. 

			“Poet!” Domino exclaims when my friends appear. She hugs me, followed by Journey, and then Ada sets up some chairs and asks them to sit. Rook remains standing, his hand clasped around mine. 

			“What’s going on?” Journey asks when no one speaks at first. 

			Ada glances at Henry sleeping in the corner and then breathes out a sigh. “Let’s start at the beginning.” She pulls up another chair, settles into it, and looks each of us in the eye. “About twenty years ago, my partner was taken by the Extinguishers. She was a Keeper who’d been living in hiding for years. She hadn’t even confided the truth to me, but one day they arrived and took her away while she was screaming and apologizing for lying. Obviously, I forgave her. I understood why she’d kept it from me.”

			“What happened to her?” Rook asks. 

			“I never saw her again,” Ada says with a shake of her head. “But it was shortly after that I realized my true purpose in life. She needed help, not condemnation. I understand that it’s simply easier for The Shield to dispose of Keepers, but I couldn’t abide the lack of humanity in this so-called solution. 

			“I refused to let my partner’s death be in vain, so I started this movement known as the Fog. The intention was to learn more about Keepers without The Shield’s involvement, but more importantly, to protect them. My people have spent years trying to identify Keepers before the Extinguishers could find them and either get them safely out of the city or do our best to conceal them if they choose to remain in New Manhattan.” 

			She stops and gives us a moment to allow those words to sink in. I’m too stunned to speak. I suspected some of this. I knew she saw something in the lab that day when she was testing my resistance. 

			“What do you mean, get them out of the city?” Rook asks. “Where do they go?” 

			“We run a network of safe houses. Eventually, most make their way to one of the Neo-Cities where they can start new lives.” 

			The look on Rook’s face suggests he knew nothing about this. I can tell he wants to ask more but is wary of revealing too much about where he comes from. 

			“I thought the Extinguishers sent them out of the city,” I ask. “Sometimes?” 

			“Not that I’m aware of,” Ada says, her dark brows drawing together. 

			“The woman I rescued the day of my initiation test,” I say. “They said they’d get her out . . .” 

			My words trail off. I wondered if they were lying to me that night, but I . . . How could I have believed them? 

			“I’m sorry,” Ada says. 

			“Skies,” I whisper, pressing a hand to my chest. 

			Ada swallows thickly before she continues. “Like many in this city, we don’t agree with the methods used to deal with Keepers. It hasn’t been easy, but we’ve tried to find ways to protect as many as we can.” She presses her hands to her knees, her gaze shifting between Rook and me. “There are more in hiding than you realize, and if you’re okay with it, I’d like to introduce you to a few of them, along with some other members of the Fog.” 

			I open my mouth and then close it, exchanging a glance with Rook. He nods and squeezes my fingers. 

			“Yes,” I say. “Of course we want to meet them.” 

			Ada’s answering smile crinkles the corners of her eyes. “Perfect.” 

			Then she’s on her feet, calling for someone beyond the door. A moment later, several more people enter the room, including our trainers Brooklyn and Chandler, along with Danica and several other Storm Breakers. They form a loose circle around the edge of the small room, almost like they’re stone pillars protecting a field of wildflowers. 

			“Wait,” Journey says. “These people are all . . . Keepers?” 

			Her eyes widen, and she reaches for Domino, clearly prepared to bolt. 

			“Not everyone, but I assure you that you’re perfectly safe,” Ada says. “And your reaction right now is rooted in propaganda spread by The Shield to ensure you’re all willing to turn in anyone you might suspect. We’ve lost count of the number of people who’ve been wrongly accused, but questions are rarely asked before people are taken.” 

			“Poet . . .” Domino says softly. “You were hit by Spark, and you’re . . .” 

			“I’m fine,” I say, gripping the blanket. 

			“That means your trial was wrong?”

			“No,” I answer. “Not technically. I’m not a Keeper. I’m . . . a Storm Caller.” 

			A ripple circles through the room, and it’s obvious these words mean something to everyone here. 

			“And so am I,” Rook adds. He didn’t have to admit it, but he’s standing beside me, lending his support, and Skies, how I love him for it. 

			I watch Journey’s face turn pale as she exchanges a bewildered look with Domino. Aside from the Extinguishers, this is another thing I’ve always dreaded. That the people I’ve trusted and called friends might look at me with that same fear. 

			“What’s that?” Domino whispers, tears building in her eyes. I understand this must be a lot to come to terms with. I know I’m struggling, and I already knew some of it. 

			I’m not sure where to begin, but thankfully Ada steps in. 

			“I can explain,” she says. “We’ve always had reason to believe that the genetic anomalies that create Keepers also create another branch of evolution resistant to the storms. My suspicions started when I was working closely with the general, and nothing about her made sense. Her abilities have never quite lined up with those of typical Keepers. They’re close enough that it would be easy to miss the differences, but I didn’t. The fact that she’s sixty-four and has resisted the madness for this long . . .” The doctor shakes her head. “No amount of ‘mental fortitude’ could account for that. It’s like saying you could stop yourself from getting the flu if you just tell the germs to go away. 

			“Eventually, I confronted her about it,” she continues. “She had no choice but to confess, but she swore me to secrecy and forbade me from doing any more research and ever mentioning it again.”

			“And did you keep those promises?” I ask. 

			Ada’s eyes spark. “I didn’t.” She spreads her hands. “But it’s all been for nothing, because I’ve found very little information about Callers.” 

			“Did she ask you to lie for me during my trial?” 

			Ada nods. “She doesn’t know about the Fog, but she understands I am sympathetic to Keepers, so she asked for my help.” 

			“And Henry and Danica?” 

			“They were also in on it, though most of what we all said was true. It was simply a matter of presenting the information favorably.” 

			“I see . . .” 

			“Why not bring the general into your confidence about this?” Rook asks, gesturing around the room. 

			Ada inhales deeply, and I feel like it’s costing her something to confess this. 

			“General Sol is protective of Keepers, but she is still The Shield. Though I am privy to some of her secrets, I know there are many things she’ll never reveal to me willingly.” 

			I exchange a glance with Rook. How much can we tell them? 

			“Did anyone else see me?” I ask. “When I fell?” 

			Ada shakes her head. “No one who will turn you in,” she assures me. “Most of the Breakers on that Tower were our people. That was intentional. Henry knew you’d be at risk.” 

			“And the Guards?” 

			“Like I said. There are more of us than you think.” 

			“What’s the Fog’s ultimate goal?” Rook asks. 

			Ada’s dark gaze assesses him. The harsh fluorescent lights wash out her ebony skin, or maybe she’s simply exhausted. “That is a many-layered answer that perhaps is best left to another discussion.” 

			Rook nods. She’s trusting us with some information, but not everything. Not yet. 

			I think about General Sol. She is keeping things from the doctor, and Ada is perhaps right to be wary. I recall the general stumbling and falling on the screen before the video glitched. Either I imagined it or the feed was doctored. Did anyone else see it? 

			Rook squeezes my hand, and I hear his unspoken words. We need to discuss this in private before we reveal anything. 

			“This is a lot to take in,” I say, hopefully buying us some time. 

			“Of course it is,” Dr. Eze says. “If you’re feeling well enough, I think it’s best if the four of you return to Amery right away. Your absence will be noted, and I assume I don’t need to explain that our existence must be kept a secret or you’d be putting all of us at risk. We took a leap of faith in showing ourselves tonight.” 

			She pins us with a hard look, and we all nod. 

			“Of course,” Rook answers. “Your secrets are safe with us.” 

			“Thank you. If word got out, people would surely die. I know you don’t want that on your conscience.” 

			It’s not an open threat, but the implications are clear. 

			I can’t help but notice how carefully Domino and Journey are watching Rook and me right now. 

			I wonder what they’re thinking. 

			We’ve been lying to them, and now they’ve been dragged into this. 

			How much can we tell them, and how will they react when they finally know everything? 

			I throw back the blanket covering my legs and move to get up, but my head spins and my stomach lurches.

			Ada chuckles. “Be careful. You took a nasty spill.” A moment later, she gestures to a wheelchair in the corner. Rook goes to retrieve it and pushes it over. 

			“Can you help her?” Ada asks, but Rook is already scooping me into his arms. He lifts me and holds me close, pressing his forehead to mine. 

			“I could just carry you?” he offers, and I laugh. 

			“How about you just push the chair for me?” 

			“Not nearly as much fun, but I suppose it’ll have to do.” 

			He gently settles me into the seat, and then he wheels me across the room. 

			“He’ll be—” I ask, gesturing to Henry, who looks so peaceful where he lies.

			“I swear to you he’s fine,” Ada says. “Just give him a few days.” 

			I nod, taking in the faces of these people who I thought I knew. 

			I thought they were ordinary citizens caught in the same rigid clockwork that makes our world function, but I realize there isn’t anything ordinary about a single person here. 

			These people have been out there quietly making a difference. 

			The Fog. 

			They’re fighting back. 

			And . . . I will do everything in my power to be a part of that.
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			We return to Amery just as everyone is waking up. I’m not sure if anyone notices that we’ve spent the night in the company of an underground resistance, but no one stops us or remarks on our absence. 

			Possibly because they’re too busy dealing with the destruction from last night. The hit we saw from the Storm Tower decimated the plaza in front of the building, carving a hole in the side of Amery large enough to fit five people shoulder to shoulder. Dust hangs in the air, and construction crews are already swarming over the site. 

			We skip breakfast in favor of a shower and a bit of rest before we head to our classes. Dr. Eze said that we must keep up appearances and move through our days as though everything is normal. I think she suspects we’re withholding information, but she’s giving us some time and space to figure out how to share it. 

			I drag myself through biology, trying not to fall asleep. The day ends with history, where I find myself sitting alone in an empty row of seats. 

			Rook said he was too tired to attend, and I haven’t seen Journey or Domino all day. Either they’re sleeping . . . or they’re avoiding me. After what they learned about me last night, I wouldn’t be surprised. 

			The thought of losing the only two friends I have left makes my stomach feel like it’s buzzing with a swarm of frenzied bees.

			I wonder again about my place in this life and this city. When I was in the Veil, I thought I needed to return. Partly for Domino and Journey, but if they no longer want anything to do with me, then what’s the point? 

			After what happened on the Storm Tower last night, I’m no longer sure that becoming a Breaker makes sense. I’ve always assumed I’d be safe enough with a Spark wand in my hand, and it’s obvious that several Keepers are managing the job while hiding in plain sight, but . . . I’m not a Keeper. 

			If we find the cure, Rook is leaving New Manhattan. I love him, but we have our entire lives ahead of us. His father will never accept me, no matter what Rook claims. Can I truly leave everything I’ve ever known on the promise of a future that isn’t really possible? 

			A squeal of delight drags me out of my gloomy thoughts. 

			“Skies, look at the size of that rock!” someone exclaims as I glance up to find Winter Jenkins and some other members of House Fiama taking their seats a few rows below me. 

			Winter is surrounded by a group of girls as she shows off what is clearly a sizeable engagement ring on her finger. 

			I guess it’s official, then. She’s marrying Knox. 

			Silver and Hazel join the circle of her admirers to ooh and aah. I remember when they once claimed they couldn’t stand Winter. How quickly loyalty shifts in this place. 

			When Winter notices me watching, she turns and grins, thrusting her hand under my nose. 

			“Have you heard?” she asked. “Knox and I are engaged!” 

			She plasters on a smile, and I can tell she’s waiting for my reaction. 

			Suddenly, the room grows very quiet as I sense every eye falling on us. 

			Everyone knows our history. Everyone knows I defected from my House last year. 

			Do they understand that I did this on purpose? Do they think I still want to marry Knox? 

			“It’s beautiful,” I say, genuinely meaning it. It is a stunning ring. “I hope you’re very happy together.” 

			I blink down at her and smile, but she frowns. 

			Clearly, this wasn’t the reaction she was hoping for. 

			“The wedding planning is in full swing,” she says. “The Ardens are sparing no expense. After all, it’s not every day the scion’s daughter gets married.” 

			My brow furrows at that. I remember my father mentioning something about a leadership vote, but as far as I’m aware, it hasn’t happened yet. Either she’s confident about the outcome or she knows something I don’t. 

			She probably thinks I care if my father is ousted in favor of Cameron Jenkins. 

			“You’re absolutely right,” I say. “I’m sure it’ll be a spectacular event.” 

			“You should come,” she says. “So you can watch me and Knox tie the knot.” 

			I open my mouth and then close it. “Should I?” 

			“Of course. Everyone at Amery is invited.” She sweeps out a hand as whispers erupt around the room. I’m sure their wedding will be grand and that everyone will want to attend. I search inside myself, looking for any trace of remorse for the life I gave up. Is there any part of me that wishes I were in her place?

			It’s then that someone else appears, and I look over to see Knox, Jackson, and Sal entering the room. 

			“Knox!” Winter calls, waving him over. “I saved you a seat!” 

			Knox looks at her and then at me, his jaw hardening. Slowly, he approaches. It seems like he’s healed from his injuries during the tunnel collapse. 

			“I was just showing Poet my ring,” she says, leaning against him. “You should tell her the story of how you proposed. It was so romantic.” 

			Knox’s frown deepens. “I doubt she wants to hear it.” 

			“Oh, of course she does. Every girl loves a romantic story!” She offers me a fake smile. “Right, Poet?” 

			“Sure,” I say. Honestly, I am a bit curious. Knox doesn’t have a romantic bone in his body, so what did he do? 

			“I think class is starting soon,” Knox says. He’s annoyed, but I can’t figure out why. Maybe because Winter is making a spectacle of them both. She’s obviously trying to make me jealous, but if she understood a single thing about me, she would know it’s pointless. The only reason I ever cared about Knox’s infidelity was that it made everyone pity me. 

			“Oh, you’re no fun,” Winter says, then turns to me and eyes me up. “But you’re with the Solitude, aren’t you?” Her eyes sparkle, a clear signal that she’s moved on from trying to induce envy to simply embarrassing me. 

			“I am,” I say, refusing to be anything but certain about Rook. 

			“Can you imagine what their wedding would be like?” she asks Silver, tossing her head back with a laugh. 

			Then I understand. 

			What she really wants is to remind everyone how far I’ve fallen in the eyes of Society. 

			She wants to assert herself as queen bee. 

			So I let her. 

			This costs me nothing, and I truly don’t care about their hierarchy anymore. Not that I ever really did. If I end up leaving with Rook, none of this will have ever mattered.

			My future in New Manhattan may be murky and uncertain. 

			But Winter’s will remain unchanged. 

			And maybe I pity her for that. 

			“Nothing like yours, I’m sure,” I say. “Congrats to you both.” 

			Then I offer them my most sincere smile. Honestly, I’m happy for them. They deserve each other, and I hope Knox will treat Winter better than he ever treated me. He offers me a look that suggests he doesn’t trust what I’m saying, but I’m so beyond caring what he thinks anymore. 

			“Class is starting,” I say as Professor McCarthy, our history teacher, enters the room. Knox, Winter, and everyone else are forced to find their seats as the teacher calls for their attention. 

			Once everyone is settled and facing the front of the room, I blow out a long breath. Just another hour and I can get some sleep. 

			As Professor McCarthy begins her lecture, Knox turns back to look at me, his brows drawing together. He looks like he wants to say something but doesn’t know what. 

			It’s like I’ve been caught in a spider’s web my entire life, bound by silk strands that I’ve been slowly snipping, one by one. As I focus on the lesson, I mentally cut away the final threads that once gave Knox Arden power over me. 

			Now, I’m free of him for good, and I have nothing to say to him ever again. 

			After a solid night’s sleep, Rook and I head to Storm Guard training, talking in low voices about what to do next. The biggest question is how much we should reveal to the Fog. They might be able to help us, and they’d definitely want to know about a cure. Most pressingly, they might be able to help us find Edward. 

			We enter the gym to discover Henry hasn’t returned to Amery. He must still be recovering from his night on the Tower. When I catch Brooklyn’s eye, she crosses the room and says in a low voice, “He’ll be back next week.” 

			Suddenly, I grow dizzy. 

			It’s a punch to the sternum. 

			I’m overwhelmed with everything that’s happened over the past two days. 

			I’ve been alone with this secret for so many years. 

			Then I found Rook, and everything changed. 

			The Veil showed me there is another way. 

			And now, discovering there are people within these city walls trying to help is shifting all of my foundations yet again. 

			It feels like surfacing from the bottom of a lake and inhaling properly for the very first time. 

			Rook places a hand on the small of my back. “How are you feeling?” 

			I sag against him. “I’m not sure.” 

			He kisses me on the temple. “I wish I could tell you everything will be okay.” 

			I offer him a grim smile before I head to the mat where Domino and Journey are standing. They watch me as I approach, their expressions pinched with worry. After being betrayed by my best friend, I’m so desperate to believe in them right now. 

			“Hi,” I say, deciding we may as well get this over with. If they’re planning to reject me, then let’s rip off this bandage, skin and all. 

			Domino and Journey share a look, and my fists clench, bracing for impact. 

			Will they turn away? Will they pretend I don’t exist? Will they call me out right here? Scream for the Extinguishers roaming the halls? All it would take is a single accusation, and I’d be back in a cell before I could blink. Nothing would save me this time. 

			“Hi,” Domino says.

			She steps closer, wringing her hands and then wiping them on her thighs. 

			Another step. 

			Then . . . she rushes toward me, throws her arms around my neck, and hugs me tight. 

			It takes me a few seconds to process it. 

			Tears prick my eyes because she doesn’t need to say anything. I understand what she’s trying to tell me. I can’t believe I doubted her for even a moment. Journey comes next, wrapping her arms around us and squeezing us both into a tight hug. 

			“We love you,” Domino whispers, and it’s all I can do not to completely fall apart. 

			When we all pull away, several people give us curious looks, and Rook watches us with a pleased smile. Domino and Journey head toward him next and don’t give him a chance to speak before he’s subjected to the double-hug treatment.

			The surprise on Rook’s face is priceless, and I burst out laughing before Domino and Journey do, too. More quizzical looks circle the room, but I don’t care. I don’t know if I’ve ever been so relieved. 

			“Okay,” Brooklyn says, approaching from behind. “No idea what’s gotten into all of you weirdos, but can we get to work?” She offers me a wink, and I know that she understands what just happened, too. 

			Brooklyn assigns us all to a mat, and Domino grabs my elbow. “Can we talk more about it later?” 

			“I’m sure you have questions,” I say. 

			She shakes her head. “Only ones that ensure your well-being.” 

			“Yours, too,” I say. “I promise you’re safe with us.” 

			She squeezes my arm. “I never doubted that for a second.” 

			A hand lands on my shoulder, and I turn to find Journey giving me a serious look. “You know we’d stand by you no matter what, okay?”

			Then they both walk away, and I wipe the corner of my eye with the back of my hand, realizing that I finally chose the right friends for the first time in my life.
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			Twenty-four hours later, I head underground with Rook, Domino, and Journey to rendezvous with Ada and the Fog. During our training session, we let Brooklyn know we had information to share, and she arranged for us all to meet.

			Now we’re gathered in the same safe house where they first brought us. Henry has made a full recovery and welcomes us with a smile. 

			“I hear I have you to thank for saving my life,” he says after I enter. 

			“I don’t know about that,” I say. “I just saw you go down and . . . I reacted. I knew Raine would never have forgiven me if I let something happen to you.” 

			Henry’s expression softens. “It’s funny, because from the moment you walked into Amery, I’ve had the exact same thought.” 

			I glance around the room, aware of our audience, but I have questions that can’t wait another moment. “How long did you know?” I ask. “About Raine?” 

			“From the very beginning,” he says. “I was already working with the Fog when we met. He never became an official member, but he helped us where he could. He was worried that his proximity to your father could risk our secrets, so he kept his distance.” 

			While everyone is chatting, waiting for the meeting to begin, Henry pulls up a chair and gestures for me to sit next to him.

			“Did he know about me?” I ask. 

			He shakes his head. “No. He wondered, and he worried about it. Raine said he’d watch you when the storms arrived, and he suspected something was up.”

			“Why did he never say anything?” I whisper. “We could have talked about it. We could have been there for each other.” 

			“The same reason he didn’t want to be too close to any of us. He was scared for himself and for you. I think he was waiting for you to enter Amery, so you would no longer be under your father’s constant watch, but . . . he never got the chance.”

			I bite my bottom lip as I stare at an empty spot on the floor. “We could have been so much less scared together.” 

			“I’m sorry.” 

			I nod. “I wish . . .”

			“I know,” Henry says. “I’m sure he does, too.” 

			At that moment, we’re interrupted by the doctor’s arrival. Domino and Journey take a pair of seats, and Rook leans against the wall right behind me. 

			Then Ada addresses us. “I understand you have information for us?” she asks, getting straight to the point.

			“First, I want to know what your goal is,” Rook says. 

			“We cannot reveal everything to you,” Ada says. “We’ve been operating for years, and you’ve just arrived.” 

			“I understand that, but what we’re about to tell you will change everything you know about New Manhattan, The Shield, and Keepers.” 

			Ada arches a brow, tipping her head. “That’s a rather bold statement.” 

			He folds his arms and spreads his stance, saying nothing as he waits. 

			The members of the Fog all share a look with one another before I notice Ada checking in with Henry. “Very well,” she says. “We hope to cure and protect Keepers, while exposing The Shield and their lies. We know they’re hiding things from us, but we need proof.”

			“To what end?” Rook asks. 

			“To force a change in New Manhattan. We’ve heard how they do things in some of the Neo-Cities, and we believe the hierarchy developed by our leaders is inhumane. We want to change . . . everything.” 

			A rush of shivers spreads over my scalp. This is bigger than we imagined, but I’m also not surprised. 

			“Tell them,” I say, peering up at Rook, and then we lay out everything. 

			We tell them about our break-in with Edward. 

			The video I saw of Raine’s death. 

			How we ran. 

			I tell them about everything I saw in the Veil. 

			Then we tell them about General Sol and everything she shared. The only thing we leave out is the lesson she gave us about turning Spark into a weapon. These people might be on our side, but Rook and I agreed that was one secret we should probably keep between us for now. 

			We tell them why Rook and I returned, and then about how we’re searching for the cure Sol claims does exist. 

			When Rook and I are finished, the room is so silent I can hear the creak of stone and distant drips of water. 

			I twist my fingers together while we wait for them to absorb everything we’ve just said. 

			“Well,” Ada says, running a hand across her forehead. She’s clearly shaken up. “I’ve suspected some of this. I’ve wondered. I hoped there was a cure.” 

			“They’re keeping it from us,” I say dully. “It’s monstrous.” 

			Ada nods. “If there were a cure, then we wouldn’t need them anymore, and they know it.” Then she claps her hands, her tone shifting into action. “It seems the first thing we need to do is find out where they’re keeping Edward. If he discovered something that night, then he might be the key to finding out more.” 

			“If Captain Dire hinted at his capture, Edward is likely being held somewhere in the Tempestade’s holding cells,” Henry says. “There are plenty of places to ‘lose’ someone down there.” 

			“If you have any leads,” I say. “Please, I’m worried sick about him.” 

			Ada and the others launch into a discussion as they strategize how to find Edward and get him out safely. It’s obvious they’ve done this sort of thing before, and I already start to feel better. 

			Rook and I silently check in with each other. 

			It was foolish to think we could do any of this on our own.

			Maybe I got so used to being alone that I forgot how to ask for help. 

			But as I watch the people in this room, a new feeling starts to take hold. 

			One that feels like hope and the beginning of a shift. 

			For the first time since we escaped to the Tiera Frais, it feels like we might be able to accomplish something important. 

			Me. Rook. All of us.
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			“As we suspected, we found him in a holding cell in the Tempestade,” Ada quietly tells me a week later during our next resistance training session. I’m lying in the same bed where we first met, shielded inside a small glass room. More people occupy the other beds, each here for their regular doses of electricity. 

			Her voice is low, and she doesn’t look directly at me as she adjusts some knobs and dials on her equipment. 

			“What?” I ask, concealing my alarm because, as usual, we have company. Captain Dire and another Extinguisher—Lieutenant Carter, according to his name tag—are patrolling the room. How many times do they need to watch us do this before they’re convinced we aren’t a threat? 

			“He’s in a secret holding cell,” Ada says. “Well, not entirely a secret. At least not to us. They’ve kept high-profile prisoners they want to ‘erase’ there before.” 

			“Okay,” I say. “What’s the plan?” 

			“We’ll need the right key card,” she says. “They update the lock every two weeks as a security measure. Henry and the others are working on it as we speak, and we’re trying to find someone with enough clearance to gain access.” 

			“We can’t just break in?” 

			Ada shakes her head. “We will if it comes to that, but their systems are sophisticated and would trip an alarm if we tried. A key card would mean a much better chance of entering and leaving undetected, at least for as long as it takes to get him out.” 

			“Won’t he be under guard?” I ask. 

			Ada nods. “Absolutely, but I have it on good authority that Extinguisher patrols are stretched thin. We’ll do some additional reconnaissance, but we hope his guard doesn’t include more than a handful of people.” 

			“I want to go,” I say. “When you rescue him.” 

			Dr. Eze presses her lips together. “I don’t think that’s a good idea, Poet.” 

			“Please. I’m the reason he’s in there. I know Rook will want to as well.” 

			She glances at the Extinguishers and then back at me before she nods. “We can discuss it.” 

			“Do you think Captain Dire would have the right clearance?” I ask, dropping my voice even lower. Ada’s gaze pings to him and then back to me. Dire and Carter are busy chatting, their heads bent close together. I scan their uniforms, wondering where they might stash something like a top-secret key card. Maybe the front pocket of their vests. 

			“He would never cooperate with us. We have a few moles working in administrative positions who are loyal to our cause.” 

			“How long will that take?” I ask. 

			The longer this goes on, the more worried I am about Edward’s survival. 

			“I’m not sure,” she admits. “A few weeks? It’s tricky business.” 

			“We could get close to Dire,” I say. “He likes Rook.” 

			Ada presses her lips together. “I understand the general wanted you to use Trinity to gather secrets, but she isn’t important enough.” 

			“No, but he is. That’s how we knew they had Edward in the first place.” 

			She dips her chin as she flips a few more knobs. 

			“So we have to try,” I say. “If we get the card, can Rook and I join the rescue team?” 

			Ada peers up at me. “Very well, but don’t take any unnecessary risks.” 

			I blow out a breath. 

			“We have to find him.” 

			She searches my face and nods. “Of course. But be careful. I have a feeling that if we lose you, everything we’ve been working toward might all be for nothing.” 
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			Rook, Domino, Journey, and I come up with a plan. A party at Amery. Somewhere removed where it won’t be discovered for a while. We decide that the cadet training gym would be ideal. There’s plenty of space, a good sound system, and it’s just far enough from the school’s main areas to offer privacy. 

			We explain the plan to Henry, and he assures us that our trainers will look the other way. He can’t do anything about Amery’s professors, but hopefully they’re busy with other things or we can finish our task before they arrive to break up the fun. 

			Our scheme includes planting a few disparate rumors so that no one can figure out where they originated. 

			It begins with Domino and Journey casually asking a few people whether they’ve heard anything about a wild party coming up. We fan the flames. A whisper here. A little gossip there. The hint that there will be plenty of booze. 

			Everyone’s invited. 

			The message begins to spread. 

			Then, the final nail in the proverbial coffin: I find Silver and Hazel. Act like it’s a big secret but I’m choosing to share it with them. 

			Predictably, everyone is whispering about it by the end of the day. 

			I text Trinity. 

			me: You coming to this party everyone’s talking about? 

			trinity: If I can! 

			me: You should bring Dire. Rook really wants to see him again. I think we have a bromance on our hands

			trinity: Aw. That’s adorable.

			Dire mentioned he’d be posted at Amery for the foreseeable future, and he’s been assigned sleeping quarters on the main level, along with several other Extinguishers whose job is to patrol Amery and the surrounding areas. 

			trinity: Just heard back. He’ll be there.

			If we think he’s carrying the key card, we’ll hit him at the party. If not, we’ll use it as a distraction to sneak into his room. 

			It isn’t the best plan, and we’re kind of winging it, but if we fail, then we’ll have no choice but to wait for the Fog to come through. By then, Edward could be dead. 

			I’m trying not to dwell on it. He needs us to figure this out and keep it together. I will get him out of that cell. Alive. 

			While I’m at it, I shoot yet another text to my dad, who’s been ignoring me since our dinner.

			When the night of the party arrives, it’s in full swing by eight o’clock. The gym is packed with people, and the speakers are blasting music. Some arrived in their Amery uniforms, but most people opted for their party clothes, happy for a change. 

			Rook and I are hanging out in the corner where we normally spar, watching as people come and go. Some spill into changing rooms and bathrooms, where I’m sure all kinds of stuff is happening. The alcohol is flowing, and plenty of people are starting to get drunk. 

			Perfect. This is exactly what we need.

			I spot Domino across the room with her friend, Calloway, who she’s been spending more and more time with. She stretches up to whisper something in his ear and then makes her way over on her own. “When is she supposed to come?” she asks. 

			I check my phone for a text from Trinity, but I haven’t heard from her since this morning. “She said Garret gets off duty at eight and then they’re heading down.” 

			Domino snorts. “I love how you always say Garret like that, as if it’s allegedly his name.” 

			“Ugh,” I say. “He’s vile.” 

			“They should be here soon,” Rook says. “Are we all ready?” 

			“Are we really poisoning him?” Domino asks, dropping her voice to a whisper. 

			“Only sort of. It won’t kill him,” I say. “Just . . . knock him out and give him a little headache. That’s all.” 

			“He deserves worse,” Rook says. “They all do.” 

			“I know,” Domino says. “I’m just new to this whole causing-trouble thing.” 

			Rook grins. “Once you start, you’ll find that it’s hard to stop. Just ask Poet.” 

			I roll my eyes, and Domino snickers. We decide to mingle, trying to look casual until Trinity and Dire arrive. 

			We squeeze past various pieces of exercise equipment, where people are using the benches as seats, while others make out in corners and against the walls. Everyone is having a great time. 

			Journey looks over from where she’s chatting with her girlfriend, Skylar, offering us a thumbs-up as she checks the door. Her eyes widen, and I glance over, spotting a flash of a bloodred uniform through the crowd. Extinguishers. Several I recognize who have been newly posted at the school and have decided to join the fun. 

			I search for a familiar head of dark hair. Dire stands with one arm propped on a wall so he can loom over a petite blonde who’s peering up at him with bright-blue eyes. Dire has to be almost thirty. Way too old for any of Amery’s students. It doesn’t surprise me that he’s a pig in this regard, too. 

			He reaches out and runs a finger across the girl’s cheek before settling a large hand on her hip. At least he did us a favor by arriving in his uniform. 

			I scan the crowd, wondering where Trinity is, but I still don’t see her. 

			Ultimately, it doesn’t matter. She isn’t who we need. 

			Rook appears beside me, his jaw clenching. “I should go and talk to him,” he whispers under his breath. 

			He approaches Dire, who now has his nose buried in the curve of the blonde’s throat, while his hand has slipped to her bare thigh. 

			Rook claps him on the shoulder as a friendly gesture, then offers Dire the bottle in his hand. I watch as Rook leans in, and I know he’s telling Dire that it’s a special vintage he saved just for him. Something he claims came from the Wastes. Really, he picked it up at a corner store and just poured it into a plain glass bottle before dissolving a few sedatives into it. 

			Predictably, Dire grins and accepts it, popping the cork and taking a long swig while the girl he was talking to slips away. Dire hands the bottle back, and I watch Rook fake a sip. They pass the bottle between them a few times, then Rook retrieves it and says something else before turning around and heading toward me. He grabs my hand and pulls me into one of the bathrooms, where he dumps the rest down the sink and tosses the empty bottle. 

			“Okay, step one worked?” I ask. 

			“I think so,” Rook says. 

			I offer him a grim look. “Now we wait?” 

			He checks the time. “Shouldn’t be more than ten or fifteen minutes.” 

			“Perfect,” I say. We return to the party, where we keep an eye on Dire. 

			He’s with a different girl now, leering over her like a complete jackass. 

			I wonder about Trinity’s whereabouts again, and more importantly, why she spends any time around this guy. I fire off a text, but I don’t receive a reply. 

			“I think it’s working,” Rook says in a low voice. 

			Dire shakes his head and rubs his eyes just as he stumbles a step, using the wall to catch himself. A moment later, he pushes himself upright and tries to resume his conversation, but it’s obvious he’s struggling. 

			Another head shake, and he’s forced to lean against the wall. 

			That’s when Rook makes his way over. I follow on his heels. 

			“You okay?” he asks, gripping Dire’s shoulder.

			“I dunno,” Dire says, clutching his stomach. “I feel like shit all of a sudden.” 

			“Can’t hold your liquor, Captain?” he mocks, and Dire frowns. 

			“Fuck you,” he bites out as Rook takes him by the arm. 

			“Let’s find a place for you to lie down.” 

			Rook jerks his chin, and I scan the room to ensure none of Dire’s Extinguisher friends have noticed anything. They all appear occupied as Rook drags a stumbling Dire into the bathroom.

			We head down a narrow hall lined with individual shower rooms on either side, pick one, and shove Dire in. Rook practically tosses him against the wall, where he groans as he smacks the tile and then slides to the floor, his eyelids fluttering, his limbs sagging, and his skin flushed. 

			I slam the door and lock it as Rook fumbles through his pockets, drawing out three different key cards. 

			“We’ll take them all,” Rook says. 

			Then we search the rest of his pockets and scatter all his belongings around the room, stealing a few things to make it look a little less like we were solely after his keys. The plan is to return the cards after we’ve found Edward, but hopefully this will cover us in case someone finds him before we can make it back. 

			Just as we’re finishing up, the music cuts off outside, and I hear a raised voice. Someone has come to break up the party. 

			“Let’s go,” I hiss. 

			Rook slides the shower curtain closed, concealing Dire’s giant body. Then we leave, shutting the door behind us and exiting the gym, hiding ourselves among everyone frantically clearing out. 

			“Everyone return to their rooms!” the dean is shouting. “We will find out who is responsible for this, and they will be punished accordingly.” 

			We skirt past her and through the school, taking a staircase down to the tunnels. My heart is pounding, and my skin is covered in a sheen of sweat. 

			But we did it. 

			Time to rescue Edward.

			I hope. 
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			We make our way toward the same tunnel entrance we’ve used countless times to sneak out of school. The added benefit of the party’s aftermath is that everyone will be focused on the chaos instead of where either of us went. With any luck, it’ll be at least a few hours before anyone discovers Dire in the bathroom. 

			Even then, he’ll be hard to move, and finding him passed out at a student party should hopefully get him in all kinds of shit. I doubt the Extinguishers are supposed to be hanging out with us, and I’m sure they aren’t supposed to be getting drunk inside the school. 

			I exhale a breath of relief when we find Henry waiting. 

			“Hi,” I say as he offers us a tight nod. 

			“Got it?” he asks. 

			Rook shows him the cards we gathered. Henry sorts through them before he holds up one. 

			“I think this is what we need.” 

			Then we hop down and wind through the darkened tunnels. Everything is silent except for the usual sounds of dripping water, shifting stone, and the rumble of distant trains. We keep our footsteps light, hyperconscious of how important discretion is tonight. 

			“Where exactly are we headed?” Rook asks. 

			“A tunnel that leads under the Citadel,” Henry says in a low voice. “Our destination is in one of the subbasements.” 

			“How do you know the way?” 

			“We’ve been mapping these routes for years. This isn’t the first time we’ve had to break into the Extinguishers’ cells, usually to rescue someone who’s been wrongly accused.” 

			“And do you always steal a key card?” 

			“We have various means of getting inside, but Edward’s in a higher security area. We’ve only had to access this cell once since I joined the Fog.” 

			Then he places his finger to his lips, and we fall silent. Eventually, we arrive at a heavy iron door with a lock. Henry waves a different key card in front of it, and it slides open, depositing us into a dark, narrow hallway. 

			“Put these on,” he says, giving us a pair of masks to conceal our identities. “Just in case.” 

			Once we’re all suitably covered, he leads us down a hall lined with empty jail cells. We turn a few corners and then arrive at another door. Henry pulls out the key card we stole and waves it against the lock, which glows with a small red light. We all hold our breath for the count of one . . . two . . . 

			The light flashes green, and then we hear a click. 

			“Bingo,” Henry whispers. 

			Immediately, there are shouts, and it takes me a second to process our surroundings. Rook and Henry are moving, and I see several blurred shadows. Someone rams into me, their head butting my stomach and their arms around my waist, shoving me against the wall. 

			I’m distantly aware of the guys dealing with two other guards who I recognize as Ruby and Brick. It takes me a second to realize my own attacker is Trinity. Oh, for fuck’s sake. I remember what the doctor said about the Extinguishers being stretched thin. They must be using students to help. 

			Has Trinity been guarding Edward? Is there no level to which she won’t sink? No wonder she wasn’t concerned about his whereabouts. She knew where he was all this time. What an amazing liar she is, among everything else. 

			A general tussle ensues, and I duck as Trinity swings for me, kicking my foot out and sending her onto her back. She groans as the wind is knocked out of her, and then I drop on top of her, turning her onto her stomach and clamping her wrists in my hands. 

			Clearly, E-squad training doesn’t measure up to the cadet program. 

			I try not to feel too smug about that. 

			Henry appears with a length of rope a moment later, and we tie her hands and pull her to her feet, shoving her toward a storage closet where Brick and Ruby are already trussed. 

			“You bastards!” Trinity screams. Ruby and Brick are also shouting for release, calling us some rather vile names. 

			I shove Trinity with perhaps a bit more force than necessary as she trips and crashes into her friends. Then Rook slams the door and locks it, which muffles their protests. 

			“We’ve probably got about ten minutes,” Henry says before we head farther down the dim hallway, scanning the cells until we finally find one occupied. Edward lies huddled on the floor with his knees tucked up. His face is bruised, and he looks pale and tired, his hair hanging limp. He’s lost a little weight, but he’s alive. 

			I lay a hand to my chest, lightheaded with relief. 

			I didn’t believe we’d really find him until this very moment. 

			“Edward,” I gasp, grabbing the bars and pressing my face between them. “Are you okay?” 

			“Poet?” he asks, slowly unfolding himself and crawling over. “Is that you?” 

			“Edward,” I sob, sinking to my haunches. “Skies, I’ve been so worried. I’m so sorry. I’m sorry we left you and you’ve been stuck down here.” 

			He shakes his head and raises his hand. “What are you doing here?” 

			“We’re getting you out.” 

			Edward gazes past me to Henry and Rook. “How?” he whispers. “They’ll find me. They know what I saw.” 

			Rook drops down beside me. “There are people willing to protect you.”

			“Edward,” I ask, “did you see something that night? Have you told them anything?” 

			He shakes his head. “They’ve been asking questions, trying to trip me up. I’ve denied everything, but if this goes on much longer . . .”

			He trails off, and I understand what he can’t bring himself to say. They haven’t tortured him yet, but it’s probably only a matter of time. 

			“Edward,” Henry says. “I know this is confusing, but we need to get you out of here. Quickly. We’ll do everything in our power to keep you safe.” 

			“Who will?” 

			“We’ll explain everything once we’re out. Will you trust us?” 

			Edward’s shoulders sag. I can’t imagine what he’s been through over the last several months. He meets my gaze, and I wish I could convey how sorry I am. How much I regret ever involving him in any of this. I’ll find some way to make this up to him. 

			“I’ll trust you,” he says. I hear Henry let out a breath of relief, and he uses another key to open the cell door. It swings open on silent hinges, and then we’re heading out, making our way back the way we came. 

			Edward is weak, his legs shaky, but he wears a determined look.

			“This way,” Henry says to Edward. “I’ll take you to a safe house. Rook and Poet, you head back to Amery. We’ll send word in a few days.” 

			“But—” 

			“It’s safest this way,” Henry assures me. “When they notice he’s gone, you need to be in your beds.” He holds up the “borrowed” key cards. “And you need to get these back to Dire as soon as possible.” 

			I nod, understanding he’s right. 

			“You’ll be okay?” I say to Edward, who shrugs. 

			“Will I be?” 

			“They’ll take good care of you.” 

			He grabs my wrist, a flash of desperation passing over his face. His cold skin is clammy to the touch. What has he been through since that night? 

			“Trinity was guarding me. She acted like she didn’t even know me.” 

			“I know. She isn’t the same anymore.” 

			Edward’s head droops, and I pull him into a hug. 

			“She never deserved you.” 

			He puffs out a resigned sigh, like he wants to believe me but isn’t quite ready to yet. 

			“We need to move,” Henry says. 

			We all break apart, and Rook and I wind back through the tunnels as quickly as we can. We’re almost at Amery when the sirens start. We pick up our pace, climbing up the hatch before returning to the cadet gym. Dire is still passed out in the shower, and Rook stuffs the keys back in his pocket before we creep away. 

			Distantly, I hear the blare of warning vibrate through the stone walls. 

			No one sees us as we make it back to our room, throw ourselves inside, and wait for tomorrow morning’s consequences to arrive.
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			The following day is full of speculation. Everyone heard the sirens last night, but no one has any idea what they mean. I keep checking the news cycle to see if The Shield has issued a statement, but so far, they’re being quiet. 

			“He must have woken up by now,” Rook says, referring to Captain Dire as we eat breakfast in a secluded corner of the cafeteria with Domino and Journey, keeping our voices low. 

			“I doubt he remembers anything. He was in rough shape,” Journey says. 

			“We returned his keys,” I say. “He has no reason to think they were ever missing.”

			“Someone will figure out his key was used,” Rook points out. “It’s only a matter of time.” He glances at the phone in my hand. “Still nothing?” 

			I refresh all the usual sites, but there’s still no mention of the break-in or Edward. 

			“They’ll have to say something,” I say. “Everyone heard the sirens.” 

			“Maybe,” Rook says, frowning. “But if they admit Edward is missing, that means admitting he was detained in the first place.” 

			“When can you talk to him?” Domino asks, and I shake my head. 

			“No idea. We’ll wait for Henry to reach out.” 

			I think about Mrs. Chu and wonder, not for the first time, what she’s been told about her son’s whereabouts. She must be beside herself with worry. Maybe I should go and visit her, but what would I say? I wish there was something I could do. 

			I look up to note several E-squad recruits entering the cafeteria. Among them are Ruby, Brick, and Trinity. They look mostly fine, though I notice Brick is sporting a black eye and Ruby has a bandage around her wrist. I wonder if they have any idea who attacked them last night. It was dark, and they were caught by surprise. The only giveaways might have been our height and the general shape of our bodies, but we could have been anyone. 

			Hopefully. 

			Trinity looks over, and her gaze meets mine. I’m not sure what I read there. They must know Edward was freed. Were they told why he was being kept under lock and key? I can’t believe she acted as his jailer. Does she have any conscience left at all? 

			A chime draws everyone’s attention to our phones as The Shield’s early-morning pledge begins. We all fall silent as we listen to the reminders of our duty to Society and the importance of our Houses. The sanctity of maintaining order and the importance of everyone in New Manhattan in our world.

			I hear what they aren’t saying now. 

			The lies between their partial truths. 

			Their words are tainted, stained with toxic residue. 

			I imagine I can feel their promises peeling apart, dissolving into piles of jumbled letters that mean nothing anymore. 

			But today’s missive doesn’t stop with the usual messages. 

			Today, there’s something else. 

			“The Shield understands there is increasing unrest within our borders and that we are feeling the effects of numerous external pressures. Solitude attacks have been increasing around our perimeter. The sirens you heard last night were due to a concentrated assault that nearly resulted in an invasion of the Citadel.”

			A worried chorus of whispers circles the room as Rook and I share a glance, and he shakes his head. More lies. More poison dripped into our ears. 

			“When tensions are high, everyone is quicker to react. We want to remind you that we are here for you. That your scions are here for you, and now more than ever, it is important to look to your leaders. 

			“We are working diligently to stamp out all threats, both external and internal. To help ensure our city’s safety, we are creating the Border Brigade, a new entity tasked with protecting us from outsiders. Additionally, we will be adding more Extinguishers to mitigate further Keeper attacks. 

			“To facilitate these new endeavors, every citizen in New Manhattan is invited to apply for either the E-squad or the Brigade, where you will undergo accelerated training at the Citadel to see you join the front lines as soon as possible. 

			“If you’ve ever worried for your safety or been affected by the threats that compromise the sanctity of our world, then it is your duty to pick up the gauntlet and help defend what is ours.”

			Our phones fall silent, and I stare at my screen as it goes dark, unable to believe what I just heard. They’re allowing anyone to join? No more House lines? No more Society versus everyone else?

			Slowly, conversations resume, and I can tell from the looks on everyone’s faces that they’re just as surprised as I am. No one understands what this means. 

			But I think I do. 

			They’re lying about Solitude threats to scare us—to make it seem like we’re always on the brink of attack. The Shield will double or triple the number of Extinguishers, ensuring more manpower to capture innocent people. The lines of our world were carefully drawn and established to benefit those holding the pencils. 

			But something is breaking down. 

			And it’s time to rewrite everything. 

			I look up at my friends, my gaze falling on Rook. 

			“What does this mean?” Journey asks. “This is strange, right?” 

			We all nod.

			“It means they’re scared of something,” Rook says. “And we have to find out what.”
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			A video surfaces about Edward. People have noticed his absence, but the most common theory is that he was infected and quietly apprehended. It’s a common enough occurrence that it’s easy to shrug off. 

			The video shows him on the night of the Blood Storm, threatening a group of citizens, before several Extinguishers chase him down. They claim he was about to kill a group of children, and they’re being lauded as heroes for subduing and transporting him to the Tempestade for “rehabilitation.” 

			I want to punch through a wall. 

			This is the work of The Shield. 

			Where did they get that phony footage? 

			Why are they lying about him? 

			We got him out, and technically, he’s safe—but for how much longer? 

			And if that video isn’t real, then what else have they been faking? 

			Finally, during training, Henry whispers to me that we can come and see Edward. Just Rook and me. We don’t want to draw any unnecessary attention. We share the news with Domino and Journey, then head to the city’s north end and the factory district as Henry instructed. Though he gave us directions to discreetly disable location tracking on our phones and other devices, he still warns us to leave everything behind whenever possible and never to use them to pass messages to the Fog. 

			We hop on the train and ride to the end of the line before we pull up our hoods and make our way through the towering factories, where everything is tinged with the gray haze of dust hanging in the air. I’ve never spent much time in this area, only passing through on my way to the outskirts, and it feels a bit like I’m being closed in by the blocky concrete structures, small windows, and narrow sidewalks. 

			It’s a place designed for function over form. 

			We pass numerous Hollows making their way home or just starting their shifts. I think about the Fog and their goals. About how they want to break down this system, offering equality to all. I have no idea if any of their aspirations are even possible, but change has to start with a single spark.

			We reach a building situated at the end of a quiet street. It’s nondescript, blending into its surroundings. We enter through a back alley, checking for cameras, but they’re all pointing away, facing the wall, revealing nothing but looped footage the Fog has replaced their feeds with. 

			We knock on the door, using the secret code Henry gave us, and wait. 

			It’s a cool afternoon, and the wind kicks through the narrow alley, snaking down my back. The sky is starting to tumble with lavender clouds. 

			“We’re almost at our rock wall,” I say. “Maybe we should head to the outskirts when we’re finished here.” 

			Rook nods, pulling his collar up as the breeze tosses his hair. 

			That’s when the door pops open, revealing Danica. 

			“Hi,” she says, gesturing for us to come in, then closing and locking the door. “This way.” 

			We follow her up a metal staircase, winding several floors up, until we reach a landing and another door. At the end of a plain white hallway, we enter what looks like an apartment. 

			It isn’t luxurious, but it is comfortable, with plenty of furniture, a stocked kitchen, windows overlooking the city, and amenities such as a television and a stereo. 

			“What is this?” Rook asks, clearly impressed. 

			“Our headquarters,” Danica says. “Come on. They’re waiting for you.” 

			She takes us through the apartment, and we enter what must serve as a rec room, with numerous plush chairs, a pool table, a pinball machine, and even a bar stocked with bottles of alcohol. I see a few people I recognize from the Fog, including Ada, Henry, and Brooklyn.

			Seated on a chair at the far end of the room is Edward. 

			“Poet!” he says when he sees me, standing up and rushing over. We hug tightly before we pull apart. He looks much better than the last time I saw him, with his skin back to its usual healthy hue and his hair shiny and brushed. Someone has found him a fresh black shirt and pants. 

			“I’m so happy to see you,” I say before he hugs Rook, too. “We both are.” 

			“So relieved,” Rook agrees. “How are you?” 

			Edward shakes his head as we all take our seats. “I’m not really sure I know how to answer that.” 

			“Edward has had a difficult week,” Ada says. “We’ve had to move him several times over the last few days to avoid discovery, but he should be safe enough here for now.” 

			“And then what?” I ask. 

			“That will be up to him.” 

			We all turn to Edward, who’s sitting forward with his elbows on his knees. 

			“You all want to know what I found out, right?” Edward asks. “That’s what they wanted to know, too.” 

			“If you’re ready to talk about it,” Henry says. “We understand this must be traumatic.” 

			Edward huffs out a wry snort and leans back in his seat. He seems different. There’s a darker light in his eyes. Something harder in his expression. Like something was taken, or maybe he found a new purpose trapped in that cell. Maybe he was forced to grow up a little. I think we all have.

			“They tried to get it out of me,” he says. “I could tell they didn’t know for sure if I’d seen anything because I covered my tracks perfectly that night.” 

			He says it with a touch of pride and a hint of defiance.

			“What did they do to you?” Rook asks. 

			“Knocked me around a bit,” he says, gesturing to the bruises on his face. I try not to react, but the thought makes me sick. “Threatened to do much worse if I didn’t cooperate. I think they were trying to scare me, and I have to admit, at first, it was working.”

			“And then what?” Rook asks.

			Edward shrugs, his posture loose and casual as he hooks an ankle over his knee. “I realized I didn’t care. They could try to beat it out of me, but I wouldn’t break. They’re scared. They’re hiding something, and I don’t know how to explain it, but it offered me a sort of power to make them sweat. If I died for it, then so be it.” 

			“Who questioned you?” Henry asks. “Who was in the room?” 

			“I don’t know. They were either masked or shone a light in my face. They wanted to stay hidden.”

			I notice that everyone around the room shares a look. 

			“Did you tell them anything?” Henry asks. “How did you explain what you were doing that night?” 

			“I told them about the video I showed to Poet. I claimed we were just looking for more information about Raine’s death. I said she was having trouble coming to terms with it and she hoped there was some evidence of the people who took his body.” He scoffs. “I’m sure they knew it was all bullshit.” 

			“It was kind of true,” I say. 

			“I think they believed me because of that. It might be why I’m still alive.” 

			“What made them think you’d found something else?” I ask. 

			“I covered most of my tracks, but I was working quickly and left behind a few digital artifacts. Not enough to suggest anything specific, though. Plus, I knew there were cameras positioned on the screens,” he says. “Mr. Robins told me about them when I went to visit him at work. So, I’d moved the monitors just enough that they couldn’t catch what I was doing. Obviously, that made them suspicious.”

			“Smart,” Henry says, and Edward shrugs again, like none of this is bothering him. I’m trying to make sense of this boy I once knew. It feels like he became a man overnight. 

			“So . . . what did you find?” Danica asks from where she stands, her muscular arms crossed and her feet spread. 

			The room falls silent as Edward gathers himself. I feel myself leaning forward in my seat as he opens his mouth. 

			“Poet wanted me to look for more information about Keepers,” he says, his voice dropping. “I understood the danger of such a request, but I could tell she was desperate. I suspected what she was in that moment, but then Trinity outed her in front of everyone.” He peers at me, blinking. “I’m sorry she did that.” 

			I shake my head. “I know you are.” 

			He runs a hand through his dark hair. It’s grown a bit, hanging in his eyes, making him look a little dangerous. “The Shield has a facility,” he says. “I couldn’t quite figure out its entire purpose, but what I read suggests they’re working on a cure for the infection. But there was more. Several things I didn’t really understand.” 

			“What do you mean?” Ada asks. 

			“Something about a network,” he says. “There were a bunch of terms I’d never heard before, but it sounded like some kind of power source.” 

			“What kind of network?” Henry asks as Edward shakes his head. 

			“I’m not sure. I ran out of time.” 

			“Where is this facility?” Ada asks, gripping the armrests of her seat so tightly that I hear the wood creak. I can tell she’s eager to press him further. A hopeful light shines in her eyes, but she’s giving Edward space to reveal everything in his own time. 

			“I don’t know. I didn’t get that far.” 

			Everyone falls silent, not sure what to do with this information. 

			“There was someone mentioned, though,” Edward says. “It sounded like a scientist or a doctor or something. I think. Someone named . . .” He scrunches his eyes, trying to dig through his memory. “Mari? Morrie?” A moment later, he snaps his fingers. “Dr. Mowry!” 

			More looks circle around the room. 

			“Do you know who that is?” Henry asks Ada. 

			“I have no idea,” she answers. 

			I chew the inside of my cheek. I’ve heard that name before, but where? 

			“General Sol,” Rook says a moment later. “That was her partner, right? The one she stole the research from?” 

			I’m nodding. “Yes, I think that was his name.” 

			Ada turns to face us. “You’re sure?” 

			“Yes,” Rook says. “That’s definitely what she called him. Philip Mowry.” 

			“But what would he be doing here?” Henry wonders. 

			Ada stands up and starts muttering to herself. 

			“Who’s Dr. Mowry?” Edward asks. “What’s going on?” 

			While Ada paces and the others all confer, we quickly fill Edward in on what we learned about General Sol’s past. 

			“Do you think he’s helping the chancellors?” Edward asks. 

			“That’s what we might need to figure out,” Ada says, overhearing his question. “If this facility is where they’re keeping the research for a cure, then we have to find it.” 

			“What about this network?” Rook asks, but Ada waves him off. 

			“All in due time. The cure is our priority, and finding this doctor.”

			“How?” Henry asks. “Even if we knew where the facility was, they’d kill everyone in this room simply for knowing it exists at all.” 

			“I know,” Ada says. “That’s why we’ll need a plan smarter than The Shield and more devious than all of their lies.”
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			We decide to take a moment to collect our thoughts. I move to the seat next to Edward as Rook sits on the floor in front of us. “How are you doing?” I ask him. “Really?” 

			Edward shakes his head and blows out a breath. “I’m confused,” he says. “When I was in there, I was prepared to die. Now that I’m out, I don’t know where I go from here. They’ll never let me return to my normal life.” 

			“We got you into this mess, and I’m so sorry. I should never have asked you to break into The Shield’s computers for me.” 

			Edward stares out the window, his jaw working before he turns back to me.

			“I’ve had a lot of time to think. This wasn’t your fault. I agreed to help you. I knew the risks and understood why you were asking for this information.” 

			His gaze grows distant before he begins speaking again. “Maybe a part of me wanted to break some rules, too. I’ve always hated Fiama and what it stands for. I never wanted to join the Patrol. I wanted to create things, not destroy them, but I had no choice but to remain loyal to my family and my mom. I was worried about what might happen if I left her.” He stops, swallows. “The irony being that I had no choice but to leave her anyway.” 

			“I’m so sorry we left you behind.” 

			“If you hadn’t, you’d be dead,” he says. “At least I’m still here. Maybe I was meant to see those things, and maybe now . . . I can fuck some shit up.” 

			I nod, though I’m still not fully convinced. I think he’s being very generous right now. 

			“Have you seen my mom?” he asks. “I need to know she’s okay. She has a sister. They’ve never been super close, but I’m hoping my aunt’s family is looking after her.” 

			“I haven’t,” I say. “I’ve only seen my parents once, and that didn’t go so well.” 

			“They’re still mad about the whole House-defection thing, I take it?” 

			“My mom, not so much, but my dad . . .” I shrug. “Well, you know how he is.” 

			Edward laughs. “I sure do.” 

			“What is their plan for you?” Rook asks, gesturing to Ada, Henry, and the others who are talking on the other side of the room. “How will they keep you safe?” 

			“I have no idea. They said I’d probably have to leave New Manhattan.” He says it casually, and I wonder if he’s way more scared than he’s letting on. “I don’t even know what that means, though.” 

			“Edward,” I say, glancing at Rook. “You could build a life outside this place.” 

			He frowns. “But there’s nothing out there. I’ll probably die from starvation, assuming a storm doesn’t blitz me first.” 

			I shake my head. “They’ve been lying about that, too. There’s an entire world out there. One you could become a part of.” 

			Edward’s gaze shifts to Rook before he scans him from head to toe. 

			“Really?” he asks. 

			“Really,” Rook says. “Poet saw everything.” 

			I describe my time in the Veil. I tell him about the station camps and Neo-Cities, but it’s obvious he’s having trouble absorbing it all. Edward barks out a laugh that borders on hysterical as he points at Rook. “Of course. Now everything about you makes so much more sense.” 

			Rook offers him a small smile, just as the others break apart and resume their positions around the room. 

			We wait anxiously as Ada lays out the first step of their plan. Namely, to find this facility, locate Dr. Mowry, and figure out what he knows. “We need to show everyone what’s been kept from them. The chancellors could have been protecting all of us, but they’ve actively chosen not to. And we need proof. Our word won’t be good enough on its own.” 

			“What if Dr. Mowry won’t talk?” I ask. “Do you think the general knows he’s here? She told us she hasn’t seen him in years.” 

			Henry shakes his head. “Those are all very good questions, but I’m not sure we can ask them without risking the Fog’s security.” 

			“I think she wants what you want,” I say. 

			“Did she ever explicitly explain what she wants?” Ada asks. “Yes, she wants to find the cure, but to what end?”

			I take a pause, my mouth opening and then closing. 

			“She never got to that part,” Rook says. 

			Ada dips her chin. “I want to believe General Sol came to you with good intentions. But until we can be sure, we must assume she is still working with The Shield. She benefits from New Manhattan’s current arrangement, and I’m not yet convinced she would welcome its fall.” 

			I nod. “Of course.” 

			It’s not like she’s contacted us in a long time anyway. It does feel like something else is going on. 

			Ada turns to Edward. “Do you think you could find this information again?” 

			Edward scrunches his forehead. “With the right equipment, maybe.” 

			“Would you be able to uncover . . . other things?” Henry asks. 

			Edward shrugs. “Probably. But I’d need time to put it all together.” 

			“I’m not sure how long we can keep you safe,” Ada says. “How much time would you need?” 

			“A few weeks at least,” he says. “But . . . I’m not worried about me. If I can help, I’m willing to take the risk.”

			“Are you sure?” Henry asks, and after a slight pause, Edward nods. 

			“What about us?” I ask, gesturing to Rook. “What can we do?”

			“You can return to Amery. Any changes to your normal routines could arouse suspicion,” Ada answers. 

			“But I want to do something,” I insist. 

			“You are and you will,” she says. “But for now, you must leave the Fog to the job we’ve been doing for years.” 

			Her tone is firm, and I want to argue, but she levels me with a look that suggests she has no intention of tolerating my objections. 

			A moment later, her expression softens. “We’re grateful for all the information you’ve brought to us,” she says. “And I understand that you want to help. There will be a job for you at some point. Please just allow us to take things slowly. Acting too quickly could risk everything we’ve been working for.” 

			My gaze shifts to Rook, and I know he wants to argue, too, but he defers to Ada and her authority. 

			“Poet,” Edward says. “There’s something you could do for me, if you wouldn’t mind?” 

			“Sure,” I say. “What is it?” 

			“Can you please check on my mom?” 
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			I waste no time heading to Fiama Society Tower A. Rook wanted to come upstairs with me, but I insisted that he stay behind. It’s not that I don’t want him along, but to everyone else, he’s still an outsider, and he only attracts attention. 

			I hate it. I hate that we can’t just be together without everyone’s judgment.

			But we both understand that’s not the world we live in right now. 

			“I’ll wait for you nearby,” he says. “Just around the corner. If you need me, message me, and I’ll come immediately.” 

			“Okay,” I concede after we argue about it for several minutes. He’s worried about my safety. “I can live with that.” 

			He offers me a smile and lifts his hand to my face, brushing my cheek with his thumb. “How are you feeling?” 

			“Lost. Scared. Confused. Maybe a little relieved that Sol was telling us the truth about a cure.” 

			He nods. “What do you think about Ada saying we shouldn’t completely trust her?” 

			“I think she’s probably right.” 

			He presses his mouth together, the corners tipping down. “I wonder if she plans to ever contact us again.” 

			“She said she needed us,” I insist. “That’s why we came back. I can’t be a Storm Guard anymore. The night on the Tower proved that.” 

			He offers me a sympathetic look. “And what does that mean to you? Knowing that’s no longer an option?” 

			I shrug. “Like I have no idea where I fit in.” 

			“And you thought General Sol was offering you somewhere to belong.” 

			I nod. “I guess I did.” 

			“She still needs someone to replace her.” 

			“Maybe,” I say. “Or maybe none of this is real.” 

			He leans in to kiss me, his mouth softly brushing mine as my breath turns short and my heart pounds against my ribs. I wonder if kissing him will ever feel casual, or if every look and touch will always feel like an awakening. 

			We pull apart and stare at each other. “I don’t think I’ll ever get over how amazing you are, Poet Graves,” he says. “How deeply I’ve fallen in love with you, or how much you make me wish it could just be the two of us without all of these things pulling us apart.” 

			“I love you,” I whisper. “I know you came here to find answers, and I’m grateful every day that you needed to, or we never would have met.” 

			“The people of the old world believed in destiny and fate,” he replies. “In some divine cosmic hand controlling our actions and the outcomes of our lives. Maybe there’s some truth to it. Maybe it was inevitable that we’d find one another.”

			I inhale a deep breath, and we hold each other for a moment. 

			“You should get going,” he says into the top of my ponytail. “It’s getting late.”

			“Okay,” I say, nodding.

			“Good luck.” 

			My gaze lingers on him for another moment before I turn away and head to Fiama Society Tower A, where Mrs. Chu lives a few floors below my parents. 

			I still haven’t heard from either of them since that dinner in their apartment, despite my best efforts. My father promised we’d talk, but he obviously didn’t mean that. As for my mom’s silence, I suspect that he’s forbidden her from answering my messages. While it hurts, I also try not to blame her for it. It’s always been less painful to believe she has good reasons for choosing him over me. 

			I enter the lobby and wave to Cyril, who cheerfully waves back without hesitation. I was right to leave Rook behind, as much as it breaks my heart to do so. 

			I ride the elevator up and knock on the door. It pops open, revealing an elegant woman with shiny black hair falling around her shoulders, dark-amber eyes, and a smooth brown complexion dusted with pink along her sharp cheekbones. 

			“Yes?” she asks. “Can I help you?” 

			“I’m here to see Mrs. Chu,” I say. “I’m a friend of Edward’s.” 

			The woman’s eyes widen, and then she gestures for me to come in. “It’s so nice of you to visit,” she says. “Elena loves it when his friends stop by.” 

			“Have many come?” 

			“A few,” she says. “People are worried. We all are.” 

			I nod, conflicted with emotions. While our world might be cutthroat, we try to care for one another when it counts. Edward said his mom wasn’t close with her sister, but it’s obvious they’re rallying around her during this tragedy. There is some good left here, and that’s worth protecting. 

			“Call me Annie,” she says. “I’m Elena’s sister. With Edward gone, we’ve been taking turns checking on her. I’ve been trying to convince her to move into our apartment in Tower B, but she doesn’t want to leave.” She pauses and swallows, her eyes shining. “I think she’s afraid he’ll return and she won’t be here.” 

			I huff out a breath. “I can understand that.” 

			We enter an ornately furnished living room covered in thick embroidered rugs with elaborate velvet curtains draped over floor-to-ceiling windows. Mrs. Chu sits on one of the sofas, her feet tucked up under an embroidered silk robe as she gazes out at the skyline and into the distance. 

			“Ellie,” Annie says. “One of Edward’s friends is here to see you.” 

			Mrs. Chu turns to look at me, blinking slowly. Her black hair is pulled back into a knot at her nape, and her flawless complexion is free of makeup. 

			“Poet,” she says softly, reaching for me. “I’m so glad you’ve come.” 

			Suddenly, I feel terrible about how long it took me to visit. I cross the room and clasp her hands in mine. Her fingers are fragile and cold, like she might snap in two with the barest pressure. 

			“You’ve heard the rumors about Edward?” she asks, and I nod. 

			“I’m sorry I didn’t come sooner,” I say, but she waves me off. 

			“You’re busy with school,” she says. “And you’ve plenty of your own troubles to deal with.” 

			I nod as I sink down on the coffee table in front of her. “You could say that.” 

			“I’m glad to see you’re well. And I’m sorry that Trinity treated you that way. It seems like that girl was intent on hurting everyone last year.” 

			“Has she been by?” I ask, and Mrs. Chu scoffs. 

			“Please. And have to face the consequences of her actions? She broke Edward’s heart. Did you know he stopped going to classes because of her?” 

			I nod. “He mentioned it to me. Said you yelled at him.” 

			“I absolutely did!” she says, slapping her thigh. “He deserved it. Imagine throwing away your future for that trashy girl.” 

			She shakes her head, and a strange, deep-seated instinct inside me still wants to defend Trinity. I remind myself she doesn’t deserve it. Maybe she never did.

			“Imagine accusing an innocent person of such a thing,” she says to me. “I’m sorry you had to go through that.” 

			“Thank you,” I whisper. “That means a lot.” 

			She nods and then glances behind me. 

			“Tea?” Annie asks, holding up a tray. I slide off the table and into an armchair while she pours each of us a cup. 

			“Mrs. Chu,” I say, cradling the mug in my hands, trying to warm my suddenly ice-cold fingers. “Did you have any idea where Edward was before now?” 

			Tears fill her eyes. “They told me he was caught in the Blood Storm,” she says. “That he was crushed by falling debris, his body mangled beyond recognition. I believed them.” 

			She takes a shaky sip from her cup and exhales a heavy sigh. 

			“I don’t know how I could have missed that he was keeping such a secret.” 

			Acid burns in my gut at the sadness on her face. Everything in me desperately wants to scream that it’s all a lie and Edward is alive. That he was unjustly imprisoned. That he’s okay, but that he’ll have to leave New Manhattan soon, and she’ll probably never see him again. 

			But instead I bite my tongue so hard I nearly taste blood. 

			“I’m so sorry,” I say. “I’m sure if he were here, he would tell you how much he loves you and that he never meant for any of this to happen.” 

			Mrs. Chu’s eyes drop. “I would tell him that I love him, too.” 

			She takes another sip of her tea, slow and deliberate. 

			“But it’s strange,” she muses. “A mother always knows. Even when children think they’re being clever with their secrets, a mother knows.” 

			She leaves the thought hanging. She suspects their lie, but she’s also helpless to do anything about it. Who could she accuse? Pushing back would only lead to more problems and no answers. 

			She tips her head and scans me up and down, something penetrating in her expression. 

			“What else would you tell him?” I whisper, hoping she understands what I can’t say. 

			“That I forgive him. That I’m sorry I failed him and I’m sorry he couldn’t pursue the future he wanted because of me. He didn’t need to stay and take care of me, but after his father died, he made me his responsibility.” She sighs heavily. “I’d tell him that I hope with everything in my heart he finds what he wants, and that even though I will miss him every day of my life, I will be fine. I have my sister to care for me, and I will manage.” 

			She says it steadily, but with every word out of her mouth, I sense her flaking apart, bit by bit, the pieces of her spirit lost to the wind forever.

			“I’m sure he’d be grateful to know that.”

			She stretches out a hand toward me. I reach for it, and she squeezes my fingers. 

			“You take care of yourself, Poet,” she says. “And please come and see me sometimes.” 

			My throat tightens. I’m not sure how much longer I’ll be here, either, but if I stay in New Manhattan, I vow to keep this promise to her. 

			“Thank you for your time,” I say. “I should go.” 

			She releases me, and I exit the apartment, feeling both lighter and heavier than I did when I arrived. It’s probably not the closure Edward or his mom wanted, but maybe I can offer them a small measure of peace. 

			I ride the elevator down and exit into the lobby. 

			That’s where I come face-to-face with my father. 
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			“Dad?” I ask as his eyes widen. He quickly brushes past me, entering the elevator I just vacated. “Dad!” 

			He furiously presses the button to close the doors, but I jam my body into the opening. “Dad! Stop it!” 

			His face hardens, and his shoulders drop. “Hello, Poet.” 

			“Hello? Hello!? You just tried to ditch me! I’ve been messaging you for weeks! I need to talk to you.” 

			“This isn’t a good time,” he says as the elevator doors bounce open and then try to close on me again. 

			“I really don’t care,” I say. “We can do this here in the lobby, or we can go somewhere private, but you’re talking to me this instant.” 

			He sighs and runs a hand down his face. “Fine. Not here.” The doors slide open again, and he shuffles past me back into the lobby. “Follow me.” 

			I do as he asks, and he stops at the front desk, handing over his briefcase, phone, and watch to Cyril. “Keep an eye on these for me, will you?” he asks. 

			“Sure thing,” Cyril says affably. 

			Then he gestures to me. “You, too.” 

			It takes me a moment to understand, but I left everything behind at Amery. 

			“I don’t have my phone,” I say, and my father’s eyes narrow. With good reason. No one ever leaves their devices behind. 

			“Let’s go,” my father says, clearly deciding it’s not worth commenting on, and then we head outside. I glance past the building to spot Rook, where he’s waiting for me. He pushes himself from the wall, his brow furrowing when he catches sight of my father. 

			I offer him a quick wave, indicating that I’m fine and he should stay back. 

			Then I follow Grady Graves. 

			We make our way down to the central canal and walk along the path for a few minutes. Finally, we stop at a bench, and my father gestures for me to take a seat. 

			He settles beside me, and we both stare at the water for a minute, watching the occasional boat putter past. A few pedestrians stroll by, nodding hellos. 

			“What are we doing out here?” I ask when he doesn’t say anything. 

			“They’re listening to everything. You know that.” 

			Of course I know that. 

			“Dad,” I say, and he sighs, drops his head, and clasps his hands. 

			“I know I owe you some answers,” he says. “I’m just not sure where to begin.” 

			“Then I’ll start. How did you know?” I ask. “About Raine and me?” 

			“Your brother told me. When he accidentally discovered what he was during a storm, he was so scared that he ran straight to me. I’m not sure whether he trusted me to keep him safe or wasn’t thinking clearly. He was twelve and had no one else.” 

			“And me?” 

			“Your nanny.” When my mouth opens, he looks up. “She didn’t mean to. She just wasn’t very good at keeping secrets, and I suspected something was up. I knew she had a daughter she’d hidden from us, and I had my suspicions about why. When I confronted her, she let slip what she’d seen you do. She used you to deflect attention from her own child, and it worked. Because then it was my turn to be scared.” 

			He sighs and peers out at the water. 

			“I knew what my duty was. I knew that I should report you to the Tempestade immediately, but . . . I couldn’t bring myself to do it. I sat on the knowledge for weeks, and every time I decided this was the day I’d turn my only daughter over to the Extinguishers, I just couldn’t make myself go through with it.

			“I know I haven’t always been much of a father, but in that moment, I realized that I really would do anything to keep their hands off you. So I did everything I could to protect your secret.” 

			“You had my nanny killed,” I whisper, and he nods. 

			“She was a loose end.” 

			He says it so matter-of-factly that I’m having trouble reconciling everything I’m feeling. He wanted to protect me, but at a cost I would never have asked anyone to pay. 

			“I would never have asked you to do that for me,” I say, and he glances over.

			“I know,” he says. “That’s why I never intended for you to find out. You’ve always been . . . different from me.” 

			I understand what he’s implying. I heard it nearly every day of my life. “Soft. Weak,” I say. “I know.” 

			His jaw hardens, his gaze wavering. “No. That isn’t what you are. I think I’ve just . . . never understood you, Poet. When you defied me last year, I realized I’d been reading you all wrong. You aren’t weak. You’re just a different type of strong. Unfortunately for me, I figured it out too late.”

			I’m left speechless. 

			“That almost sounded like a compliment,” I say eventually, and he snorts a wry laugh before glancing over and assessing me. 

			“It’s an admission that I was wrong about you,” he says, then looks away. 

			“Figured it out too late for what?” I ask. “You mean you couldn’t figure out how to manipulate me?”

			His mouth opens and then closes before he sighs. “I suppose so, yes.” 

			Why does this man never cease to surprise me? 

			“You left Greta without a mother. She almost died.” 

			He spreads his hands. “I don’t know what you want me to say. I don’t regret what I did. It kept you safe for all these years until that Robins girl had to come in and fuck that up.” 

			“My nanny wouldn’t have told anyone. She loved me.” 

			“She was paid to love you, Poet. Do you really think she would have chosen you over her own flesh and blood if it ever came down to that?” 

			I swallow a thick knot that’s tinged with the bitter edge of regret. “I guess not.” 

			We both pause before I ask, “And General Sol? Why did you tell her about me?” 

			“Because I began to suspect there was something else happening with you. I noticed that you’d get all jumpy when the storms came. I knew you’d leave the city. That never happened with Raine. It felt like she was the only one I could trust.

			“At first, she admitted to nothing, just asked me to keep an eye on you. It wasn’t until later that she began coming to me with more questions. Eventually, I guessed she was keeping a secret and that you might be, too. She confessed what she is, what you are, and that she might eventually need your help. She isn’t going to live forever, and without a Storm Caller to protect and power the city, New Manhattan will begin to crumble. I always knew she was important, but I never really understood just how much until then.” 

			He shakes his head, falling silent. 

			“Does Mom know?” I ask. “About any of this?” 

			His jaw tenses. “She suspects several things, but I’ve told her not to ask questions for your safety and hers. It’s better if she doesn’t know too much. It would make her too vulnerable.” 

			“To whom?” 

			“The chancellors,” he says. “If they knew what you were, you’d be dead. And I would be, too. If your mother remains in the dark, it might protect her, but honestly, I’m not even sure about that.” 

			“They’re lying to us,” I whisper, and he looks at me, his gaze sharp as a knife, glinting in the murky dark. 

			“You can never say that again,” he says. 

			“Why not? They lied about the Tiera Frais and the Veil. They lied about us being the only ones left. They lied about—” I cut myself off before mentioning the cure. I don’t know if I can trust him with this. Has Sol shared all her secrets? 

			“They’re lying about Keepers,” I say instead. “They’re detaining people at random. Most of them aren’t infected, and they aren’t guilty of hurting anyone.” 

			My father nods. “You’re right.” 

			His tone suggests there’s more he isn’t saying. 

			My eyes narrow. “Do you know something about the murders?” 

			His gaze jumps to mine, and he pauses before he shakes his head. “No. Of course not.” Then he looks away, and I’m sure that he’s lying. “By accusing whomever they see fit, everyone is either looking over their shoulder or pointing fingers at their neighbor.”

			He says it all with such weariness that I’m taken aback. 

			Who is this man I was so sure I knew? 

			“Why are you saying this?” I ask. 

			“Because you’ve lived in fear your entire life. Forced to keep a secret based on something you had no control over. I guess I never really understood how that must feel until my children became a target.” 

			“So you only started caring when it affected you?” I ask. 

			“Yes.” 

			I huff out a breath and shake my head. 

			“That’s what I meant when I said you’re different from me, Poet. You would have cared anyway, wouldn’t you? That’s why you refused to kill that man during your initiation. I designed that test to push you. I desperately needed to see if you would push back.” 

			“I suspected that was the case,” I whisper, tears burning in my eyes. “All those people died so you could prove a point to me? Or to yourself?” 

			He offers me a hard look. “You’ve always understood who I am. I have to keep this city safe, and that means making difficult decisions. I don’t suffer from regrets.”

			I stare at my father. Of course I’ve always understood. 

			No one understands that as well as I do. 

			The man who raised me has always been exactly who he is. 

			“I want to see Mom,” I say. “I want her in my life.” 

			I don’t have to admit the rest. We both know there is no future for him and me. At most, we can find a sort of begrudging tolerance, but I refuse to let my mother go. 

			“Don’t take her away from me. Please.” 

			“I’m going to lose everything I’ve worked for,” he says, sidestepping my question. 

			“Because of me.” 

			“Do you want me to tell you otherwise? Your defection. Your refusal to marry Knox. It all sowed doubt in everyone’s minds about my ability to keep control of the city. If I couldn’t even manage one teenage girl . . .”

			“I’m not a girl,” I say. “Not anymore.”

			“I know that, too. And I understand the decisions you made were because I refused to listen. I know you think I’m incapable of admitting my mistakes, but I’m not.” 

			“This wasn’t my fault. And it wasn’t fair of you to blame me.” 

			He nods. “You’re right, but all I wanted to do was protect this city.”

			I watch him, realizing we’ve had such similar yet disparate goals all along. I don’t think I like it. I don’t want to understand him. I don’t want to find common ground. We might both wish for the safety of New Manhattan and the people we love, but we’ll never see eye to eye about how to achieve that. 

			“So, what about Mom?” 

			He blows out a breath. “Call your mother . . .” His voice hitches before he adds, “I don’t know what the future holds for me, but if something were ever to happen, then you need to take care of her. She wouldn’t survive on her own.” 

			He studies me, and I study him right back. 

			Something is making him nervous. 

			“Of course I’ll take care of her,” I say, offended that he would suggest otherwise. I’m not the one who’s been hurting for all these years. “That’s never been a question.” 

			He gives me another long look, something almost like shame flashing over his expression. “I know.” 

			I peer up at the sky, where clouds are gathering. I scratch my wrist and then snap my hands apart when I catch my father’s stare. 

			“I want to know more about it,” he says softly. “What’s it like?” 

			I shake my head. “I’m not sure I’m ready to talk about this with you.” 

			“That’s fair.” 

			“I should go. I need to get back to school.”

			I stand up and stare down at the man who has caused me so much pain. The man who tried to break me into pieces without a second thought. I can never forgive him, but maybe I can find peace in the idea that, in his own misguided way, he was trying to be a father. 

			He watches me, and I don’t know what else to say. 

			Goodbye seems inadequate, and see you later would be a lie. 

			So I don’t say anything. 

			I just turn around and walk away.
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			After that night, rumors circulate that Garret Dire has been stripped of his title and banished from the Extinguishers. They must have learned that his key card was used the night we broke Edward out of the Tempestade. 

			Do I feel bad about it? Not really. 

			Trinity messages me occasionally, but I ignore her texts. We don’t need her anymore, and I never intended to forgive her. 

			At Ada’s insistence, we all settle back into our normal routines, waiting for what’s next. Henry takes a leave of absence from Amery to work with the Fog on plans to locate the research facility and Dr. Mowry. I want to see Edward and let him know how his mom is doing, but we can’t risk another visit yet. 

			Brooklyn assures me she’ll pass along the message. 

			I hope that once the cure is found, Edward can leave New Manhattan with a clear conscience. His mother is safe and cared for, and though I know he’ll miss her, he can use his talents to help the Tiera Frais. He won’t be forced into Society’s box. Maybe he can find happiness. 

			I reach out to my mother, and finally, she responds. I guess my father finally allowed her to resume contact with me. 

			We plan to have lunch at one of her favorite fancy places. I put on a dress made of soft purple cotton and pair it with the leather jacket that saw me across the Tiera Frais. I find I’ve become attached to it. 

			When I arrive at the restaurant, I give the hostess my name and find my mom already sitting at the table, staring out the window with her brows furrowed. I wonder what she’s thinking about, whether she has any idea what’s going on with my father. 

			I turn his words over and over in my head. He had my nanny killed. He tried to force me to hurt someone. He’s a monster. 

			I think he lied to me about the murders and who’s actually responsible. 

			Perhaps most importantly, something about the truth is scaring him. 

			A glass of wine sits in front of my mother, already empty, and that’s when I realize she’s probably just as nervous as I am. 

			When she spots me, a smile spreads over her face. Though I can tell she’s happy to see me, her thick makeup doesn’t hide how tired she looks. 

			After wrapping me in a big hug, she tells me to order whatever I want. When the waiter arrives, she chooses a spread of decadent appetizers for us to share, along with the rest of the bottle of wine she already started drinking. 

			“So,” she says, leaning in. “Tell me how you’re doing.” 

			I guess we’ve agreed not to bring up all the drama and turmoil of the past year. I don’t love it, but I also don’t want to ruin this moment, so I play along while she asks me a thousand questions about school and cadet training, about Domino and Journey. But mostly she asks about Rook. Whatever reservations she has about my being involved with a Solitude must come in second to her curiosity. I appreciate that she’s trying to accept him, at least. It’s honestly more than I expected. 

			“He’s good to you?” she asks, crunching on a bite of her salad. “You’re so young, and I worry about you.” 

			“He is,” I say. “He’s nothing like Dad. I promise you.” 

			She nods, her eyes shining. “I got that sense the day I found you in the penthouse. Do I want to know what you were really doing there?” 

			“Probably not,” I answer. “But the reason was mine, not his.”

			She offers me a penetrating look. My father thinks she’s helpless, and maybe I’ve been guilty of assuming that, too. But my mom is stronger than we give her credit for. She wouldn’t have survived her marriage otherwise. 

			My father asked me to take care of her, and I would protect her with my life. I thought I could leave with Rook and Edward . . . but after that conversation with my father, I’m worried. What would happen to my mom without him? 

			“Just be careful with your heart and your body,” she says. “I want better for you than I had. You deserve that.”

			Her voice drops to a whisper as she reaches out and squeezes my hand. 

			“Thanks, Mom.” 

			That’s when I know I can’t ever leave her behind. 

			I could never live with myself. 

			If Rook finds the cure, he’s leaving New Manhattan. 

			He wants me to come with him, and I’ve pictured it many times. 

			But with or without my father, I can’t abandon my mom. 

			She grins at me, and I feel my smile waver, crumbling at the edges in a conflicted tangle of guilt. 

			And once again, I’m not sure what any of this means for my future.
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			It’s about midday the following week when everyone is summoned to the cafeteria for an emergency meeting. I arrive with Rook to find Dean Withers standing at the front, the giant portraits of the chancellors and General Sol serving as a backdrop.

			We take our seats as everyone exchanges confused looks. What’s going on? 

			In the corner, I notice a few third-year students from House Asale. Their heads are bent, and a few look like they’ve been crying. 

			Prickles of dread gather in my stomach. 

			Dean Withers claps her hands to get our attention just as I spot Domino and Journey enter with Calloway and Skylar. They all slide into their seats on the far side of the room. I offer a wave, and Domino tips her head in question, but I respond with a shake of mine. I have no idea what’s happening, either. 

			“Students!” Dean Withers calls over the noise until everyone quiets. “I’m sorry to announce that we have called you here today to share some tragic news.” 

			Whispers ripple through the crowd. 

			“Last night, a student from House Asale was taken from us,” she says. “They were found this morning in the plaza right outside.” 

			Worry turns to shock. 

			The House Asale students are crying harder now, consoling one another. 

			Dean Withers goes on to tell us the victim’s name. I didn’t know them personally, but I’m heartbroken nonetheless. 

			Once everyone has had a moment to process the news, Dean Withers speaks again. “Vigilance is our only tool against this violence,” she says. “We must do everything we can to seek out the infected, lest things become even worse.” 

			She clasps her hands, and then a stream of people enters. Extinguishers and Patrol officers, all holding stunners. Dozens of them. Another ribbon of anxiety creeps down my spine as I share a glance with Rook. 

			“Today, everyone will undergo testing,” she says. “Here at Amery and throughout the city, every citizen of New Manhattan must be assessed. It’s the only way we can stop this ongoing massacre.” 

			A row of Patrol officers stands blocking the only exit as the blare of alarm bells rings in my head. I recall my father’s cryptic statements about the murders and wonder what’s really going on.

			“No one will leave this room without passing the blood test,” Dean Withers says as several Extinguishers brandish the devices I’ve become all too familiar with. But I’d be willing to bet there isn’t a single actual Keeper in this room. I’ve heard too many rumors about false accusations to believe this is real. 

			I watch the Extinguishers as they work, breathing a sigh of relief every time the monitor beeps and the light turns green. 

			They continue for several minutes as the tension in the air grows thick. No one speaks or seems to move, and the silence becomes unnerving. 

			Then the first person starts to scream. 

			“No! No! I’m not infected!” someone shouts. 

			A commotion ensues, and a student is hauled up from their seat. 

			My vision blurs when I realize it’s Journey. 

			“No!” I yell, standing up.

			A Patrol is on me immediately, jamming the butt of his stunner against my stomach. I double over, gasping for breath. Rook jumps to his feet, and the Patrol swings his weapon around, aiming it at Rook’s chest.

			“Sit down,” he snarls. “Or I’ll shoot you.” 

			Journey is now being dragged away by her arms as she kicks and flails. 

			“Journey!” I choke out. She already passed the blood test last year. I know she isn’t a Keeper. 

			Domino is also up, trying to reach Journey, but she’s held back by two massive Patrols. More officers surround Journey as she screams and fights. 

			Skylar is sobbing and clutching at herself. 

			I reach for Journey again, but I’m shoved back. Rook snags me around the waist as I topple against him. I’m crying. Tears coat my cheeks as he hangs on to me, and Journey’s shrieks fill the room. 

			“We’ll get her back,” he whispers furiously while he rubs my arm. “The Fog will get her back. I promise.” He repeats it over and over as I tremble. Domino collapses into her seat, dropping her head to the table as Calloway leans over to console her. I want to go to her, but the Patrol is blocking every aisle. Even from here, I can see how hard her shoulders are shaking. 

			“Journey,” I whisper as she’s taken away, as we watch the Extinguishers continue through the room. Two more people are taken—a student from House Tera I don’t recognize, and Summer Aster from House Fiama. 

			They both scream and fight. Deny the accusation. More tears burn in my eyes as they’re dragged from their seats, their shouts echoing around the room. The air grows so thick that it feels like it might snap in half, shattering everything—the floor, the walls, the roof—into jagged pieces. 

			Rook’s arms remain tight around me, and I lean against him, burying my face in the curve of his throat. 

			“No!” Summer is still screaming. “I’m not infected. Stop! Don’t take me!” 

			It’s the worst sound I’ve ever heard. I’m sure she’s innocent, but I’m helpless to do a single fucking thing about it. She’s carried off, her cries eventually fading until only an echo of her panic hangs in the air. 

			“Skies,” I whisper. “What are we going to do? What about Journey?” 

			“We’ll get her back,” Rook promises. “We’ll get her back.” 

			Maybe if he says it enough, it will eventually be true. 

			The whispers in the room shift, and I look up to see that General Sol has just arrived. She stands in the doorway, flanked by her Circle Guards, sweeping her gaze over Amery’s students. 

			Another person is being dragged toward her. A girl from House Aria. She’s already given up. She’s sobbing quietly, her knees melting from under her. 

			“Take her to the Tempestade,” Sol says, her voice devoid of emotion. “She’ll be dealt with like the others.” 

			Then she walks to the front of the room and begins speaking with Dean Withers. I’d give anything to hear what they’re saying. I want to ask her what’s going on. How can she allow this to happen? 

			The testing continues. Someone else is pulled from their seat. More screams. More protests. Are they just picking random people? I know Journey isn’t infected. 

			I recognize Dire’s former partner, Lieutenant Carter, as he approaches our table and begins working his way down the line, grabbing each person’s hand. Every time the light turns green, I almost faint from holding my breath. 

			Carter stops in front of Rook and me, nothing but malice in his icy blue eyes. “Take your seat,” he says to me. 

			I nod and slide off Rook’s lap. “Do we have to do this again?” I ask. “I’ve already been tested twice.” 

			I glance over at General Sol, who’s watching us, but her face remains expressionless. Where has she been all this time? Why isn’t she stopping this? 

			Carter doesn’t respond as he reaches down, grabs my hand, and stabs my finger. I wince at the bright flash of pain and hold my breath. 

			I’ve fooled the monitor twice, but I’m convinced they’re targeting random people. Nothing will save me if they decide I’m infected. 

			Another glance at General Sol reveals her standing with her hands on her hips, leaning slightly forward. Am I to be damned again? If so, why go to all the trouble of clearing my name just to accuse me now? 

			The machine whirs and clicks, and then the light turns green. 

			Carter releases my hand, and I sway in my seat, lightheaded with relief but sick with a thousand other snarled emotions. 

			I don’t even realize he’s already grabbed Rook’s wrist. 

			The machine hums, doing its work. 

			I stare at it, suddenly removed from this moment. 

			Like I’m floating above my body. 

			I become breath and atoms, with nothing holding me together. 

			The machine stutters, tweaks, then emits a shrill beep as the light flashes red.
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			I think I scream. Something burns in my throat that feels like a wail and a moan and pieces of splintered glass shredding the lining of my throat. 

			Not Rook. 

			Not him, too. 

			He freezes. Lieutenant Carter freezes. It feels like the entire room has come to a standstill. My surroundings move in slow motion as Carter’s brow furrows, and then his eyes widen. 

			“Stop him!” comes a voice that feels so distant and yet so familiar. General Sol is walking over, her long strides eating up the floor. “Guard!” she’s shouting. “Arrest him!”

			Rook reacts. He’s on his feet. He shoves Carter in the chest. The man stumbles back, and then Rook leaps onto the table. 

			“Rook!” I scream as he runs, barreling down its length, jumping from one table to the next as the room erupts into chaos. More screaming as people leap out of the way. 

			“Stop him!” General Sol is shouting. “Don’t let him escape!” 

			Several Patrols close in, surrounding him on all sides. The Extinguishers scramble, trying to get in his way as the general’s Circle Guard approaches from behind. Everyone is trying to block his path. 

			A shot is fired. A beam of Spark careens toward Rook, and that’s when I finally snap out of it. 

			“Duck!” I scream so loud it makes my ears ache. Rook drops to the table just as the shot flies past and hits the wall, exploding in a shower of mortar and brick. 

			More screams. More shouting. 

			I’m on my feet. 

			“Leave him alone!” 

			Rook jumps off the table, lands on the floor, and hurtles for the exit, where several Patrols are still blocking the doorway. He rams into one of the officers before anyone can fire off another shot. The man slams into the frame, and then three other Patrols are on him. 

			They punch and grab, snagging his wrists as Rook fights wildly. A headbutt has a guard stumbling back, clutching her bleeding nose, while another howls in pain as he clasps his stomach. 

			“Stop him!” the general shouts again. Louder this time. “If you let him go, you’re all dead!” 

			What is she doing? Is this all an act? Did she betray us? Why invite us back to the city, just to do this now? I’m so confused that my head feels like it’s been stuffed with wet rags and shoved into sand. 

			“Rook! Run!” I’m screaming. I attempt to create a distraction by shoving Patrols and Extinguishers, knowing I’m this close to getting a stunner blast to the chest. 

			Through the chaos, Rook never stops fighting. 

			It’s four on one at the moment, but they have no idea who they’re dealing with. 

			Rook could probably battle them one-handed. 

			Now I understand what Summit Athira was doing when he trained his children. That fight in the Veil takes on new meaning as Rook’s every blow and block channels a father’s loving wisdom being passed down to his son.

			Domino appears beside me. We’re knocking down Guards, dodging blasts, and trying to get in the way. People have flooded the aisles, and I can barely tell which way is up. 

			I lose Rook somewhere in the turmoil. 

			Finally, I spot him. Two of the general’s Circle Guards are detaining him, one cinching Rook’s wrists behind his back and the other holding up a pair of handcuffs. 

			I can’t let them arrest him. Something tells me that if they take him away, I’ll never see him again. 

			I shove through a wall of people, then run, never slowing my pace as I bodycheck one of the Guards. He goes flying, slamming into a table. Rook doesn’t miss a beat, punching the other in the face. 

			Then we’re all fighting, limbs flying.

			“Rook! You have to get out of here!” I scream. He’s thrown against the wall, and the Guard advances. I launch myself up, leaping onto the Guard’s back and wrapping my arms around his throat, trying to crush his windpipe. 

			“Poet!” he shouts. 

			“Get out of here! Run!” 

			“I won’t leave you!” he shouts. 

			The Guard under me is flailing, trying to get me off his back, flinging his arms. He spins in a circle, one hand gripping my wrists so hard, it feels like my bones are turning to dust. 

			“Rook! Please!” I’m crying. “Run!” 

			My cheeks are slick with tears and sweat, and I taste salt on my lips. 

			He has to leave. He has to run.

			Agony crosses his expression. His features sag, and his eyes are shining. 

			Our gazes meet for one long moment. I don’t know what comes next. I don’t know if this will be the last time I see him, but I need him to save himself. 

			“Now!” I order him. “Go!” 

			A second of indecision and then one more prolonged look before he turns around and takes off. 

			His arms and legs pump as he runs for his life. 

			I watch him leave, still clinging to the man under me. 

			A moment later, I hear more footsteps and shouting. Someone grabs me and yanks me off the Guard’s back. Others start running after Rook, and all I can do is hope.

			Suddenly, I’m turned around to face the front of the room, where General Sol stands. 

			“What did you do!” I scream. “What have you done?” 

			General Sol meets me with a cold look, her lips firm and her eyes dull. I don’t understand whose side she’s on, but I’m becoming increasingly sure it was never ours. She waves a dismissive hand. “Someone deal with her. She’s hysterical.” 

			I feel someone grab my wrists and yank me toward the front of the cafeteria. 

			I’ve gone entirely numb. 

			My heart turns to liquid, melting through my ribs. 

			My stomach cramps, and a sharp pain behind my eye throbs in time with my pulse. 

			My spirit empties, draining out through my feet. 

			My wrists are circled by the cold steel of handcuffs. 

			I feel nothing. I am nothing. 

			And then I’m dragged away. 
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			I spend that night in a holding cell for the crime of interfering with the Extinguishers’ investigation. 

			After some threats and reminders never to do anything like that again, I’m allowed to go free. All in all, I got off easy. I’m not sure why they didn’t slap me with a Keeper accusation as well, but I’m guessing it has something to do with my trial. If they walk that back now, it might raise too many questions. Plus, they’d have to admit they were wrong. 

			Flanked by two Patrol officers, I’m escorted back to Amery, where Dean Withers greets me.

			“Welcome back,” she says with a sniff. “How was your night?” 

			“Just splendid,” I say. “Thanks for asking.” 

			Her answer is a narrow-eyed glare. 

			“Let her go,” she says to the Patrols. “I think she’s learned her lesson.”

			Not at all, but I guess it suits me for everyone to believe that. I would have fought for Rook a thousand times, whatever the consequences. My only regret is that I didn’t do the same for Journey. 

			While I lay on my cot last night, all I could do was picture both of their faces. Journey’s as she was dragged away, and Rook’s agonized regret right before he ran. I know he didn’t want to leave me, but he had no choice. 

			And General Sol. She was there yesterday. She told her Guards to arrest Rook. Threatened them if he got away. Why? What’s going on? I need to speak with her, but I have no idea how. I’m getting the sick sense we’ve walked into a trap, but I can’t even begin to guess where it starts or how it ends. 

			I follow the dean into the main hall, where small groups are huddled together, speaking in low voices. I’m sure everyone knows someone who was taken yesterday. It gets harder and harder to ignore trouble when it announces itself at your front door, knocking over furniture and bleeding across the rug. I know that better than most.

			Among the students, I spot at least two dozen Patrols and half as many Extinguishers manning the room’s perimeter. 

			We’re surrounded. 

			Constantly under watch. 

			I wonder how many people joined the E-squad when The Shield opened their doors to every citizen in New Manhattan. I’ve heard the numbers are high. So many people are eager to dole out this sick form of “justice.” But when people remain powerless for long enough, they’ll do anything to carve their own place in the world. Even if it means supporting the very system that’s made them suffer. 

			If only they understood that they’ll never really earn The Shield’s favor. That as soon as they’re no longer useful, they’ll be cast aside, or worse. 

			I stare out the tall windows, wondering for the millionth time where Rook ended up. I don’t even know if he escaped. They might have captured him. He could already be in a cell, subjected to who knows what. 

			He might already be dead.

			With any luck, he’s hiding out. If anyone can take care of himself on the run, it’s Rook. 

			At the far end of the hall, several people are huddled around a large screen set into the wall. It’s tuned to a news broadcast where a picture of Rook’s face flashes across the screen. 

			Immediately, I’m moving closer. 

			“Dangerous criminal.”

			“On the loose.”

			“Report any suspicious sightings.”

			I heave out a conflicted sigh of relief, pressing my hand to my throat. He’s out there. They haven’t captured him yet. That means he’s still alive. 

			My hand slides to my chest as I attempt to calm my racing heart. I’m jittery and anxious. Stretched taut from a lack of sleep.

			Rook must be lying low in one of the tunnels. I need to get a message to the Fog. Maybe they can help him. 

			Then another thought occurs to me. 

			One that has me trembling. 

			What if he left the city entirely? Maybe he decided none of this was worth it. 

			That I’m not worth it.

			Maybe he’s already on his way home, where he belongs and where he’ll be safe. 

			I wouldn’t blame him. I want him to be happy. But I also want to throw up. 

			I recall that look on his face right before he ran. 

			The remorse. The grief. 

			Was that really goodbye?

			Suddenly, my breath turns to lead, and I sway on my feet. 

			“Poet!” comes a soft voice, as someone steadies me with a touch to my elbow. It’s Domino. She wraps me in a hug, and I throw my arms around her. We stand together, clinging to each other, both of us shaking. 

			“Journey,” I whisper. “I’m so sorry.” 

			I don’t entirely know what I’m apologizing for, but it feels like someone should be sorry. 

			“I know,” she says. “I . . . don’t . . .”

			I take her hand and squeeze it. “We’ll get her out,” I promise, lowering my voice. “This isn’t real. She isn’t . . .” 

			“She isn’t,” Domino insists. 

			“It’s okay,” I whisper. “Everything will be okay.” 

			I’m not sure if I believe that, but it feels good to say it anyway. 

			“What about Rook?” Domino asks. 

			“We’ll find him.” I say it firmly, trying to believe that, too. 

			Domino leans in. “You were so fucking badass in there. The way you fought, giving him a chance to escape, was incredible.” 

			I offer her a watery smile and laugh. “He would have done the same for me. I only wish I could have helped Journey.”

			Domino shakes her head. “Don’t do that to yourself. That wasn’t your fault.” 

			The news broadcast is still playing, and now it’s my face flashing on the screen.

			“Poet Graves, daughter of Scion Graves, is known to be involved with the Solitude . . .”

			The newscaster goes on to share most of my story. My switch to Aria. My accusation. My escape, my trial, and my eventual release. She talks about how my false imprisonment is stirring up public sentiment.

			As a result, The Shield is promising more transparency, including due process and trials for everyone brought into Extinguisher custody. While that sounds promising, I suspect it’s all bullshit. 

			I notice several people have started giving me sidelong glances. Everyone saw what I did. None of them could be surprised that I helped Rook escape, can they? Except that he’s a Solitude. They already didn’t want him around. Even though they’ve known him for more than a year and he’s never given them any actual reason to distrust him, they still hate him. 

			And now they think he’s infected. That he’s on the run, hiding somewhere, preparing to retaliate or close to losing his mind and lashing out. 

			Some people are speaking up to protect Keepers, but that sentiment still doesn’t extend to a Solitude. 

			The voice from the news broadcast floats across the room. 

			“Patrol Captain Benjamin Smythe speculates that the Solitude is responsible for the numerous murders that have plagued New Manhattan for months.”

			My heart rate speeds up, and my stomach drops as everyone turns to look at me. 

			Domino pulls away from our hug, and my chest cracks at the expression on her face. “Rook?” she asks, shaking her head. “It can’t be.” 

			That’s when I spot Trinity in the crowd, then Knox. My stomach pitches at the sight of his bloodred T-shirt. Of course, given the chance to join the Extinguishers, he would take it. Anything to exercise his petty brand of cruelty. 

			These people who I grew up with. 

			Who used to know me better than anyone. 

			Now they regard me with looks of anger, loathing, and horror. I loved them both in my own way once. And they loved me, too, but now we’ve been divided by their hatred and mistrust and a bunch of fucking lies. 

			My lungs struggle to inflate as Knox approaches. 

			“You,” he hisses, pointing at the screen. “You rejected me for that animal. Didn’t I tell you all from day one that he was bad news?” He addresses the room, his voice rising. “You told me not to call him names. You defended him, all while he was just here to kill us!” 

			“It’s a lie!” I shout. “They’re lying!” 

			Knox scoffs and shakes his head. “I can’t believe how pathetic you are.” 

			“Shut the fuck up,” Domino says, stepping in front of me. “Leave her alone. You’re the only pathetic one here.” 

			And that’s when I start breathing again. 

			She isn’t abandoning me? 

			Knox can think and say whatever he wants. He can’t touch me anymore, but I couldn’t live without Domino. 

			“Let’s go,” she says, turning me around. The crowd separates, allowing us through, until Trinity steps in my way. 

			“Did you know?” she asks, her eyes wide with accusation. 

			Skies, I fucking hate her. 

			I hate everyone in this room who’s standing here judging Rook and me. And I hate how Trinity destroyed my ability to trust people. 

			For the briefest moment, I just doubted Domino, and I hate myself for that, too.

			But she has always been better than anyone in this room. 

			“Picked the wrong one of us to accuse, didn’t you?” I sneer at Trinity. “But I guess you only betray people who’ve been there for you every fucking day of your life.” 

			She recoils as though she’s been slapped. Like she really thought things were fine between us. I watch her expression snap, and it shouldn’t feel so satisfying to make her hurt. I don’t want to be this person. 

			“You didn’t really think I could forgive you?” I ask. 

			Trinity blinks, tears forming in her eyes. She lifts her chin. I want to tell her the truth. That I was trying to use her, but she proved so inconsequential, the effort was wasted. I want to tell her I was there the night we rescued Edward. That I’m the one who knocked her out. 

			But I also don’t have the energy to bother. 

			She doesn’t matter. The only thing that matters now is finding Journey and Rook. 

			Maybe someday I’ll get the chance to tell her everything. 

			Maybe I’ll break her heart, too, but for now, I simply walk past. 

			Domino takes my hand before we make our way through the empty halls. “Come to my room,” she says. “Okay? I don’t want to be alone, and I don’t think you should be, either.” 

			We enter the dorm she shares with Journey, looking at her corner and then at each other. Domino inhales a sharp breath and lifts her chin before she guides me to the bed and presses on my shoulders. “She’d want us to stick together.” 

			I can’t seem to make myself say anything. I’m numb. Totally broken inside. 

			“I’m going to get your things,” Domino says, and before I can argue, she’s gone. 

			I lie down, tucking my legs up and pillowing my hands under my head. I barely slept in that cell last night, and my eyelids grow heavy. It can’t be more than a few minutes before I feel a soft brush against my cheek. 

			My eyes flutter open to find Domino nestling Teddy into my arms. 

			“Thank you,” I say, pulling the toy to my chest. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.” 

			She offers me a soft smile and sinks to the floor, leaning her head against the bed. 

			“Have I ever told you about my twin sister?” she asks. 

			I blink at the unexpected question. “You have a twin?” 

			She smiles, but it’s sad, drooping at the corners. “Celeste. She had this history teacher who didn’t like her, mostly because she was the type who never just accepted anything she was told. She always wanted to know why things had to be the way they were. She didn’t understand why some of us were cogs and why others got to be Society. She sometimes made people uncomfortable, but she was only stating the truth. She was kind of like Journey in that way.

			“Anyway, she was convinced the teacher had it out for her—that no matter what she did, she’d receive a lower grade than she deserved. So, she convinced me to trade places with her on this big exam she had coming up. I thought it was a terrible idea, but she had a way of convincing me to do whatever she wanted.” 

			She laughs softly, and I find myself smiling. 

			“But I did it. I took the test, and I knew I’d gotten everything right, but the teacher gave me a barely passing grade. Celeste told everyone what happened, and we were in big trouble at first for deceiving everyone, which I guess is kind of fair, but the teacher was the one who was in the wrong! Celeste was just defending herself.” 

			“Agreed,” I say. 

			“Well, eventually, the teacher was punished for having favorites, and we’d made our point. Celeste never stopped asking the hard questions, though, and that bothered people. A lot.” 

			She falls silent, and I can’t help but notice how she keeps talking about Celeste in the past tense. 

			“Where is she now?” I ask carefully. 

			Domino blinks and wipes the corner of her eye. “She was killed in a Solitude attack a few years ago,” she whispers. “She was on her way home from a friend’s house, and it was late and—” She breaks off. 

			“Skies,” I whisper. “I’m so sorry.” 

			“I miss her every day.” 

			“I’m sure you do,” I say, reaching down to squeeze her hand. After a moment, I say, “Rook didn’t kill anyone.” 

			“I know he didn’t,” she says. “That isn’t why I told you that story. My point was that people will judge others without really understanding them. They can take one look at a person and get the completely wrong idea. My sister had a way of putting people off at first, and they would judge her for that, deciding she wasn’t worth the effort to get to know better. But they were wrong. If they’d taken a moment, they would have understood her pure heart. And they’ve all judged Rook unfairly, too.” 

			I heave out a breath. “I’m sorry,” I say. “That wasn’t fair to her.” 

			“It’s taught me to always give people a chance.” She laughs to herself.

			“What’s funny?”

			“Journey,” she says. “That’s kind of how we became friends, too. We were ten, and I pushed her off the jungle gym because I thought she’d taken my cookie from the snack tray.” 

			I laugh. “You didn’t!” 

			She giggles. “I did. But she forgave me immediately. People always judge her, too. She hasn’t had an easy time.” 

			“I confess her questions caught me off guard at first.” 

			“I know she can be a lot, but her heart is always in the right place.” 

			“I get that now,” I say. 

			I hold Teddy up, tracing the line of Rook’s neat stitches. 

			“He didn’t do it,” I say again. “I know he wouldn’t.” 

			“Of course not,” Domino says. “He wouldn’t willingly hurt anyone.” I look over because it feels like there’s something else she wants to add. “Tell me if I’m off base, but I’m wondering about the infection. What if he . . . couldn’t help himself?” 

			I shake my head as I cling to Teddy. “No. He was with me. There were deaths when we were in the Tiera Frais. It wasn’t him. Besides, General Sol said the madness doesn’t affect us.” 

			Domino offers me a grim nod. “Okay. Then we have to figure out why they’re lying.”

			“They’re trying to scare people,” I say. “Paint him as the villain they already think he is. He’s an easy scapegoat.” 

			“That makes sense.” 

			“They’re trying to cover up for someone,” I say, thinking of my dad and his caginess about the murders. 

			“Who?” Domino asks. 

			Before I can reply, my phone pings, and I glance at the screen. 

			unknown: Poet. Don’t worry. I have a plan. Everything will be fine. 

			I read the message once, twice, three times. Then it disappears. 

			“Who was it?” Domino asks. 

			“Sol,” I say, my brow furrowing. 

			“Okay, so that’s good, right?” Domino says, sitting up. “She’ll protect Rook. She’ll figure this out.” 

			“Maybe,” I say, chewing on my bottom lip, trying to fit all the jumbled pieces of this picture together. 

			Dr. Eze told me to be on my guard when it came to Sol. 

			Last night, I wondered if we’d walked into a trap. 

			How much of what the general told us was the truth? 

			Receiving her message should have made me feel better.

			Instead, I’m more confused than ever.
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			Once I’ve collected myself, I head to the Fog’s headquarters. We need their help, but what if they believe the lies about Rook? I’d like to think they’re better than that, but I’m not sure I can trust anything. 

			Domino insists on joining me, and I tell her to leave her devices behind. I think she’s worried about my mental state, and honestly, she’s right to be concerned. I’m definitely not feeling like myself. 

			We approach Amery’s main doors to find numerous Patrols questioning students as they come and go. I hesitate. Maybe we should have used the secret tunnel entrance. But they’ve already spotted us, and an officer with hard eyes and a mean face waves us over. 

			“Where are you two headed?” he asks. 

			“Just doing a bit of shopping,” Domino says brightly. 

			“Yeah? Where?” 

			“The central market,” I say, adopting a ditzy voice that I hope is really annoying. “They have the best tea cakes there. Ooh, have you ever tried the chocolate pastries from Sandra’s Sugar Shack? Those are really good, too, but I think that the best are the little cookies from The Pink Lavender. What do you think?”

			The Patrol opens his mouth, but before he can say a word, I’m already speaking.

			“Oh! What about their macarons and palmiers? I almost died when I first tasted one . . .” I continue chattering away, while the officer turns practically cross-eyed. 

			“Enough!” he says. “Get out of here. Curfew is at five. Don’t be late.” 

			Then he waves us through, and we scurry past, trying to hold in our laughter. 

			We break into a fast walk, checking behind us as we wind a few blocks through the city toward the central market, just in case. Once we’re reasonably sure that no one is following or cares that we’ve left, we head north, making our way to the factory district. 

			“Put your hood up,” I tell Domino. 

			We reach the Fog’s headquarters, and I knock on the door, hoping someone will answer. I peer up at the cameras and then look around, worried there might be eyes on us. 

			“Are they here?” Domino asks. 

			“They have to be.” 

			I knock again, and then the door pops open to reveal Brooklyn, wide-eyed and covered in sweat. “Fuck!” she declares. “What are you doing here? You scared us half to death.” 

			“Sorry. Why?” 

			She shakes her head and then gestures for us to enter. “This is literally the worst time,” she answers, which really doesn’t tell me anything. She doesn’t elaborate as she heads back up the stairs, taking them two at a time until we reach the eighth floor. 

			“What’s going on?” I ask as we enter the living room. 

			I come to a stop at the sight of an unfamiliar man tied to a chair in the middle of the room, surrounded by Henry, Ada, and several other members of the Fog. 

			I’d estimate him to be in his late sixties, with wavy black hair streaked with silver, sharp features, and bronzed skin. 

			“What’s going on?” I ask. 

			Henry glances over at Brooklyn, then to me, his expression suggesting he’s wondering what on earth I’m doing here. 

			“Meet Dr. Mowry,” he says. 

			“You found him?”

			“Edward has been tracking him,” Henry says, gesturing to the far wall, where Edward sits in front of a bank of computer monitors. He’s wearing a headset with a microphone and is busy clicking away. “We ambushed him less than an hour ago, and we were about to start questioning him.” 

			“And you didn’t think I’d want to know about this?” I ask. 

			“Poet, this is a delicate situation,” Ada says. “Besides, it all happened very quickly.” 

			“You wouldn’t know about any of this without us,” I say, my voice rising. “I have a right to be here. And what about Rook? Have you—” 

			“Poet,” Henry interrupts, his tone patient. “We’re sorry. You’re right. We’re simply doing the best we can.” 

			“Fine, then I’m staying for the interrogation.” 

			“We don’t—” Ada starts. 

			“It wasn’t a question,” I say. She hesitates, and I fold my arms, spreading my stance, before she sighs and shakes her head. 

			“Very well, but your friend has to leave.” 

			“Of course,” Domino says before checking in with me. “Will you be okay?” 

			“I’m fine,” I say. “As long as I’m included in any major decisions.” 

			I offer Dr. Eze a pointed look, and she presses her lips together but doesn’t say anything. Domino and a few other people leave the room. The rest of us turn to face the doctor. He doesn’t look scared, exactly, but it’s clear he’s nervous. 

			“Is that necessary?” I ask, gesturing to his restraints. 

			“Until we understand his intentions,” Ada says before addressing our prisoner. “You are Dr. Mowry?”

			His gaze shifts across the room, pausing on each person, including Edward, who’s spun around in his chair and is sitting back with his feet planted wide and his hands folded over his stomach. Mowry says nothing, his chin lifting, though I detect the slightest wobble in his features. 

			“The same doctor who worked with General Sol on the cure so many years ago?” Ada prods. 

			A wash of emotions passes over Mowry’s face. 

			Pain. Hurt. Perhaps the memories of what he lost. 

			“I’m not answering anything,” he says, his voice surprisingly steady. “You accosted me in my home and expect me to cooperate? Who are you? What do you want from me?” 

			Henry and Ada share a look. “We want to know what you’re doing in New Manhattan,” she says. “We understand you were friends with General Sol a long time ago.” 

			“Who told you that?” 

			“She did,” I say. 

			His attention pings to me. “And you are?” 

			“Poet Graves,” I say. “She came to me—”

			Mowry’s demeanor shifts as he assesses me, and the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. “And told you she was looking for a cure?” he interrupts, his head tilting as he lingers on my ponytail before he looks away. Does he know what I am? 

			“Yes,” I say. 

			He blows out a long sigh. “If you already know about the cure, then maybe you can be the ones to help me.” 

			Henry frowns. “Why do you need help?” he asks. 

			Mowry’s shoulders sink as he twists in his chair, adjusting to his restraints. 

			When he doesn’t answer, Ada asks again, “What are you doing in New Manhattan?” 

			Her words are softer this time, almost as if she’s afraid of the answer. 

			“I was . . . kidnapped,” Mowry says after a moment. “For lack of a better term.” 

			We all share looks around the room. 

			“Please tell us what happened,” Henry says. “We do want to help you.” 

			“Who is we?” Mowry asks. “What is this place?” 

			Henry and Ada confer wordlessly with each other, and then Henry offers up a few scant details about the Fog and their mission to help Keepers and find a cure. He explains what we know regarding Sol and the research she stole. It’s an olive branch. A hand of trust. Mowry can’t be expected to share what he knows without something in return. 

			Once Henry finishes, Mowry seems to consider everything he’s just heard. I can’t tell if they’ve convinced him of anything. 

			“You get people out of the city?” he asks, hope lifting in his expression. “Can you get me out?”

			“Tell us what you know, and we’ll do what we can,” Henry says. 

			“I want to go home.” 

			“You have our word that we’ll try,” Ada says. 

			Desperation flashes in Mowry’s eyes. What happened to him? What did they do?

			Another heavy sigh as he shakes his head. “Very well. I suppose I have nothing left to lose at this point.” A pause, and then he says, “When Nyxia betrayed me all those years ago, she ruined everything. Decades of research gone. So much equipment destroyed. Everything taken. I had broken her trust. She was angry. I understood why, but I never thought she’d be capable of such destruction. Despite New Manhattan’s issues, she couldn’t let go of the idea of returning and making a better life for herself. She wanted the approval of a world that had told her she was worth nothing. For a woman who wanted to be . . . significant, it was a hard pill to swallow. 

			“Once she’d taken all our research, we lost our support. The governments of the eastern Neo-Cities believed a cure was a futile endeavor and refused to waste any more of their limited resources on it. We argued, telling them how close we were, but all they saw was our failure. For a long time, I tried to continue, but without funding, it was like searching for a single seed inside a vast canyon. I grew despondent. Tired. I turned to the bottle to soothe myself. I was in terrible shape in every conceivable way. 

			“Then, many years ago, a man arrived under the cover of night. He appeared in my home, sitting at my kitchen table, just as casual as can be. He told me he was from New Manhattan and that they were working on a cure, but they’d encountered several roadblocks, bringing their work to a standstill. They knew my history and wanted me to continue the research I’d begun. They’d give me anything I asked for. All the resources I’d need. State-of-the-art equipment. The most brilliant scientists.”

			Mowry shifts in his seat, and I want to tell the others to untie him.

			“At first, I refused. The idea of starting my research again brought up too many painful memories. I also couldn’t bear the thought of facing Nyxia. I’d betrayed her, but she’d betrayed me, too. The mysterious visitor, who turned out to be Chancellor Marks, assured me she had no idea what was happening and that I’d never have to see her.” 

			His head drops, and he inhales several times before he looks back up. 

			“So I agreed. Marks snuck me into the city and set me up with a place to live and then showed me the lab. But what he failed to tell me is that I would never be leaving New Manhattan again. He threatened my daughter and her family. My grandchildren. Told me he’d hurt them all if I ever revealed what I was up to. 

			“The assistance he promised never came. I was expected to figure out everything on my own. My life became my work. My entire existence. It took some time to sort through what had already been done, and I was not at all surprised to discover some of my old notes from decades earlier. It was then I learned that they’d taken everything from Nyxia when she returned, and maybe a small part of me felt vindicated by that. 

			“At first, it was slow going. I had to piece together so much information. For years, I’ve worked around the clock, doing what they asked of me.”

			“Is it only Marks?” Ada asks, leaning in. I can tell she’s absorbing every word. 

			“No. Orsen knows everything, too.” 

			As Dr. Mowry speaks, I’m having trouble taking it all in. 

			This is what’s been going on? How could the chancellors be so cruel? 

			“I know my days are numbered,” Dr. Mowry continues. “Once they’re finished with me, I will be disposed of. Do you see why I must get out of here before it’s too late?” 

			“And?” Henry asks, brushing his question aside. “Is there a cure?” 

			Dr. Mowry swallows thickly. “In essence, yes,” he answers, and that information falls over the room with the weight of a thousand questions and possibilities. “I’ve been provided with numerous test subjects. Some people don’t respond, even with multiple doses, but the cure’s efficacy appears to be about fifty percent. Early tests indicate that brain patterns return to normal after a few weeks of regular doses. My task now has been to find a way to increase the performance of the drug, but it’s difficult when I have no help.” 

			We all fall silent, sitting with the implications of everything he’s just revealed. There’s a cure. And it works for at least half the population. 

			This would change everything. 

			I think about the cost of it all. How many lives have been ruined? How many people have died? How many people might have been saved had General Sol never destroyed the initial research? 

			“So you really are a prisoner,” Ada says, though I sense some skepticism in her voice. “We had no idea.” 

			Dr. Mowry tries to shrug, but his bound hands make the movement difficult. 

			“Untie him,” I whisper. “You have to untie him.” 

			Someone jumps up to loosen his restraints, but Ada holds out a hand. 

			“Not so fast,” she says before addressing the doctor. “Can you get us the information about your research?” 

			“Oh no,” he says, shaking his head. “Those computers are locked with timed passcodes, only accessible with someone from The Shield present.” 

			“Edward?” Henry asks. “Is that something you handle?” 

			“I’d have to do some digging,” he answers with a shrug. 

			“You must get me out of here,” Dr. Mowry says, his body trembling. “If they discover what I’ve told you, I’m dead. Please.”

			I glance around the room, but no one appears moved by his words. 

			“Are we getting him out?” I ask, tentative. 

			“Not until we get our hands on that research,” Henry says. 

			“What!” Mowry says. “But I told you what I know! You said you’d help me leave!”

			Henry turns to him. “We said we’d do our best, but first we need that information.”

			Mowry starts struggling in a futile effort to free himself. Sweat has broken out on his forehead, and his eyes roll with panic. 

			“Help him!” I say. “He’s freaking out.” 

			“He’ll be fine,” Henry says. “We won’t hurt him, and it will take time to get him out regardless. Until then, he’ll be safe here.” 

			“They’ll find me!” he shouts. “They will!” 

			“Then you need to work with us,” Ada says. “Help Edward access the research. The sooner we get our hands on it, the sooner we can get you to safety.”

			“What will you do with it?” he asks. “They’ll kill you if you tell anyone.” 

			She nods and lays a soft hand on Dr. Mowry’s shoulder. I hate the way they’re treating this poor man, but I also understand it. 

			We need him if we have any hope of getting our hands on that cure.

			“You just let us worry about that.”
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			Dr. Mowry is taken to another room. He fights it at first, but eventually, his head drops and he goes along quietly. I can barely stand to look at the utter defeat on his face. 

			“He’s been a prisoner for years,” I say. “And now . . .”

			“It won’t be forever,” Ada says. “But we can’t release him yet. It’s too risky. He could run to The Shield and tell them about the Fog. Then all of this has been for nothing.” 

			“But they’re the ones who locked him up,” I argue. “Why would he do that?” 

			“We can’t assume anything he said is true, Poet.” Ada’s smile is gentle. “You are young, and you still believe people are inherently good. And while that is a wonderful quality to possess, we haven’t lasted this long by accepting anything at face value.” 

			“You think he’s lying?” 

			She shakes her head. “No, I don’t think he’s lying, but we must confirm his story. Trust but verify.” 

			“Poet,” Henry says. “Don’t worry. We won’t let anything happen to him, okay?” 

			“I know you won’t. I’m just . . . I’m out of sorts.”

			“We heard about Rook,” he says. “I’m so sorry.” 

			“He’s innocent,” I say, reading the question in their expressions. “He didn’t kill anyone. They’re lying. We were in the Veil when several of those murders happened.” 

			I haven’t told them what my father said—or didn’t say—but it’s just a hunch, and I’m not sure they’ll believe me. If I tell them now, they’ll think I’m just trying to protect Rook. 

			Henry runs a hand down his face, clearing away the skepticism in his eyes. “You’re right,” he says. “I’m sorry. None of that sounds like Rook.” 

			“Sol was there yesterday,” I say. “She was screaming at her Guards to arrest him.” 

			“She was?” Henry asks. “That’s . . . troubling.” 

			“But then she sent me a message telling me she had a plan and everything would be fine.” 

			Ada sighs and folds her arms across her chest. “I don’t think we should assume anything either way,” she answers. “Sol might be compromised. Or she could be telling you the truth, and she really does have a plan.” 

			I huff. “Or she was lying to us all along. Just like you said.” 

			She tips her head, offering me a sympathetic look. “Dr. Mowry’s story corroborates a lot of what she claimed, so there must have been some truth to it.” 

			“I suppose, but until we know for sure, we have to find him,” I say. “He’s hiding somewhere.” 

			“Or he left,” Henry says, voicing the thoughts I’ve been having trouble acknowledging too closely. 

			I shake my head. “He wouldn’t leave me.” My eyes burn. “He wouldn’t.” 

			Henry peers at me. “I know you care for him, and it’s obvious he cares for you, too.” He takes my hand carefully, almost as if he’s afraid I might break. “But he never belonged here. This isn’t his world. This isn’t his life.” 

			“I know all that, but he wouldn’t just leave me,” I insist. “He wouldn’t.” I tug my hand away, not in the mood to be soothed. “Will you help me look for him?” 

			“Poet,” Ada says. “Our priority right now is the cure and exposing The Shield. Rook is more than capable of taking care of himself.” 

			“That’s it?” 

			“We will do what we can, but we’re working with limited resources,” Ada says. 

			I want to keep arguing, but part of me sees her point. That doesn’t make it hurt any less. 

			“Sure,” I say, then without another word, I leave the room to find Domino seated on a chair, talking with some other members of the Fog. 

			“Is everything okay?” she asks when she notices me. 

			“They won’t help me find Rook.” 

			She stands up and walks over. “We’ll find him. I promise.” 

			I sniff and wipe an errant tear from the corner of my eye with the heel of my hand. 

			“It’s almost five. We need to get back for curfew,” Domino says, so we head back to Amery. 

			We aren’t questioned as we enter; they just let us pass, marking our names on a list. 

			The screens in the main hall are playing another news broadcast. Rook’s face flashes across them all, and it makes my chest hurt. He’s staring at the camera with that dark intensity I love so much. 

			The newscaster is saying there have been no sightings, and I wonder if Henry is right. Is he gone? Did he leave me? I don’t want to believe it, but I also want him to be safe. I can’t stand the idea of never marveling at the green and gold of his eyes. At never tracing my fingertips over his freckles. At never being held or feeling his warmth again. I don’t know what I’ll do without him. 

			The next days pass in a haze of classes and training, with Dean Withers determined to pretend everything at Amery is business as usual. I go through the motions, but my heart isn’t in it. Henry is quiet but sympathetic. In a low voice, he tells me they’re searching the tunnels for evidence of Rook, hoping to offer him a safe place to hide if he needs it, but he says they’ve found nothing to suggest he’s still in New Manhattan.

			I start texting his phone. I know he can’t reply. He turned off his location tracking months ago, but I’m sure they’re monitoring his phone for messages. 

			Probably mine, too. 

			So I pretend that I’m writing him a letter. 

			me: I miss you. 

			me: I hope you’re safe. 

			I toss in a few lines to throw off anyone who might be reading. 

			me: Come back to me. 

			me: You’ll be fine if you just come home. 

			He won’t buy any of it. If he’s reading these, I hope he understands.

			I talk about the birthday cake he bought me and how I can still taste it. I recall our night at Sogno when we danced and he took such tender care of me. I talk about his music and his books, carefully skirting around anything that reveals too much of the Veil. 

			If he left the city, these notes aren’t going anywhere. Just pinging into the ether, lost to nothing. 

			The thought of that splits my heart into a thousand little fragments. 

			I start telling him about my day. Just the mundane details of what I learned in class and what’s happening in training. What I had for lunch. It’s silly, but it makes me feel like I have a connection to him, even if it’s entirely one-sided. 

			Journey is also constantly on my mind. Domino has been in contact with her parents, who are obviously worried sick. The Shield is promising trials for the accused, and Journey’s family is trying to find out when she’ll go before a tribunal, but details aren’t forthcoming. 

			It’s the middle of the night, and I’m tossing and turning in bed when I decide I need some fresh air. It’s stifling in here, and I’m restless. A storm is rolling in, and it’s making me antsy. 

			I take the stairs, locating the eighth-floor balcony where Edward and I found Trinity last year after she’d failed her first initiation test. 

			Pulling my jacket tight, I approach the edge and peer up at the sky tumbling with amethyst clouds. I escaped to the outskirts on my own about a week ago, so I’m not desperate for a hit, but the Spark calls to me nonetheless. 

			Is Rook looking at this same sky right now? Is he thinking about me? 

			The clouds flash as the wind picks up, tossing my hair and clothing. I should move inside. I’m too exposed out here, but I’m feeling defiant tonight. I’m so sick of hiding. So tired of lying about what I am. I just want to be free. But maybe freedom was always an illusion for me. 

			A cloudburst explodes overhead, bolts of Spark spreading in every direction. Sometimes I forget how beautiful it really is. 

			Gripping the railing, I scan the buildings surrounding me. Everything is dark, so maybe I’m safe enough. I reach out my hand and look up, calling to it. 

			It doesn’t take long. 

			A jagged spear of light breaks off from the next cloudburst, and it strikes me. 

			I back up, concealing myself in the shadows as agony rips through me. It breaks apart inside me, tearing me up. My fist squeezes. My eyes close, and I let it take me away. It consumes me in waves, shredding through my limbs, then shifts into euphoria. 

			My bones become air. My thoughts float into puffs. 

			I wish he were here with me. 

			I was alone with this for so long, and then I met Rook and everything changed. 

			Now he’s been taken from me again, and I’m not sure what to do with that. 

			I douse the Sparks and then watch the storm for another minute. 

			I’m desperate to feel closer to Rook, so I head for the basement and our dorm room. It’s cold and dark without someone to start the fire, and I don’t bother as I crawl into his bed, put my face into his pillow, and inhale his scent. 

			Green apples. Fresh grass. The wind and trees and that raw wildness that has always been him. 

			I pull the blanket over me, tuck my knees up, and stare into the dark. 

			At some point, I must drift off, only to be startled awake by a high-pitched ringtone. I check my phone, but it isn’t mine. 

			I follow the sound to Rook’s desk, open the drawer, and find the other phone he had with him when he returned from the Veil. 

			“Hello?” I ask as I press the accept button. 

			“Rook?” comes the deep voice on the other end. 

			“High Commander,” I say. 

			“Who’s this? Where’s Rook?” 

			“It’s Poet,” I answer. I’d completely forgotten Rook had this phone. I should have contacted his parents as soon as he disappeared. “Rook’s gone.” 

			“What happened? Where is he?” I can practically feel the heat of the high commander’s fury through the line. 

			I tell Summit what happened and that it’s been almost two weeks since anyone has heard from his son. 

			“And you have no idea where he is?” Summit asks. “None at all?” 

			“We can’t communicate,” I say. “Everyone’s been looking for him, but he’s hiding himself well.” I pause and then add, “I thought he might have gone home. He might be on his way to you.” 

			“It’s possible,” High Commander Athira agrees, and his confirmation feels like a steel fist tearing through my chest. “I’ll ask the others to keep an eye out for him on their way to the city.” 

			It takes me a moment to process those words. 

			“The city?” 

			“That’s why I’ve been calling,” Summit says. “There was another attack on the Veil. Only this time, they hit one of the Whisper Sanctums. They killed everyone.” 

			My mouth opens on a silent scream. 

			“All of them?” I whisper. 

			“Yes. My son . . . Beckett . . .” 

			I cover my mouth, my stomach pitching, rolling in waves. “Skies, I’m so sorry.” 

			“Thank you,” he says, and while I doubt the high commander is given to strong expressions of emotion, I sense him barely keeping it together. 

			“I still don’t understand what you mean, though. Who’s coming to the city?” 

			“The Veil must answer this attack,” Summit says. “We’ve put up with The Shield’s abuse for long enough. We cannot let this slide without delivering a message of our own.” 

			“You’re attacking us,” I say, my voice dropping. 

			“I’m sorry. I understand New Manhattan is your home, but they killed over a hundred innocent people who were unable to defend themselves.” 

			I shake my head, but he can’t see me. “No. I . . . understand. I’d want justice, too.” I swallow. “You should know that we . . . found the cure.” 

			“What?” Summit asks. “Really?” 

			I explain everything we learned from Dr. Mowry, and when I’m done speaking, he’s silent for several seconds. 

			“We need it, Poet,” he says, impassioned. “We need that information.” 

			“I know,” I say. 

			“I understand I have no right to ask this of you, but . . .”

			“You want me to bring it to you.” 

			“You’re our only hope unless we can find Rook.” 

			“I’ll find him,” I say. “If he’s still here. I’ll find him.” 

			“Navy and Justin will help you. They’re on the way with Lieutenant General Rey.” 

			I remember the blond woman from the day she fought Fisher at Cloudspire. 

			“Okay,” I say, suddenly conflicted. I should tell someone that an invasion is imminent, but I don’t really know whose side I’m on. “Will your army hurt people?” 

			“That is what war is about,” Summit says. “I cannot ask you not to warn them, but it won’t matter anyway. Even if they’re ready for us, we’re coming.” 

			“I understand,” I say, nodding. 

			“Find my son. If he returns here in the meantime, I will reach out to Justin.” 

			“Of course,” I reply. “I’ll do whatever I can.”

			Then the line disconnects, and I stare at the phone. 

			Rook’s brother is dead.

			The Shield attacked an entire sanctuary full of innocent Keepers and killed them in cold blood. 

			The Veil is coming for us. 

			How will I get a message to Rook?

			Then I have an idea. 

			I know a place we can meet where no one will see us. A place only he knows about. 

			I send a message. 

			me: I often think about that night you first told me about Andromeda. Someone told me it means princess. Now I understand why you said it reminded you of someone. I wish we could go back. 

			There. Hopefully he understands that this is an emergency. 

			Now I just have to wait for the next storm to arrive. 
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			A few nights later, I wait behind the rock wall as the sky tumbles with amethyst clouds, waiting to see if Rook saw my message and understood. 

			I need to see him. I need to tell him what’s going on. 

			My anxiety isn’t helped by the fact that I’m desperate to touch the storm. 

			With my legs tucked up and my arms wrapped around them, I watch the sky as the breeze tugs my hair. I imagine that I can smell the universe on the wind. All those people and cities and worlds. The undiscovered places I’ll probably never get to see. I wonder if there’s a girl just like me out there, wondering where she belongs, waiting for Spark. 

			Every few seconds, I check behind me, hoping he’ll appear. 

			The storm draws closer, drifting toward the city in billowing waves that bloom across the sky. I think about that night on the Tower, how powerful it was. I’ve always understood the storms are deadly, but that night was a reminder of how much of our existence is tied to their mercy. 

			When the first burst explodes in the distance, I stand up, trying to get closer. 

			I don’t call to it yet. I’m waiting for him. 

			Tingles spread over my scalp and down my back, ending at my fingertips. 

			Again, I check for Rook. If he were coming, surely he’d be here by now? 

			More explosions flash against the horizon as my heart begins to sink. 

			He’s gone. I’m certain of it now. 

			He’s on his way back home. Soon, he’ll return to his parents, and they’ll welcome him with open arms. 

			I vow to finish this. I’ll get the cure to them somehow. It’s the least I can do after they allowed me into the Veil as an outsider and an enemy. I couldn’t stop The Shield from killing those people, but I can try to help those who still need it. I don’t know what any of this means for me, but all I can do is take it one day at a time. 

			The storm circles over the city, and I tip my face toward the clouds. 

			I thought we’d do this together, but maybe we’ll never touch another storm hand in hand.

			I think about something my mother said once. About how a parent never knows the last time they’ll tuck in their child at night. Or carry them in their arms. One day, they’re asking to be lifted for a cuddle, and the next, they’ve outgrown it. 

			I guess in the end, we never really know when our last cherished moment with someone will be. 

			Another cloudburst erupts across the sky, and I sense the roiling of the storm. The way its power doesn’t just belong to the sky but is fundamentally tied to who I am. 

			I understand now that it feels me, just like I’ve felt it for so many years. 

			We’re symbiotic. We need each other. 

			Maybe being a Caller isn’t about using it but rather feeling it. 

			Allowing it to become a part of me. 

			I stretch my arms out as it flows through me, my feet grounding me to the earth.

			And then someone takes my hand. 

			I jump and then spin around as my heart stops. 

			“Rook?” I ask, hardly daring to believe that he’s real. 

			“Poe,” he whispers, and then I throw myself at him. 

			He wraps me in his arms and squeezes me tight. 

			“You’re here,” I whisper over and over, running my hands over his shoulders and jaw and arms. “You’re here.” 

			“I got your messages,” he says. “All of them. I’m sorry I couldn’t reply.” 

			“I just hoped you were reading them.” 

			He’s kissing my nose and my cheeks, my forehead, his hands cupped around my face. I close my eyes, trying to commit everything about this moment to my memory forever.

			“I’ve missed you so much,” he says. “I can’t stand being separated.” 

			“I thought you left,” I say. “I thought you’d gone home.” 

			“And leave you here?” he asks, tucking back a lock of my hair. “Why would you think that?” 

			“Because you don’t belong here,” I say. “Why would you stay when they’re lying about you and hunting you down?” 

			His expression softens, and I’m tempted to ask him to stay long enough for me to count every freckle dusting his nose and cheeks, just so I can be here with him forever. 

			“Poet, I would never leave you,” he says, his voice turning rough. “You are where I belong. You are where I will always belong.” 

			My heart squeezes inside my chest. 

			“You’d be safer if you left,” I say. “But the very thought . . . Skies, I thought I might never see you again. Where have you been?” 

			“I got to know the tunnels well when I was searching for answers last year. There are a hundred places to lose yourself underground.” 

			I clutch him by the shoulders. “So much has happened, and I had to tell you. I’m sorry. This was risky.” 

			I can’t seem to catch my breath as Rook takes my hand and draws me down onto the rocks. The storm is still tumbling, more bursts exploding in the distance.

			“Slow down,” he says. “Start from the beginning.” 

			We face each other with our legs crossed and our knees touching. I tell him everything we learned from Dr. Mowry and how Edward is working to access the research files. 

			Rook nods as I’m speaking. “And what else?” 

			“I spoke to your father,” I say. “I’ve been staying with Domino, but I needed to feel closer to you, so a few nights ago, I slept in your bed. Your phone rang, and it was your dad . . .” Tears fill my eyes as I take Rook’s hand. “They attacked a Whisper Sanctum. Your brother . . .”

			My words trail off as he squeezes my hand tighter. “Beckett?” 

			“I’m so sorry,” I whisper as he drops his head, taking a minute to stare down at his lap. I wish there was something I could do to make this right. To make any of this okay. 

			I reach out and cup his cheek. He looks up at me, his eyes glassy in the dim light. 

			“After he was taken away, I often wondered if I’d ever see him again,” he says. “If I’d ever get the chance to really know him. The madness took him so early . . .” 

			He looks away, blinking rapidly before wiping his nose with the back of his hand and sniffing. “Fuck,” he hisses. “Those bastards. Those people were harmless. Completely at their mercy.” He faces me again. “What’s my father’s plan? He won’t let this go unchallenged.” 

			“They’re coming,” I say. “His army. Your army. Lieutenant General Rey. Navy and Justin. They plan to attack.”

			His face resolves into hardness as he nods. “As it must be.” 

			“People will die, Rook. Innocent people. I know what The Shield did was wrong, but . . . is this really the only way?” 

			“What would you have them do, Poet? Allow them to get away with it? Let it go? This was nothing but pure, vicious violence for the sake of it. We have to fight back. If we don’t, they’ll only come harder for us next time. Our only defense is to remind them that we aren’t weak.” 

			“I know,” I whisper, dropping my hand. “I know.” 

			“Will you sound an alarm?” he asks. Months ago, we sat in this very spot when Rook reminded me that someday his people might come and take everything from us. That we were sitting on opposite ends of a divide. I dismissed it then, sure that we could work out whatever might come. I realize just how truly naive I was being. 

			“I want to tell the Fog. And Domino. My parents.” 

			Rook nods. “I understand. Your father will alert The Shield once he knows.” 

			“He might, but Summit said it wouldn’t matter. They’re coming, and there’s no way to stop them.” 

			“He’s right,” Rook says. “This is too big to ignore.” 

			I look up, peering at the sky and clouds still churning over the horizon. 

			Rook shifts closer. 

			“Have you touched a storm?” I ask, and he shakes his head. 

			“It’s been too risky.” 

			He rubs my cheek and leans in, his mouth brushing mine. A cloud rumbles overhead and breaks apart. I call to it, and I think Rook does, too. We kiss as it hits us, enveloping us in the bliss of the moment. I gasp as he pulls me closer, and I straddle his hips as his tongue dives into my mouth. I feel the Spark traveling over me, melting into my pores, sinking through my skin as my brain and my heart and my lungs float through my blood. 

			It almost feels like we might levitate off the earth and soar across the sky like shooting stars. 

			He moans as he kisses me harder, and we’re surrounded by the plasma arc. I feel my hair rising and the crackle of static. Waves of light and love and hope flow through me as I think about a future where we can do this freely, without living in fear every single day. 

			A moment later, the arc winks out, and slowly we pull apart, both of us breathing heavily. 

			“That feeling right there,” Rook says. “That’s how I feel every time I look at you. Never forget that. You’re the one who lights up my darkness, Poet Graves. Nothing will change that.” 

			My throat is too tight to speak. 

			“I should go,” he says softly. “I need to keep moving.” 

			I nod, trying to stem a flow of tears burning in my eyes. “I hope I didn’t put you in danger, but I had to tell you.” 

			“I’m glad you did,” he says. 

			“What comes next?” I ask. “Where do we go from here?” 

			“We need that cure,” he says. “Once I have that . . .”

			“You’ll leave,” I whisper, my voice so raw it burns. 

			“That was always the plan,” he says. “You know that.” 

			“I do.”

			“My offer still stands,” he says. “I want you to come with me.” 

			I roll my neck. “I know you do.” 

			And I leave it at that. I can’t tell him that I promised myself I wouldn’t leave my mother. I have to find a way to protect her. We’ll have time to figure this out later. I hope. 

			Then he leans over and presses his mouth softly to mine one more time. His kiss is gentle. Careful. An image surfaces in my thoughts of a delicate crystal orb, so thin it might shatter with a breath. I imagine that’s who we are right now, and that no matter how hard we try to protect it, the world will do its best to shatter what we’ve built. 

			He pulls away, and I slide off him before he climbs off the rock. 

			“I’ll see you soon,” he says, fusing the words with certainty. 

			No room for questions. 

			I nod as he turns away. I hope that’s true. 

			“Rook?” I ask. 

			He turns back. “Yes?” 

			“Just in case . . . promise me that no matter what happens, you won’t leave without saying goodbye first.” 

			He pauses, his chest hitching with a sharp breath. 

			“I promise.”

			Then he disappears into the shadows, leaving me alone.
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			“Poet! Wake up!” Someone is shaking me, and I groan. “Poet. They caught him! Wake up.” 

			After Rook left me at the rocks last night, I snuck back into the school and passed out in his bed, still fully dressed. The room is cold, and my nose and fingertips burn with ice. 

			“What?” I ask, blinking against the morning light to find Domino standing over me, wearing her pajamas. 

			“It’s all over the news,” she says, sitting on the bed and holding out her phone. “They even have video.” 

			I snatch it from her and watch with mounting horror as the newscaster speaks in her crisp, clear voice. “Solitude and second-year Amery Student Rook Athira was apprehended last night, ending a citywide manhunt for a killer. Patrol officers spotted him in the factory district at approximately eleven p.m. yesterday evening. Reports indicate the suspect ran, but after chasing him for several blocks, they surrounded and arrested him . . .”

			Eleven p.m. Shortly after he left me at the rocks. 

			I choke out a sob, covering my mouth. 

			This is my fault. I’m the one who drew him out. 

			I wanted to see him, and all I did was put him in danger. 

			Suddenly, I don’t feel very well. 

			After tossing Domino’s phone on the bed, I leap up and bolt for the bathroom, where I hurl up the contents of my stomach until there’s nothing left. Tears run down my cheeks, and my nose drips, my lungs burning.

			They have him. They’re claiming he’s a murderer. What will they do to him? 

			When I’m done puking, I sit back, leaning against the counter as Domino joins me on the floor. 

			“Where were you last night?” she asks softly. 

			“I went to see him,” I say. “They caught him because of me.” 

			“This isn’t your fault,” Domino says. 

			“I have to get him out. They’ll kill him.” I cover my mouth as my head spins with another wave of nausea, but I have nothing left to give. My stomach just cramps. 

			“We’ll figure out something. Why don’t we get you some coffee or a muffin? Did you sleep at all last night?” 

			“I’m fine,” I insist. “I need to talk to her. She has something to do with this. I know it.”

			“Who?” Domino asks as I struggle to my feet. I lean over the sink and rinse out my mouth, then peer into the mirror. I look like shit. My hair is tangled, and my eyes are bloodshot. Good. I feel like shit, too. The outsides should reflect the insides. 

			“Poet, who do you need to talk to?” Domino asks. 

			I straighten up and look at her. “General Sol.” 

			A moment later, we’re on the school’s main floor, headed for the exit. When the Patrol tries to stop me, I tell them I’m headed to the Citadel to see my father. They buy it, and then I’m storming across the plaza with Domino chasing my heels. 

			“Poet, what are you doing?” Domino asks. “You can’t just demand to speak to the general.” 

			“No? Watch me.” 

			I should have done this a long time ago, but like a fool, I kept believing in her. 

			We enter the building and make a right toward the gates guarding the security wing. A receptionist sits at the desk, peering over the rim of her glasses as we approach. 

			“I’m here to see Scion Graves,” I say. “He’s expecting me.” 

			The woman frowns, a furrow forming between her eyes. “The scion didn’t alert me to any meetings today,” she says, tapping away on her computer. 

			“I’m not here for a meeting. I’m his daughter.” 

			The woman adjusts her glasses as if she’s trying to see me more clearly. “Hmm. Well, I’ll just call up and ensure everything is in order.” 

			“You don’t need to do that,” I say when she reaches for the phone on her desk. “As I said, he’s expecting me.” 

			A click off to my left signals the gate opening. Someone emerges, and I don’t waste a moment, grabbing it and sliding past. 

			“Hey!” the woman shouts. “You can’t do that!” 

			“C’mon,” I say to Domino. 

			She hesitates, clearly uncertain—with good reason—but then she follows. 

			“Get back here!” the receptionist yells. I ignore her as we head for the elevator and press the button for the very top floor. 

			The woman slides out from behind her desk and approaches on short, quick steps, shaking her fist, her heels echoing around us like gunshots. “Get back here!” she screeches. “I’ll call the Patrol!” 

			I jab the close button over and over. “Let’s go,” I mutter. 

			Finally, the doors begin to slide, and the woman lurches, trying to jam her arm between them, but she misses as they slam shut. 

			I exhale a breath of relief and collapse against the back wall, while Domino studies me like I’ve lost my mind. Also with good reason. 

			“Did we just break into the Citadel?” she asks as she watches the numbers climb. I realize she’s still wearing her pajamas with a pair of slippers. 

			“Sort of?” I say. “Don’t worry. I made it out last time.” 

			“Um,” Domino says. “Sorry if that doesn’t make me feel any better?” 

			I grin at her, and that doesn’t wipe the incredulous look off her face. I do feel a bit like I’m losing it. Like I’m not really here and I’m suspended outside my body. Untethered like a kite in a storm. Too many things aren’t adding up, and I need something to give. 

			The elevator climbs, and part of me expects it to stop midway, revealing an entire battalion of Patrols, but we reach the top floor with a ding. We’re so high up, I can practically feel the building swaying under my feet as we exit into the same foyer where they held my trial.

			The polished tiles gleam in the light, and I stomp over the words Protect. Preserve. Prosper, which are carved into the floor, trying to punish them with my boots. 

			What a fucking lie. 

			Ahead of me is the room where I had my trial, while wide corridors lead left and right. I take a guess and turn left, assuming I’ve picked correctly when we enter a hallway decorated with various medals and honors bearing General Sol’s name. 

			Another reception desk awaits us, staffed by a man who eyes us warily. 

			“Can I help you?” he asks. 

			“I’m here to see the general,” I say, trying to sound confident. 

			“And you are?” 

			“Poet Graves,” I answer. “She’ll know why I’m here.”

			“I’m sorry, but the general is busy. Perhaps we can make an appointment once I confirm she would indeed like to meet with you.”

			“I don’t have time for that. I want to see her now.” 

			“Well, I’m sorry you—”

			I don’t wait for him to finish. I storm past the desk and shove open the large double doors, revealing a massive office lined with windows and decorated with deep-purple tiles. In the center sits a huge black desk, from which General Sol slowly rises. 

			“Where is he?” I demand. “Tell me where he is!” 

			“Poet, what are you doing here? I told you that I have things under control.” 

			“We came back to help you!” I yell. “You said you needed us! But I know you’re lying. Where is he!” 

			“Theo, get Grady!” the general shouts as she rounds her desk, hands held out. “Poet, calm down,” she says in a soft voice that I assume is meant to be soothing, but all it does is piss me off even more. 

			How dare she? 

			“I won’t calm down! Let him go! He’ll leave the city, and he won’t bother anyone again. He didn’t kill those people, and you know it!” 

			“Poet,” the general says. “Please keep your voice down.”

			“I will not! You tricked me! Why?!” The final word is hurled with such visceral frustration that my voice cracks. “Please! Just let him go!” 

			A flurry of footsteps sounds behind me, and I turn around to find the general’s Circle Guard approaching with their stunners all aimed at me. Domino waits off to the side, eyes wide, gaze jumping back and forth, clearly at a loss for what to do. 

			“Poet,” Sol says. “I think you need to calm down.” 

			“No!” I shout, spinning around to face her. “What have you done with him? I know it was you!”

			Suddenly, I’m surrounded by her Guards, who block my path to the general. Out of the corner of my eye, I catch a glimpse of someone familiar in the doorway as they close in, choking me off. 

			“Dad!” I shout. “Make them tell me where Rook is! Please!” 

			I’m crying, tears streaming down my cheeks. My knees are weak. My stomach hurts. My heart flutters in my chest like it’s a caged moth desperately trying to escape. 

			Someone seizes me by the arm, and that’s when I completely lose it. 

			The fight in me rips free, exploding out of me with panic and devastation and fucking rage, giving me claws where I once had fingers. “Don’t touch me!” 

			More hands. More fighting. I scream. I shriek. My ears ring, and my voice cracks. I feel the air around me tearing apart. 

			My father approaches, his eyes dark and his expression grim. 

			“Poet, please,” he says, his voice low, pleading. 

			“Grady, deal with her!” I hear the general say. “If you cannot control her, I will have no choice but to dissolve our bargain.” 

			My father’s hand circles my arm. 

			I know that cold, firm grip. 

			My vision tunnels, smearing at the edges. 

			Sweat breaks out on my forehead. 

			My breath snips into pieces. 

			I thought . . . I thought I’d conquered this. 

			The fear. The sickening swirl in my stomach every time he touched me. 

			My surroundings darken as I see his hands reaching for me. 

			Pale against the shadows, delivering a biting sting of anger. 

			I hear the sound of bones cracking. 

			My mother screaming. Raine trying to drag me to safety. 

			I break from every string tethering me to this earth. I become nothing but a frothing ball of fire. A seething mass of deceit and confusion. 

			Teeth. Hair. Skin. And flesh. 

			“Don’t touch me!” I scream at him. “Don’t ever fucking touch me again!” 

			I feel a pinch, and then my thoughts swim. 

			“Poet, please!” My father’s voice turns distant. Muted. 

			But his pleas aren’t doused in that icy fury I know so well. 

			Instead, I hear his fear. 

			And that, more than anything, scares me the most. 

			I sway as the lights around me blur. 

			They’ve injected me with something. I try to run, but my feet won’t cooperate. They’ll take me away now, too. I was trying to help Rook, but I’ve fucked everything up. 

			The Veil is coming. 

			I need to tell someone. I need to protect my mother. Domino. Journey. The Fog. 

			I’ve let everyone down. 

			I start tipping forward, and someone catches me in their arms before everything spins out, and then I feel nothing.
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			When I wake up, I’m lying in my childhood bedroom. The bed is soft and smells so familiar. The curtains are drawn. A lamp stands in the corner, as does a steaming mug on the nightstand. 

			I try to remember what happened. I stormed into General Sol’s office and demanded she let Rook go. Skies, what was I thinking? I was furious. Scared. Rightfully so. But I’ve probably done more harm than good. 

			A noise draws my attention to a chair in the corner, where my mother sits, working on one of her handmade blankets. The colorful fabric drapes over her knees as I watch her deftly flick her needle and thread, a line of concentration between her brows. I think of the day I woke up to find Rook mending Teddy, struck by the similarity. So much has changed since then. 

			“Mom,” I whisper, and she quickly puts her sewing aside and crosses the room, sinking onto the edge of the bed. 

			“Poet,” she says, touching my cheek and then smoothing my hair back. “How are you feeling?” 

			I shake my head and squeeze my eyes shut. “I don’t really know. What happened? Why am I here? Why didn’t they arrest me?”

			“Your father stepped in,” she says. “Nyxia agreed to let us deal with you ourselves.” 

			Of course. Always sort of protected by him, but not really. I’ve enjoyed many freedoms because of my father, but instead of gratitude, all I feel is annoyance. I hate it. I don’t want his protection. I would rather have a dad I could trust over any of this. 

			I should be in a cell. I should be punished for what I did. 

			I stare at my mom because her answer doesn’t feel completely right. 

			I’m forgetting something, but my mind is still foggy from whatever they used to knock me out.

			“You were hysterical,” she continues. “Screaming about that boy. I don’t want to say I told you so—”

			“Then don’t,” I say. “Don’t say something you will regret. Don’t say something that will drive us even further apart. He’s been wrongfully accused, and they shouldn’t have taken him.” 

			“But he’s dangerous,” she whispers. “Even if he didn’t kill those people, he’s infected. When I think about you alone with him and what might have happened . . .” 

			I stare at her face. At her wide-eyed worry. 

			“Mom,” I say. “Do you really not know?” 

			I watch something shift behind her gaze. Denial. A refusal to believe what’s been in front of her all along. I’m not angry about it, but I am . . . disappointed. 

			“Know what?” she asks, her voice paper thin.

			“That she’s immune to the storms,” says a voice from the door, where my father stands with his hands in his pockets, leaning against the frame. 

			A few fragmented memories return. His hands reaching for me as he tried to calm me down. Losing it because he touched me. 

			My mother blinks, her shoulders dropping as she exhales a ragged breath. “I . . .”

			“You had to know,” I say. “Please tell me you suspected something.” 

			I need to believe she saw me at least a little bit. 

			“Of course I did,” she says. “But I . . . I didn’t want to acknowledge it.” 

			“Were you so ashamed of me?” 

			“Oh, darling.” Tears fill her eyes. “Not at all. I could never be ashamed of you. I was terrified. I guess I thought if I ignored it, I could make it go away.” 

			“You know that isn’t how it works,” I reply, my voice lowering to a whisper. My mom has let me down a lot, but I don’t think I’ve ever been this frustrated with her habit of burying her head in the sand. “And Raine?” 

			She swallows as she turns to my father, which seems like confirmation enough. He steps into the room and leans against the wall, folding his arms over his chest. “Both of our children were burdened with this, and I did everything I could to protect all of you from it.”

			My mom’s focus drops to her hands twisting in her lap. 

			“I’m sorry,” she says. “I shouldn’t have pretended. I should have been braver.” Then, she looks up at my father. “Why didn’t you just tell me? Did you really think me so weak?” 

			“I hoped you’d never find out,” he answers, ignoring her second question.

			It feels like one of the truest things he’s ever said to her. 

			“So we’ve all been living with our lies,” I say. “One big happy family of deception.” 

			I sink onto my pillow and stare at the ceiling as we’re all quiet for several moments. 

			“What happens now?” my mother asks, and I look over at her. 

			“What do you mean?” 

			“I mean . . . are you safe? What if someone else finds out?” 

			Her expression brims with worry, her eyes glassy with tears. 

			“I don’t think I’m safe here, no,” I say. “Soon, it will be time for me to leave.” 

			“And go where?” 

			“I’m not sure yet. There are so many things you don’t know.” 

			“Tell me,” she whispers. “I’m ready to hear everything.”

			Last time I was in this apartment, my father tried to stop me from talking within these walls, worried someone might overhear. I wait for him to object, but he just nods. Maybe I get it because now he’s regarding me with the tentative caution of someone who understands that things are about to change forever. 

			Maybe it doesn’t matter who hears us anymore. 

			So I lay it all out. Cards on the table. Almost nothing held back. 

			I tell my mom everything, including what I saw in the Veil and about the cure. I tell her what I really am. Everything she didn’t know, plus some things my father didn’t know as well. The only thing I don’t share is what I know about the Fog. 

			When I’m done, they both study me warily, as though they’re recognizing me for the very first time. 

			“I see,” my mother says, though I’m not sure if that’s true. Still, she’s handling it all better than I expected. “You lied to The Shield?” she asks my father. “To protect our children?” 

			“I did,” he says. “And I would do it a hundred times again.” 

			She watches him, something flitting across her expression that tells me she really did love him at one point. I realize that we’ve both been hoping. Waiting for him to become the man we needed and wanted. I’ve long since accepted that he could never become that for me, but I think a small part of her is still hanging on. 

			“This is . . .” she says, again staring at her hands. “I’m not sure what to do with any of this information.” 

			“They’re coming,” I say, sitting up, relieved to find my head has stopped spinning. “The army of the Veil is headed toward the city. They should be here in a matter of days.” 

			At that, my father’s brows climb. “What? Why?” 

			“The Shield attacked a Whisper Sanctum. Killed everyone, and now they’re retaliating.”

			“Skies,” my father says, running a hand through his hair. “How many?” 

			I shrug. “I don’t know. Hundreds? All of them? They’re angry. They killed High Commander Athira’s son, and they will answer for it.” 

			My father crosses the room, sinking into a chair in the corner, where he leans forward with his elbows on his knees. “We have to alert the Patrol. The Shield. Everyone.” 

			I nod. “I’m telling you this to do with what you will. I believe the Veil is justified in their anger and their retaliation, but there are innocent people here, and they don’t deserve to die for the actions of The Shield.” 

			Neither of my parents responds to that. 

			“I need to leave,” I say. “Thank you for taking care of me, but I have to find Rook.”

			My father glances up. “Where will you go?” he asks. It almost sounds like he’s concerned. 

			I plan to head to the Fog, but I can’t tell him that. 

			I think he suspects that I’m keeping things from him. 

			“Do you know where Rook is?” I ask, choosing to deflect his question. 

			“I’m sorry, but I don’t.” 

			“Then his family will help me. When we find the cure, they’ll take it back to the Tiera Frais. This information should never have been kept a secret.” I scoot to the edge of the bed. “General Sol said she needed me, but I think she was lying. She obviously wants something, and I need to understand what.” I inhale a sharp breath. “I started this, and now I have to finish it. I won’t leave Rook in their hands.” 

			“There will be nothing left for you here,” my father says, his voice uncharacteristically raw with emotion. 

			I swallow over the swelling knot in my throat. “I know.” 

			“Poet,” my mother whispers, tears filling her eyes. “You can’t do this. I can’t lose you, too.” 

			I told myself I could never leave her. 

			She’ll have my father, which isn’t saying much, but I don’t think I have a choice.

			At least we had this last moment together. It has to be enough. 

			“I’m sorry. But this is so much bigger than me now.” 

			I swing my feet to the floor and push myself up to discover that my knees are still a little loose. 

			My father stands from his seat, stretching himself to his full height. “I could stop you from leaving.” 

			I lift my chin, throwing my shoulders back. “I suppose you could.” 

			We watch each other, the silence stretching into infinite space. 

			Maybe in that moment, we both understand that I’m no longer his daughter, born of his flesh and blood, his to be manipulated and used in whatever way he sees fit. 

			Somewhere along the way, he forced me to become my own person. 

			Forged from the ashes of his anger, I became someone else. 

			Someone different from him.

			Someone I can face when I look in the mirror. 

			Someone I’m trying to be proud of.

			When he doesn’t move, I head for the door.

			“Will we see you again?” my mother asks, her voice fading to a pained whisper. 

			I walk over and kiss her on the cheek, then glance at my father, who watches us both with an expression I’ll never understand. 

			“I truly don’t know, Mom. If not, please take care of yourself.” 

			And then I’m gone.
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			It takes only a few hours for word of the Veil’s attack to filter through the city. My father must have alerted everyone the moment I left. 

			News reports are running around the clock, warning people to stay alert. Every member of the Patrol and the newly formed Border Brigade is assigned to a twenty-four-hour perimeter watch. 

			Scouting parties estimate the army of the Veil is only a day or two away. 

			New Manhattan is taking a defensive position, claiming we’re strongest inside the city and that we have everything we need here. Every able-bodied citizen is called to take up arms and defend what is ours or die trying. 

			The chancellors and General Sol regularly appear on the newsfeed, telling everyone they have nothing to fear. That we are ready. That they will defend us against this attack. It’s a reminder of why the Solitudes could never be trusted. They tried this once, and left to their own devices, they will continue trying to claim what’s rightfully ours. 

			It’s time to stamp them out for good. 

			Meanwhile, the Fog hasn’t deviated from its mission. 

			They’re still focused on gathering proof of The Shield’s lies and obtaining the cure. Edward has been working tirelessly to find a way to access Mowry’s research. 

			It’s early morning when the first alarms go up, blaring across the sky. 

			The Veil has arrived. 

			Immediately, I head for the roof of Amery, peering out into the brightening darkness. At first, I see nothing. The clouds tumble overhead, flashing with green light. 

			An Emerald Storm is brewing. 

			They’ve always been considered lucky, so I’m not sure if that’s a good omen or not. 

			Whose side will luck favor in this fight?

			The wind whips around me as I wrap my jacket tighter. I have Rook’s second phone clutched in my hand, waiting for Navy or Justin to call. What if they didn’t make it? What if something happened? 

			I watch the horizon as the first black dots appear in the distance.

			The sight sends a chill snaking down my back as the wind kicks up and emerald-hued clouds tumble in giant puffs. 

			The first few drops of rain fall against my cheeks, cold as ice. 

			With my heart in my throat, I stare out, waiting for the Veil to draw closer. 

			Down below, people are running for cover, heading into the underground as they’ve been instructed. I watch the lines of Patrols in their dark-blue uniforms entering the streets, marching down the boulevards in neat rows. Behind them comes the Border Brigade in their hastily gathered, mismatched tactical gear. 

			The Storm Guard is already manning the Towers, ready and waiting. 

			I wonder how far the Veil will get. 

			The Brigade is new, barely trained, cobbled together to answer a threat. 

			The Veil has been shaped in fire under the guidance of High Commander Summit Athira, and they have a purpose. They’re here for justice.

			New Manhattan’s armies defend an empty shell they’ve been told to protect. 

			If I were a betting person, I know who I’d put my money on. 

			The soldiers of the Veil arrive from three directions—north, west, south. 

			I wish Rook were standing beside me, so we could face this together. 

			When the phone in my hand rings, I stare at it for several seconds before answering. “Hello?” 

			“Poet?” comes a female voice I recognize immediately. 

			“Navy,” I breathe. “Thank Skies you’re here.”

			“They still have him?” 

			“Yes. I don’t know how much longer we have. They might kill him . . . or . . .” 

			“Don’t worry,” she says. “We’ll find him. Where should we meet you?” 

			“Can you get into the city? The border is surrounded.” 

			“We’ll find you.” 

			I rattle off a location, and she disconnects the line. I spend a few more minutes watching the Veil’s approach, then turn around and head through the city to the factory district. 

			I reach the intersection where I told Navy to meet me, worried they won’t make it past New Manhattan’s line of defense. A few minutes later, I hear the first shots and sounds of fighting in the distance. Stunners and guns. Yelling. Screaming. 

			The clash of people on opposing sides who should have been working together all along. 

			Why did it have to come to this? 

			I’m pacing back and forth when I notice someone drawing near. 

			Four people. 

			Someone starts running, and I sigh in relief when I spot Navy.

			“Poet!” she cries, throwing her arms around me as we hug tightly. Then I turn to Justin and hug him, too. 

			“I’m so glad you’re here,” I say. “Skies, I’ve been so worried.” 

			Standing behind them are two other figures I know all too well. 

			Fisher and Calliope are both decked out in the Veil’s uniform and armed to the teeth. They all look pretty intimidating with their leather armor and the dark paint streaked across their eyes. I suspect that was intentional. 

			“Hi?” I ask. These are the last two people I expected to find on Rook’s rescue team. 

			“We thought you could use some help,” Calliope says, shouldering her rifle.

			I frown. “Really? But . . . I thought you hated Rook.” 

			Fisher shrugs and offers me a crooked smile. “There’s such a fine line between hate and love, isn’t there?” 

			“I guess?” 

			“Fish and Cal are two of the Veil’s best fighters,” Justin assures me. “When they heard where we were going, they insisted on coming.” 

			I eye them both, still not entirely trusting it. I haven’t forgotten how they arrested us for no reason. 

			“Family is family,” Fisher says, clearly picking up on my misgivings. “We might have our issues, but the people of the Veil never forget.” 

			He pins me with a steady gaze, and I suppose I have no choice but to accept. I doubt I can refuse them anyway. “Well, we can probably use all the help we can get. Thank you.” 

			“Don’t mention it. Besides, who would I argue with if he’s dead?” Fisher asks with a wink. “Apparently, I’ve missed the fucker while he’s been gone.” 

			I laugh. It seems impossible, but it eases some of the pressure crushing my chest. I would never have thought I could count on Fisher for that. 

			“Then follow me.” 

			We make our way toward the Fog’s headquarters, where we find Ada and a few of the others. I make introductions, and at first, I can tell each side is a bit wary of the other, but we all want the same thing. 

			“Everyone get over it,” I say when no one speaks. “They’re here to help.” 

			Ada blinks and nods. “Of course. Welcome. We’re happy to have you.” 

			“So what’s the plan?” Navy asks. “Where’s my brother?” 

			“We haven’t been able to determine his exact location, but our best guess is that he’s in one of the Tempestade holding cells, along with everyone else they’ve arrested,” Ada replies. “The cells have been heavily guarded until now, but with the arrival of . . . your people, we’ve confirmed they’ve had to withdraw much of their force to meet the threat.” 

			“Perfect,” Justin says. “Then what are we waiting for?” 

			“Me,” says a voice from the corner. Edward sits at his computer, typing a million miles a minute. He’s wearing his headset with a microphone and is leaning toward his screens, his eyes narrowed in concentration. “I’m trying to access the cameras so we can get a better picture of what we’re dealing with, but their security is locked tight.” 

			“Where’s Domino?” I ask, searching the room. We parted ways at Amery earlier this morning, while I waited for Navy and Justin, and she went ahead to see how she could help. 

			“She’s with the team we already sent in,” Ada says. “A few dozen of our members will try to break everyone out while The Shield is distracted. They’ll search for Rook and your other friend, too, of course.” 

			“I’m in,” Edward announces from his corner. We turn to see the screens surrounding him flicker to life, revealing black-and-white footage of the Tempestade holding cells. 

			We all gather behind him as we watch. Dozens of people flood down corridors and hallways, clashing with the occasional Patrol officer or Extinguisher. I frantically scan monitors, searching for signs of Rook, Journey, or Domino, but it’s hard to keep track of everything happening. 

			“Head count,” comes a voice over the speakers after a few minutes—one I recognize as Chandler’s. “We’re at seventy percent. They’re claiming a few were taken away over the past week.” 

			A few more minutes pass as prisoners are rescued and escorted out of the building. 

			“We have everyone,” Chandler says. “Except Rook. No one has seen him. They don’t think he was ever here.” 

			Navy takes my hand and squeezes it as I choke on the dryness coating my mouth.

			“Keep looking,” Edward says into the mic. “There’s another level below you.” 

			As Edward types, the screens continue flipping. I catch a glimpse of Domino hugging Journey, and my eyes flutter closed with relief. 

			“Thank Skies,” I whisper to myself. We found her. 

			Chandler crackles over the line again. “He isn’t on this level, either,” he says, sending my heart into my throat.

			“Rook,” I whisper again. “Where are you?” 

			A few more minutes pass as Edward directs the rescue team to another level, then another. Empty. It’s all empty. 

			Chandler stops in a hall and peers up, staring straight into the camera. “He isn’t here,” he says. “We’ll search lower. Brooklyn’s coming with me.” 

			Then he disappears from the screen. 

			“We should go,” Justin says. “We can help.”

			Edward raises a hand as he types furiously on his keyboard with his other. “It’ll do no good if he isn’t there. I’ll try the rest of the Citadel.” 

			Justin’s jaw hardens, and I can tell he wants to argue, but Navy squeezes his shoulder and then loops her elbow through his, offering assurance. 

			I watch as the screens continue to flip, cut off, and blink into focus. Various rooms and hallways. Different floors of the Citadel. If Rook is somewhere in that building, Edward will find him. 

			Another ten minutes pass. I’m so tense that my jaw aches from clenching it and my hands have gone numb. 

			While Justin paces, Navy chews on her lip, her arms folded tightly. Fisher and Calliope lean against the wall, their eyes darting back and forth as they confer in low voices. 

			Chandler comes on again. “Not down here, either. Is there somewhere we haven’t considered?” 

			Ada leans forward to speak into a secondary mic standing up on Edward’s desk. “We have the blueprints. There are no other cells in the building.”

			“Not a cell, then,” Henry says. “Somewhere else?” 

			“Nothing is coming up,” Edward says. “Most of the building is empty. All I can find are the chancellors and their personal guards.” 

			“Where’s the general?” I ask. “Out on the Towers?” 

			“I can check,” Edward says, typing away. We cycle through the various Tower feeds, but nothing comes up. He flips to the top of the Citadel. Also empty. “I can’t find her, either.” 

			“Rook must be with her,” I say, suddenly sure of it. “She wanted him for some reason. That’s why she orchestrated this entire thing. Tricked us into coming back. Arrested him. She needs him.” 

			“For what?” Calliope asks from the corner. 

			I shake my head. “I’m not sure.” I chew on my lip, trying to remember if she offered a clue at some point. 

			“Where’s Dr. Mowry?” I ask. 

			“In the second bedroom,” Dr. Eze says. “Why?” 

			I turn around, march down the hall, and slam open the door. 

			Dr. Mowry sits chained to the bed, staring out the window. 

			He jumps as the door crashes against the wall. 

			“Where is he?” I demand. 

			“What?” he asks, his heels scrabbling against the bedspread. 

			“Where has she taken him?” 

			“I don’t know what—” 

			“You reacted when I said my name,” I say, pointing a finger at him. “You looked at my hair. You know what I am. You refused to tell us anything, then suddenly you wouldn’t stop talking. What are you keeping from us?” 

			Dr. Mowry opens his mouth, fear seeping into his bloodshot eyes. 

			“Tell me the truth!” I scream. “Do you know what I am? Do you know about Rook?” I stomp over and grab him by the shoulders. “Tell me! Where. Is. He.”

			Someone is trying to pull me off, but I resist, yanking myself from their hold. 

			“Tell us! Where is he!” 

			“Poet!” Hands cage me with a strong grip. I realize it’s Henry. “You have to stop!” 

			Dr. Mowry opens his palm and holds it up, the cuffs around his wrists limiting his movements. “Please, let me explain.”

			It takes me a moment to go quiet. I stand over him, my chest heaving.

			“I will tell you everything. The truth this time, but you must swear to get me out of New Manhattan.” 

			“What truth?” Henry asks. 

			“I do know what you are,” Mowry says, addressing me. “And why Nyxia needed you.” 

			“Why?” 

			He stares at me with deep-brown eyes and then blinks. “A cure . . . for her.”

			“For her illness?”

			“No . . . not . . . that kind of illness. Not the kind that affects the physical body.” 

			I put it all together in an instant. 

			“She isn’t dying,” I whisper. “She’s losing her mind.” 

			Mowry nods. “The cure I developed doesn’t work on her. I was always skeptical that it would. She knew the infection would come for her someday, and when her own research proved fruitless, it was Nyxia who came to find me and convinced me to return in secret. She demanded my help.” 

			“She’s the one who’s been keeping you prisoner?” I ask, horrified for so many reasons. 

			His breath hitches. “Yes.” 

			“Why did you lie to us?” 

			He shrugs, his chains jangling. “I was trying to buy her some time. I want her to find an answer. I want her to be happy.” 

			“Even though she kept you as a prisoner?” 

			“Even then.” 

			“So do you have a cure or not?” Ada asks. 

			“For Keepers, yes.” 

			“And for the general?” 

			He shrugs again. “We needed another Caller. Someone with the same ability. The Keeper cure is derived from their stem cells. So, it stood to reason that a Caller cure might be the same.” 

			“Rook . . .” I whisper, clutching my stomach, close to throwing up. “What’s she doing to him? Where is he?” 

			“You’ve been working in secret on this?” Ada says. “You were doing additional research?” 

			Dr. Mowry sighs and nods. 

			“Where?” I ask. 

			“You already know where.” 

			“The facility Edward read about.”

			He nods. “I’ll explain how to find it, but then I must leave. You’ve kept me here long enough.” 

			I defer to Ada and Henry, because this is their call. “We’ll consider it,” Henry says, handing him a tablet. “You can start by drawing us a map.” 

			“None of this makes any sense,” I say. “Why lure us back here? Why not just take us? She has an army under her command. Why did she give us that whole story about taking over for her?” 

			Mowry glances up at me, but he doesn’t get the chance to reply. 

			“I think I can answer that,” comes a voice, and we all spin around to find someone standing in the doorway. 

			Someone not a single person in this room would ever expect to see. 

			“Dad?” I ask.
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			“Scion Graves,” Ada says, her wild gaze darting around the room. She steps in front of us, her arms held out as if she can single-handedly shield us from his sight. “What are you doing here? How did you find us?” 

			A moment later, several Fog members surround my father, each one gripping a stunner aimed right at his heart. 

			“I followed Poet,” he says, slowly raising his hands and backing up a tentative step, only to be met with the tip of a weapon pressed into his spine. His hair droops, and he’s dressed in his usual button-up shirt and pressed gray slacks, though it looks like he might have slept in them last night. “Please. I’m not here to threaten or expose you. I promise.”

			“Where’s Mom?” I ask. 

			“At home. She’s safe.” 

			My gaze narrows. “Why did you follow me?” 

			“I suspected you were up to something,” he confesses. “And I was worried about you.”

			I roll my eyes. I can’t help it. Several people around the room exchange looks that mix worry with a hint of amusement. 

			“Why are you suddenly so fucking worried about me lately?” I bite out.

			I watch as the words land like shards of glass, mincing through layers of delicate skin. He flinches, but I refuse to feel bad about it.

			“Explain yourself,” Ada says. “Why did you just say you could answer her questions?” 

			My father drops his hands and rubs a palm across his face. The people surrounding him don’t move, keeping their weapons trained on him. I don’t blame a single one. In fact, I want to ask for a stunner of my own. 

			“I know who’s responsible for the murders,” he says. “It hasn’t been Keepers, and it certainly wasn’t this Solitude you claim you’re in love with.” 

			I feel my cheeks warm as every eye in the room falls on me. 

			“Aww, I knew you loved him!” Navy says, and several people laugh. 

			I can’t help but offer her a shy smile before I refocus on my father. 

			“Who’s responsible?” I ask, but I have a feeling I already know. 

			“General Sol,” he says, sucking the air out of the room thanks to everyone’s collective intake of breath. “The infection has twisted her mind. She experiences long bouts of lucidity, but sometimes she loses control. It’s actually been happening for years, infrequently enough to brush aside. It wasn’t until last year that things started to change.”

			I don’t think anything could have prepared me for this. 

			“How?” Ada asks. “How did no one know?” 

			“Because I’ve been erasing the security footage,” he says. “I have access to all the cameras through the Patrol, and she came to me asking for help when she realized what was happening. Her Guard has been protecting her, too. Cleaning up her messes. Sometimes ‘dealing’ with anyone who might have seen something. Feeding fake footage to the chancellors and the news outlets. She knew if anyone found out, she’d be removed, or . . . worse.” 

			For a moment, everyone is too shocked to speak. 

			“Why would you help her?” Ada demands. “Those were innocent people!”

			He sighs, his shoulders sinking. “She threatened to expose Poet to The Shield. But the whole thing became so complicated because if she did that, I’d have no reason to lie for her anymore. We’d both lose if any of our secrets came to light, so we had no choice but to become allies in a twisted kind of way.” 

			“What is she planning?” Ada asks. “What does she want?” 

			“She’s trying to save herself. She believes that only she can protect the city and without her, New Manhattan will fall. Ultimately, I believe her heart is in the right place, but she’s gone about it all wrong.” 

			“And what exactly is she doing with Rook?” Ada asks. 

			My father spreads his hands. “That . . . I don’t know.” 

			I turn back to Dr. Mowry. “Tell us, and maybe I won’t kill you,” I say. 

			He lifts his chin, defiant, but his lower lip wobbles. “You think I care if I live or die anymore?” Tears fill his eyes. “The things I’ve done. The horrors . . .”

			“What does that mean?” Henry demands. 

			Mowry shakes his head. “She’ll use him. She already knew about the girl, but then she found the Solitude—two of you—it was like her prayers had been answered . . .”

			“And she figured no one would miss him?” I ask. 

			Mowry shrugs. 

			“I’ll kill her,” I hiss. “I’ll destroy her if she hurts him.” 

			“It may already be too late,” Mowry says. 

			“We don’t have time for this bullshit,” Justin says, pressing the muzzle of his gun against Mowry’s temple. “You know where our brother is?” 

			The doctor’s lips press together in a thin line. 

			He doesn’t want to tell us. 

			“Your daughter,” I say, and his gaze flicks to me. “Sol was threatening her.” 

			A tear slips from the corner of his eye as he brings his hands together. “Yes. Please. I just want to go home. I want to see her. I want to see my grandchildren.” 

			I take a step toward him and lean in. “I’ll find them,” I say, and he nods eagerly. “And if you don’t tell us where Rook is right now, then I promise you’ll wish I hadn’t.” 

			My voice drops to some bottomless depth I don’t recognize at all. 

			I’m bluffing. Probably. 

			It feels like even I don’t know what I’m capable of right now. 

			I want to tear the world apart. 

			If we don’t find Rook, nothing will stop me from fulfilling this threat. 

			“That’s right,” Justin says, appearing beside me. “We have friends in the Neo-Cities. A few phone calls and . . .” He snaps his fingers, and Mowry flinches. 

			“Please,” he whimpers. 

			“Enough,” Fisher grunts as he stomps across the room, grabs the doctor by the arm, and hauls him to his feet. 

			“Wait, I have more questions!” I say. 

			“How far is this place?” Fisher asks.

			Mowry’s expression crumples. “An hour on foot, give or take.”

			“Perfect,” he says. “Then you two can chat while we walk.”
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			Within thirty minutes, we’re ready to depart from the Fog’s headquarters with Mowry in tow. I feel a little bad for threatening him, but I shrug it off. Rook needs me, and that’s all that matters. 

			It takes a bit of arguing to decide who will join the rescue mission. 

			Edward and Ada are staying behind to monitor things from the computers. They’re both wearing headsets so they can communicate with us and keep an eye on our group using the city’s network of security cameras.

			Edward hands Henry a small device. “This is a data drive,” he says. “Once you reach the computers with the cure research, insert this into the matching port. It will download everything.” 

			“Even if it’s locked?” Henry accepts the drive and conceals it in a pocket of his vest. 

			“As long as I’ve coded it correctly,” Edward says. 

			In the end, our crew consists of a dozen people, including me, Henry, Navy, Justin, Fisher, Calliope, and much to my annoyance, my father. 

			I have no idea why he insisted on tagging along, but he wouldn’t be deterred. So now he’s walking alongside us in his dress shoes and his white shirt, looking decidedly out of place. 

			“Do you have any idea how to use that?” I ask, gesturing to the stunner strapped across his back. 

			“I went through Patrol training at Amery,” he says stiffly. “I wasn’t always a suit in an office.” 

			I offer him a skeptical look as he adjusts the weapon, seeking a more comfortable position for the strap. Skies, I feel like tying him up and leaving him attached to a lamppost. 

			The rest of our motley crew consists of other Fog members, including Brooklyn and Danica. 

			“Which way?” Fisher asks a trembling Mowry. 

			“The tunnels,” Mowry says. “Under the Central Park Tree Farm.” 

			“You had better be telling us the truth,” Justin says, brandishing his phone. “Like I said. A few calls . . .” He mimics a knife slicing his throat, and Mowry blanches. 

			“Of course,” he says. “I swear to you. You’ll find your friend and the cure.”

			The streets of New Manhattan are empty, but I can hear clashes of the Veil’s attack along the distant perimeter. 

			The rain is falling harder, obscuring our surroundings, a greenish mist fogging the air. I open my mouth, letting a few drops soothe my dry tongue as I close my eyes and imagine a future where everyone is safe and happy and this moment is a distant memory. It feels like we’re balancing on a knife-thin edge, waiting for everything to collapse like a row of paper warriors facing down an army. 

			I stay close to Mowry, while Fisher walks on his other side, gripping his arm. Calliope stalks behind us with her rifle in hand, just daring Mowry to attempt an escape. As much as I don’t really care for either of them, I must admit they’re the right people for this job. 

			“Explain what you meant when you said that Sol is using Rook,” I say. 

			Mowry shuffles several steps as he offers me a tentative glance. Rain coats his hair, soaking through his shirt. “Nyxia was telling you the truth about many things. She did steal our research. She did run. The chancellors did take it from her, but that was only because she was no longer making progress. They’ve also known about the potential for her madness for a long time.” 

			“Have they?” 

			“They don’t like how much they must rely on her, but they also built this city around what she was capable of. Without her, they understand New Manhattan will be left without its most valuable resource. She’s spent the last year hiding how bad things have gotten, hence covering up the murders.” 

			Mowry gestures toward my father, who’s walking on my other side, listening to every word. 

			“She knew the cure I was developing wouldn’t help, so she begged me to look for another answer. I could never say no to her, and so I began trying to develop a different sort of antidote. However, I suspected all along that we’d need another Caller. So, she kept an eye on you, biding her time until the day came that we would need you. 

			“When you fled New Manhattan, she panicked and followed you into the Tiera Frais,” Mowry continues. “She couldn’t let you go. It was her plan all along to use you, but she didn’t know how to get around the problem of your father until the Solitude boy showed up.”

			My gaze meets my father’s as Mowry falls silent. 

			“Why did she need us to get information from Trinity if she already had access to the cure?” I ask. 

			“A distraction.”

			“What do you mean?” 

			“She wanted to keep you busy while we figured out how to make use of you both. She thought an assignment would ensure you’d remain in New Manhattan. And it seems like it worked.”

			I stare at him in horror. 

			She tricked me into befriending Trinity? 

			I think I’m going to be sick. 

			“But if I hadn’t been trying to get friendly with her, we wouldn’t have figured out where they were keeping Edward,” I say. 

			Mowry’s lips flatten. “Yes. I don’t imagine she anticipated that.” 

			At least some good came out of it, I suppose. 

			“Why did she claim the chancellors will kill us if they discovered Rook and I are Storm Callers, if they already know about her?” 

			Mowry glances over. “In her own way, she was protecting you. They wouldn’t have killed you. Instead, you would have become theirs as well. Perhaps that would be a far more terrible fate.”

			“Theirs?” I ask, a wash of cold dread seeping down the back of my neck. 

			“Even if she’s cured, she won’t live forever,” he says. “Not even Nyxia is immortal. And though she might offer an illusion of power, she is truly just their prisoner in golden cuffs. Part of her was also afraid they’d try to replace her before her time was up. You’d be the perfect candidate. You’re young. You’re Society. You aren’t broken yet.” 

			“Yet?” I croak. 

			He offers me a sad look, the lines in his face deepening with regret. “Eventually, the infection will come for you, too.” 

			I rub the center of my forehead, trying to quell the rush of my spinning thoughts. 

			I guess I always knew it. That day in the park when I was hit by Spark for the first time, it felt like I was in mourning. Even as a child, I understood I was watching an old version of me die. 

			Then Sol told me I was something else. She offered me another chance. 

			I thought I’d escaped that inevitable fate. 

			Now it almost feels like I’m dying all over again. 

			“Why did she ignore us when we arrived back in the city? If she saw me as a replacement, I needed more training.” 

			“Things took a sharp turn for the worse shortly after your return,” Mowry says. “She was worried that if you spent too much time around her, you would notice her . . . struggles and grow suspicious.” 

			“The night of that big storm, she fainted.” 

			“You saw that?” he asks. 

			“Very briefly. I convinced myself I imagined it.” 

			“A video loop,” Mowry said. “Implemented just in case. The infection affects her ability to gather Spark, and yes, she’s growing weaker.”

			I chew the inside of my lip, contemplating everything he’s just revealed. Emerald clouds still swirl overhead, a steady drizzle of rain matting our hair and peppering our clothing. 

			“She did want to keep you safe,” he says softly. 

			“Only to protect herself,” I retort. 

			His expression cracks, something devastating passing over his face. “My dear, she’s trying to protect everyone.” 

			After that, I’m not sure what else to say. I have so many questions, but they’re all crowding for space in my head. For now, I need to focus on finding Rook, getting that cure, and figuring out what’s next. 

			We reach a subway entrance and march down the stairs to find a platform crammed with people huddled together, seeking shelter from both the rain and the Veil. Children. Their mothers. The elderly. Hollows. Cogs. 

			We’re met with wary looks, but no one objects to Calliope’s gun pointed at Dr. Mowry’s back. Understandably, they don’t want to get involved. 

			It’s obvious from the fear in their eyes that they all recognize what Navy, Justin, Calliope, and Fisher are. I hear the word “Solitude” whispered through the crowd while they all shuffle out of our way, as if they might be contagious.

			I sigh, hating how convincing The Shield was when they spun their lies. 

			We pick our way along the platform and turn a few corners, heading into a network of dark, abandoned corridors. A few flashlights click on, their beams bouncing around the narrow space. 

			“This way,” Dr. Mowry says wearily, dragging his feet. I can sense his reluctance, but maybe he understands that he has no choice. Every time I think he’s about to refuse to take us any farther, Justin gives him a look that reminds him of what’s at stake. 

			Mowry isn’t particularly spry, so we adjust our pace to match, but I’m desperate to move faster. I need to get to Rook. 

			My father remains close on my heels, and I still don’t understand why he insisted on coming, nor why he followed me at all. 

			What does he want from me? Absolution? Why now? 

			Also, I can’t imagine that my forgiveness would matter to him. 

			“You okay?” he asks as we walk, and I nod. I have no idea what to say. He keeps surprising me in the most confusing ways. He kept Sol’s secrets to protect me. He covered up murders to keep his children safe. This man, who once lived and died by the order of New Manhattan. Who went to great, often inhuman lengths to punish anyone who broke The Shield’s laws. 

			Yet he broke so many rules to keep me safe. 

			“Not really,” I answer. 

			“We’ll . . . find him,” he says, though I sense his hesitation. He’s not quite ready to accept Rook into my life—not that it’s his decision. “I understand he means a lot to you.” 

			“I love him,” I say firmly. “I already told you that.” 

			The tunnel is so quiet that our whole party can hear every word of our conversation, but I don’t really care. 

			“You’re too young to know what love is,” he says. “I know you think you can trust him, but he’s dangerous.” 

			“How dare—” I say just as Navy stops walking and spins around, narrowing her eyes. 

			“That’s our brother you’re talking about,” she snaps. 

			She plants her hands on her hips. She’s basically a kid who barely reaches the height of my father’s shoulder, yet she’s nearly as intimidating as her own dad. Whatever her future holds, it’s obvious she’ll do great and powerful things. “He’s brave and loyal and one of the best people I know. Which is more than I can say for the present company.” 

			My father’s eyes widen with surprise. 

			Very few people have ever spoken to him this way in his life, let alone a girl from the Wastes with everything to lose.

			“I’m merely looking out for my daughter,” he says, and that answer works its uncomfortable way through my chest, like I’ve swallowed a handful of wooden blocks.

			There are so many things I could say in this moment. How he’s never looked out for me before. That he tried to break me. Tried to force me into killing a man, and when that didn’t work, he disowned me. He tried to force my hand in marriage. He’s hurt me on such a bone-deep level—physically and emotionally—that I’ll wear those scars for the rest of my life. 

			But he already knows this, and I don’t have the energy. 

			“Poet is a part of our family now,” Navy says. “So, excuse me if I’m looking out for her as well.” 

			Tears spring to my eyes at the protectiveness in her voice and the certainty that I belong with them. We only had a few weeks to get to know each other, but her words mean more to me than she could possibly understand. 

			My father tips his head, and Navy sniffs before she turns around and we resume our trek. We all fall silent as we wind deeper into the city’s underground. I wonder what’s happening outside. How are things going between the Veil and the armies of New Manhattan? 

			I try to put it out of my mind because I can’t worry about that right now. 

			I lose track of the time before Dr. Mowry says, “We’re almost there.” His voice is thin, strained. Like he can’t quite bear the sound of those words. 

			Another corner and then another, and we reach a steel door. 

			Throughout it all, Mowry grows increasingly agitated, sweat gathering under his collar and staining his armpits. He keeps tripping, stumbling over his feet. I’d think it was a ruse to get out of this, but I believe his anxiety is genuine. 

			“This is the entrance,” he says, his entire body trembling like dry leaves in a stiff breeze. 

			“To your lab?” Henry asks. 

			Mowry swallows, his throat bobbing, misery carved into the lines of his face. 

			“You’ll see,” he whispers. “You’ll . . . see.”

			He takes a step toward the electronic key panel. 

			“What’s the code?” Fisher asks, looming over him from behind. 

			“It’ll do you no good,” Mowry says. “It also requires a scan of my face.” 

			“So, you planned to give us the location, but we couldn’t have accessed it without you?” Henry asks. 

			Mowry nods, his anguish transforming into guilt. “Not without someone who has clearance.” 

			“Who has clearance?” Justin asks. 

			“Only those who are strictly necessary.” 

			“Necessary for what?” 

			“As I said, you’ll see.” 

			We all share a look, wondering why he’s being so damn cagey. 

			He reaches out, his hand shaking so badly he has trouble punching in the correct numbers. 

			A few beeps, and then a green light scans his face. 

			A hiss, and the door opens.

			He takes a deep breath, and I sense something shifting in that moment. 

			This isn’t just about a cure. 

			Something else is down here. 

			When they started kidnapping people and allowing anyone to join the Extinguishers, Rook was sure they were hiding something. 

			When they locked Edward up, it was because he’d discovered something they didn’t want him to see. 

			Dr. Mowry is about to change everything. 

			The secret they’ve all been keeping. 

			A window into the lies they were trying to protect. 

			We enter a massive room, the ceiling stretching overhead. 

			I blink a few times to make sense of what I’m seeing. 

			Cylindrical tanks. About seven feet tall. A few feet across. 

			Hundreds of them glowing with purple light. 

			And floating inside every single one is a human body. 

		

	
		
			60

			We all stand in a row, each of us too stunned to speak. My eyes jump around the space as I try to make sense of what I’m seeing. The concrete floor. The walls. The wires running up from each tank, then along beams and poles stretching overhead. 

			It’s then that I recall Edward’s words from when we first broke him out of that cell. 

			We brushed over it at the time because we were too focused on the cure and we didn’t know what it meant. 

			A network. A power source. 

			More wires spiral up and spread across the high ceiling, each one connected back to each glowing tank. 

			The tanks holding sleeping, floating bodies. 

			At least . . . I hope they’re sleeping. 

			“What is this?” someone whispers. Justin. The first one of us to find his voice. 

			I turn around to find Mowry slowly walking backward, shuffling toward the door. 

			“Someone stop him!” I shout, and Fisher and Henry are on him in an instant, dragging him toward us. 

			“Please,” he’s begging. Pleading. His knees sag as we surround him. “I’m so sorry. They made me . . .”

			“What is this?” I ask. “What is this?” 

			When Mowry hesitates, Fisher snags him by his collar and hoists him onto his tiptoes. The doctor’s feet scrabble against the floor, and he looks so pathetic that I almost feel bad. Clearly, Fisher harbors no such remorse as he shoves Mowry against a wall and braces an arm across the doctor’s throat. 

			Having an asshole on your side really can be useful. 

			“Start talking,” Fisher says, increasing the pressure on Mowry’s windpipe.

			Mowry opens his mouth, but all he manages is a groan.

			“Ease up!” Henry orders as Fisher tosses him a dirty look, but he backs away a moment later. 

			The doctor rubs his throat, his shoulders heaving. “This is what has kept Nyxia sane for the last thirty years,” he says. “It’s also how we power New Manhattan.” 

			“What are you talking about? General Sol powers New Manhattan,” Henry says, though I can hear the uncertainty in his words. 

			The truth, once immutable, is stretching, thinning, and tipping on its side. 

			“Yes and no,” Mowry says. “It wasn’t just the cure we studied all those years ago. We also developed a method for gathering Spark to use as a fuel source. When she left me, she took that research, too, though without a Storm Caller, it was useless to us anyway.” 

			As he speaks, he grits out each word like it’s causing him great pain. 

			“Armed with the knowledge, she was able to power the city. At first.”

			“At first?” Henry asks. 

			Mowry grunts. “Once she demonstrated what she could do, the chancellors made plans to shift the entire city onto a new power grid, starting with the Citadel and other essential services like the greenhouses, hospitals, and factories. It was a miracle. No more relying on solar power, wind, or other inconsistent fuel. Quickly, New Manhattan grew dependent on it.” 

			Mowry stops, clutches his chest, and wheezes before he doubles over, like he might be having a heart attack. 

			“Oh no, you don’t,” Fisher says, once again grabbing Mowry by the collar and pressing him against the wall. “You’re not weaseling out of this, old man. Keep talking.” 

			Mowry glances up, annoyance flashing over his face. 

			“Unfortunately, it became too much for one woman to handle.” He gasps. “Please. I can’t breathe. I need some space.” 

			Henry touches Fisher’s arm. “Back up. He can’t go anywhere.” 

			Fisher arches a brow and then retreats a few steps as Mowry shuffles away and approaches one of the tanks, peering up at the woman floating inside. The water and glass distort her features a little, but I estimate that she’s about my age with long hair that billows around her in a purple-stained cloud. 

			“We needed . . . support,” Mowry whispers as he drops his head and presses a hand to the glass. “I’m not proud of it. I wish I’d never discovered this.” 

			I scan the room, taking in the slack faces and floating limbs as the picture clears in my mind. 

			“They’re Keepers,” I whisper, hot tears burning in my eyes. 

			Mowry heaves out another sigh and nods. “Nyxia became responsible for channeling millions of watts of Spark over decades. Not only was it impossible to gather enough energy on her own, but it was also rapidly affecting her mind. We needed a solution. That’s really why she came to find me all those years ago. 

			“This is the secret that New Manhattan has tried to hide for so long. Why they cut themselves off from the Tiera Frais, terrified of discovery. They understood how everyone would perceive this, but they also refused to stop.” 

			“Are they . . . dead?” Navy asks, her face pale in the glow of neon light. I can only imagine how she’s picturing herself floating in one of these hideous tanks. 

			“No,” Dr. Mowry says. “They’re technically alive, but most are no longer of this world. Only those connected within the last few days can still be woken up.” 

			“How does it work?” Justin asks. 

			“We discovered that if Nyxia could dissipate Spark through a host, then not only could she gather and harness more of the energy, but it would also protect her mind. The more we added, the better the outcome.”

			“This is . . . horrific,” I whisper. “How could you do this to people?” 

			“This is why you wanted to leave New Manhattan so desperately?” Henry demands. “You thought you could run from this? Keep it a secret until you’re long gone?” 

			Dr. Mowry is trembling from head to toe, his lower lip quivering. Maybe he does regret this, but it doesn’t change what he’s done. “I was given no choice. The city would have lost everything. It was the perfect solution for everyone.”

			“Everyone but these people,” Justin says. 

			“Yes,” Dr. Mowry says. “The true reason the Extinguishers were created was to seek out more people to add to the network. A little bit of fearmongering to ensure neighbor turned on neighbor and everyone was more than willing to fall in line.” 

			I swallow thickly and take a few steps closer to a row of tanks. 

			“Poet,” my father says, reaching for me, but I shuffle away from his touch.

			“Did you know?” I ask. “As a scion, did you know about this?” 

			He shakes his head. “I . . . didn’t.” 

			I study his face, trying to decide if he’s telling the truth. Does it matter anymore? 

			I turn away and slowly begin walking. 

			“For it to work, we need to find them before the infection sets in,” Dr. Mowry says. 

			Most of the people I pass appear young—under thirty years of age or so—lending credence to his statement. I want to smash every tank and free them all. I want to scream. I want to throw up.

			All my life, I’ve feared discovery. I thought they’d kill me. I thought they’d do tests on me. I thought they’d subject me to all kinds of “rehabilitation,” trying to fix me. But I never imagined this. 

			“There are so many,” I whisper. 

			“The more power needed, the more hosts are required,” Mowry says. “When one dies, they’re replaced.” 

			“Is this why they’re hiding the cure?” Henry asks. “They don’t actually want people to be cured?” 

			Mowry tips his head. “Yes . . .”

			He hesitates, making it obvious there’s something else he wants to add. 

			“Then why go to the trouble of creating one at all?” Navy this time. 

			Another flash of contrition passes over Mowry’s face. 

			Despite the depravity we’ve already witnessed, he still hasn’t finished revealing everything yet. 

			“The shift into madness produces the greatest energy surge,” he says, gesturing to the closest tank, where a man with a shaved head bobs slowly up and down. “The effect lasts anywhere from a few months to a year while they succumb.”

			He stops, leaving us to put the pieces together. 

			“You’re curing them,” Justin says. “Over and over. Just so you can use them again.” 

			“Yes,” Mowry says with a nod. “Most people will tolerate it about three or four cycles before their body simply gives out.” 

			Skies. How does this keep getting worse and worse? 

			Bile rises in my throat. 

			“This is another reason she needed a Caller,” he adds. 

			“What do you mean?” I ask, spinning around.

			“I mean this is no longer enough. We reached a critical point about a year ago, and adding more Keepers only yields diminishing results. She’s been forced to channel too much Spark, and it’s causing her mind to deteriorate too quickly.” 

			“She wants to connect Rook to the . . . network?” I ask, another churn of acid burning in my gut. 

			“It’s our working theory that a single Storm Caller could take the place of over a thousand Keepers . . .” 

			Suddenly, my head swims, and I stumble several steps, my hand landing on a tank to catch myself. It’s warm to the touch, like it’s filled with blood. I recoil because it looks like the woman inside is suddenly alive. Her lips move, and her fingers twitch. I grow lightheaded with terror, then realize it’s only an effect of the water. 

			My knees stop working as I sink to the concrete floor, cold seeping up my legs. 

			I’m hyperventilating. I can’t get enough air. I think I’m having a panic attack. 

			“Poet,” my dad says, dropping down beside me. “Are you okay?” 

			“No,” I say. “I just . . . I need a minute.” 

			Everyone is silent as I gather myself, all of us lost in our own thoughts.

			“So, where’s our brother?” Navy asks as I glance up at Mowry. 

			“Is he in here?” I jump up and start scanning the tanks. “I swear if you . . .” 

			“He’s not in here,” Dr. Mowry says. 

			“Then where?” 

			He blinks watery eyes. “I will show you.” 

			Dr. Mowry leads us through the room to the far end, where we pass through another secure door and then turn down a few more hallways. A staircase leads deeper into the earth, and as we wind down, I try to ignore the sensation that I’m being buried alive. 

			Part of me wonders if Mowry is just leading us into a trap, but he’s unarmed and outnumbered—I don’t think there’s much he can do. 

			A few more corridors, and then we arrive at a door also guarded with a lock. Mowry scans his face again, and it beeps before revealing another room, much smaller than the one we just left. 

			We pass various pieces of medical equipment, dominated by a massive white tube attached to a sliding table. 

			“What’s that?” Justin asks. 

			“The brain scanner where I monitor Nyxia,” Mowry says. 

			Then we turn a corner into a square room, and I gasp. 

			Standing in the center is another cylindrical tank, glowing with purple light. 

			And floating in the center . . . is Rook.
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			“Rook!” I cry out and run over, slamming my fists against the thick glass, but he doesn’t react. He hangs, suspended, with his arms outstretched and his hair floating around his head like a funeral wreath. His eyes are closed, and his face is soft, almost as if he’s really just asleep.

			I spin around. “Get him out!” I shout. 

			Navy and Justin are staring up at their brother, their faces pale and their eyes slightly glazed. I storm over to Mowry and point at the tank. 

			“Is he dead?” I ask. “How do we get him out?” 

			“He’s being added to the network,” Mowry says, gesturing to the wires running from the tank and stretching to the roof. 

			“What the fuck does that mean?” I ask, my voice pitching into hysterics. 

			I’m so angry I can barely think. Hardly breathe. It feels like someone has wedged a tight knot of gum down my throat. Red bleeds across my vision, and my hands shake. 

			“Can we get him out?!” 

			Mowry shakes his head, wiping his eyes with the back of a hand. “She only wanted to protect everyone. She had good intentions.” 

			“I don’t give a fuck what her intentions are. I want him out!” 

			Mowry’s gaze shifts between me, Justin, and Navy. 

			Justin holds up his gun and points it at the doctor. “If you don’t get him out this instant, I won’t hesitate to make you suffer.” 

			Mowry scoffs. “You think I want to live with this?” he asks. “The guilt. It’s eaten away at me for decades. I see their faces. The fear when they realize what’s about to happen. They can’t scream. They can’t do anything, but I see it in their haunted eyes. Every time we cure them, the horror begins all over again.” 

			Mowry drops to his knees, curling into himself, and he sobs and sobs. 

			“We won’t kill you,” Navy says, striding over and dropping to her haunches. “We have much more colorful ways of making you suffer.”

			Mowry barely registers her growled threat as he continues crying. Skies, he’s a wretched sight. Calliope comes next. She stomps over and hauls him up by the back of his shirt. 

			“You want out of this city? You want to escape this shame? Redeem yourself. Fix this,” she says, getting in his face. “Get. Him. Out.”

			Her expression is hard and cold, unforgiving. After a moment of hesitation, he slowly nods. 

			“Good,” she says, dragging him to his feet. “And while you’re at it, show us where the cure is stored.” 

			Mowry stumbles a few steps toward a bank of computers on the far wall. “Here,” he says, pointing to a black rectangle flashing with blue and red lights. “If your friend’s drive works, this is where you can download the information.”

			Henry approaches, drawing out the data drive from Edward. 

			“Can you see us?” Henry asks into his headset, scanning the room for security cameras. 

			“You won’t find any surveillance in here,” Mowry says while Henry listens to Edward. “But I swear to you this is the right one.” 

			“Good?” Henry asks into his headset again, pausing to listen, then finds the slot and inserts it into the computer. “Edward says ten minutes. Enough time to get Rook out.” 

			Mowry crosses the room, approaching another panel nailed to the wall. With shaking hands, he begins pressing buttons, whimpering to himself. 

			A light flashes red, and a buzz sounds, almost like an error. 

			Mowry frowns. 

			“What’s happening?” Justin asks, clutching his weapon. 

			Mowry shakes his head and repeats the sequence. “It seems she’s changed the access codes.” Again, he presses several buttons and receives another error. 

			“Get him out,” Justin demands. “Now!” 

			Mowry shuffles to a third panel farther down the wall. Again, he begins pressing buttons and knobs, talking to himself as he receives error after error. “It isn’t working!” 

			“You better not be lying to us,” Fisher hisses. “If this is another ploy . . .”

			“I swear to you it isn’t! I’ve told you everything. Laid myself bare. I want to end this!” Mowry has gone paler than ever. He tugs on his restraints, his body quivering with fear and stress and the guilt of his lies. He slides to the floor again, covering his head with his arms as he sobs.

			“Enough of this shit,” I say, and I pick up a chair, lifting it over my head. Without hesitating, I swing, smashing it against Rook’s glass tank with every ounce of strength I can muster. It connects with a crack, glancing off the surface without leaving a scratch.

			“Fuck!” I scream. Then I swing again, harder this time. The impact vibrates up my arms as the chair shatters in my hands, dropping to the floor like useless twigs. I scan the room, my chest heaving, as I search for a blunt, heavy object. 

			Justin picks up another chair and follows suit, slamming it against the glass until it finally chips. Everyone begins searching for random objects, picking up anything they can lift—computers, monitors, medical equipment—throwing it all against the thick glass. 

			“Rook!” I’m shouting, terrified he can’t be woken up. It’s only been a few days since they captured him. Are we too late? 

			Rage blisters through my veins, red-hot and searing. 

			“Stand back,” Justin says, holding up his gun. 

			“No! What if you hit him?” Navy says. “It’s too dangerous.” 

			“I won’t,” he says. “Move away.” 

			We all do as he asks, shuffling aside as he aims for the side of the tank. 

			He pulls the trigger, the explosion echoing in my ears. 

			The bullet strikes the glass, glancing off and embedding itself into the far wall. 

			But the impact has formed a web of hairline cracks. 

			“Yes!” I scream. “Again!” 

			Justin takes careful aim a second time, then fires another shot, and the cracks expand and spread. 

			“Stop!” booms a voice, and we all turn around to find General Sol surrounded by the four members of her Circle Guard. She looks strangely normal. Nothing like the picture of the woman Mowry painted, nearly on the brink of losing it all. 

			Except maybe that isn’t the truth. Her skin is pale, her eyes bloodshot and ringed by dark circles. She’s thinner than when I last saw her, too. Maybe a better person would feel some pity for all she’s had to endure, but right now, I am not that person. 

			I want her to burn. 

			“You lied to us!” I yell. “Tricked us! How could you do this!” 

			“Arrest them!” she says to her Guards, ignoring me. “How did you find this place?” 

			She scans the room, her gaze landing on Mowry where he cowers in the corner, and she goes entirely still. Several emotions pass over her expression. Pain. Regret. Sadness. Betrayal. 

			Her Guards advance, but I back away. 

			“Don’t touch me!” I scream as I pick up a lamp and start hammering at Rook’s tank, working on the weak spot Justin created. 

			Everyone closes in around me, clashing with the Circle Guard. 

			Thankfully, they’re outnumbered, and we’re definitely angrier.

			“Get him out!” Justin shouts to me. “Just get him out!” 

			My dad appears a moment later, holding what looks like an oxygen tank. 

			“Move,” he says. Then he lifts his arms over his head and smashes the heavy metal tube against the glass. More cracks form, and the first drips of water leak down the side of the tank. 

			“Again!” I say, jumping up and down. 

			Another swing. More cracks. More water. 

			“You cannot have him!” General Sol calls over the fighting. “If it’s not the Solitude, then it will be you, Poet Graves.” 

			“Just try to take her!” my father screams, turning around to face her, his skin flushed and his eyes wild. “Just fucking try!” 

			My father swings at the glass again. 

			“Philip, how could you!” Sol shrieks at Mowry. “Why would you do this to me?” 

			“I had to,” he says, finally looking up from where he’s huddled on the floor. “I couldn’t live with the guilt any longer.” 

			“The city will be left in ruins,” she says. “We will have nothing left!” 

			“If a city’s vitality depends on this suffering, then it doesn’t deserve to stand,” he hisses, finally finding his fucking backbone. “New Manhattan has always been a cancer. It has never deserved anything.” 

			General Sol steps back like she’s been slapped. “You said that you supported me. That you wanted this.” 

			“I wanted to help you, but I never wanted this.” 

			He’s different now. Not the blubbering mess he’s been since we dragged him down here. Now his voice is cold, fused with the certainty that this might be the end for him, but at least he got the truth out while he still could. 

			I watch it all in a kind of haze, only distantly aware of the fighting and the pounding of metal against glass. 

			I watch Rook’s lifeless face as he gently bobs in the tank. 

			I watch Henry and Navy and Justin. 

			These people who’ve all come to mean so much to me during the last few months. 

			This family I found when my own rejected me. 

			These people who offered me a safe haven when I had to run for my life. 

			I’ve made a lot of terrible decisions in the past year, yet I can’t help but understand how lucky I’ve been to be surrounded by such strong, brave, remarkable people. 

			Even if I don’t survive this, I can die knowing that. 

			Then . . . a moment later, the room explodes.
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			Rook’s tank shatters with a roar in a shower of flying glass. I duck as razor-edged shards fire past me against the rush of water. Time seems to stand still as I drop to the floor, and glass scrapes my cheeks and my hands.

			I squeeze my eyes shut, waiting for the chaos to pass. 

			It takes a few seconds for everything to settle into stillness. I peer up to find everyone on the floor, knocked off their feet, flattened in an inch of water. 

			Rook lies passed out, slumped in a heap, his body limp and lifeless. 

			I’m up in an instant, stumbling over my steps and falling on top of him. “Rook!” I shake his shoulders before I press my ear to his chest. Nothing. No breath. No pulse. I tell myself not to panic. I need to fucking hold it together right now. 

			I rise to my knees and begin chest compressions before I tip his head back and blow into his mouth, thankful that my Storm Guard training included lessons in basic first aid. 

			As I work, I’m only partially aware of people moving around me. Navy at my side. A struggle in the background between Sol, her Guards, and the Fog. 

			My father’s hand on my back as tears stream down my cheeks. 

			For once, I don’t recoil from his touch. 

			Maybe it’s a mark of how much I’ve changed that I don’t feel anything at all. 

			“Wake up. Wake up,” I repeat over and over as I try to jump-start Rook’s heart. “Please. Please. I can’t do this without you.” 

			Shots fire, pinging against the wall and the ceiling. 

			The Fog is still fighting the general and her Guards. 

			I listen for Rook’s pulse. Feel for his breath. Still nothing. 

			“Wake up!” I scream before I resume compressions and then blow into his mouth again. He’s fading. I can feel it. How much longer until we can’t get him back? 

			I’ll never forgive myself. I don’t know how I’ll go on knowing I was the reason for his death. It should have been me. I should never have trusted Sol. I should never have let him come back here. 

			I know he wanted the cure, but he did it for me because I couldn’t let go of this place. 

			And then, when he could have left, he stayed for me. 

			I should have told him to go home that night at the rock wall. 

			I should have insisted on finding the cure without him. 

			One. Two. Three. 

			I press and press, then blow into his mouth again. Sweat drips into my eyes, sliding off the tip of my nose. Or maybe that’s my tears. I’m not really sure anymore. My breath stutters, choking out in tight gasps. 

			Please. Please. Please. 

			I grow weak. Dizzy. 

			Someone offers to step in, but I practically growl at whoever it is to back off. 

			Rook is mine. 

			He is mine to fix. 

			To save. 

			He is mine to bring back into this world. 

			Then . . . he coughs. 

			Air rushes into my lungs, and we both start breathing again. 

			Water sputters from his mouth, and he groans. 

			My father is at my side, rolling Rook into a rescue position as he hacks up bile. Thank Skies. He’s fucking breathing. 

			“Rook,” I sob, kneeling over him, not sure if I should touch him, even though I want to wrap him in my arms and never let go again. 

			Another few seconds pass, and then his eyes slowly open. 

			“I was so scared,” I whisper, pressing my face to his cheek. 

			He moans and reaches for me, his fingers fluttering against a loose strand of my hair. 

			“You’re alive,” I whisper. 

			I take his hand, clutch it to my chest, and just drag in a series of long, relieved breaths. 

			A shot rings out overhead, striking the ceiling with a sharp ping, bringing me back to the moment. I instinctively throw myself over Rook’s body, worried about losing him to a stray bullet moments after pulling him back from the brink of . . . 

			Well . . . I can’t think about how close he was to the end.

			“We’d better get out of here,” my father says. He takes Rook’s arm and helps him sit up, then hauls him to his feet. For a moment, I can’t seem to move. Why is he helping? Why is he here?

			I recall what he said to General Sol only a few moments ago. 

			Just try to take her. Just fucking try. 

			Who is this man? 

			Rook is pale and struggling to keep his balance. He leans against my father, his legs unable to support his weight. 

			“How are we going to get him out of here?” Navy asks. “He can’t walk.” 

			“We’ll help him.” Henry appears at my side, and he takes Rook’s other arm, slinging it over his shoulder so he’s suspended between them. 

			“This way,” Henry says. “The others will deal with the general’s Guard and follow. Let’s head back the way we came.” Then he calls over his shoulder. “Someone get the drive from the computer. It should be finished downloading!”

			Justin quickly crosses the room, yanks out the drive, and then pockets it. I scan the space, finding Danica and Brooklyn, along with the rest of the Fog, holding off the Circle Guard. I don’t want to leave them, but they’ll be close behind. 

			I frown when I realize General Sol is no longer in the room. 

			Where did she run off to? 

			Dr. Mowry huddles in the corner, his arms thrown over his head, clearly trying to avoid being noticed. I consider what we should do with him, but he’s no longer useful to us, and he can figure out what comes next on his own. Once the chancellors discover his betrayal, I doubt he’ll be long for this world. After his complicity in this horror, he deserves everything that’s coming to him. 

			“Let’s go!” Henry shouts. 

			We head back through the tunnels before reentering the room full of tanks. 

			The network. The very idea makes my skin crawl. 

			“We need proof,” I say, pulling my phone from my pocket. “We have to show them what The Shield was doing.” 

			Swallowing my distaste, I start recording as I walk down the rows bathed in a wash of amethyst light. I move in close to their faces, hoping people might recognize their loved ones. I’m sure their families have spent years wondering what happened to them. Maybe we can offer them closure. 

			Though I don’t know what’s worse. Not knowing, or this. 

			I walk quickly, scanning each row. 

			I understand we need to keep moving, but it feels like I need to honor every single one. I blow out a strangled breath when I spot a few children who never got the chance to grow up. 

			It just gets more and more awful. 

			“We have to find a way to shut this down,” Henry says. 

			“Most of the city will lose power,” my father says. 

			“I don’t care. We can’t allow this to continue.” 

			My father nods, and they carefully prop Rook against a wall, where he bends over with his hands braced on his knees. He’s already looking a little better, thanks to the color returning to his pale cheeks. 

			“These poor people,” Navy whispers, covering her mouth, tears filling her eyes. “How do we help them?”

			“I’m not sure we can,” Justin answers. “Do you think they’re . . . in pain?” 

			We all glance at Rook, who’s still breathing heavily. 

			“Did you feel it?” I ask, scared to hear the answer. 

			He pauses before speaking. “I was . . . aware,” he says, clutching a hand to his chest like it hurts to talk. “It felt like I was empty. Like there was nothing of me left, just this . . . shell. It was a strange kind of agony, knowing I was trapped, but unable to move or do anything about it.

			“And every few minutes, I’d feel a pulse of Spark.” 

			He hesitates again, clearly gathering his thoughts. I approach and drop to my heels, peering up into his face.

			“What happened?” I ask, laying a hand on his knee.

			“It was like that moment when we touch Spark . . . only it lasted so much longer. That pain. That agony tearing through me.” His voice catches on the last few words. Then he whispers, “It was endless.” 

			“Oh, Rook,” I say, tucking back a piece of his hair. “I’m so sorry.” 

			“Do you think it’s the same for them?” Navy asks carefully. 

			We all turn our gazes to the tanks and the helpless people floating inside. 

			“I don’t know,” Rook answers. 

			Even if it’s only a fraction of that same torturous pain, I can’t imagine what it must be like to endure that every day for years. 

			“Skies,” I whisper, then shake my head. “We don’t just need to shut it down. We need to destroy it. We have to find a way to stop them from ever doing this again.” 

			“How?” Navy asks. 

			“Does Edward have an idea?” I ask Henry. 

			I push myself back up and start recording again, tilting my camera at various angles to capture everything. The computers. The electrical panels. The wires running from the tanks and across the ceiling. 

			I want proof of everything.

			I want there to be no doubt about what happened here. 

			More people, more faces, more innocent lives stolen. And then I round a corner and freeze. 

			My blood turns cold, and my stomach drops to my feet.

			My heart stops. 

			Stutters. 

			Skips a beat. 

			Raine.
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			“Dad!” I scream. “Daaaaad!” 

			I stumble toward the tank, peering up, trying to get a better look at his face. 

			This has to be a mistake. 

			The glass and water distort everyone’s features a little bit, but no, I’m sure it’s him. 

			My heart batters behind my ribs, and my breath turns to mud. 

			Of course. It makes sense. 

			I saw her take him that night. It should have occurred to me the moment we walked into this room. 

			She looked me in the eye and told me she tried to help him. 

			But she fucking lied about that, too. 

			“Raine,” I whisper, pressing my hand to the glass. “Raine, no.” 

			My father appears at my side, and I watch his face as he registers who is in this tank. The brother I loved with my entire heart.

			Color drains from my father’s cheeks as his expression transforms. I’ve always assumed my father doesn’t feel very much. He’s never worn his emotions. He’s always been a blank wall. Just coldness I could never penetrate, and I stopped trying a long time ago. 

			I don’t know what shifted in the last few months, but something has changed. 

			My father has always been a mystery to me, but in this moment, I feel his heart break. 

			I see the second it cracks, written in the lines around his eyes and mouth. 

			The shattering of something delicate that he might have been trying to protect.

			The reminder that even the worst monsters have a heart. 

			“My boy,” he says softly, laying his hand next to mine. 

			He drops his head, his hair falling, shoulders shaking. I watch as a tear slips off his nose and hits the concrete floor, leaving a dark spot. 

			I didn’t know my father could actually cry. 

			I’m not sure why realizing that makes the inside of my chest ache.

			His lips are moving, but I can’t hear what he’s saying. 

			I’m sorry, maybe, but I can’t be sure. 

			What specifically is he apologizing for? He has so much to account for. 

			It takes him a moment to look up. He peers at me, and we watch each other. 

			Henry, Navy, Justin, and even Rook have made their way over. 

			I turn to Henry, who approaches. 

			He’s blinking rapidly, trying to hold back a flood of tears. 

			I take his hand and squeeze it. 

			“Raine,” he says with a quiver in his voice. “I . . . miss you every day.” 

			The three of us stand together, forced to come to terms with the truth. Finally. After years of wondering. All this time, he was right here, while Rook and his people took the blame for his death. 

			“Can we get him out?” I ask, already knowing it’s hopeless. 

			“He’s been in there for years,” my father says softly. “You remember what Dr. Mowry said. He’s effectively . . . no longer of this world.”

			“But we could try!” I say, suddenly verging on frantic. This has all been too much. I want him back. I want to hug my brother one more time. “He can feel it! He’s endured this for years! Find something to break it! We need to try!”

			I’m sobbing now, tears coating my face, my heart whipping so hard I think I might faint. 

			“Poet.” My father reaches for me, but I step back, throwing his hand off with a snarl. 

			It’s involuntary. Instinctual. A reaction born of a lifetime of pain.

			Does he think anything has changed between us? 

			I witness another break in his features. 

			The understanding that dawns on him. He cannot comfort me right now. Whatever truce we’ve found these past weeks cannot erase our history. 

			We are forever broken. 

			Warm arms circle around me instead, drawing me against a body I’ve come to know as well as my own. 

			The smell of the wind and the crisp freshness of green apples. 

			Rook hugs me so tightly that it begins to calm my racing pulse. 

			This is my safe place. The man to whom I’ve given my trust. 

			He whispers softly in my ear. He reminds me how much my brother loved me and that he’d want me to live my life. That he’d want me to move on. 

			“I want him back,” I sob. “I miss him so much.” 

			He cups my cheeks in his hands and kisses away my tears. “I know. I wish I could bring him back for you, but I promise that he’s so damn proud of you, Poet. It’s time to let him go.” 

			I nod, though I hate it. 

			I look at Henry, and the expression on his face tells me he doesn’t like the idea of leaving Raine here, either. 

			A loud bang from the hall has us all looking over. 

			Shouts. Shots fired. They’re coming this way. Did Sol’s Guards overpower the Fog? 

			“We need to get out of here,” Fisher says from where he and Calliope have been giving us all some space.

			“Have you found a way to shut this down?” Rook asks his brother, who’s standing at a nearby control panel. 

			“I’m working on it!” Justin calls. “Edward’s guiding me through it.” 

			“Do you have enough footage?” my father asks me. 

			“I think so,” I say, wiping my cheeks. 

			Henry, my father, and I all watch at Raine for another second. 

			I step toward his tank, and I touch my fingers to my lips before pressing them to the glass. 

			“I love you,” I say. “Know that I live every day trying to be as brave and strong as you. I wish you’d told me what you were going through so we could have faced it together.” 

			Henry bows his head. “I’ll never forget you,” he whispers. “Thank you for the brief happiness we had.” 

			Then my father steps forward, his jaw hard. 

			“I’ll make them pay for this,” he says. 

			Henry and I stare at him, not sure what to say. 

			But we’re out of time because more shouts are coming this way. 

			“Let’s go,” my father says. 

			We turn around and head for the exit. 

			Justin is still busy with the control panel while he confers with Edward over his headpiece. I can hear Edward giving him instructions on how to disconnect the system. 

			Justin fiddles with some buttons and knobs, but nothing seems to be working. 

			Shots ring out in the distance, and we can’t be sure which side they’re coming from. We need to move. 

			“This is taking too long!” Rook growls. “Shut this down.”

			He walks over, grips a bunch of wires in his large hand, and pulls. 

			A moment later, the humming in the room cuts off, and New Manhattan is plunged into complete and total darkness. 
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			Everything goes silent. Without the ambient noise of the droning generators, it’s so quiet that my ears hurt. Everything feels muffled, like we’ve been draped in thick wool blankets. I shake my head, holding my hand in front of my face, but I can’t make out a single thing. 

			A click, and a pool of light expands around us. I blink, adjusting to the sudden change. Henry is holding a flashlight, and a moment later, Navy and Justin power theirs on, too.

			Rook tugs me against him, kissing the top of my head. “Are you okay?” he asks softly. 

			He’s still soaking wet, and I can feel him shivering. I rub my hands up his arms, which are covered in gooseflesh, trying to warm him up. “Am I okay? Are you?” 

			“I’m fine, Trouble. Super weirded out, though.” 

			I huff out a laugh. 

			“We should get out of here,” Henry says. “The others will find their way back.” 

			I strain to listen for the sounds of fighting in the distance, but I hear nothing. They must’ve also been thrown into shock when the lights went out. 

			Except that isn’t completely true, because I do hear something. 

			“What is that?” I ask before everyone pauses, also straining to listen. 

			“Water?” Rook asks. 

			“The pumps,” my father says. “They’ve switched off.” 

			“Pumps?” Calliope asks. 

			“The city maintains a network of industrial pumps that keeps the water surrounding us from flooding the underground.” 

			“Oh, shit,” Fisher says. “You mean . . .” 

			“This will all be underwater soon,” my father says, just as I notice a puddle seeping across the floor. 

			Henry glances back the way we came. We need to warn the others, but we can’t risk going back down. Hopefully, they’re already headed up. 

			“Let’s go,” Fisher says. “This is about to become a tomb.” 

			At first, no one moves, but then slowly, Henry nods. “Very well.” 

			The water is already rising, coming up past my ankles, flooding my boots. We splash down the tunnels as the level keeps climbing. I think of that room and all those Keepers. Raine and everyone else who gave their lives for New Manhattan. 

			Soon, this will all be underwater. This isn’t the ending I wanted for my brother. It isn’t the ending I wanted for anyone. 

			We circle higher, staying ahead of the flood, the water receding behind us. I wonder how high it will go. Will we lose everything below the surface? More than that?

			Thankfully, the train platform is now devoid of people. They must’ve headed to the surface when the power went out, seeking light. At least we don’t have to worry about them drowning in the tunnels. I can’t handle any more death. 

			When we emerge from the train station, emerald clouds swirl in the sky while a light drizzle continues to fall. I spot the first hints of amethyst streaking over the horizon, and I wonder if an Empire Storm is also brewing. Sometimes they can occur together, though it’s rare. Seems fitting that it might happen on a night like this. 

			Despite the numerous people crowding the streets, it’s so quiet. 

			Like everyone is terrified of shattering the careful balance of the very atmosphere. 

			I peer up at the darkened buildings. The windows are like a thousand blank eyes watching us. A shiver rolls down my spine, and not from the cold. 

			The streetlamps sit like dead soldiers, lining the walkways. 

			I’ve never seen New Manhattan like this. 

			Like its very heart has been scooped out, leaving only an empty husk. 

			Maybe I understand why they did it. 

			Maybe I understand why they were trying so hard to protect this. 

			Raine’s sleeping face flashes in my thoughts, and my stomach heaves. 

			It doesn’t matter. 

			It doesn’t excuse what they’ve done. I imagine the Keepers in those watery graves, all dying one last time. I don’t have words for it. There is no sentiment adequate enough to express what we saw in that room. It feels like I’ll spend the rest of my life trying and failing to wrap my head around what was done to those people. 

			We need to find a way to honor them. Give them the dignified deaths they were robbed of. 

			They gave up their lives without being asked, all so the rest of us could live. 

			In the distance, I hear the clash between the Veil and New Manhattan. They probably haven’t noticed the power outage beyond the rock wall yet. 

			Rook walks beside me, his gait still unsteady, his cold hand clamped around mine. He’s still weak, but he clearly doesn’t want anyone to notice. Navy and Justin walk on his other side as they catch him up on everything he missed, including the death of their brother. I sense their pain as they fall into silence. I hope they will get the chance to grieve properly soon. 

			My father walks behind me, his presence like a shadow I can’t escape. 

			I don’t know what to say to him anymore. I don’t know why he’s still here. What does he want? 

			Finally, we arrive back at the Fog’s headquarters. 

			We head upstairs to find Edward and Ada at the computers, where they’ve hooked up a generator. She’s leaning over him while he types away, and they speak in low, hushed voices. 

			They both turn around as we enter. Edward pushes up from his chair, crosses the room, and throws his arms around Rook. “So glad to see you, man,” he says. 

			“Where are the others?” Ada asks. 

			“Somewhere behind us,” Henry replies. “When the power went down, we were separated.”

			“Tell me what happened?” she asks softly, probably sensing that we’re all dealing with a bunch of collective trauma that will haunt us for a very long time. 

			“It was horrible,” I say, shaking my head. “I can’t believe . . .” I look at her. “Did you have any idea?” 

			“None at all,” she says. “If I’d known . . .” She stops and turns back toward the computers. Though she’s trying to hide it, I notice her wiping away a tear. She created the Fog to help people like her partner, but she never truly understood what she was up against. 

			“What’s done is done,” she says with a sniff. “The important thing is that we are no longer in the dark, relatively speaking. You’ve stopped it.”

			“For now,” I say. “What’s to say they won’t find us, kill us, and do it all over again?” 

			“Nothing,” she says, offering me a firm look. “Nothing at all. But we keep trying. We never stop.” Her head drops, and I notice her whispering to herself before she inhales deeply and turns around. “Where is the data drive?” 

			Justin holds up the tiny rectangle. It seems impossible that so much power could be contained in something so physically insignificant. “How do we know it worked?” he asks. 

			Edward reaches for it. “I’ll know in a minute.” 

			Justin hesitates. I can tell a part of him doesn’t want to give it up. The city still represents everything they’ve worked against for so many years. 

			New Manhattan held this knowledge at their fingertips, and they abused it. 

			Justin exchanges a glance with Rook, who dips his chin. But Justin is exactly like his brother. He would never try to keep this to himself. As Justin hands the drive to Edward, I feel a collective release of tension around the room. 

			Trust still needs to be earned despite everything we did together tonight. 

			Maybe we need more time, or maybe some wounds are too deep to heal. 

			Rook turns to Ada. “After we take this information back to the Veil, we’ll use it to develop the antidote and share it with as many people as we can.”

			“I understand,” she says. 

			“We won’t keep your secret,” he adds. “The Tiera Frais deserves to know what The Shield has been doing.” 

			“Tell whoever you want. It isn’t my secret,” Ada says, and Rook offers her a somber nod. 

			“This is still your home, and I cannot predict how everyone will react once they learn the truth.”

			“What do you think they might do?” Henry asks. 

			Rook shrugs. “I can’t say for sure, but the code of the Tiera Frais would never tolerate such a blatant disregard for human life.” 

			“We understand,” Ada says. “We wouldn’t ask you to keep this to yourselves.” 

			“And what about New Manhattan?” I ask, holding up my phone. “They deserve to see everything. Once they learn the truth, this has to open their eyes.” 

			“Let me see that,” Edward says. I hand over my phone before he plugs in a cable and calls up the footage I filmed. I turn away, unable to stomach it again. 

			I hate that this is the last image I’ll ever see of Raine’s face. 

			“Poet,” Ada says. “I have an idea, and I need your help.” 

			“Yes?” 

			“I want to show everyone what you saw tonight, and I think it would be more powerful if it comes from someone who was there, who escaped New Manhattan and saw the truth with her own eyes. We don’t need them to just hear all this; we need them to believe it.” 

			“How?” I ask, nerves swirling in my stomach. 

			“Edward and I have been working on this for a while. We knew we’d need a way to share The Shield’s secrets on a mass scale. He’s tapped into the feed that accesses every screen in New Manhattan.”

			“Can Edward do all that?” Rook asks. “Without any power?” 

			“It does throw a wrinkle into things,” Edward says, spinning around in his chair. He has that light in his eyes. That same one I saw when he agreed to help me break into the Citadel months ago. “We can’t hit every screen, but I can access people’s phones as long as they still have battery life, plus many of the public screens work on stored electricity as well.”

			“What do you want me to say?” I ask.

			Ada clasps her hands around my shoulders. “I want you to remind everyone that there is another way,” she says. “That we don’t have to accept the path that’s been set for us. The Fog isn’t the first group that has tried to make a difference over the years. We’re just one in a long line of people who believed. They were stopped. Beaten. Broken. But every smothered act of defiance was a tiny spark feeding a flame. Never dead . . . just dormant.”

			A shiver rolls down my back as I absorb her words. The room is so quiet that I can hear fighting in the distance, even muffled through the windows. 

			I open my mouth and then close it. “Me? Really?” 

			“You wanted to help,” Ada says. “And you’ve already done so much, but this is what we’ve all been working toward. I want you to tell everyone what you saw in the Tiera Frais. I want you to tell them about what you saw tonight. I want you to tell them everything.”

			Rook takes my hand and squeezes it. I look up at him, and he doesn’t say anything. He doesn’t need to. 

			He simply watches me because he already knows my answer. 

			“Yes,” I say. “Of course I’ll do it.” 

			Ada’s smile is bright. “You’re a very brave young woman. I hope your parents are proud of you.” 

			I feel my father’s gaze on my back. 

			Is he proud of me? He thought I was weak. A burden. 

			Only useful to him as Knox’s wife. And now? 

			I realize it doesn’t matter anymore. 

			A former version of me wanted to make him proud, but I no longer need his approval. 

			“Maybe they are,” I say. “But I think it matters a lot more that I’m proud of myself.” 

			Ada leans in and offers me another warm smile. “Well, then I hope you’re very proud.”

			I nod, my throat tight with emotion as Rook squeezes my hand again. Then he pulls me toward him, wrapping an arm around me. “For whatever it’s worth, I’m proud of you, too,” he whispers. 

			It’s worth everything. 

			Ada and Edward consult for a few seconds, and she picks up a camera sitting in the corner. The same kind that the city’s news teams use, with a big lens and a tripod. She sets it up in the middle of the room, pointing it toward a blank wall, then instructs everyone to clear out of the way. I step in front of it, peering into the lens, and imagine I can see an entire universe reflected in its dark eye. 

			“You’re okay with me telling everyone about the Tiera Frais?” I ask Rook. “You want them to know it all?”

			He nods. “It’s time they learned everything. If they still want to support New Manhattan and The Shield, then that’s up to them, but these people deserve to finally know the truth.” 

			I nod and inhale a deep breath. 

			“Ready?” Ada asks Edward.

			“Almost,” he says, typing on his computer. “Everyone, turn down the volume on your phones. This is going up live.” 

			“Don’t be nervous,” Ada tells me. “You’ll do great.” 

			“You have about five minutes of juice,” Edward adds. “Before this generator runs out and my rig shuts down.” 

			He taps a few more things and pulls out the data drive before handing it back to Justin. “Keep it safe,” Edward says. “Put this information to better use than we did.” 

			Justin tucks it into a pocket. “I promise that we will.” 

			Then, everyone turns to look at me. 

			“Ready,” Edward says. “I’ll count you in.” 

			“Just speak from the heart,” Rook says, laying a hand on his chest. 

			I nod and lift my chin. 

			Straighten my shoulders. 

			Take a deep breath. 

			And then I begin.
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			“Hello,” I say, my voice rough, caught in my throat. I clear it, hoping to sound more confident. “My name is Poet Graves. Tonight, I was part of a mission that discovered many secrets The Shield has been lying about. And now, I’m here to tell you the truth.”

			I notice a few people have pulled out their phones, and my face is now visible on their screens. My gaze meets Rook’s where he stands behind the camera with his arms folded. He mouths, You’re doing great.

			Then, I lay it all out. The Tiera Frais. The Veil. The Neo-Cities. The Kindred, living in the wilds. All the things that have been kept from them. I wonder how many people are seeing this and how many would rather turn away than believe what I’m saying. 

			I tell them General Sol’s story. 

			The real one. 

			About the cure. 

			About the lies.

			“Tonight, we discovered why they’ve been keeping it from us,” I say. 

			I watch as the feed switches to the footage we recorded earlier. 

			I explain what they’re seeing. 

			“This is how they’ve been powering the city,” I say. “Stealing innocent people to add to their network. Trapping these poor souls while telling everyone we’re dangerous. If you’ve ever lost someone to the Extinguishers, this is probably why.” 

			The video feed switches to a reel of my brother, and I start to tremble. 

			“This is my brother, Raine,” I say, my voice cracking. “All this time, I thought he was dead. But this is where he’s been. Defiled. Abused. Taken.” 

			Edward spins around in his chair and circles his finger, telling me to wrap this up. 

			“They have a cure,” I finally say. “And they kept it from us so they could do this. Instead of healing us, they used us.

			“I’m here to tell you that you don’t have to accept or be a part of this anymore. It should never have mattered that you were born a Hollow, a cog, or even a Keeper. We should never have been divided this way. It only benefitted The Shield, and what they’re most afraid of is any of you realizing it. You can fight back. Demand something else. Dignity. Respect. An equal share of what this world has built.” 

			Edward flips another signal. Thirty seconds left. 

			“I thought I understood my place in this world,” I say. “A year ago, my entire future had been decided. I thought I knew my destiny. But I discovered that destinies aren’t written in stone. They can be altered. Shifted. Broken and then . . . created. Every one of us has the power to do it. Every one of you has a spark inside you that can ask for more.” 

			I blink. 

			Stare into the camera. 

			Feel my orbit stop spinning and change course. 

			“I am Poet Graves. And for the first time in my life, I am free.”
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			Edward’s generator gives out as the room falls silent, and all his screens go dark. Rook is already heading toward me, wrapping me in the circle of his arms. 

			“That was perfect,” he says into the crown of my head. “You are perfect.” 

			I cling to him and bury my face in the curve of his throat. His clothing is still damp, but he’s warm and solid.

			“We should get going,” a voice interrupts us. It’s Fisher. He’s peering at his phone, his thumb scrolling down the screen. “Lieutenant General Rey says we’re planning to withdraw to the Veil within the next thirty minutes. We’ve made our point.”

			That means it’s time to make a choice. 

			I’ve been avoiding thinking too hard about what comes next. 

			I’ve just exposed myself. Revealed everything. 

			My face is everywhere. I’ll never be safe in New Manhattan again. 

			But I started this, and I wouldn’t have it any other way. 

			I stiffen, and Rook pulls back, cupping my face in his hands. 

			“Poet?” 

			“I want to be with you,” I whisper. 

			He’s sweeping away a tear when another echoing voice cuts through whatever he’s about to say. It’s coming from outside. 

			“You are surrounded,” it booms. “Come out now, unarmed with your hands up, and we won’t hurt anyone.” 

			“General Sol,” Henry says, standing at the window, peering down. “She found us.” 

			We break apart, pulling aside the curtains to find that we are indeed surrounded by dozens of guards and . . . General Sol. 

			I cover my mouth when I see who’s standing with her, their hands tied behind their backs. 

			“Domino!” I shout. “Journey!” 

			They’re both wide-eyed. Terrified. With them, also bound, are a few members of the Fog. 

			General Sol takes the bullhorn and begins speaking. “We’ve intercepted your little rescue mission to the Tempestade. We’ve recaptured every prisoner and acquired some new ones. But I’ll make you a trade. These two, in exchange for Poet Graves and the Solitude. Send them out.” 

			“What do we do?” Henry asks Ada, who has that look on her face that tells me she’s trying to think of something. 

			“If they don’t come out in the next two minutes, we’re coming in,” Sol adds, her voice slightly muted through the windowpanes. “You’re surrounded, and we know you’re outnumbered.”

			I stare down at Journey and Domino. I can’t let anyone hurt them. 

			“I’ll go,” I say. “Maybe she’ll be content with just me, and the rest of you can sneak away while they’re distracted.” 

			“Poet,” Rook says. “Absolutely not. You aren’t sacrificing yourself.”

			“Well, I’m not leaving my friends with her!” 

			Ada lifts up her hands in a slow down gesture. “Let me think.” 

			“We all go,” Fisher says. “But we keep our weapons. We can fight our way out against a bunch of useless Crusts.” 

			“What if they hurt my friends?” I demand. 

			Calliope shrugs. “So be it. They don’t mean anything to us.” 

			Rook whips around. “They’re my friends, too.” 

			“Crust friends?” she asks, her lip curling as she scans him up and down, while Fisher frantically types on his phone. “Maybe we shouldn’t have bothered saving you after all.” 

			Whatever admiration I felt for her during our rescue mission quickly evaporates. 

			She glares, and he glares back. 

			“You stay here,” Rook says to me. “I’m going down.”

			Then he turns around and stomps out of the room. I’m so surprised that it takes me a moment to shout, “No you aren’t!” 

			I run to catch up, following him down the stairs. 

			“We’re doing this together,” I say. “You are not giving yourself up for me.” 

			“Go back upstairs, Poet,” he practically growls. “I’ll take care of this.” 

			“Rook, no!” I grab his arm. “I promised your father.” 

			That brings him to a stop a step below me. He turns around. 

			“He told me you’d probably try to sacrifice yourself for me, and I promised I’d stop you.” I swallow a thick knot. “Please don’t make me a liar.” 

			He clenches his jaw, his eyes darting around the stairwell before he fixes his stare on me. 

			“Please,” I say. “I want to do this together. I’m not helpless.” 

			He exhales a sharp breath and runs a hand through his hair. 

			“I know you aren’t,” he says. “I’ve never thought that.” 

			“Just a lot of trouble?” I ask, earning me a small smile. 

			“Worth every bit of it,” he answers, and then he holds out his hand. “Fine.” 

			We make our way to the main floor and burst into the cool night air. 

			The rain has stopped, and the sky is flashing and tumbling with amethyst clouds. 

			The storm is close, but I ignore the itching in my limbs. 

			When Journey and Domino spot us, they both dissolve into tears. I want to run to them, but they stand blocked by a pair of Patrols. 

			“We’re here,” Rook says. “Let them go.” 

			Sol lifts her chin. “I want your word that you’ll come quietly,” she says. 

			“So you can use us?” I ask. 

			“So you can help me,” she says, spreading her hands. “New Manhattan needs you. Everyone here needs you.” 

			“I don’t want to be a part of this anymore,” I say. “I thought I wanted to protect this city, but . . .” 

			“I will protect you,” she says, flattening her hand to her heart. “I swear to you that I will keep you both safe.” 

			I scoff. “You literally just threatened my friends. You turned a bunch of innocent people into fucking batteries! I’d be a fool to believe another word you say. Let them go. Let us go. You have no power here anymore.” 

			Sol’s expression darkens as I watch several emotions cross her face. 

			Disappointment. Fear. 

			And then anger. 

			“Fine,” she says. “If this is how you want to do it. Take them!” 

			Instantly, the Patrols start moving toward us. 

			Rook and I back up several steps. We’re unarmed and outnumbered. 

			That’s when several things happen at once. 

			The door to the Fog’s headquarters slams open, and a dozen armed people spill out. At the same moment, I notice a group approaching from down the street. It takes me a moment to make them out. Rook is watching, too. 

			“The Veil,” he whispers. 

			Then I remember Fisher texting on his phone a moment ago. 

			“You’ll have to go through all of us,” Henry says, stepping out in front. 

			My gaze flicks behind the general, causing her to turn around. 

			“Attack!” Fisher shouts, and the soldiers of the Veil charge from behind. 

			A few seconds later, every side clashes, weapons and fists flying. 

			We’re instantly plunged into chaos.

			I rush toward Domino and Journey and quickly untie their restraints. 

			“You’re okay!” I shout, wrapping them both in a tight hug. “Skies, I was so worried.” Journey is so pale that I wonder what they did to her. I hug her a second time, relieved to see her again. “C’mon,” I say as I drag them both toward the Fog’s headquarters. “Go upstairs and lock the doors. There’s food and water if you need it.” 

			“Get her!” Sol is screaming. “Don’t let her get away!” 

			I shove them both through the door, but Domino pauses. “Will you be okay?” 

			“I’m not sure,” I say, taking her wrist. “Dom, if I don’t see you again, I want you to know how much I’ve cherished our friendship. I love you. Thank you for being the friend I needed so much.” 

			She offers me a watery smile. 

			“Take care of Journey,” I add. “Promise me you’ll look after her.” 

			“I always do,” she says, and then she disappears into the building. I slam the door and turn around. 

			Everyone is fighting, and I search for Rook, but he’s lost to the crowd.

			A fist swings at me, and I duck, crashing into a body, nearly losing my balance. 

			“There she is!” someone shouts, and I notice several Patrols advancing on me. 

			I shove my way through the crowd, my progress hindered by flying punches and kicks. 

			Someone seizes me from behind. My hands are yanked on either side. 

			“No!” I shout, fighting as I’m dragged toward where Sol stands waiting with one of her Circle Guards. We’re surrounded by dozens of people, and no one notices as she snags my wrist in a bruising grip. 

			She offers me a smile, but there’s no warmth in it. “Let’s go,” she says. “Once we get the pumps back up, we’ll start by connecting you to the network. I thought we’d use the Solitude, but I think you might be stronger.” 

			“No!” I scream. “No! You aren’t taking me! Help!” 

			She ignores me as she tugs me through the crowd, her Guard following close on my heels. Her grip is unyielding, and I feel the tip of a stunner pressed into my back. I fight and scream, but my words are lost in the commotion. 

			We turn a corner, heading down an empty street. A few more blocks, and the sounds of fighting grow distant. 

			How long will it take for someone to realize I’m gone? And how will anyone find me?

			“Let me go!” I cry again.

			“Shut her up!” Sol snaps. 

			A hand covers my mouth as I’m lifted off my feet. I sink my teeth into flesh, and the Guard howls as he snatches his hand away and drops me. My feet hit the pavement, my ankles rolling, but I don’t waste a second before I bolt. 

			“Oh no, you don’t!” Sol shouts. 

			She grabs my arm and yanks, and then I’m going down. I hit the street, my hands and knees scraping against concrete. The wind is knocked out of me as I roll over, and then Sol is on top of me, seizing my wrists. I try to fight her off, but she’s stronger than me. 

			“Get off!” I shriek, kicking, fighting, flailing. 

			She makes a claw with her hands and tries to scratch my face.

			“Stop! No!” 

			Her expression is wild, her skin flushed. “You are mine, Poet Gr—”

			Suddenly, General Sol is hauled off me.

			And there stands my father, gripping her by the back of her coat. 

			“I said you couldn’t have her,” he snarls before he spins her around, cranks his fist, and punches her in the face. Her head snaps back, and she staggers a few steps. Blood coats her mouth and nose, and she touches her lips before her fingers come away wet. 

			“You bastard!” she cries, flying at my father, her dark hair streaking behind her. 

			They clash as I lie on the ground, trying to catch my breath. I notice that Sol’s Guard is crumpled in a heap on the sidewalk. Did my father do that? 

			Now, Sol and my father are rolling across the pavement, trying to land punches as they claw and grab at each other. I’m kind of shocked he knows how to move like that. 

			For a moment, I let them continue, trying to decide what to do next. 

			I should run for help. Jump in.

			They roll again, crashing into the body of the fallen Guard as my father valiantly fights her off. 

			But Sol is a general. 

			The leader of an army. 

			My father might have trained for the Patrol over a decade ago, but it’s obvious that she’s far more skilled.

			Before I can intervene, she snatches the Guard’s dropped stunner and blasts my father in the stomach. He goes flying, hitting the wall of a building, his head cracking against it with a sickening crunch as he slowly slides down. 

			He slumps to the floor, and now Sol is staring at me. 

			The clouds rumble overhead, and we both look up as the sky explodes with jagged streaks of Spark. 

			Our gazes meet, and I think we both have the same idea at the same moment. 

			I call to the storm. 

			I think she must, too. 

			I don’t know what I’m doing. Can I pull it away from her? Can I take it from her? 

			I close my eyes, and I try to feel it. I think of the night I waited on the rocks for Rook, when the storm became a part of me. It’s almost like I can sense it pumping through my veins. Somewhere along the way, I grew around the storm, offering it space, giving it a home.

			As my eyes open, I watch General Sol raise her arms. 

			It all seems to happen in slow motion as the air around us condenses.

			More rough lines of Spark spread across the sky, blanketing us in the glow of amethyst light. 

			Sol tips her face up. She’s done this so many times. 

			She understands the storms in a way I’m just coming to know. 

			The lines of Spark coalesce, arcing together before they spear toward the earth. 

			Maybe it will hit us both. Maybe it will miss us completely. Though I doubt it. 

			I call to it over and over. 

			Find me. Find me. 

			I don’t know how I know, but I sense it will choose only one of us. 

			It seems to stutter in the air, blinking out, jumping, and breaking. 

			Flashing left and right. I’ve never seen it do that. 

			And then . . . it hits me. 

			I moan as it sizzles through me, cooking me from the inside out. My vision smears, my mind warps, my knees shake. I cry out as I’m torn up, shredded to dust, and broken down into nothing. 

			The plasma arc swells, encasing me in light, and then I remember what I’m supposed to be doing. I gather the sparks, picking up as many as I can. Fumbling to bring them together. I wonder what Sol is doing. Was she also hit? I can’t see her. All I can see are the purple reflections of a thousand tiny points of light crowding my line of sight. 

			If it comes down to a show of strength, I know she’ll win.

			She’s had years of practice, and I am nothing. 

			No more than a second or two has passed, but it feels like I’ve lived lifetimes in this moment, lost somewhere between the sky and the earth and the atoms vibrating in the air.

			The plasma arc winks out, and I’m shocked to discover a ball of pure magenta light hovering in my hand. 

			It might be the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.

			I look up to find Sol storming toward me. She comes to an abrupt halt when she sees what I’m holding, as understanding dawns on us both. 

			The Spark chose me. Not her.

			Her eyes widen, and her mouth opens. 

			Our gazes meet as a connection passes between us. 

			In that moment, we become two people burdened with something we never asked for. Bestowed a mantle as heavy as iron to wear. 

			The savior and her replacement. 

			If she’d gotten her hands on me, my life would never have been my own. 

			Just like hers. 

			I thought marrying Knox was a prison, but becoming the very Spark that powers New Manhattan would have been a life sentence from which I could never have escaped. 

			Every move. Every thought. Nothing would have been mine. 

			She watches me, and I lift my hand as she backs away a few steps. 

			I don’t know if this will kill her. 

			I think, in the end, maybe she was trying her best. 

			Aren’t we all?

			Maybe I should feel sorry for her, but I would never have gone to the same lengths just to save myself. 

			She will stop at nothing until she has me. 

			So, I have no choice. 

			I pull my arm back and release the Spark with a roar.
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			It shoots from my hands and strikes Sol in the chest. She goes flying, arcing through the air and landing on the pavement before skidding several feet. I stand very still. 

			Did I . . . kill her? 

			I wait for several seconds, but she doesn’t move.

			I’m about to check on her when a pained groan draws my attention to my father. 

			“Dad,” I say, running over and dropping to my knees. His breaths saw from his lungs like rusty blades, and I flatten my palm to the center of his heaving chest, where I can feel the listless beat of his heart. 

			He looks up at me, and I see so many things in his expression that I still don’t get. He’s dying. A part of me is surprised he’s capable of this, too. Maybe I thought he’d live forever, towering over the world with that stern expression and unbending fist. 

			“Why?” I ask, leaving my hand where it is. For so long, the idea of touching him filled me with swirling shadows that left me dizzy. I can’t remember the last time I felt the need for a physical connection with this man. “Why?” 

			I could be asking a thousand things, but I think he understands. 

			“I don’t know,” he says. “I craved control. I wanted everything in its place, but this thing . . . this rage . . . it lived inside me, and I didn’t know where to put it.” 

			My shoulders sag as I let out a leaden breath. It’s not really an answer. It’s not an excuse. I don’t think I was really expecting one, but maybe a part of me hoped. 

			“Why us?” I ask. 

			His eyes flutter closed, and his lungs seem to rattle. A sheen of sweat covers his face, pooling in the dark circles under his eyes. 

			“Because I knew you couldn’t leave me.” 

			A cold dose of realization sinks into my skin. 

			It feels like I’ve been tossed into a frothing midnight ocean, my surroundings so pitch-dark that all I can feel is the erratic throbbing of my broken heart. 

			We were trapped, and we belonged to him. All three of us. That’s another thing Society took from us. The freedom to choose. If we’d left, he would have destroyed us. We had no choice but to stay, but he destroyed us anyway. 

			“I’ll never forgive you,” I whisper, because at this moment, I finally understand this with perfect clarity. I wanted him to be better. I wanted a reason to let it go. But I can’t. I’ve never owed him that. 

			“I know,” he says. “I don’t expect you to.”

			“You used to frighten me so much. I . . . was terrified of you.” 

			“And now?” he asks, grunting with pain, his eyes squeezing shut. 

			“And now I know that despite what you tried to make me believe, I am stronger than you.” 

			He nods, shifting awkwardly as if he’s trying to get more comfortable. 

			I don’t reach out to help him. I’m not sure that I can.

			“Why did you follow me here? Why did you insist on coming last night?”

			He shakes his head, tears leaking from his eyes as he moans. “Because you did leave me, didn’t you? Bit by bit, you found a way to break free. I’d built you a life in my image, and then you rejected it. You chose a different House. You joined the Storm Guard. You fell in love with a Solitude. You did all the things I thought you would never do, precisely because you were no longer scared of me. And I guess that scared me more than anything ever has.” 

			His words open up something inside me. I let them spread. I let them split and harden over as they form walls around me, impenetrable as a stone fortress. 

			“Were you trying to . . . fix us?” 

			He huffs, lets out a wry laugh that turns into a wheeze. 

			“Maybe I was looking for a way to forgive myself.” He shakes his head. “I guess I wanted you to see that I tried to be a father to you, even if I was far from perfect.” 

			“Thank you for protecting my secret,” I say, because it’s the one thing I can be grateful for. 

			“I don’t deserve a thank-you. It was the very least I could do. You deserved so much more.” He groans. “I’m glad I got to see Raine one last time. Even if . . .” 

			His eyes slide closed, and he goes very still, his chest rising and falling in slow, uneven shudders. 

			I understand that this is it. Our last moment together. After all the pain this man has caused me, I’ll never have to fear him again. 

			I hear shouts in the distance. Clouds rumble overhead, casting everything in the glow of amethyst light. 

			“Dad?” I whisper. His lids flutter, and his eyes open. He reaches out and takes my hand. My instinct is to pull away, but I decide to let him have this. 

			“Take care of your mother,” he pleads. “You’re the only thing she has left. I owe her so many things that I’ll never be able to give her, but I can at least give you back. That’s all she wanted.” 

			I nod, my throat going tight. I feel the loss of so much in that moment. The life we could have had. The pain we could have avoided. I wanted a father I could love so badly, but now, even here at the end, I still won’t get that. 

			If I ever decide to start a family of my own, I’ll do everything in my power to ensure my children are safe. That they have a father worthy of their love. 

			“I promise I’ll look after her,” I say. 

			“I’m sorry,” he says. “I know that means nothing, but I’m sorry for everything. For what I did. For Knox. For being the reason you were afraid.” 

			I inhale a shaky breath. I’m not sure I want to listen to any of this, but maybe I owe it to myself to hear him out.

			He looks up at me, and I peer into those green eyes so like my own. The piece of him that will always live with me, no matter how far I go. 

			“I know you don’t believe it,” he says. “But I do love you.” 

			I can’t seem to respond. I wonder if I ever loved him back. 

			Maybe at one point, in the way a child loves their parent, because they don’t know anything else. 

			I’ve hated him so much. If you’d asked me a few months ago, I would have vehemently denied feeling anything but disgust and anger for Grady Graves. 

			But nothing is ever that simple. 

			I don’t think I love him. 

			I think I loved the idea of what he could have been. 

			Maybe I could have learned to love this version of my father. 

			But I’ll never get that chance. 

			His eyes close.

			His chest stops moving. 

			His breathing quiets. 

			And I don’t need to say anything, because he’s gone.
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			I’m still clinging to my father’s hand as I drop my head. I won’t deny that, despite everything, this feels like a sort of relief. I spent so many years in this man’s shadow, trying to mold myself into his version of a person I could never be. 

			And now it’s over. 

			I’ll never have to look into his eyes and wonder how he’ll hurt me ever again.

			Rapid footsteps sound somewhere nearby, but I can’t find the will to move. 

			A moment later: “Poet?” 

			Finally, I look up to see Rook approaching with a gun strapped to his chest. He has a cut on his cheek, another slices across his forearm, and his hair is falling into his eyes. A moment ago, I thought that ball of magenta light was so remarkable for its beauty, but no, he’s the most beautiful sight I’ve ever seen. 

			“Rook,” I whisper. 

			Quickly, he runs over and kneels beside me, his gaze jumping between my father and me. 

			“Is he . . . ?” 

			I nod. “Yes. He tried to stop Sol from taking me.” 

			Rook expels a sharp breath. “Are you okay?” he asks, wrapping an arm around me. 

			“Yeah,” I say. “I think so. We were able to say a few things to each other, and . . . I guess it has to be enough.” 

			“I’m sorry,” he says. 

			“He sacrificed himself for me.” I glance up at Rook. “Am I a horrible person if I confess that if it had to be someone, I’m glad it was him and not you?” 

			He pulls me close and kisses the top of my head. “Not at all. I think he owed you that at the very least.” I lean into Rook, looping my arms around his waist. 

			“We should get out of here,” he says after a minute. “What happened to Sol?” 

			I gesture down the street to where her limp body lies on the pavement. 

			“Oh, fuck,” Rook breathes. “What happened?” 

			“I used a ball of Spark on her.” 

			Rook hisses out a sound of disbelief. “That’s— Wow, I didn’t think I could be any more in love with you.” 

			I huff out a laugh. 

			“Is she dead?” he asks. 

			“I have no idea. She hasn’t moved in a while, though.” 

			He stands up and walks over, then crouches down and presses two fingers to her throat. 

			“There’s a pulse,” he says. “But it’s weak.” 

			I take one last look at my father and join Rook, standing over Sol, watching her lifeless face. 

			Rook pulls his gun to the front of his body. “We could take care of this. End it for good.” 

			I consider it. It’s what she deserves. But something about taking her life doesn’t feel right. 

			“No,” I say, laying a hand on his arm. “Don’t let her make you something you’re not.”

			“Then we’ll let the Veil come deal with her,” he says, pulling out a phone he’s acquired along the way from his pocket. He types rapidly and then shoves it back into his pants. “Okay?” I nod, and he steps back, taking my hand. “Let’s get out of here. It’s time to go.” 

			“Rook, I can’t leave my mom. Before my dad died, he asked me to take care of her. Without him, she has no one . . .”

			“Then bring her with us,” he says. 

			His tone is so matter-of-fact that I blink. 

			“Can I . . . do that?” 

			“Why not?” 

			I shake my head. “She won’t come.”

			“So convince her, but do it fast.” 

			“Rook . . .”

			“Poet,” he says, drawing me close and placing his hand on my cheek. “We have to leave. You are in more danger than ever. The chancellors know what you can do now, and they’ll try to connect you to their fucked-up little network, and you will be a prisoner forever.” 

			Tears fill my eyes. I know he’s right. 

			“I just thought . . . Domino and Journey.” 

			“I know,” he says. “And I hope we’ll see them again, but for now, this is the only way.” He kisses the tip of my nose. “I just need you to be safe.”

			“Okay,” I whisper. 

			“Go find your mom,” he says. “I’ll find Navy, Justin, and Edward. Meet me at the rock wall as soon as you have her. Pack a few things if you can.” 

			“And then what?” 

			He leans in and kisses me again, his arm banding around my waist as he tips me back and kisses me so hard that it steals the very breath from my lungs. 

			He pulls away and touches his forehead to mine. 

			“Then we’re going home.”
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			After we ensure Sol is taken into custody by the Veil, I make my way to Fiama Society Tower A. The sun is rising, making it easier to navigate the streets. 

			In the distance, I hear fighting coming from every direction, and smoke hangs in the air. Something must be on fire. I can’t worry about that now. Rook is right. I have to get out of here before the chancellors come looking for me. 

			I reach the building and head into the stairwell, making the arduous climb up. I’ve never been so thankful for all my cadet training. 

			I knock on the door, but no one answers. “Mom! It’s me!” 

			I bang a few more times, calling for her, contemplating the best way to break in if it comes to that.

			Finally, the door pops open, revealing my mother in a nightgown, tears staining her cheeks. 

			“Poet!” she gasps, throwing her arms around me. “Skies, I’ve been so worried. I saw you on my phone, and you were so brave. So beautiful. Raine. I can’t . . . I can’t believe it . . .”

			She’s rambling—a little hysterical, I think. 

			“Mom,” I say, taking her hands in mine. “I need you to focus. You’re coming with me.” 

			“Where?” she asks. 

			“The Tiera Frais,” I say. “Remember what I said? There’s a whole world out there.” 

			“I can’t do that,” she says, vigorously shaking her head. 

			“Why not?” 

			“What would I possibly do out there? What would your father say?” 

			I inhale a deep, fortifying breath. “Mom . . . Dad is . . . gone.” 

			She stares at me, blinking her big, dark eyes for an uncomfortably long time. She’s clearly gone into shock. I quickly explain what happened, while she just keeps staring at me. 

			“Mom? Say something.” 

			She doesn’t answer. Definitely in shock. Maybe this is better. 

			“Mom, go into your room and change into something practical, okay? Pants, sweater, boots. Grab a jacket. I’m packing you a bag.” 

			“You are?” she asks, finally finding her voice. 

			“Yes.” Then I turn her by the shoulders and push her toward her closet, where I start choosing some suitable options. She doesn’t have much. Most of her wardrobe consists of impractical silk dresses meant for a life of leisure. 

			She’s going to die in the Tiera Frais. 

			Without her satin pillows and her luxurious face creams. 

			Her fancy perfumes and her designer shoes. 

			The image is so funny that I nearly burst into laughter. 

			But we have to get out of here. 

			I throw whatever I can find into two bags. Most of my clothing is back at school, but we’re about the same size, so we can share. 

			As I gather what I can from my closet, I notice the empty space on my dresser where Teddy always sat. 

			He’s too far away now, lying on my bed at Amery. I wish I could go and get him, but maybe our separation symbolizes an old life that I’m truly leaving behind. 

			I stare out my south-facing window, which reveals a city in chaos. Fire burns in every direction, and it occurs to me that the people really are fighting back. They’re demanding to be heard. 

			It’s what we hoped they would do. 

			A part of me wants to help, but I did what I could, and this is their fight now. 

			I enter the living room, heading for another window, this one facing north, as my heart sinks to my feet. Far in the distance, I can see the rock wall and the flat plain beyond. 

			The area is littered with people—hundreds, maybe even thousands—all crawling over one another like an army of shadows. 

			They’re all fighting. The Storm Guard. The Brigade. The Patrol.

			And the Veil. 

			More fires burn against the flash of several stunner beams. The explosion of guns echoes in the distance. I wonder if Rook and his siblings have already found their way to the outskirts. We need to move. I have to get back to him. 

			I return to the bedroom to find my mother sitting on the bed, staring at nothing. But she’s mostly dressed. Good. 

			I grab her boots and kneel down in front of her, stuffing her feet inside. She’s like a rag doll, lifeless and limp, and I’m sort of grateful for it. I’m sure she’ll realize what’s happening soon enough, but hopefully I can get her out of here first. Once the news sinks in, I expect that she’ll need to mourn my father in a way I won’t really understand. 

			I hoist a backpack onto her shoulders and pick up the other. Then I take her hand and drag her out of the apartment. 

			“We’re taking the stairs,” I say. It’s dim out here, but squares cut into the ceiling offer enough light to see. “Mom, I’m going to take care of you, okay? You’ll love the Veil. It’s beautiful. They have gardens and the most breathtaking views.” 

			She’ll hate the Veil, but this is the best I can do right now. I think about when Rook and I first escaped the city, and I told him I’d expect fine china and a comfortable bed. 

			Only part of me had been joking, but I’m the easy one compared to my mom. 

			“Watch your step,” I say. She’s silent as I tow her to the ground floor and then out into the street. 

			I hear rioting and chanting in the distance as the world burns around us, thick puffs of smoke hanging in the atmosphere. 

			As we head north, we pass dozens of people brandishing makeshift weapons. Thankfully, they don’t bother us. When they catch a glimpse of my mom, wide-eyed and slack-jawed, they must understand that she isn’t a threat. 

			I wonder what will happen next. Will The Shield try again? Sol seemed to think they could get the network back up and running, but I’m hoping the water destroyed everything beyond repair.

			We continue walking, heading through the factory district until the ruins of the old city come into view, along with the distant rock wall. That place that was my salvation so many times. A check to the left and right shows the flats littered with people. They’re everywhere. Why are there so many of them? And how am I going to find Rook in all of this? 

			We keep walking, weaving through the ruins. My mom stumbles and falls to her knees. 

			“Mom?” I ask, checking that she hasn’t hurt herself as I pull her back to her feet. “Are you okay?” 

			She only stares at me, her eyes so distant that I’m really starting to worry. 

			I gently tap her cheek. “Mom, can you snap out of this?” 

			“Grady?” she asks, her expression crumpling as tears fill her eyes. 

			“Mom, he’s gone.” 

			I can’t decide if she’s sad or scared. If she still loves him or if she’ll miss him. 

			“Mom,” I say, taking her by the shoulders. “I need you to focus. We’re—” 

			That’s when an explosion rocks the earth beneath our feet.
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			I spin around as it roars in my ears. Rocks and dirt and people go flying through the air. 

			Fire. Smoke. The smell of burning flesh. 

			The first explosion is followed by two more. 

			The heat blasts my skin as I’m thrown off my feet. 

			I land on my back, staring up at the sky clouded with ash and dust. It clogs my lungs and my eyes. Slowly, I roll over, pushing myself to my knees. My mother lies a few feet away, hacking and coughing. I assess myself for damage, but I don’t think I’m hurt.

			As I look over, I understand why. The rock wall has been split in two, leaving a gaping hole like a missing tooth. It must have protected us from the worst of it. 

			Beyond that, I see bodies. Blown apart. Lying in heaps. Limbs everywhere. And even farther beyond, more fighting. It takes me a moment to come back to myself. 

			My ears won’t stop ringing. 

			My head feels like it’s been stuffed with cotton. 

			“Rook,” I whisper. “Rook!”

			What if he . . . 

			I’m on my feet. 

			I turn to my mother and help her sit up. “Stay here and don’t move,” I say, dropping my bag onto the ground. “I’ll come back for you.”

			She peers up at me. Her face is now covered in soot, and she’s bleeding from a small cut on her temple. I’m hesitant to leave her, but she’ll just get in the way. I think she’ll be safe enough here for a few minutes. 

			“Mom,” I say. “I’m coming back for you. Don’t move. Do you understand?” I grab her shoulders and shake her a little. “Tell me you get it!” 

			Finally, she nods. “I won’t move. I’ll wait for you.” 

			“Okay,” I say, planting a quick kiss on her forehead. “I love you, Mom.” 

			Then I break away and run. I pass through the rock wall, climbing over debris as I begin searching for signs of anyone I know. But it’s hopeless. The bodies are mostly destroyed, charred to ash, unrecognizable.

			“Rook!” I scream. “Rook! Where are you!” 

			I scan the horizon, moving closer to the fighting. I spot the Patrol in their navy uniforms. The Brigade. Storm Guard. The soldiers of the Veil in their leather armor, their faces covered in blood and their eyes ringed with black. 

			“Rook!” I’m screaming, hoping for a single familiar face. 

			Where are Fisher and Cal? Navy and Justin? Edward?

			I weave through the fighting, dodging random fists and elbows. 

			It takes me a moment to process that there’s something off about this situation. 

			Who are all these people? 

			Finally, I spot Fisher in the distance. He’s fighting with someone I can’t place. 

			A man. Lanky, his chest bare, his beard bushy, and his hair long. He’s wearing loose brown pants and is wielding a massive serrated knife. There are more like him. Men and women all dressed in varying shades of brown and green. 

			Then I spot the vehicles. Large covered trucks. 

			What’s going on? 

			I spin around and around, still searching. 

			“Rook!” I scream as I edge my way toward Fisher. 

			“Rook!” My voice is starting to give out. 

			Soot chokes the air and fills my lungs. “Rook!” I croak. 

			I stumble over bodies. Rocks and debris. 

			Another explosion. It blasts in my ears, tossing me off my feet. I land on the hard earth, my knees and an elbow connecting with a crack. I cry out, hacking and coughing, and try to get up, but my legs have become jelly, incapable of supporting me. 

			Someone seizes one arm and then the other, and I’m dragged to my feet. 

			“No!” I shout, but my voice is raw and broken. I try to fight, but my ears are ringing, and my brain won’t catch up. 

			“How many do we have?” comes a voice—low, rough. 

			“’Bout fifty, I think?” 

			“Let’s take this one, too. She seems scrappy.” 

			Someone shoves me, and I have just enough awareness to understand it’s one of these strange newcomers. The man gripping my arm is huge, bare-chested, stacked with muscle, and wearing a pair of loose green pants hanging from his hips. A thick band is tattooed around his biceps. 

			I stumble as he drags me toward one of the covered vehicles. 

			“Stop!” I scream. “Who are you? Stop!”

			He ignores me as someone else opens the door. 

			“We got a live one,” he says as I kick and flail.

			“Bag her, then,” comes a bored voice. 

			“No!” I shout. “Stop!”

			Suddenly, my world goes dark. They’ve put something over my head. I scream, but all I get is a mouthful of fabric that smells and tastes like stale sweat. I choke as I feel someone roughly tie my hands together, and then I’m lifted and unceremoniously dropped onto another hard surface. The truck. 

			I can sense other people around me. 

			I feel a few soft touches as they shuffle to give me space. 

			Then a sharp kick to the ribs as I groan and curl into myself. 

			“No!” I cough out. “Let me go!” 

			The truck roars to life, and I scream louder. 

			Then it starts to move.

			They’re taking us somewhere. 

			I don’t stop. I shout for Rook. I shout for my mom. 

			I scream and scream until finally my voice gives out.

			Then there is nothing left.

			The End . . . Until Later
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