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      Pushing back into the corner of an alley, I willed my body to become invisible. I was covered in rags and dirt, part daily wardrobe, part disguise. The alley smelled like putrid sewage and rotting corpse, but I barely notice.

      Five years ago, the stench would have been too much. I would have run from this alley screaming and crying, and downright traumatized. But by now, I was used to the rotten smell curdling the liquids of indistinct origins all around me. I was even thankful for it. It added to my disguise and those pieces of me I couldn’t make hidden, no matter how strategic I was.

      My fingers were numb and stiff from the cold. I tucked my hands into my pockets and scanned the alley again for activity. Nothing.

      If Trebian’s information was wrong, I was going to filet him and toss his worthless body in the middle of the Platz. He promised I would see some action today. But after over an hour of waiting, my butt was sore, and my legs felt like they were being stabbed by needles. Plus, it was freezing out. Winter had taken Pax by the throat. The ancient buildings rising up on either side of me rattled with the force of the northwestern ice storm ravaging the city.

      “He won’t go out in this,” I’d told Trebian. “Nobody goes out in this.” At least not from his side of the city.

      “He will,” Trebian had insisted. “He never misses.”

      So now, my body trembled in a way I wasn’t sure I’d ever recover from, and my layers of clothing had gathered a thick cocoon of ice, but I waited anyway. Not that Trebian wouldn’t lie to me. But I’d saved his neck last month when the Blasters came for him, and he owed me.

      I saved his life regularly, so he always owed me.

      “Argh,” I growled at nothing. “This is a waste.” I was nearly to my feet when the door I’d been watching for hours banged open, sending me back to my butt and the unforgivable ground.

      I stilled while my heart jumped into a disoriented sprint, proving it was still alive and well, even if I felt mostly frozen. Thumping music poured out of the black hole of the open door. Every few seconds, a beam of hazy red light would wave in the twilight sky of the alley, promising pleasure and a different kind of numbness than the one wrapped around my bones.

      An oafish man stepped through the space. His bare, muscled arms seemed unfazed by the temperature of the snowstorm. He scanned the alley, his eyes drifting over my hiding space without seeing it. A puff of white air escaped my lips in relief.

      He stood there, a stationary statue of bulk and bad attitude, without flinching. Hope flickered like a match strike in my shivering soul. He was waiting for someone in an alley. Either his guest wasn’t welcome through the front door—a fete in itself in the filthy, sordid pleasure clubs of Pax—or he didn’t want to be seen. Which was the more likely answer.

      And then, as if my thoughts had conjured it into existence, a glossy civil HOV pulled to a stop at the mouth of the alley, lights off, hover engines on silent. The door opened, and a decorated officer stepped out. He had his cap pulled low over his brow and his fur-lined coat draped around his shoulders, metal war pins glinting beneath the collar.

      Bingo.

      As he approached the door, I caught a second glimpse of his glittering medals in the gray haze of the sky. For once, Trebian had been right.

      The car slinked off back into traffic as the bodyguard stepped to the side and let the officer enter the club. A sly exchange of chips took place, the guard pocketing the red and gold medallions smoothly with his deceptively deft hand. The officer disappeared into the hypnotic music and red-tinged darkness without looking back. The guard stepped back inside the warmth of the club too, and the door slammed shut. The entire exchange took forty-five seconds.

      I let out a shaky breath of relief and felt the strange lift of a small smile on my cold lips. What was this feeling? Hope? A dangerous emotion in a place like this.

      But after months . . . years . . . of looking for a lead, I finally had one. That officer, addicted to the indulgence of a pleasure club, was in my territory.

      Well, technically, he was out of my reach in the recesses of that awful, corrupted place. But only for now.

      He would come back to Pax again. And next time, I would know how to get what I wanted from him.

      Sure, he showed up with a detail that was now likely circling the area, waiting for him to finish, ready to permanently eliminate any threat. And sure, a pleasure club bodyguard was on his payroll, willing to let him inside the club without putting a bullet through his head first—which meant the guard was paid well and remained reliable to protect him from someone like me, someone after his hip clip. But . . . I had a mark and time and location.

      Slipping out of the alley and into the main flow of the evening rush, I couldn’t help but smile wider. I had no idea how to do what I wanted to do. But my end goal felt closer than ever before. And that was enough.

      I pulled the hood of one of my layers tighter over my face and watched the ground as I weaved between the press of people going to or from their work shifts. Worn boots shuffled over the broken sidewalk, sidestepping the more dangerous potholes. Slick, modern clubs pulsed with music between a bare bread shop and a run-down apartment building packed with more people than they had room for.

      Only a few cars moved around on the streets, either sputtering taxis, hoping to find anyone tired enough of the cold to waste a few chips on a ride, or newer models meaning dangerous, deadly things.

      Drug dealers, traffickers, and gunrunners were the only ones on my side of the city able to afford anything that worked properly. And even then, unless you were a gang king, you weren’t likely to waste precious chips on a car.

      I watched a sputtering taxi push through a light, the driver hanging out of the window, shouting at the slow-moving pedestrians clogging the intersection to move out of the way. For a second, I thought about sliding into the back seat. I had four chips left. It wasn’t much, but it would be enough for a cab ride back to my spot. But then I wouldn’t have anything to eat this week.

      Did I really need to eat?

      That was the question I always asked myself. Who cared about food when there was so much else to do?

      Final decision? I should have gotten in the cab. But now it was too late.

      The stillness crept over my heart like a hand reaching up from the grave. Behind me, people dashed out of the way. I felt it like a physical thing—Danger. I leapt into a run, but meaty hands clamped down on my shoulders, locking me in place. The sidewalk felt unforgivable beneath my feet, hard and traitorous.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” a gruff voice snarled in my ear.

      I sucked in a harsh, icy breath, trying to pull rational thoughts from my spinning mind.

      “With me,” the voice snarled. The troll-like hands moved from my shoulders to my biceps, steering us back toward the alley I’d just escaped from.

      Nobody looked at me as I was shoved along the crowded sidewalk, nobody acknowledged that some tremendous beast of a man was kidnapping or murdering or whatever-was-about-to-happen-ing to me, a poor innocent sixteen-year-old girl. The pedestrians hopping out of our way simply looked at the ground and pulled their hats and scarves tighter around their faces.

      “Hey!” I shouted loudly, hoping to capture someone’s—anyone’s—attention. “Let go of me!” I added quickly. Maybe all these people didn’t know this was happening against my will. Maybe they thought I was friends with this guy. Or that I enjoyed being abducted. “Help me!” I tried again, when nobody bothered to acknowledge my desperate, croaking pleas.

      Grimy fingers slammed against my mouth. “Quiet,” he snarled in my ear.

      I flinched at his hot breath against my frozen skin. His fingers smelled of metal and dirt. His fist dug into my back as he wrestled me around a corner. I gasped in pain, but his fingers were still over my mouth, cutting off my breath.

      Just when I thought to panic, realizing I couldn’t breathe, he roughly released me, propelling me into a wet bank of garbage-tainted snow.

      Flopping over like a fish out of water, I kicked my legs against nothing and sucked in another desperate breath. I kept kicking. Just in case he planned to throw his huge body on me. I didn’t have a solid plan, but I wasn’t going down without a fight. My hood fell back, and my coppery-red hair tangled in the snow, sticking to my face and clothes.

      The red hair gave him pause. He loomed over me, his eyes squinting against the bright color of my hair in the dim light of what was left of the day. “What business do you got lurking ’round my alley?” he snarled, his voice deep and unforgiving.

      I finally recognized him as the bodyguard who had been at the back door to the club. I stopped flailing like a wild woman and pushed up on my elbows, the cold, wet snow immediately saturating the thin layers of clothes I wore.

      “I-I-I thought about applying for a j-job,” I stuttered through chattering teeth I didn’t have to fake. “B-B-But I changed my mind.”

      His scowl deepened until I could barely see his black eyes. “Why didn’t you go through the front door?”

      “I was e-e-embarrassed,” I said in a humbler tone. In warmer days, I probably could have worked up a blush.

      He pushed a puff of air out of his big lips while digesting my excuse. For as rough and tough as he was, his arms were naked against the elements. I could see goose bumps rise off his skin, a sign that this nasty weather was even getting to someone as indomitable as him.

      A gray, almost invisible drone swooped down from up high, buzzing and rocking back and forth as it observed our exchange. I stared at it, hoping it had newer versions of facial recognition technology, but after just a few seconds, I quickly turned away. Facial recognition would only help me if the owner and operator of the drone worked on the other side of the wall.

      He glanced at it before returning his gaze to mine. “You got a home?”

      The softer tone to his question surprised me. “Yeah.”

      “Go back to it,” he ordered. “You’re too pretty for a place like this.”

      His words were meant to be kind—a rare, precious thing in a place like this—but they pissed me off instead. I resented being pretty. It wasn’t something I asked for. It wasn’t something I wanted.

      My mom had been pretty, and it cost her her life.

      Jumping to my feet, I shook the excess snow off my pants and flipped my hood back into place. I had a hundred things I wanted to spit at him, but it was better to get out of here than make a point. Letting my gaze linger on the back door for dramatic effect, I nodded, my chin trembling because of the cold. “Thanks, Mister.”

      “Yeah, don’t mention it,” he huffed, a suspicious edge returning to his voice. Maybe I’d overplayed the whole lost and afraid bit. “Don’t come back around here again. Got it?”

      My shoulder bumped the hard corner of the building as I shoved between him and the wall. “Got it,” I murmured noncommittally as I once again pushed onto the packed sidewalk.

      I didn’t turn around, but I could feel his harsh gaze on the back of my head as I worked my way home. Stupid. Why didn’t I just assume there would be surveillance drones watching the area? Rookie mistake number one.

      And it probably cost me the entire escape plan.

      The walls of the city—not just the real ones, but the invisible ones too—seemed to shrink around me, tighten until my lungs struggled to suck air and my bones hurt from the crush of them. Pax was my prison. My forever home. I should never have let hope wiggle in.

      Rookie mistake number two.

      I hadn’t seen any of the rest of the world, or what was left of it, but Pax seemed like it would be darker than any other place at night. Maybe the darkest place on earth—which seemed fitting.

      As I moved out of the city center, away from the Platz and toward my little corner of the dark abyss, the crowds thinned, and monuments from civilizations long ago appeared. Long, metal poles with broken glass dotted the sidewalk in even intervals. Trebian had told me they used to light up, help people see their way after nightfall.

      On the other side of the city, entire sidewalks glowed through the night. I remembered them from my childhood. Warm, soft light that made everything feel safe and familiar.

      But here, in Pax, there was no light. No stars. No moon. No city street lamps. Only darkness.

      It ate up my portion of the world like a hungry, yawning beast. It swallowed us whole and then spit us out every morning when it decided we tasted like sin and death.

      I skated silently next to the buildings, keeping cover and using the darkness to my advantage. There wasn’t safety on this side of the city, but especially not for me.

      Being a girl rarely gave anyone an advantage, but specifically on this side of the river, all alone and too hungry and cold to have any muscle for self-defense. I felt especially vulnerable tonight.

      Maybe it was the unexpected face-off with the club bouncer that left my clothes soaked and a blooming bruise along my backside. Or maybe it was the way the cold weather seemed to freeze everything, putting the entire city in an icy stillness. Or maybe it was just my active imagination.

      There was a lot I didn’t let myself think about or remember, but tonight, I’d discovered a small chance of how I could go home. And it sparked something inside me that felt uncomfortably warm.

      I’d been a prisoner to Pax for five long, grueling years. I was battered, broken, hungry . . . but most of all, I was exhausted from the effort to survive. From the sweat and grit it took to stay away from the gangs and not give in to a lifestyle that promised food and warmth and a thousand different ways to die tomorrow. I was exhausted with being pretty and trying to hide it so I didn’t attract too much attention or find myself in an alley I wouldn’t be allowed to leave or trafficked as some skeevy warlord’s child bride.

      Time was a funny thing. I’d had eleven good, beautiful years. But they were nothing compared to the struggle of the past five. Time didn’t mean anything when you were suffering. Time only announced the identical days, the hours in which I lived and breathed and slept in suffering. But these five years might as well have been an eternity for how agonizing they’d been.

      Dogs barked in the distance. It sounded like a pack of them, chasing something they intended to be their supper. I picked up my pace, realizing I had forgotten to grab anything to eat for myself on the way home. I’d been too shaken up by getting caught.

      I wasn’t usually so careless. The cold had stunted my ability to blend in, and I resented this long, relentless winter more than ever.

      My home for the past three years was just around the corner. The abandoned building on the verge of collapse had a small, practical space I’d converted into a one-room apartment. It wasn’t much, but it kept me warm. And for the most part, people avoided the building as it served no other purpose.

      Not anymore at least.

      Here, on the edge of the city center, in a virtual no-man’s-land, I had found some measure of peace. It wasn’t pretty, and it wasn’t easy, but it was mine. And for now, that was enough.

      But I always wanted more. I couldn’t help but want more. Or at least want what I used to have.

      Not that I could recover all of it. My mother couldn’t come back to life. Zaria couldn’t come back to life. The wall couldn’t be torn down or taken away.

      Those were realities I had to face and live with.

      But one day, I would go home. I believed it fiercely. One day, I would break through the wall and the prison I’d been accidentally trapped in and return to where I belonged. And when that day happened, I would be happy to never, ever look back on this hell-soaked shithole again.

      My chest eased as my street came into view. The wind whipped my hood back, but I didn’t bother to replace it. I was almost there. I’d survived another long, harrowing day in Pax. That same hopeful smile lifted a corner of my mouth, and I warmed somewhere in my soul, a fire spreading to my limbs and chasing away the winter bite sinking its teeth into my skin.

      Hope. It was a dangerous, betraying thing.

      “What’s this?” a deep voice boomed through the quiet night, tumbling menacingly toward me. Three figures stepped out of the shadows, and I nearly swallowed my tongue at the sight of them.

      Men, all of them. Enormously tall from my perspective, although five years fending for myself on the streets of Pax had left me slight and shorter than I wanted to be. They were shrouded in darkness, cloaked with danger and cruelty. The air shifted around us, the wind picking up as if racing to get away.

      “A girl?” one of them taunted. “All alone in a place like this?”

      “A pretty girl,” the first voice noted, a tinge of anticipation lifting his words.

      I wanted to scream. Being called pretty twice in one day was an offense I could not stand for. The third figure stepped forward out of the shadows, a knife dangling gracefully from long fingers. “I don’t know that she’s so pretty,” he murmured thoughtfully. “She looks rather like a scared cat to me.”

      If I was going to be compared to a feline, it should be a tiger, I wanted to say. A ferocious jungle beast that would rip his throat out with one nip of my razor-sharp teeth.

      “Get out of my way,” I snarled at them. It was second nature to act tougher than whomever I had to face. My mother used to say, “Confidence is key, Violet. Confidence will get you out of any jam.”

      If only she could see me now—strapped to the teeth with confidence like it was full-body armor. Meanwhile, my insides were jelly—trembling, jiggling, unsubstantial.

      Usually, it ended with me punching someone in the nuts and fleeing down back alleys. But confidence was certainly key. You had to be confident you could break their ability to produce children. And then convinced you could outrun them.

      “Aw, don’t be like that . . .” One of the goons stepped forward, his hand outstretched with a gleaming dagger. “We want to play with the kitten.”

      My heart slammed into my chest and beat two fists in fear. Still, my voice remained steady. “Sorry, not in the mood.”

      The second guy sighed deeply. “They never are.”

      Just then, the heavy gray clouds parted, and a sliver of moonlight illuminated the darkened, empty streets. I found myself too close to the third man, too close to his sharpened blade and killing-capable hands, too close to eyes I recognized and a smirk I had often thought about punching off his smug face.

      The surprise of seeing him rattled my frozen bones and pushed me back a full step. My feet readied to bolt. It had been two years since I’d nearly run into him in the middle of the Platz. He’d been by himself, shopping for apples, of all things. The fall air had lifted his hair away from his forehead, and I’d been mesmerized at how he’d grown up since . . .

      But then he’d turned, maybe triggered by the instinct that someone was watching him. I’d ducked my head and woven through the crowd as quickly and invisibly as I could. But not before I saw the tattoo on his neck. The dragon with a curling tail wrapped over his shoulder, his maw wide to breathe fire across his nape.

      Trebax—the deadliest of gangs.

      The tattoo meant he was a made man—fully initiated.

      More evidence stood in front of me now. I wanted to spit on the mark and scratch it off his skin with my broken fingernails. How dare he?

      Not that I cared about him or what he did with his waste of a life. But it was an insult to his family. A family I loved.

      My chin lifted higher, confidence reclaiming its place in my chest and shoulders like a breastplate, on my head like a crown. I met his gaze and dared him to proceed with whatever it was that his degenerate friends and he had planned tonight.

      His blue eyes narrowed as recognition lit in his dim head. Finally, he was face-to-face with the past he’d abandoned. I enjoyed the way his skin paled. His step back was not as big as mine, but it was satisfying all the same. “Hells,” he growled.

      I might have smiled. “Hello, Zion.”
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      They didn’t build the wall from the ground up. They dropped it from the sky. Hundreds of hovering warships made a thwack-thwack-thwack as they swayed directly overhead, massive steel grids dangling from their creaking ropes. The grids were so wide and so tall, they blocked out the bright afternoon sun.

      Five years ago, I had been young and innocent and untouched by the hardships of the world. I’d tucked my hand in my mother’s and stared at my feet in polished white pumps with little heels and littler bows.

      My mother knew things I didn’t. She’d grabbed me by the waist and pulled me back from the center of the square. I remember thinking it was strange the ships had stopped just over our heads. Our city went on and on and on for what seemed like forever. Even now that I was grown and knew better, the city length still stretched an unthinkable distance, for weeks if you had to walk it. Months maybe. So in all that community and cityscape, how strange for the ships to find my mother and me and hover just above us with those massive grids.

      Then the guards came. Armed and angry. My mother was already trying to escape the crush of curious, hungry people. Too many of them were gawking at the sky-ships and the big hunks of steel. We had to weave our way through them, and it separated us from her bodyguards and our family friends, the Hammonds. I reached for my best friend Zaria’s hand and she reached for mine, tucked under her mother’s arm like a football. The glances our mothers exchanged sent a sickly feeling roiling through my stomach.

      I wanted to go home. I didn’t want to be there anymore. I stopped caring that there were people who didn’t have food and couldn’t work, who needed us to pass out bread and soup so they could survive another day. I didn’t care about their problems any longer. I just wanted my pretty house and my great big bed and my father. He would chase the scared feelings away.

      He would reassure me that I was safe.

      And he would talk my mother out of bringing me to the Pax side of the city ever again. He didn’t like it. I’d heard them arguing that morning. He wanted her to stop coming to the poor side of town. He’d begged her not to take me, to “involve” me in her pointless charity work.

      “They need me,” she’d argued with him. “They won’t survive without something to eat.”

      “They won’t survive anyway,” my father had bellowed.

      “Caster,” my mother had whispered in that disappointed tone of hers that made even the most pious saint ache with shame.

      “Abreya,” he tried again, softer this time, coaxing. “There will always be poor. An endless city of them. Please don’t go today. Stay home with Violet. I’ll call in sick. We’ll take a picnic to the river and enjoy the last warm days of summer.”

      “They need me,” she’d claimed. She always insisted.

      And they did. In a city this large with a population of this size, the poor and needy outnumbered the wealthy by a hundred to one. Some managed to scrape by in stable housing and found jobs enough to feed their family. But most had huddled together on the southeast side of town, across the wide river, in slums and run-down buildings from ages past.

      My father thought the poor were a blight on civilization. An embarrassment to the hard efforts the educated had taken to perfect humanity. My mother found them heartbreaking and desperate. She too was desperate. Desperate to use our excess for good. Desperate to save lives that would die no matter how much soup she spoon-fed them. Desperate to prove my father and his elitist group of friends wrong.

      He'd gotten down on his knee, clutching her hand, begging her. “Please, not today, my love. Any day but today.”

      I’d watched her look at him, wondering at the different looks in their eyes. Even at that age, I could tell they were having a conversation without words. “Fine, Caster,” she’d whispered tightly. “Not today.”

      But my father had left for work, quickly abandoning any picnic plans, like we knew he would. And my mother had taken me to the soup lines anyway—like I knew she would.

      Like he knew she would. Maybe he’d deluded himself into trusting her. But even as a little girl, I was too aware of how tenacious my mother could be. She’d run out of time to argue with my father. And he’d run out of time to try to convince her she was wrong. And so they’d pretended to agree. And then both went off to do whatever they wanted anyway.

      Just like all the times before.

      The guards pushed through the crowds, corralling people under the giant steel grids. My mother turned around, readying to run in the opposite direction, but armed men were coming from that way too.

      I was used to weapons and the men who carried them. I’d lived with bodyguards my entire life, and our compound near the peak of the Pragma side of the city was surrounded with them. But I had only ever seen a drawn weapon once.

      A year before, a naked man had been found on our property. Someone had tossed him over the walls of the garden. I’d been playing in the zinnias with Zaria, and we’d screamed at the sight of his repulsive indecency.

      It wasn’t his bare rear that was so terrifying, but the way his bones seemed to slice open his flesh for how sharp they were. His eyes were black holes of despair. His gaping mouth showed missing teeth and cracked, bleeding lips. He was a starved, dying man.

      The guards with us had drawn their weapons, stupidly afraid this man would somehow be a threat to my family.

      Even then, even a whole year before the wall fell, I knew he hadn’t been sent to hurt us. He’d been sent to warn us.

      He was a message. Not a murderer.

      I hadn’t been scared of the drawn weapons that day. They had been meant to protect me. But these ones, the day of the wall, they were terrifying.

      Because they were pointed directly at me.

      Directly at my mom.

      “Stay where you are!” one of the men shouted at us.

      “You don’t mean that,” my mother argued, used to ordering people around. “Do you know who I am?”

      “Do not move,” the guard had ordered through gritted teeth, his weapon lifting higher, clear with his intention.

      She’d squeezed my hand tighter before guiding me behind her. “Fine,” she’d said gently, placatingly. “Fine. I won’t move. But surely you recognize me. Abreya Egan. I’m the Mayor-General’s wife.”

      Peeking my head from around her skirt, I watched the guard’s jaw clench and unclench. “I have my orders.”

      Because I had fisted my mother’s clothes with two hands and pressed myself as tightly to her as possible, I felt the tremor ripple through her. She tripped back a step, pushing me with her.

      At the same time as the guard growled another, “I said not to move,” my mother’s best friend and confidant, Raina Hammond, pointed at the sky. “Abreya, look.”

      The creaking of the ropes quickened, seeming to shout a warning at the masses that stood beneath them. And then far off, farther than I could see, yet somehow sense, something dreadful began.

      The air above us seemed to ripple and shift. The horizon turned black in a way I couldn’t explain. The creaking grew louder and louder and louder as something terrifying raced toward us.

      By the time I could see what was happening, it was too late to stop it. The ships had begun to drop their grids one by one. But it wasn’t as simple as setting something on the ground. These massive pieces of impenetrable steel dropped like guillotine blades—fast, furious, and final.

      A wave of sick and poverty-stricken humans rolled toward us, rushing to get out of the way before they were crushed. The guards formed a line behind us, pushing the people back with their rapid pop-pop-pop of gunfire.

      The grids continued to fall, trapping more and more people. Those on the free side of the guards disappeared. Nobody thought to overtake the peacekeepers. Or if they did, the warships overhead shot them down from their dangling perches, filled with automatic weapons and short-range assault missiles.

      My tutor had once told me about the wave that destroyed an area of the world that used to be called Southeast Asia. She’d called it a tsunami. She’d shown me a video on the imager at home. The massive wave had appeared out of the ocean like the gaping maw of a sea beast and swallowed entire islands whole. There was nothing left in that part of the world now. Only iridescent sea water from oil spills and the floating debris of cities buried far beneath the surface.

      Atlantis, I’d insisted, awed by the tale and devastating images come to life in front of me. She’d frowned and said, “Nothing that romantic. When tragedy happens in real life, it pulls your heart straight from your body. It leaves you gasping for air and stumbling about with no solid ground to find your footing.” Lena had leaned down until we were eye to eye. The scar that marked her face with imperfection reached from her temple to the corner of her mouth. “You’re lucky, little Vi. For the world was made whole again just before you were born. If your father has his way, you will never experience the tragedy of the world before you were in it.”

      But now I was faced with it. Tragedy. Horror. Real, cut-to-the-quick terror. The grids continued to fall, smacking the ground with a chilling rumble. People screamed just before they were silenced beneath it or as laser fire cut them down before they could find an escape. Lena had been wrong about the world. I was supposed to belong to an era of peace and prosperity, an age of rebuilding. But the world was a cruel, terrible demon who demanded a stark price for humanity to abuse her resources and land, to take her fruit, to kill her beasts, and stake our claim.

      Even at eleven, I knew I would never know peace again after that day. The day the wall fell. The day I was ripped from my family and everything I had ever known.

      The grids dropped from the sky, landed on the ground, and buckled into place. As far as the eye could see, the wall stretched and stretched and stretched. I didn’t need to see either end of it to know it couldn’t be crossed.

      My father had threatened it enough. I’d overheard his friends talking and plotting. I’d listened to my parents argue night after night. The wall only protected what nature had naturally divided. PragmaPax, a city named for longevity, love, and peace, had never represented any of those things.

      The City of Forever, we’d once called it.

      Now we were two cities never to be united again.

      Sharp nails had bitten into my shoulders. “Violet!” my mother had screamed in my face as I stared, wide-eyed, at the deep impression in the earth the wall had forced. Crumbled concrete, thick clouds of dust, and severed body parts littered the ground. We’d been spared from the grids, but just barely.

      “Violet Odessa!” my mother shouted over the roar of more grids falling to the earth and the screaming panic around us. “You have to go! Go with Raina! Run!”

      I felt my head shake back and forth, but I couldn’t find words to speak nor tears to cry. I was shocked. Frozen. Stuck.

      “You have to go, my darling!” my mother shouted. “Find Keene. He’ll help you.”

      “Keene?” It was the only word I managed to speak before the guard that had been harassing us ripped my mother away from me.

      “Go!” she begged, tears streaming down her pretty face. “Go, my darling. Run.”

      I did run, but not away from her. Toward her. “Mama!” I’d finally found the ability to scream.

      The guard threw my mother to the ground so hard she hit the back of her head with a sickly smack of bone against the pavement. She reached back instinctively, and her fingers came away bloody.

      The guard shouted something at her, and she shook her head, denying whatever he was saying. She begged him not to do this as she sobbed her name and rank and husband’s position.

      Desperate to save her, I leaped into the air. I saw what was about to happen, and I would have done whatever it took to stop it.

      Strong arms wrapped around my waist before I could do anything, though. Zion was only two years older than I was, but he was so much stronger. “No, Vi!” he’d shouted in my ear. “You can’t do anything to help her.”

      He tried to turn me away so I wouldn’t see, but I found the grit to fight him. I had to see. I had to watch.

      It took just seconds. Seconds for my entire world to shift, turn upside down . . . end.

      Lena had been right. True tragedy rips your heart from your body. Cold, vicious hands from hell rip open your chest and snatch the vital organ straight from where it belongs before you even have time to catch your breath. And then you can never catch your breath again. There’s the moment of impact. And then there’s the lifetime of gasping, gasping, gasping for air that will never fill your shriveled lungs again.

      Raina didn’t mourn like me. Even though she was my mother’s best friend. Even though our families had been inseparable for as long as I had been alive. Even though she loved me like her own daughter, and I loved her like a second mother. She did not mourn. She took action. It was the only good lesson I picked up that day.

      “Run, Zion! Take the girls and run!”

      And he did. With me still wrapped in one arm, he grabbed his sister’s hand and dragged us through the crowd. Someone shouted for us to stop, but Zion didn’t listen.

      Zaria screamed, “Mama!” I managed to turn my head just in time to see her mother fall to the ground next to my own mother in a crumpled, bloody mess.

      Our security detail was nowhere to be found. Whether they’d fled into the crowd or been crushed beneath the grids, I was unsure. Either way, there was no one to protect us. The armed peacekeepers my father had hired and trained to maintain peace were doing anything but that.

      They gunned down anyone in their path from the ground and their new posts atop the massive wall.

      “We have to go back!” I screamed as Zion relentlessly pushed us through the panicked crowd. “We have to help them!”

      “They’re gone, Vi.” His voice had been so sure. His tone so frustratingly set. I wanted to kick him and scream at him, scratch at his face.

      They weren’t gone.

      They couldn’t be gone.

      My mother was the wife of the Mayor-General. She was the first lady of the city. Raina Hammond was the matriarch of one of the most prominent families in PragmaPax. They could not be dead. My father would not stand for it.

      “Zion!” I continued to shout while Zaria sobbed uncontrollably. “Zion!”

      He couldn’t manage both of us, and as he tried to speed up his sister, I broke free of his grasp. I spun around, readying to hurry back to my mother, but stopped dead in my tracks. The peacekeepers were moving toward us, guns raised and trained on us. “Don’t move!” one shouted at me.

      It was all I could do not to be sick. What had I ever done to them? What had my mother ever done to them? My family had brought peace to this city, real peace for the first time in centuries, and this was how they repaid us?

      I stumbled back. Zion caught me before I tripped over my own feet. “We have to go, Violet. Or they’ll kill us too.”

      His words were a knife in my already gaping chest. Kill us too. He didn’t mean like the other civilians. He meant like our mothers. Tears leaked from my eyes and blurred my vision.

      The men stalked closer, but all I wanted to do was fall to the ground and weep. All around us, civilians fell dead or wounded from pulse fire. The city had just been divided in half, split straight down the middle. The impossibly tall grids cast a shadow over the Platz, blocking out the sun entirely. Someone had set the world on fire today, and I was going to end up just another casualty of war.

      Before I could give up entirely, a surge of energy hit the peacekeepers in front of us, blasting them into dust. Zion dropped Zaria, just as shocked as I was at their sudden death. Bellowed war cries joined the fray as the people of Pax began to fight back.

      The gangs had arrived.

      I didn’t know anything about them back then. Only that I should avoid them at any cost. And that they killed innocent people for sport. But that day, the day the wall fell, they saved more lives than they had ever taken.

      Zion grabbed our hands again, and this time, we let him pull us along. We managed to slip through the crushing crowd and avoid the gunfire. Miraculously, we escaped into a quiet alley insulated from the fighting to rest. At least physically. Inside, we were nothing but scars and ashes.

      The wall fell, and it changed everything for my city. The greatest city, the only city, became two. The wealthy, educated, and well-off on one side of the river—Pragma. And the poor, desolate, and desperate on the other—Pax.

      My father still ruled both. Bolstered by peacekeepers and in control of the food and clean water, Pax had no choice but to allow his governance. Especially since they couldn’t do anything to stop it. He was across the river, out of reach, untouched by the poverty and helplessness of our steel cage.

      But I couldn’t get to him.

      If anyone found out that the Mayor-General’s daughter still lived and walked among them, they would use me to wound him. And I couldn’t get across the wall and into Pragma on my own—although I was trying.

      For now, I lived mostly unnoticed. I stole. I stayed invisible. I survived. But one day I would go home. One day I would make it over the wall and across the great river. I would find my father again and tell him how it happened, how his wife was gunned down in the street, and the wall had killed thousands and thousands of innocent people.

      I would help him understand how the division of poor and wealthy hurt more than it helped. I would remind him that his wife fought for reform but never for division. And I would sleep again. That was probably what I was looking forward to the most. A good night’s sleep. In the bed that I remembered. In a house that was secure and well-guarded and warm every single night.

      Where I would have a meal every day.

      More than once a day.

      That was my goal, my only goal. To get across the wall and back home. It was the only thing I lived for. The only thing I wanted. I’d survived five years on my own in this unholy hell. But I longed for the days I wouldn’t have to look over my shoulder all the time, where I wouldn’t have to steal for something to eat, where I could sleep without fear of being attacked or murdered in the middle of the night.

      Home was waiting for me. And I couldn’t wait to get back there.

      Besides, there was nowhere else to go.

      There was only this city. This never-ending city. Pragma and Pax with the great river between us. And the uncrossable wall that separated the two.

      One day, I would go home.

      One day, I would scale the wall and cross the river and find my place again in Pragma. My place beside my father.

      One day, I would put Pax behind me. Forever.
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      “This isn’t the kind of catch we want tonight,” Zion told his friends while we glared at each other from just feet away. He wasn’t really looking at me, though. Well, not this me. He saw an eleven-year-old girl when he looked at me. He saw tragedy and pain. He saw all his stupid mistakes. He hated that version of me. “Throw her back, boys. We can do better.”

      My insides twisted at the insult, even while I knew he was doing me a favor. Well, not a favor per se. But at least he was trying to push me back into the shadows so he didn’t have to deal with me anymore.

      “I don’t know, Z.” The bulkier of the two stepped forward, dragons snaking up both of his dark, bare arms, despite the frosty evening temperature. “I think if we cleaned her up, Hale might find her . . . interesting.”

      The other guy, the tallest but skinniest of them, reached for my arm. I slapped his hand away, catching skin with my nails and cutting. “And she’s got a spine. Hale likes ’em feisty.”

      Zion shot me a look as if telling me to knock it off. Like I was the problem here. I’d rather knock him out. “This isn’t the one,” he snarled, slowing his cadence. “We can find a prettier one. Easy.”

      My nose stung, insult burning my nostrils. I rubbed at it frantically, desperate to hide the fact that his words had somehow chinked my armor. But beyond the irritation with being called ugly, I was panicked. They were nabbing pretty girls straight off the streets?

      For their boss?

      Why?

      Wait. Yikes. I didn’t want to know why.

      Okay, I already knew why, but I didn’t want to know all the whys of the why.

      I knew who Hale was. Gang king of the Trebax. He had a reputation in Pax. Malicious, cruel, and violent. But he was also supposed to be charismatic, charming . . . convincing. In a city where desperate poverty and constant hostility threatened mayhem on every corner, in every burrow, Hale promised security, safety even. He dangled a brotherhood of like-minded men and women willing to do anything just to be with you if you joined him. As long as you were willing to do anything for Hale in return.

      Apparently, that included kidnapping and trafficking.

      A sickly shiver slid down my spine. I’d been careless tonight. Too anxious to get away from the city center and too blinded by that stupid flicker of hope to remember danger lurked in every inch of this forsaken city, in every shadow, in every cold mist drifting off the river.

      “I’m not feisty,” I insisted, taking another step back. Clacking my teeth together to make a point, I said, “I’m deranged. I’ve got this condition. It’s a dangerous bite reflex. It’s involuntary, unfortunately. When I’m nervous, I just . . . bite down and don’t let go until whatever I’ve bitten is no longer attached. I can’t even control it.”

      They moved in front of me, blocking my path, while Zion stood off to the side. They looked at each other, grinning. “Look at those kitten claws,” the taller one laughed.

      “Not her,” Zion insisted firmly.

      The bulkier one laughed bitterly, “Don’t puss out on us now, Z.”

      “I’m not pussing out on you, Denton, you dumbass. I’m telling you Hale won’t be interested in a half-starved street urchin. She looks like she has fleas. This isn’t our girl, Bex.”

      “This isn’t our girl, Bex,” Denton taunted, sweeping an arm my way. “Except she looks an awful lot like our girl. She smells like our girl . . .” He leaned forward, snuffling at the air as if he could actually smell me, and then he reached out and grabbed my chin. “She even feels like our girl.” I slapped his hand away and jumped back. He laughed, amused. “Come on, Z, it’s still early. We can drop her off at Fisher’s and still make a night of it.”

      “Not this one,” Zion snarled.

      Bex turned his dark gaze on Zion, his mouth lifting with an appreciative smile. “What’s your problem, eh? She’s perfect. We’ll get rations for a month if we bring a piece like her back.” He rubbed a hand along his shortly stubbled jaw. “I have chips on the Cairn-Bawgo fight. I’ll make it by the third round if we go now.”

      “Yeah, if Bawgo doesn’t clobber Cairn by then.” Denton laughed. Bex sent him a nasty look, making it obvious who he’d put money on.

      Zion rolled his eyes, feigning nonchalance. But I’d lived with him for too long not to see the tension in his shoulders, the way they bunched up around his ears and strained his coat. “I’m not going to say it again. This isn’t the one. And honestly, I’d be embarrassed to show up at Fisher’s with her in tow. I’m not going to risk disappointing Hale just because you’re about to lose all your chips.”

      They looked at him, suspicion narrowing their gazes. “What’s the deal?” Denton demanded. “What do you care about a grubby street rat for, anyway?”

      I was growing numb to their insults. Better I looked like a street rat than an enticing piece of evening action for their boss.

      Vaguely, I noted how eerily quiet my neighborhood was. Either Zion and his “brothers” had found the perfect time to assault me or my few neighbors had noticed their distinct tattoos and decided to stay indoors—which was more likely the case. Whatever the reason, no one was around to help me. Like so many other moments in my life thus far, it was left up to me to figure out how to survive.

      When Zion’s gaze shifted to me, I felt it like hot coals all over my skin. I couldn’t help but look back at him, if for no other reason than the feeling of his eyes on me was too painful to bear. I had to face it. Him. After all these years and all that had happened between us, I needed to look him in the eye and show him he didn’t matter to me.

      “She’s mine,” Zion announced, finality ringing through his voice and the empty streets, jarring me to my core like a rung bell. Everything shook—my bones, my organs, my heart . . . my addled brain. He’d finally broken it. He broke my damn brain.

      I recoiled at Zion’s words, disgusted and shaken. But before I could convey my repulsed thoughts on Zion and our nonexistent relationship, Bex and Denton made tsking sounds with their tongues, their eyes glinting with a stern warning and something misty like fear. “You can’t claim Hale’s potentials,” Bex cautioned. “Of all people, you should know this.”

      For just a second, Bex’s advice distracted my thoughts. Why Zion of all people? What did that mean?

      “I’m not claiming a potential, brother. She’s mine.” He took a step forward, arm snaking around my shoulders, tugging me against his stony body. “She’s been mine.”

      Another shiver snaked down my spine, and it was all I could do not to take off running. Or try to run at least. I knew running would give away Zion’s lie. And then there would be no running or escaping or fighting. I’d be at Fisher’s—whatever that meant—and in Hale’s possession before I knew it.

      There was a stronger instinct than the one to fight simmering near the top of my emotions, anyway. It was beginning to boil—the instinct to survive. I didn’t trust Zion. He’d lost that a long time ago. And it was safe to say he would never get it back. Nor did I want his help. Yet I knew, at this moment, if I disagreed with Zion or made any indication he was lying, he would let the other two Trebax have me. Whether he was motivated by guilt or regret, he was offering me the only way out.

      And I would be a fool not to take it.

      My other option was what? Be made into a drug runner? A spy to other gangs? Shoved into Hale’s notoriously large harem? I felt sick. Damn today. Damn that stupid glimmer of hope—what a terrible thing. And damn the bodyguard at the pleasure club. I should have been locked up behind closed doors in the safety of my hideout two hours ago.

      Zion’s hand squeezed my shoulder, warning me to be still. Be quiet. I was half inclined to pull the weapon dangling from the pocket of his coat. It was a handheld pulse-cannon. If I used it while I was running away from them, I might be able to escape with all fingers and toes intact . . .

      Argh! That same instinct reared up inside me, a horse drawn back on its hind legs, pawing at the air in protest. He’s saving your life, idiot, the voice whispered.

      I don’t want him to save my life, I snarled back.

      I hadn’t talked to Zion in three years. Not since he’d abandoned me after his sister died, two years after our mothers were gunned down the day of the wall. Sure, at one point, he’d been my only hope of survival.

      Once upon a time.

      Not anymore.

      But for whatever stupid reason, right now, my gut told me to shut up and let him do the talking.

      He looked at me, eyes searching my face in a way that made a flush warm my chilled cheeks. He touched his forehead to my temple and whispered, “I’m sorry, Vi.” My breath caught in my throat, and I dared not struggle with it, convinced it would stay trapped and I would suffocate on his too-late apology. But then he went on louder, destroying any hope I’d had that his apology had been authentic. “This wasn’t how I imagined you meeting my brothers.”

      His brothers. There it was. The reminder that his life had changed for the better. For the worse. For the inevitable. While I still fought against this new existence. This division of rich and poor. The separation of Pragma from Pax. My old life and my new.

      And while I’ve battled for life, Zion had made a new family. And apparently thrived. But now wasn’t the time to show how furious that made me.

      I shrugged, hoping I looked casual and unconcerned. “It’s fine, Zion.”

      Bex’s face suddenly split into a wide grin. “Brother, women who say they’re fine are definitely never fine. You messed up.”

      Zion glared at him. “You think? I’m sure being told she would be Hale’s supper tonight didn’t do me any favors.”

      Bex backed away, hands in the air. “Don’t forget all the street rat jokes you cracked.”

      Zion cleared his throat. “I’m sure she remembers.”

      “And how he called you grubby,” Denton said directly to me. “Make sure he suffers for that one.”

      “Are you finished?” Zion asked. “Don’t you have a fight to watch or something?”

      “We just want to get to know your mystery lady,” Bex answered. “Hear the story of how the two of you met. Try to understand what she sees in someone as ugly as you. Etcetera, etcetera.”

      Denton’s voice was harsh and flat when he added, “You know, something to explain to Hale. About why he doesn’t have anyone to warm his bed tonight.”

      “But his protégé has apparently been keeping secrets.” Bex reached out and tugged a strand of red hair from out of my hood. He rubbed it between his fingers, mesmerized by the color.

      “If you value your fingers, you’ll stop touching her,” Zion snapped at Bex, but his glare was for both of them. Bex dropped my hair, taking Zion’s threat seriously. “And don’t worry about Hale. I’ll deal with him.”

      Bex stepped back and waggled his eyebrows at Denton. “Touched a nerve, I think. Apparently, he’s quite serious about this secret.”

      The two men retreated, nodding a farewell at Zion. “Well,” Denton said with a grin, “if you’ve got everything in hand, we’ll just be off to Fischer’s. Better go help Bexy boy lose those chips.”

      They shot each other knowing looks before disappearing into the dusky shadows.

      Zion lingered with his arm around me still. Just because we couldn’t see his brothers didn’t mean they couldn’t see us. Eventually, he turned us toward a line of dilapidated row housing. Sagging steps, sometimes broken all the way through, led to thin doors still barely attached to their hinges. Even in Pax, money could be found. Affluent areas existed for those with the means and muscle to afford them. But not here, not in this part.

      Home sweet home was as destitute and derelict as one would expect on this side of the wall.

      “Do you know where I live?” I asked him as he prodded me in a sideways direction from my home. It was very possible that he did, and this misdirection was just an extra layer of protection.

      He sniffed the air, his nose wrinkling against the sulfur and soot that always seemed to linger. “I have an idea.” His tone was cold and distant, reminding me of the day he’d left. Whatever pretense he’d held during the exchange with his brothers was beginning to drop. “Which doesn’t really encourage me, Violet. This neighborhood is infested.”

      I pushed away from him fully, the cold whipping through the space between us. “You don’t get to judge my home,” I snapped. “Not after everything.”

      “Yeah, well, if you would have listened to me, this wouldn’t be your home.” I opened my mouth to shoot back an argument, and he quickly added, “And gangsters wouldn’t be trying to nab you off the streets. You’d have protection. You’d have a damn roof over your head.”

      “I haven’t seen you in three years, and this is what you bring up? That I should have listened to you?” I stomped forcefully down an alley, grimy slime splashing with each booted footstep.

      “You’re the one who brought it up.” His voice was a low murmur, hot with latent anger.

      “Besides,” I continued as if he hadn’t even spoken, “I’d rather live here, with freedom and free will, than wherever it is you sold your soul for.”

      “It’s the only way to survive here,” he snarled, even more furious than before. “You know that as well as anyone.”

      This time, I gave in to the eye roll. “If that were true, everyone inside Pax would belong to a gang. But look around, Zion, entire neighborhoods of people fighting for an honest living.”

      I felt his gaze on me again, softer this time, resigned. “There’s no honest living in this city, Vi. You know that as well as I do.”

      “I go by Viya now.”

      He didn’t say anything.

      “So stop calling me that. It’s . . .”

      “Dangerous.”

      Sympathy. His voice was full of sympathy. It made my stomach churn. There were more reasons for me to stay away from the gangs than I could count. And he knew it better than anyone.

      “How will you explain this to Hale?”

      It was my turn to surprise him. We’d stopped in the shadow of a building, cold wind curling my toes and pulling goose bumps from every part of my body. His eyes widened beneath the milky glow of the moonlight.

      “What do you know about Hale?”

      “I know Trebax is his. And you’re close to a truce with the Sons of the Cauldron. I know if that happens, you’ll be the baddest bangers on the block.”

      He grinned, flashing straight white teeth—a miracle for this side of the wall. Even my own teeth hadn’t stayed perfectly straight. One slightly crooked tooth marred my once-perfect smile. A blessing. Being too perfect would have gotten me into even more trouble.

      “Baddest bangers, yeah?”

      “And I know that you’re owned by Keene. Hale is a front. A nasty, cruel, psychopathic front. But a front all the same.”

      Find Keene . . . My mother’s plea echoed through the alley, chasing both of us. I shivered, feeling sick and hopeless all at once. The smile dropped from Zion’s face as if he’d felt the same ghost pass through him.

      “Per usual, you think you know everything.” His tone was cutting, meant to anger me. “You think I would get into business with Keene? You think I would go near that monster after . . .” He threw his hands in the air. “You’re wrong, Viya. Very wrong.”

      “It’s nice to see some things still bother you,” I spit out, hoping to wound him. “I mean, after you were ready to swipe me off the streets, I started to wonder.”

      “The only reason they didn’t take you was because of me. Or have you already forgotten how I saved your ass? Again?”

      The words being tossed back and forth between us were full of acid, poison, and regret. They burned my fingers and filled my mouth with a nauseating taste. “Maybe, but if I was someone else? Someone who hadn’t also saved your ass over the years, Hale would have gotten his girl, and you would have been the reason.”

      “It’s not as bad as you think.” He picked up his hat and roughed up his black hair before tugging the cap back into place. “Hale isn’t as bad as you think.”

      I took a step back, pretending this building was my own. “Tell yourself whatever you need to, Z. We both know your soul belongs to the devil himself.”

      “Yeah? And where does yours belong, Violet?” His use of my real name had me ducking my head and scanning the street. “Pragma? With your rich dad in your spotless house? Back in the perfect world that banished us here, to begin with?”

      “That was an accident.” Tears stung my eyes, freezing as soon as they touched the frigid air.

      “After all these years, you’re still telling yourself it was an accident?” He scoffed a laugh. It cut through me so quickly that I looked at my stomach, half expecting to be bleeding out. “You can remain pure as snow, princess, but don’t stay stupid. For your own sake, at least open your eyes.”

      Princess. A name he hadn’t called me since before the wall fell. And he’d never spoken it in that tone—with that much hatred . . . with that much sour resentment.

      “Well, maybe you could ask Keene to clear a few things up for me. You know, next time you see him.”

      He took a menacing step forward. And then another one. And then another until I was pressed against an icy iron gate. “I’m not fucking around with Keene, Violet. There are some promises not even I will break.”

      A bitter taste filled my mouth. First, he saved me from his goonish brothers, and now he was telling me he’d stayed loyal after all these years? Obviously, he was up to something. Zion had lost whatever good had been in him years ago.

      I had to win this. I couldn’t let him think he’d somehow come out the better person. He was the blaster, after all. I was the one still living on my own, still trying to get across the wall. “Believe what you want, Zion. But the truth remains.”

      A slow smile spread across his jaw, highlighting a faint bruise along his cheek. There were bags under his eyes I hadn’t noticed before. Black and blue coloring beneath bloodshot eyes that darted around, expecting threats, expecting danger, expecting . . . death. Maybe Zion wasn’t as well off as he liked to pretend.

      “And how would you know what Keene is up to?” He laughed. “You’re above the bangers, remember? Untouched. Innocent. Pure.”

      He said the word again, this time with claws sinking into my skin. It was the word my father had used—the word Pragma had used to justify the wall after it fell. His face across every NewsComm, delivering his message. “We must remain pure. We must set ourselves apart.”

      He had known what was going to happen all along. And he’d tried to keep my mother and me home to save us. But she hadn’t wanted to listen to him. So here we were.

      It wasn’t a battle I had the energy for tonight, though. The day had been unforgivably trying. My spirits were defeated in a way they hadn’t been in a very long time. “My non-banger status keeps me nearly invisible.” His gaze swept the length of me, heating my cheeks in a way I didn’t totally understand. But I got his meaning—his brothers had spotted me almost immediately. “It does,” I insisted, arguing with him even though he hadn’t said anything. “Nobody notices me. Nobody expects someone like me, one step above a street rat, to be listening. I pay attention. I put things together. Hale is Keene’s errand boy.” At the dead look in his eyes, the one purposely working not to give anything away, I added quickly, “Oh, don’t worry, he’s not the only one. Sons of the Cauldron, Carrion, Menacide, and Kato are all in his pocket. It’s like he’s collecting gangs. Pocketing them one by lethal one.” I leaned forward, a small, satisfied smile pulling up one side of my mouth. “Maybe he’s even . . . building a kingdom.”

      We both knew that couldn’t be true, though. We’d heard it straight from the horse’s mouth. Chaos ruled Pax. Mayhem was the true king here.

      Once upon a time, there had been more to our country, more to this world. I was told there were once seven continents and more than a hundred countries. There were still places across the oceans, but not much was known about them anymore.

      As for this country? It was now this city. Or these two cities, depending on how you looked at it. Pollution had destroyed the ocean, littered it with waste and chemicals until nothing could survive there any longer. The land started to suffer as a result. Entire chunks of what were once called states had broken off and separated.

      Then the fires started, stretching from the northwestern border to the southern coast. They ate everything in their path, killed millions, and made the ground uninhabitable. By the time they finally died out in the middle states, the weather was too sporadic to grow new life.

      Disease and pandemics ravaged from the east, eating up whole cities at a time. There was nowhere safe. Nowhere untouched by sickness or disasters or tragedies.

      The survivors settled in the middle, hoping to rebuild their lives and find peace after watching everything they owned be destroyed. Political unrest, wars, and trade breakdowns pushed the top and bottom of the country to the middle as well. The southeast became victims of deadly hurricanes that spit poisonous water all over the land and decayed everything it touched. The northeast faced famine and disease. With so many fleeing to the middle and nothing else available, food became an asset that could not be shared.

      Soon the northeast joined the southeast and the middle expanded and spread and bloated until it became one living, breathing organism of power and commerce.

      The outlying territories, abandoned by healthy civilization, became dead zones or war zones. A wall was erected around the enormity of the middle to keep the people inside safe and the monsters outside at bay.

      More wars were fought. And as the city grew stronger and more stable, the rest of the country ceased to exist altogether.

      It was only PragmaPax. We were the ones who survived, the ones who had held tight to words like civilized, diplomatic, and peaceful. As the rest of the world dissolved into their own versions of apocalypses, we became the only ones who mattered.

      Until even our utopian city manifested all the problems that humanity had been fighting over since day one.

      Where there were rich people, there would always be poor people. Where government was needed, there would always be corruption, deceit, and evil opportunity. Where there were people, there would always and forever be conflict. And so even PragmaPax suffered. By the time my father rose to power, the city had descended into madness. Gangs and poverty ruled one half, while wealth and affluence flexed their muscled influence and separated themselves as far as possible from those in need.

      Keene would have it no other way. If he was forcing factions into owing him favors, it was to promote pandemonium, not unite the un-unitable.

      “Hale would never sell out to Keene,” Zion insisted.

      “You seem to know him well enough.”

      He stepped closer, his body heat jarring against the cold night. I tried to step back again, but the jagged edges of the iron gate dug into my back. I preferred the cold pain over his too-close warmth.

      “I’ve done well, Violet. Better than you.” The humor dancing in his eyes moments ago dissipated, leaving him bleak and rigid. “You shouldn’t have left me.”

      “You left me.” I sucked in a gasping breath, unsure whether to slap him or . . . slap him.

      “I left the room, Vi. Not your life. You’re the one who disappeared before I could get back.”

      Rage simmered beneath my skin, boiling my blood and sending my heart into a wild gallop. “Funny how you remember things after Zaria. Your version of the truth is twisted.”

      His head dipped, gaze flashing with a challenge. “Funny how you remember things before we found ourselves trapped in this hellhole. Maybe I’m not the only one with a twisted memory.”

      I pushed at his shoulders. “You’ve been brainwashed.”

      His head moved slowly back and forth, taunting, arguing, denying. “Not me.”

      Slamming my shoulder into his, I fished in my deep pockets for the only weapon I had with me. I hesitated for a second. I still had to get home, and it was full dark now. Zion wasn’t the only danger lurking in the shadows tonight.

      “Listen, for old times’ sake, I’m going to give you a piece of advice.” I turned around to find his stare on me, waiting intently for what I had to say. “Hale is in league with Keene. The two of them might be the closest partnership in Pax. If you ever want to get back home, you have to cut ties. They won’t even consider your re-entry if you’ve been working with Keene.”

      Surprise flashed across his face, but he quickly hid it behind a mask of indifference. “You’re still thinking about re-entry? Vi, it’s been five years.”

      “Viya,” I corrected quickly. “And I’m not thinking about it. I’m doing it. My plan is just . . . taking longer than originally projected.”

      He ripped off his cap and tousled his dark hair again. Looking across the street, he let out a slow breath and dropped his voice. “Listen, I didn’t just save you tonight for old times’ sake. Hale has been looking for you.”

      “What?”

      “I mean, he doesn’t know that it’s you . . . but rumors have gotten back to him. An urban legend about a pretty girl who goes where she wants, when she wants. Some say she looks like the dead princess. Some say she’s got the code. Some say . . .”

      My breath was trapped in my lungs, unable to escape or relieve my puffed-up chest. “Some say what?”

      “Some say if you own her, you can own trade across the wall. She can make Pragma listen. She can open up negotiations. Or worse.”

      My face paled, and I felt the color drain out of me as ice and dread filled in. “That’s ridiculous. Nobody has the code.” Least of all me.

      If I did, I’d be gone.

      Zion’s eyes narrowed in suspicion. It was one of our oldest, longest fights. And if I was fair, he had a right to fight with me about it. But if I ever knew the numerical code that would open the gate on our side of the wall, I’d forgotten it long ago.

      Nobody even knew how many numbers were involved or if they stayed the same forever or changed daily. The code was impossible to break—not that it hadn’t been tried by countless hackers, all as desperate as the rest of us to get back to consistent meals and a steady, honest paycheck.

      “Zion, you know as well as I do that I’m not hanging out over here for the fun of it.”

      He relaxed his shoulders but straightened, towering over me. “Anyway, watch your back. I can’t be there every time you’re stupid enough to get caught.”

      I ground my teeth together and bit back the curse I wanted to spit at him. “Been doing that for three years now. All by myself. I’m sure I can manage for another three. Or five. Or ten. If that’s what it takes.”

      His frown deepened, and he took a step toward me, hand outstretched as if he wanted to touch me. Or more likely slap me. “Maybe it would be better for you, Vi. Maybe Trebax could help—”

      Before he could finish his sentence, I pulled the hydro-taser from my pocket and pressed it against his neck. He reached up to stop me, but I’d pressed the trigger before he could swat my arm away. His eyes widened as the sharp electricity mingled with a spray of water against his skin. His body immediately convulsed, dropping to the ground in violent tremors.

      I didn’t bother waiting around to see if he would be okay. I disappeared into the darkness, into the night, into the bowels of Pax where even he couldn’t find me.

      But even locked in my own home, high above the gritty streets below and invisible to the rest of the city, I couldn’t shake the feeling they could see me—that everyone could see me.

      I’d managed five years in this godforsaken city, three of them entirely on my own. Nobody knew I was alive. Not really.

      If there had even been a suspicion, my father would have found me by now. He would have torn the city apart to get to me. Whatever Zion was insinuating about him was wrong. My father loved me. He loved my mother, even if they didn’t always agree. He had dropped the wall to protect us. Not rid him of us.

      And more than that, if people really believed I was still alive, my father wouldn’t have been the only one hell-bent on finding me. Gang kings like Hale and Monty and the Dread would have hunted me down and used me to advance their evil efforts.

      Keene probably had a better idea than anyone of who I was, but even he was unsure enough to leave me alone.

      Zion was wrong. The rumors he’d heard were the same as always, desperate people looking for an easy answer.

      But I would be even more vigilant after tonight—for no other reason than I couldn’t run into Zion ever again. Instinct told me he wouldn’t let me go so easily next time.

      I could feel his regret from where I sat on my thin, tattered mattress . . . feel it search the city for me . . . Not even a hydro-taser or a blast of his hand-cannon would save me.
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      Morning came before I was ready. I woke with a chill and a start, jumping into sitting, taser outstretched and waiting to connect with any threat.

      But nobody was there. Only the ghosts of my childhood and the demons in my dreams. Only the memory of Zion, his presence a reminder of my perfect past as his words ripped me to pieces.

      I left the room, Vi. Not your life. You’re the one who disappeared before I could get back.

      I set the kettle to boil on the small stove in the corner of my one-room apartment, settled high in an abandoned building I was sure used to be an orphanage—back when people cared about orphaned children.

      Nobody lived here but me. Sometimes squatters took up residence on the lower floors, but the steep stairwell had been caved in for years now. If you didn’t know about the vine-tangled fire escape at the back of the building, the three floors to the top would have been impossible. A play yard overrun with tangled trees and shaggy bushes helped hide the secret staircase. I’d found it entirely on accident one afternoon, running for some reason or another.

      And I was still convinced the place was haunted. It wasn’t exactly inviting by any means.

      But it was connected to the electric lines, so the stove worked, although the light bulbs had burned out years ago. The water also worked. I used it once in a while if I had time to boil it first. But my bosses at the factory, used to the homeless and desolate, had a locker room with working showers for hygiene purposes. They didn’t care what we smelled like, but they were vigilant about preventing the spread of sickness.

      I quickly traded my pair of black utility pants for a matching pair of the same. They were cleaner, though. And didn’t wear Zion’s taint.

      Switching out my ratty sweater for another version in a darker shade of gray, I groaned at how tight my clothes had gotten over the past several months.

      At sixteen, I was constantly surprised I was still growing. Sure, I was still short comparatively, but I didn’t need tighter clothes drawing attention to the parts of me that were decidedly female.

      Last night was a testament to that.

      The more I looked like a boy, the better. That thought prompted me to braid my hair to fit beneath a gray knit hat covering my ears. It beat away some of the chill that my apartment couldn’t.

      This winter needed to end already. And quickly.

      Summer in Pax was just as awful as the icy winters. The unrelenting sun beat down for months, making pavement sizzle and skin seem to boil. The little spots of manufactured grass and green shriveled to scorched brown—making me wonder why anyone even tried to recreate the natural behavior of living things in this new artificial world. The city stank like sewage and sin. And there was nothing that could relieve the heat.

      Summer sucked the breath straight from your lungs.

      But between the nasty winters and cruel summers, we had a couple weeks of spring. The mild weather and longer days breathed life back into me. And every once in a while, I caught the scent of blooming flowers from the other side of the wall.

      It was enough to sustain me. Enough to keep me dancing on my toes, waiting for fall—another small respite of crisp air and distant memories of campfire nights. But right now, at the tail end of winter, I was tired of being cold, tired of achy bones and sniffling noses.

      I had just sat down to enjoy some contraband tea I’d nicked from a vendor in the Platz when a knock on my door had me nearly dropping it in my lap.

      “Did you get in?” Trebian hollered from the other side, pounding his fist loudly against the fragile wood. “Viya!”

      Growling at the loss of peace and quiet, I stood and stomped to the door. “Morning to you too.”

      He nearly fell through the door when I pulled it back as he’d been leaning all his weight on it. True to his usual nonchalant charm, he popped back into standing, wearing a huge smile across his olive-toned face. Dark-brown eyes twinkled with their usual humor, and his floppy black hair stuck up in clumps all over his head.

      “What happened? I didn’t see you last night, so I assumed you were either in clinks or you’d managed to get across.”

      I shut the door behind him, wondering why there was a pit in my stomach. “Glad to see how much our friendship means to you.”

      He laughed. “I was prepared to be happy for you, Viya. Don’t be a girl.”

      “I am a girl,” I reminded him. Sometimes he forgot. Not that he believed me to be a boy. He just tended not to assign a gender to me at all. I was just Viya. And he was just Trebian.

      Tre sometimes.

      “What happened?” he demanded, giving my shoulders a playful shake. “I’m dying to know.”

      Pressing my lips together, I moved over to the stove to pour him a mug of tea. It was too easy to savor my secret, knowing I was torturing him.

      “Viya!” he groaned.

      “I saw him,” I finally admitted, releasing a smile. “I watched the whole thing. He pays in chips, and the bodyguard behaved in a habitual way.”

      “Habitual . . .” Trebian played with the word, rolling it around on his tongue.

      “Like they do it all the time. It’s a habit.”

      He rolled his eyes at me. “I forgot how educated you are.”

      I wasn’t, though. Sure, I had all manner of private instructors for the first half of my life. But since the wall, I’d had to learn on my own. “The library on Sixth has been abandoned for five years. Nobody bothers me there.”

      His eyes shifted to his tea. Not yet, they seemed to say. Nobody’s bothered you there yet. “I heard Trebax moved in. Maybe not to the library, but it’s on their turf.”

      Panicked butterflies flapped desperately in my stomach. Trebax was bad news all around. Especially after last night—when I’d tased one of their brothers. “But that’s the only decent library left,” I groaned. It was the only library left. Everything else had been gutted for housing, or the books were burned to keep warm. My chest physically ached at the thought of losing more precious literature. How would we ever crawl out of this living nightmare if people couldn’t read anymore, knew nothing of history, and cared nothing for the future? On the Pragma side, they stored books in massive digital files. Everyone had a library at their fingertips. But over here, people didn’t have the time or desire to deal with written literature.

      The loss of books would only divide Pragma from Pax even more. In a way, we would never be able to reconcile. Never catch up.

      My father used to say, “History is the future. If you want to plan for what’s ahead, you have to read what we left behind.”

      Trebian stared at the stove. “On his side of the wall, maybe.”

      His words felt like a knife in my side. He was right, of course. Books still existed. Just not here. Not in Pax.

      “We should get to work.”

      “Do we have to?”

      “Not if you’re okay with starving,” I told him dryly.

      He shot me a disgruntled look but sipped his tea quickly. I shared a genetically modified apple with him, and we ate the last of my bread before it spoiled. Tomorrow morning, I would stop by his place so he could feed me breakfast.

      This was our way. Sometimes we ate until we were full, and sometimes we shared the very little we managed to find. Either way, we were in this together. And even in the lean times, it was better to have someone along for the ride.

      Trebian helped relieve the loneliness building inside me like a star on the brink of collapse, readying for the burst of black hole that would go on and on and on indefinitely. He was the stabilizing force that listened to me whine, laughed over the dumbest things, and watched my back. And I did all of that for him.

      We were still alone. But we were alone together.

      Zaria had been that friend for me before Trebian. He wasn’t a replacement for her, but sometimes I thought she nudged him my way. Like a guardian angel who knew I couldn’t do this on my own. We were an unlikely pair of friends and didn’t always see eye to eye, but he would do anything for me. And I for him. And that was enough.

      Shortly thereafter, we climbed down from my apartment, the rusty fire escape ladder creaking and swaying under Trebian’s unbalanced movement. I managed to get to the bottom with nearly no sound at all.

      There was hardly a risk of being noticed during the day, so I didn’t worry too much about the clamor Trebian was notorious for.

      Rounding the corner, we joined the rest of the city on their trek to work. This part of town was sparse to begin with, but the streets would get more crowded the closer we got to the Platz. Today the north wind whipped through the dirty streets, kicking up dust and dirt, making everyone keep their heads braced against the elements and their eyes focused on the ground.

      “Geez,” I gasped as the wind hit the side of my face and sucked the air straight from my lungs. “Is it spring yet?”

      Trebian jerked with a full-body shiver. “Any day now.”

      Someone rushed by us, bumping into my shoulder in their hurry. “Hey!” I called after him. He didn’t bother to turn around or even acknowledge me. “Rude,” I muttered to myself.

      “What’s going on?”

      Trebian’s careful question immediately put me on alert. I gritted my teeth against the wind and stood to my full height to look around. Everyone around us was all but fleeing, running for the city center. Their eyes were wide and jumpy. But there was a carefulness to them—fear of being noticed—that made them move like mice, darting from one street corner to the next.

      Now that I’d tuned into what was going on, I sensed a commotion down the block. A group of men huddled around a door. One of them stepped forward and pounded with his fist, while the men with him grabbed people off the sidewalk and stopped them to get a good look at their pale faces.

      No, that was wrong. Not just anyone passing by. Just the women.

      A sickening feeling spiraled through me. It started at the base of my skull and spun all the way down to my toes.

      “What’s going on?” Trebian repeated, paranoia seeping into his tone.

      “Let’s not stick around to find out,” I answered quietly, anxious to get out of here.

      Another group of men rounded a corner, not as far away as the first group. They stayed together, scanning the street for who knew what.

      “Are those Trebax?” he asked, seeing the new men more clearly than the first group. “I see dragons.”

      Trebax again? It couldn’t be a coincidence.

      Remembering last night, I had to talk myself out of this having anything to do with me. Zion was an asshole, but he wouldn’t have brought his whole gang down on me just because of a little tasering . . . or would he?

      I shouldn’t have done that. I shouldn’t have provoked him. He’d saved me from his friends.

      And then I’d tased him. Well, hells.

      No. No. I would not feel bad about that. He deserved it. Even if he hadn’t earned it last night, the tase had been a long time coming.

      Bex’s dark form appeared ahead, standing a head taller than everyone else. He stood across the street supervising his brothers as they stopped the women hustling to work and desperately trying to go unnoticed by them. I watched him for a second as he scanned their faces quickly enough and shook his head.

      “Let’s go,” I pleaded with Trebian. Why had they come back? Women were everywhere, all over this city. Why would they go to this much effort if they didn’t think the lost “princess” they were looking for lived in this part of the city?

      As much as it hurt to admit, Zion had saved me yesterday. He’d gotten me away from Trebax.

      Honestly, it wasn’t fun to acknowledge that maybe I’d made a mistake. So I wasn’t going to. But next time, a knee to the balls would likely send the same message.

      I picked up my pace and didn’t take a full breath until we’d forced our way out of our burrow and made progress toward the city center. I couldn’t shake the feeling of being watched. Gazes seemed to follow me from every corner, every shadow.

      I knew the gangs had spies everywhere, even infiltrating rival organizations. There were rumors Keene himself had a network of spies all over Pax. Maybe even in Pragma too.

      Those spies seemed to manifest a physical presence today. It was probably only in my head, but my skin prickled with awareness, with warning. I started seeing snitches everywhere. Paranoia? Or truth? I couldn’t tell.

      The beggar on the corner. The woman leaned against the stoop of an apartment building, a comm-case casually in her hand as if she was reading today’s headlines. The vendor on the corner, selling cones of roasted hydroponic peanuts for breakfast. The small child crossing the street with his dad, hand in hand, eyes fixed on the ground because they, too, knew better.

      “Are you okay?” Trebian’s voice rattled through my head.

      Trebian could be a spy, I decided inwardly. Why else would he be so insistent on our friendship? Why else would he help me get through the wall? Why would he care at all?

      I stared at him, taking in the planes of his face, his curved jaw, the high arcs of his cheekbones, and the way his skin turned pink rather than red like mine. His blue eyes flicked behind us nervously, scanning the street before moving in front, to the sides, up high.

      What a terrible thought to think him a traitor? He was my friend. My only friend. Besides, even Tre didn’t know the full picture of my past. I’d only told him the barest details, and none of them included who my parents were.

      I tugged my stocking cap down, covering my eyebrows and neck fully. “I’m fine,” I told him easily. “Cold and hungry. Fine.”

      “Really? Because I’m kind of freaking out right now. Trebax moved in overnight, Viya. What could they want this far from the city center?”

      “I’m not sure. They seem to be looking for someone.” I sucked in a breath and held it, waiting for his response.

      Trebian walked faster. “More recruits.” His voice held dismal clarity. He didn’t suspect me. He was worried they were here for him. “We’re going to have to move again.”

      Sucking my bottom lip through my teeth, I wondered if he was right. I didn’t want to move again. I had a place to myself. It wasn’t much, but it was safe. Sort of. Dry. Mostly.  And I didn’t have to pay rent for it.

      Trebian lived in a common house. His rent was exorbitant. Nearly all the money he made went to pay for a shabby roof over his head and a shared toilet. Which would have been understandable if his living conditions had been tolerable. But his tiny closet of an apartment barely had enough space for his bed, and he had to share a bathroom with everyone on his hall. But he also had guaranteed water every day, and his landlord had hired armed Carrion guards to keep watch overnight.

      I wondered what the Carrion guards would do to protect Trebian and the other residents from the Trebax who were actively recruiting. Would they fight? Would there be another open round of violence and gunfire? I shivered at the thought, chilled to the center of my bones. We’d only just survived the last round of turf war.

      Maybe they wouldn’t care, though. This wasn’t a territory issue. I doubted the Carrion were paid enough to care about random civilians getting picked off for the next class of Trebax bangers.

      My hand slipped into Trebian’s gloved one. We walked closer together, our eyes fixed on the ground and our shoulders bumping with each step. Another thing to worry about. Another thing to figure out. Another thing to get in the way of my escape.

      “If I find a way to get over the wall,” I said quietly, knowing only Trebian could hear me. “You’re coming with me.”

      Our gazes met, fear reflecting back and forth between us. He’d always laughed off my invitations before by saying he didn’t belong over there. But even the rich and plastic of Pragma was better than getting sucked into gang life. And I would make sure he had a place to live, that he was taken care of.

      Half his mouth lifted in a smirk. “Let’s just make it to work first, yeah?”

      Good idea. But he hadn’t told me no. Something like hope rose inside me. Starting in my gut and spreading outward with warmth—anticipation. I knew it was a bad sign . . . bad omen. It was too soon to feel this stupid emotion again. Especially after last night’s catastrophe.

      And I only had to turn the corner to be proved right.

      We were nearly to the city center, just steps away from the main flow of traffic leading toward the Platz. Trebian and I worked at a fabric factory, manufacturing dyed flats of expensive cloth for Pragma. Our hands were often stubbornly blue, and my nail beds were forever filthy. It was a hard job, long hours with heavy lifting, and the smell was enough to knock you on your back. But it was an honest job, and we were lucky to have it.

      Jobs were rare on this side of the wall, at least steady paying ones. We didn’t have the luxury of calling in sick or skipping. If we didn’t show up, there was a line of people waiting to take our place. Our boss, Matches, liked us because we were young enough to suffer through the long, demanding hours, but old enough not to get into trouble. She wasn’t exactly loyal, though. If we didn’t make it for the start of our shift, she’d be happy to find someone else equally not too young and not too old.

      “ID check,” a gruff, gray man barked at us before we could skirt around the small group of Trebax thugs leaning against a tall chain-link fence. My heart dropped to the ground, becoming a rock I nearly tripped over.

      Trebian and I pressed closer together. “We’re on our way to work,” he told them. “We can’t be late.”

      One of the Trebax stepped in front of our path. Colorful dragons snaked up his neck, breathing fire across his cheeks and temples. “He asked you for your IDs.”

      “Y-You don’t have the authority,” I told him bravely. Well, not exactly bravely. But I managed to push the words out of my mouth and brace for impact.

      A slow smile worked itself across the man’s tattooed face. “Turn us in, then.”

      I felt Trebian slump next to me. Turn him in to who? “What do you want with our IDs?” Trebian asked instead.

      The man’s beady eyes glinted in the ashen morning light. “How about you let me worry about that? And you worry about what’s going to happen to you if you waste any more of my time instead, yeah?”

      I felt Trebian’s elbow bump mine. We were trapped. If we ran, they would catch us easily enough and beat our IDs out of us. If we called for help, same scenario. If we fought back . . . same scenario.

      We’d been through ID checkpoints before. We’d always managed to talk ourselves out of any trouble, but we’d seen plenty of civilians pay the price for being the right age and the right gender—whichever one the gangs were looking for.

      Willing my fingers to steady, I reached into my pocket and pulled out my comm. Zion had the ID upgrade made for me, for Zaria too, when some semblance of order had been restored to Pax after the wall had fallen. There had been nothing but open warfare and death for at least eighteen months after the wall. But once Keene had risen to power, a version of bureaucracy had quickly followed. Forced through by the shell government puppeteered by Pragma and enforced whenever it benefited someone in power on our side of the wall.

      The comm responded to my fingerprint and glowed to life. A picture appeared on the screen of a girl a few years younger than I was now. We resembled each other loosely—same auburn hair, same pale skin, same wide mouth. But her eyes were pale blue, not the soft purple my mother had named me after. And she had a fullness to her cheeks that the hard life of Pax had sucked from mine. I hoped the childlike qualities of the ID would hide the fact that it was forged. The girl in the image was a real person, but she wasn’t me.

      The gray man—his skin sickly from lack of essential vitamins and probably a deadly addiction to some kind of hallucinatory substance—took Trebian’s comm first. While he looked it over, Trebian shoved his shaking hands into his pockets and tried to look bored. His flinty eyes met mine, and I felt a wave of sickness crest in my belly. He only ever looked like that—carved, inhuman stone—when he was trying, and failing, to stay calm.

      I tried my best to mimic his dead eyes and flat frown, but my breath hitched as I handed my comm to the man with tattoos all over his face. “Viya Bellux,” he murmured to himself. It meant nothing. It wasn’t a name attached to anything. The name couldn’t be linked to an arrest report or hospital stay or even blood printing. When I was little, my father had been able to opt-out of the traditional and official way of cataloging the citizens of PragmaPax—DNA workups with blood, fingerprints, and hair, skin, and nail samples. It had been my father’s idea to streamline citizen identification. But my mother had talked him out of making me go through it, telling him we’d deal with the tedious process when I was older. Only when I was older, I’d gotten stuck in Pax. There wasn’t information on me. I was a ghost.

      Another reason I’d been able to fly under the radar.

      Another frustrating reason I couldn’t prove to anyone but my father why I belonged on the other side of the wall.

      Dragon Face took a step back with my forged comm ID in his meaty hands. The third member of their group stepped up to look over my comm. I noticed the gray man had already handed Trebian’s back to him. So why were they having a conference over mine? They leaned closer, speaking in low tones I couldn’t make out.

      Trebian and I shared a look. He’d lost his stony seriousness. “We need to go,” he barked at them, holding his hand out for my comm. “We have to get to work.”

      The three Trebax turned their attention back to me. “Is this your real address?” the dragon-faced one asked.

      My expression turned helpless. Not because of fear, although I was afraid, but because I needed them to believe me. “Why?”

      “Is it?” the gray skinned man demanded.

      I nodded. “I live there with my dad.” Lies. All the lies. But this felt like a precursor to follow-up questions, and I could not invite those into my life. The third goon quickly typed my fake address into his comm before handing mine back to me. “Th-Thank you.”

      Trebian grabbed my elbow. “Let’s go,” he murmured.

      He didn’t have to tug hard. I was ready. A huge breath of relief pushed past my lips as soon as our backs were to the Trebax. That was too close of a call. Who knew what they were up to? For all I knew, it could be more of the same from last night. Hale wanted to add to his harem. The brotherhood as a whole needed more recruits. War was on the horizon, and they needed people to drag dead bodies out of the way.

      Honestly, they could just be screwing with everyone, hoping to stir things up with the other nearby gangs.

      But intuition whispered something more nefarious. An urban legend about a pretty girl who goes where she wants, when she wants. Some say she looks like the dead princess. Some say she’s got the code. Tonight, we’d take a different way home. Or maybe I’d stay with Trebian. Maybe I’d stay at the warehouse tonight.

      We weren’t five feet away from them when more rounded the corner ahead of us. I recognized Zion right away. He was a head taller than everyone he was with and more filled out, healthier and not starved. I ducked behind Trebian, hoping to avoid another run-in with him, but he spotted me immediately. His eyes laser-focused on my face, and I watched in horror as he raised a hand and pointed straight at me.

      “What are you doing?” he shouted at the men who had just released us. “That’s her, you bastards.” He lunged toward me. “She’s the one we’re looking for. Someone grab her.”
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      What. The. Hell?

      He wouldn’t.

      Zion wouldn’t sell me out.

      Disbelief spiraled through me.

      I had no illusion of his loyalty toward me, but he loved his sister. And Zaria would have taken a bullet before she handed anyone she loved over to a filthy gang.

      “Run, Viya,” Trebian rasped hoarsely, shoving me toward an alley.

      Questions pinged through my head rapid-fire—had Zion blown my cover? The cover he’d helped me create and protect for so many years? Was he really handing me over to Hale? Was this because I tased him last night? But I didn’t have time to get answers. I had to get out of here.

      The icy wind stung my cheeks and lungs as I forced my body to move as fast as I could. Trebax called out to their brothers as I ducked into an alley, bumping my shoulder against the unforgiving edge of the brick corner.

      “Stop!” someone shouted behind me. And when I didn’t listen, they added, “Someone stop her!”

      I had no plan of where to go or what to do. But that didn’t prevent my body from barreling through the narrow alley, then the thin gap in the chain-link fence where it didn’t quite fit the space between the two buildings and into the courtyard of a community building.

      None of this made sense, but I couldn’t get caught.

      Not now.

      The apartment block was actually three buildings, all stout squares, connected to each other by arched walkways. The courtyard sat in the middle of all three. The fourth side was a messy patchwork of buildings that made a solid, impenetrable wall.

      Unable to weigh my options or take any extra time to decide, I sprinted for the nearest archway, hoping beyond hope it led to a major road.

      Before I reached the entrance, the tattooed-face man from before stepped into the cool light, a blip-taser twirling in his meaty hand. “I don’t want to use this,” he warned.

      I pulled my own from the inner pocket of my coat. Mine was a hydro-taser, older, more primitive, and actually deadly compared to his new toy that was only meant to incapacitate. Not accidentally kill.

      His lips twitched into a smile. “They didn’t tell me we’d get to dance.”

      Without waiting for his words to make sense, I lunged for the second walkway. A Trebax goon filled the space, a blip-taser in his hand too. I turned away from both tasers and the Trebax that wielded them only to find Bex filling the space of the third.

      Reversing back the way I came, I was unsurprised to find Zion leading a horde of thugs through the chain-link fence and sufficiently blocking my escape from every angle.

      “I’m not the girl you’re looking for,” I told them quickly, hoping it would be that simple.

      It wasn’t.

      “I’m not the guy you should be running from,” Zion countered. He raised his hands slowly as if settling a spooked animal.

      “Why are you chasing me?”

      Half his mouth lifted in a cruel smile. “You know why.”

      “Is this because of last night? The taser?” I tucked the weapon in question behind my back. “I wasn’t trying to hurt you . . . I just can’t trust you.”

      He stood straighter, surprised by my words. “That’s not true.”

      I gestured with my chin. “Call them off, Zion. Whatever this is, we can work it out. Privately. No hard feelings.”

      “She knows Z?” someone from behind me asked, perplexed.

      “Yeah, she knows Z,” Bex added snidely.

      I hated that Zion had given his brothers that impression. Hated.

      He took a step toward me, his hands still raised. “You’re making this worse than it needs to be, Viya.”

      His use of my alias felt intentional. But I didn’t understand why. There would only be one reason Hale would send a containment force this size to find some random girl.

      The air shimmered overhead. Mirrored drones, I realized. Someone was watching this go down.

      But who? Was it one person? Or the entire city of Pax?

      Pragma?

      I ducked my head out of habit, hoping my thick wool stocking cap covered any identifying features. When I dared a glance up, Zion stood in front of me.

      “Let me go, Zion,” I demanded, so furious I knew I could spit fire just like the Trebax dragon.

      His blue eyes flashed, but it wasn’t with sorrow or apology. They were ice cold and devoid of any feeling. Least of all, remorse. “You shouldn’t have let me find you,” he told me simply. As if our run-in last night was my fault. “Now I have responsibilities.”

      Responsibilities? What did that mean? The word made me so sick my skull hurt. “No, you don’t.” I was horrified to find that my voice had taken on a pleading tone. “Zion . . .”

      His lips pressed together in a deep frown. “Stop talking.”

      Obviously, that wasn’t going to happen. “What is this?”

      “Be quiet and play nice,” he ordered with an authoritative tone I had never heard before.

      “Never,” I promised. Leaping forward, I jabbed the hydro-taser in his side before he could sidestep the attack, a burst of energy and movement he didn’t anticipate catching him off guard. “Never in my life will I ever play nicely,” I told his body as he flopped around under the electric pressure of my weapon. “Or will I be quiet.”

      Victory soared through me, and with it, the faint flutters of hope. It was then when I knew I had celebrated too soon. Just seconds later, a similar pulse was jabbed into my side. I collapsed beneath the searing fire of it, the blinding sting of electricity zapping my skin. My eyes rolled to the back of my head, and my mouth opened in a silent scream as my knees slammed to the hard ground.

      But beneath the pain was raw, furious frustration. I couldn’t believe I’d let myself get caught. After all this time. After all I’d been through.

      For five years, I’d been trapped here. Five years I’d lived beneath anyone’s notice. I’d fed myself. Clothed myself. Housed myself. Found work. Survived. Only to end up in the bastard hands of the Trebax.

      Hale’s prisoner.

      Keene’s by association.

      Zion’s dangerous secret.

      My cheek landed on the cold, broken pavement, my lips tasting dirt and grit. My eyes fluttered open to find Zion just a couple of feet away. His eyes were closed since he was unconscious. There was a peacefulness about him I envied. His face had smoothed out, his worry lines gone, and the gruff power I’d sensed in him yesterday had receded. He looked like the boy I used to know. The boy I grew up with.

      “Why are you always following Zaria and me?” I was nine when I asked him.

      “Someone has to watch out for you,” he’d said. Eleven years old and he always thought he was the boss.

      “I have bodyguards,” I’d snipped back, spoiled and superior.

      “They won’t watch you like I will,” he’d promised. “They only know if you’re alive. They don’t know if you’re okay.”

      I’d thought he was right back then. I thought he must have known more than me about life because there was more to living than just being alive. You needed to be okay too. “Fine, you can come. Just don’t bother us.”

      Zaria had laughed at me. “Vi,” she’d scolded. “Be nice.”

      “Yeah, Vi,” Zion had added with a teasing smile that only lifted one half of his mouth. “Play nice.”

      Feet moved in front of me, blocking Zion from my view. Play nice.

      “Hale’s going to be pissed,” the voice attached to the feet sighed.

      “Well, he asked her to play nicely,” someone said diplomatically from above.

      Never, I thought one last time before darkness swallowed me whole.
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      “Wake her up . . .”

      “No, let her sleep.”

      “We don’t have time for this.”

      “Really? We’ve let this go on for five years, but now, suddenly, we’re in a hurry?”

      The first thing I felt was confusion. Where am I? What happened? Why am I lying down? On something soft?

      Something incredibly soft.

      My eyes stayed closed as I reached out with two hands and pressed them into the softness on either side of me. A mattress, I realized—but not mine.

      “We can’t keep peace forever, Z. War is coming.”

      “War is already here.”

      Zion, I added to my collection of facts. That was Zion’s voice.

      “Then you know why we can’t wait,” the second voice insisted. “Besides, she’s already awake.”

      Caught. I opened my eyes and squinted against the dim light. A headache pounded at my temples and the base of my skull. I felt like I’d just been dragged from water, half drowned and limp with clinging death.

      Bodies hovered over me, men all of them. I had heard Zion’s voice, but I didn’t see his face in the circle of tattooed males surrounding me. I gulped dread and sucked in shaky breaths.

      It took three tries before I could voice my questions. “Where am I? What’s going on? Why am I here?”

      “We’re sorry for the force,” a man to my left said gently. I noticed the rest of them gave him a wide berth. I didn’t blame them. His dark skin was on display beneath a thin black vest, highlighting his muscled arms and chest. Black ink was only just visible, and at first, I didn’t understand what his tattoos revealed until he turned his head and the orange flames of the dragon breathed down his neck and back. His thin spectacles beneath closely cropped hair were the last to give him away.

      Hale—King of the Trebax.

      I scuttled back, my elbows dragging my body across the too-soft bed toward a cold brick wall. “Let me go.”

      Hale sighed, pulling the glasses that did not match his face off and tucking them into the front pocket of his vest. “Leave us,” he told the room.

      The crowd of men obeyed instantly. All but Zion retreated to the hallway. He hovered in the corner, his head bowed over crossed arms, one foot propped on the wall behind him. I stared at him until I knew he purposely wasn’t looking at me.

      Asshole.

      “We’ve been looking for you,” Hale said in that same gentle tone. I turned my loathsome glare on him.

      “Why?”

      “You must know.” His dark eyes held mine, unafraid of my fury.

      I shook my head, loose hair falling around my face. They’d taken my hat. And my coat, I realized. I was left in my work clothes minus my taser. “I know you kidnap girls off the street for your pleasure,” I told him brashly. My fingers gripped the rough wool blanket beneath me, hiding the tremble that rocked through me.

      He didn’t flinch. “You’re not here for that.”

      Disgusting. This was a disgusting, despicable man. “Then there’s no reason for me to be here. I have no skills. I have no value. I work in a dye factory.”

      Hale’s mouth curved in a knowing smile. The devil flashed in his eyes. I realized then that the glasses were nothing but a show, a character to play. They were supposed to make him appear kind and trustworthy, not like evil incarnate.

      But they only looked wrong.

      This was him, truly, honestly. Dangerous. Cruel. Desperate.

      “You’re right,” he said to Zion while his gaze remained on me. “She’s very convincing.”

      I forgot all about Hale at that moment. It took everything in me not to launch myself at Zion and wrap my hands around his throat until he stopped breathing. Instead, I glared at him, daring him to look at me, daring him to meet my eyes after his full betrayal.

      “What do you even know about me?” I shouted at Zion, playing a part but also not. “What kind of game is this?”

      His head turned slowly, slowly toward me. And there were those ice-blue eyes—cold, distant, glacial. “It’s not a game, Viya. This is very real.”

      The retort died on my tongue at the use of my name. Or rather, the omission of my real name. “I can’t help you,” I told both men. “This is pointless.”

      “You don’t even know what we want yet,” Hale pointed out.

      “I know you’re a gang,” I shot back. “And I want nothing to do with you because of it. I’m unaffiliated. I’m free.”

      Hale’s snicker was rude, derisive. “Ain’t none of us free, pretty bird. Not you. Not me. Certainly not your boy, Z, over there. We’re all under someone’s thumb. Just waiting for them to press down and crush us.”

      I was right, then. About Keene owning Hale. I would have gloated had I not been face-to-face with him.

      Had I not known what a treacherous overlord Keene was.

      “I won’t join your ranks,” I told him, ignoring his words of warning. “You’ll have to kill me.”

      Hale leaned back against a desk shoved to the opposite corner of the room. He folded his arms over his chest and crossed one ankle over the other. His stance wasn’t all that dissimilar from Zion's. But where Zion looked like a caged animal ready to pounce, Hale merely looked bored. He turned that dull gaze on Zion. “Is that what we should do? Kill her?”

      Zion’s shoulders relaxed, and his expression became equally as lifeless. “You haven’t asked your question yet. Be a pity to cut the interview short.”

      Hale surprised both of us by smiling, revealing straight, bright white teeth, teeth that didn’t exist in Pax. Teeth that had been capped and taken immaculate care of. They reminded me who he was and what kind of power he operated with. “That’s why I keep you around, Z. You’re always here to remind me not to do anything too hasty.”

      I’d heard once that Hale had shot a man for wearing a shirt he didn’t like. And another time, he’d skinned a man alive for disagreeing with his opinion about the weather. That seemed extreme to me, but the girls at the factory had talked about it for two weeks. I doubted anyone could keep Hale in check. Least of all Zion.

      “Ask her,” Zion told him. “See what she says.”

      Angry butterflies rioted in my gut, sending me shrinking into the corner, the covers crumpling underneath my squirming. Hale’s attention turned back to me, noting my fear, noting my panic. Darkness swept through his gaze, and I struggled to breathe against the fear.

      “I was told you have the code,” he said simply.

      The fear receded as quickly as it came, and I barked out a laugh. “This is why I’m here? You think I have a code? For the wall?”

      “What other code could I possibly want?” Hale growled, unamused by my amusement.

      I scrambled up to my knees, pulling myself as tall as I could. “Do you honestly think I would still be here if I had the code?” Hale glowered at me. “I’d blow that door wide open. Let everyone through.”

      Hale’s gaze dropped to his feet. “Z.”

      “My research led me to her,” Zion answered the unasked question. “She’s the only one in the entire half that could be traced back to Pragma.” There was a weighted beat of silence before he added, “Who’s still alive.”

      Hale nodded. “She has Pragma in her. I see that. The haughtiness. The primness. That goddamn condescending tone.”

      Insults. All of them. But I didn’t know what to say. Zion had only told Hale half my story. It made no sense. He brought me here, to the lion’s den, but he didn’t give them a reason to keep me.

      “We’ll take her to Keene,” Hale decided, moving toward the door.

      “What is he going to do that we can’t?” Zion all but demanded.

      Hale put one hand on the doorknob, rapping his fist against the thick steel with his other. “What do you care?”

      Zion shrugged. “I don’t. I just don’t know why we cower to Keene when he has no power, no army, no . . .”

      “Don’t be foolish,” Hale snarled as the lock clicked open, and he yanked the door wide. “We’re the army.” Hale spared me one last look, but it wasn’t for my benefit. “Besides, you get to keep your toy for a little while longer. I thought you’d be pleased.”

      Zion’s head cocked back in surprise. “This is a gift?”

      “They told me what you did last night.” Hale leaned forward, dropping his voice as if that would keep me from hearing. Or maybe he didn’t care about me at all. Perhaps this was for Zion’s benefit. “I don’t care how you got the information, Z. But I expect honesty. I expect you to tell me if there are . . . feelings involved in places that are about to get messed up.”

      “There aren’t,” Zion promised quickly. “Feelings, I mean.” His small, secret smile was the gesture that finally revealed just how much trouble I was in. “But, I mean, look at her.”

      Hale smiled back, wide and toothy. He clapped a hand on Zion’s shoulder and crooned, “My man.”

      Just a second later, Zion and I were left alone. The lock slid into place on the outside once again, and I breathed through my nose to keep from getting sick. Zion didn’t move, but I felt his eyes on me, watching, waiting.

      “I’m going to kill you,” I promised, my voice a sinister rasp. “You exposed me.”

      “You shouldn’t have let me find you.”

      “You already said that.” My breaths were short puffs of panic. “What the hell is this, Zion? Why would you do this?”

      “It’s Z now, Viya.” He took a step closer to me and then another one. Soon enough, his thighs bumped against the foot of my bed, and I stopped breathing altogether. “Unless you’d rather me call you, Viol—”

      I shoved my hand against his mouth before he could get the full name out. “You’re crazy,” I hissed.

      He pulled my hand away with his, wrapping it around my wrist and pinning it to my side. “And you’re stupid. You should have given him something.”

      “I don’t know it. I’ve told you that enough times.”

      “Well, now you have to see Keene. You think he’s forgotten you? You think he’s not going to identify you the second he sets his eyes on you?”

      “Yeah? And what about you? Surely, he remembers the boy who hit him in the face.”

      Zion leaned forward, forcing me backward, forcing me to shrink beneath him. “Keep bringing up the past, Violet. See if you ever leave this place again.”

      I wanted to die. That was how afraid I was. Surely, death would be better than waiting for whatever they had planned for me. “You have to get me out of here,” I whispered, pleading once again.

      He straightened, a cruel smirk lifting one side of his mouth. “Even if I wanted to, I couldn’t. This place is armed, guarded, and locked down all day and all night. The only people allowed to leave are Trebax. The only people allowed inside are Trebax. And our prisoners. You got yourself into this mess, so you’ll have to get yourself out.”

      I jabbed him in the chest with my finger. “You got me into this mess, you bastard.”

      His smirk became a wide smile. “Your boyfriend is here too. Just in case you’re planning to slither out of here, know that they’ll kill him. If you leave, they will be happy to teach you a lesson.”

      Trebian. He had to be talking about Trebian—who was adamantly not my boyfriend. But if that’s what Zion thought, I wouldn’t change his mind. I slumped back to the bed, defeated.

      Zion stepped backward toward the door. “It must really kill you.”

      Against my better judgment, I took the bait. “What?”

      “All that pious bullshit before. You’re still here.” His words were like salt in an open wound. I could do nothing but glare at him. “You belong to Trebax now, Viya. It’s time to play nice whether you want to or not.”

      I said nothing as he knocked on the door and waited for it to open. He did nothing but smirk and gloat and remain the horrible person I hardly recognized.

      Then he was gone, and I was left alone inside my Trebax prison. Zion was right about one thing. Everything I did to avoid this, all my work, my survival, my fight . . . had been for nothing. All it would take was for Keene to share my secret with Hale, and everything would be for nothing.

      I would never get out of this city.

      I would never get out of this room.

      I would never, never, never be free again.
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      Time passed. I didn’t know how much, but it felt like a lot. The room was totally empty save for the rickety desk with a metal chair bolted to the ground and the ultra-soft bed.

      The bed felt like an obscene expense compared to the sparsity of the rest of the room. There were no windows. A closet in the corner revealed a toilet and a small sink that spit brown water. A bucket on the floor was labeled “Shower.” A small bottle of shampoo doubled as hand soap.

      I missed my secret apartment and the fire escape and the complete and utter freedom I’d had.

      My imprisonment could have only been a couple of hours, depending on how long I’d been unconscious. But the seconds dragged on and on and on.

      I should have been devising a plan to escape. Or figuring out how to incapacitate my guards. Or coming up with an elaborate lie that could get me out of this stupid situation. But sadly, my trapped moments were spent uselessly in a blind rage.

      How could Zion do this to me?

      How could he betray me a second time? Wasn’t once enough? Wasn’t abandoning me after his sister died enough?

      The lock clicked, and the door pushed open. I stared at the intruder from the middle of the bed where I sat cross-legged in furious, murderous meditation. When I blinked into focus, Bex and Denton filled the doorway.

      Denton grinned at me. “You gave him a limp.”

      His words caught me so off guard I lost my angry edge. “Who?”

      “Z,” he said with a laugh. “Your ancient hydro-taser bites like a bitch.”

      “And you got him twice,” Bex added, snickering along with his friend. “He didn’t even get twelve hours to heal.”

      “I hope it’s permanent,” I murmured to myself. A limp wasn’t the worst I could do, but it was a start.

      Both of them cackled at Zion’s expense. When they managed to compose themselves, Bex tilted his head toward the hallway. “Come on, Vicious. You’ve been summoned.”

      The thought of leaving this room filled me with relief. But no matter how claustrophobic I felt in here, I knew it was safer than whatever was out there. “Are you letting me go?”

      They shared a look before Denton shook his head adamantly. “No. We’re not letting you go.”

      “Then I’m not leaving,” I told him plainly.

      Bex raised his eyebrows and frowned. “Oh, you don’t get a choice.” His head cocked to the side. I realized now that he’d tried to mimic Hale’s look with his shaved head and dragon tattoos with an ink so dark, they blended into his skin. “Did you think you got a choice?”

      I pressed my lips together, frustrated.

      “We’ll carry you if we have to,” Denton promised. He shot Bex a look. “Z will be pissed we put our hands on you, but we’ll do what it takes. Don’t think we won’t.”

      Bex flashed a handheld pulse-cannon—it had similar properties to my hydro-taser, but it lacked the nastiness of the spray of water, and it was brand new with the latest technology. Basically, it was nothing like my ancient weapon and would knock me out in three seconds flat. “Unconscious if we have to.”

      “Is this how it’s going to be all the time? How many pulses do you think I can handle before I lose the ability to speak? Think? Remember codes, and my name, and whatnot?”

      They glared at me. “We don’t care,” Denton said seriously. “We were told to fetch you. So that’s what we’re going to do.”

      I tensed, knowing I was going to hate myself later. “Do it then.”

      “Do what?” Bex asked, totally perplexed.

      “Tase me. I’m not going anywhere otherwise.”

      Denton frowned. “You’re serious?”

      My lip curled back, flashing teeth. “Do you see me moving?”

      “Nobody’s going to hurt you,” Bex assured me, obviously exasperated. “We need you. This isn’t . . .”

      “Isn’t what? A kidnapping? Imprisonment? Forcing me to do things I don’t want to do? What isn’t this? I’m curious.”

      He looked baffled. “Yeah, those things.”

      “So I’m free to leave?”

      Denton made a sound in the back of his throat. “You’re free to get your tiny ass in the hallway. They’re waiting for you.”

      I released a purposely slow, calm breath. “Who is waiting for me?”

      “Let’s go,” Denton demanded. When I didn’t immediately move, he waved his pulse-cannon in the air. “I don’t care if they need you conscious or not. Our orders are to move you. It’s up to you how we do that.”

      Feeling as salty as ever, I scooted to the edge of the bed and slid off. My boots hit the bare floor with a smack. Denton held the door open for me, waving me through with a flourish. Bex led the way down the hall. I noticed they didn’t try to restrain me, but it only took a few steps outside my prison cell to realize why.

      This place was crawling with Trebax. Doors and doors of dorm rooms on floors and floors of this towering building, with a wide-open courtyard several stories down in the middle. If I leaned over the railing, I could see straight to the bottom floor, and looking up, I saw all the way to the domed glass ceiling that poured in gray, natural light.

      We were somewhere in the middle of the ten or so floors. The architecture was dated from an age long past. Maybe from before PragmaPax, from before the one-city initiative. The air smelled musty and old too, tinged with sweat and blood. The marbled floor was scrubbed clean and would have been pretty, save for all the chips and cracks.

      Not one of the Trebax was unarmed. Long pulse-cannons were strapped against their chests or swung around their backs. Handheld blazers were tucked into their belts, and many of them were strapped with knives.

      My hydro-taser, a first-generation model, felt embarrassingly inadequate in comparison. But at least it would have been something, some line of defense against this mobile arsenal.

      “Don’t be foolish . . .” Hale’s words whispered back to me. “We’re the army.”

      Did every gang look like this? Were we closer to the brink of war than I had been willing to admit?

      But war with who?

      I felt the presence of the wall looming between Pax and Pragma. No matter how many armed men represented Trebax, there wouldn’t be enough to take on the whole of Pragma. Besides, they’d have to get through the wall first.

      My feet tripped as the realization of why I was here plummeted through me. They wanted the code for the wall. And why did they want the code for the wall? To invade, obviously.

      Which meant even if I knew the code, I could never give it to them. I wanted to escape Pax for the promised peace of Pragma. I wanted to leave the fighting and bloodshed and corruption behind me.

      If I crossed the wall and brought Trebax with me, I would never have peace again. This city was a disease, a plague. And it would infect the purity of Pragma as quickly as any of the destructive pandemics that had slowly destroyed the rest of the world.

      Maybe not with disease, but most certainly with greed, villainy, and crime.

      We moved through the building, and I took in as many details as possible while ignoring the catcalling and lewd comments from the men we passed. The inactivity of the men standing around made it impossible to deduct too much from their daily activity, but it also said a great deal. The glass ceiling was tinted, but I couldn’t see an orb of sunlight, so I assumed it was later in the day. My stomach growled as if agreeing with me. Suppertime maybe?

      There were ancient elevator shafts in even intervals. We passed several banks of them before Bex stopped at a gold-plated, gaudy unit that stood alone. Armed guards flanked the ornate door. They looked impassively at me before one of them swung his arm back and punched a button embedded in the wall.

      How had this building survived for so long?

      We stepped inside the cage, and it seemed to shiver beneath our weight. Bex and Denton snickered at my horrified expression.

      “It’s safe,” Bex assured me.

      “Or we’re about to plummet to our death,” Denton added, shrugging off the danger. “Either way.”

      Bex turned out to be right. The elevator made it to the top floor, which was number fourteen if the button Denton had pushed indicated anything. There was not a thirteenth floor, which I found curious.

      When the gold doors slid open again, we stepped inside an enormous apartment outfitted with every amenity and luxury possible. Soft furniture set on gleaming marbled floors screamed wealth and opulence. Screamed of a life untouched by the division of the wall.

      I wanted to run from this place, this bald-faced lie that twisted the truth of what people in Pax endured. If the people in this half could see this place . . . They would riot. Or join them.

      The gangs were rumored to live well. But I didn’t know it was possible to live this well in this half of the city.

      To be honest, I’d forgotten that anyone could live this well.

      My desperation to get back to Pragma was rooted in my childhood memories of what it felt like to be safe, to be protected. But I could be honest with myself that I had no real working knowledge of what the other half lived like today.

      And now that I was faced with real privilege and affluence, I found myself uncomfortable down to my bones. For a fleeting moment, I wondered how I could ever go back to this when I knew what the rest of the Pax lived like.

      Some of the bitterness I harbored over my mother’s relentless efforts to feed the poor had ebbed. Had she felt this painful dichotomy too? She must have.

      The trauma of the day the wall fell would never heal inside me. I’d been left with gaping chasms of loss and terror that reached down from my soul to the center of the earth.

      But . . . faced with this too-bright wealth of Hale’s, I could feel bridges of empathy being built over those jagged holes. Bandages of understanding.

      It wasn’t that she’d set out to risk my life. It was that she couldn’t help but risk hers in the hope of saving other people.

      Other people who didn’t stand a chance without her abundance and kindness.

      Hale stepped into the lobby, his amber eyes hard and focused. “Do I need to ask what took you so long?”

      Denton inclined his head toward me. “You didn’t want us to use force.”

      “She took some convincing,” Bex added.

      Hale’s gaze darkened. “Why am I not surprised?” His chin tipped. “This way, pretty bird.”

      I thought about putting up a fight, but what was the point? I was closer to freedom in my cell than I was in Hale’s penthouse apartment with armed guards stationed at every wall.

      He led me through the apartment, revealing more decadence, more wealth, and more weapons. Every outer wall was made of clear windows and doors that led to a balcony overlooking broken buildings and abandoned parts of the city I didn’t recognize. Everything was covered in pristine, white snow.

      Where were we?

      How far from the city center?

      “You’ll die out there,” Hale said out of nowhere. “If you try to leave, I mean. The elements are too extreme.”

      “How did we get here?” I asked, not even trying to hide my surprise.

      “HOV-craft,” he said simply. “The enemy is not the only one with a fleet.”

      My mouth dropped open in surprise. “You have a fleet of hovercrafts? Why don’t you use them against Pragma?”

      “Who’s to say we aren’t?” He pushed through double doors that swung on hinges before I could demand answers. And then I forgot I had questions altogether at the spread of food before me after I’d followed him into the next room.

      A long table, set for six, was decorated with candles floating in bowls of clear water and flowers that draped down vases and tumbled over the edges between place settings. Side tables covered in bowls of fruit and platters of meat and dishes that smelled like another world and made my mouth water lined the room. The scene reminded me of the galas and dinners thrown for my father before the wall. I tried to mask my hunger with indifference, but I knew my eyes gave me away.

      “Sit,” Hale ordered. “Please.”

      I didn’t have the willpower to fight him. Collapsing into one of the gleaming dark wood chairs at the very end of the table, I hid my trembling hands in my lap under the table. All at once, five years of living in Pax caught up to me, and it was all I could do not to collapse with exhaustion. I felt too dirty for a table like this. The grime of the city had seeped beneath my skin, into my bones, and tainted my blood.

      I was too filthy for even a gang king’s table. I stood out for all the wrong reasons. My dull, messy hair. My pallid skin. My unwashed hands and filthy nail beds. My tattered clothes. Everything about me screamed poor, underfed, hopeless cause. I didn’t have to look in a mirror to know what would look back at me—utter despair.

      I clenched my hands together to keep from scrubbing at my face and straightening my clothes. I might feel less than, but I sure as hell wasn’t going to give anything away to Hale.

      Hale took the seat across from me at the head of the table. He checked his comm and said, “The others just arrived.”

      “Others?”

      The doors swung open again, and three men and one woman walked inside. I forgot my hunger at the sight of Trebian being escorted by an armed Zion. Trebian looked calm and collected despite the blazer at his ribs. We locked eyes, and I felt the first real impulse of overwhelming fear. I’d been able to hold it together until now. But this, my best friend, in the same hopeless situation as me, put things into a starker perspective.

      How were we going to get out of this, Tre?

      The woman, to put it simply, was beautiful. Strikingly so. Her platinum hair flowed in waves to her waist, her pale skin seemed to glow beneath her deeply cut red floor-length dress. She looked like someone my mother would have invited to our home in Pragma. They would have talked fundraiser plans and seating arrangements all while sipping champagne served in crystal goblets.

      Her dewy green eyes fixed on Hale and didn’t waver. Even though her arm was taken by the tall, stately man at her side—Keene.

      I’d only met him once before, but the introduction had left a lifetime impression.

      He was all that people said about him—handsome, cruel, aloof. His glasses, unlike Hale’s, were necessary. Rumor had it that he’d been born blind but that his parents had paid for countless surgeries to repair whatever had been broken. He could see now, but his vision was far from perfect. And now, because of the wall, his only option to continue surgery was of the black-market variety.

      Other than this flawed vision, he was nearly perfect in every other way. His almost-curly dark hair was thick and styled, giving him a youthful appearance despite the gray flecking his trimmed beard. Dark eyes and a dark, broody mood finished off his signature style.

      He was the same as I remembered. Untouchable, unreasonable, unlikeable.

      “Welcome, Keene,” Hale said with a grim smile. “We just sat down.”

      “Then please don’t get up,” Keene sniped back under his breath.

      Hale’s smile stretched to indolence. “Z, take the seat next to your prisoner. The rest of you are welcome wherever.” His glare darted to Keene. “The other room if it suits you.”

      Zion obeyed, sitting down to my right, but moving his chair as close to mine as the corner of the table would allow. I resented being assigned to him. I was nobody’s prisoner.

      Okay, obviously, given the circumstances, I realized that was a ridiculous statement. But if I couldn’t be nobody’s, I would at least be everybody’s.

      Er, or something like that.

      Trebian was led to the far chair by Bex and sat all the way across the table from me, next to Hale. We shared a look that spoke a thousand words we couldn’t say right now. He was scared too. But mostly unharmed. I subtly nodded at the flinty look he had, promising we would figure out how to get out of this.

      Zion tucked his weapon into a holster behind his back and relaxed into his seat next to mine. The woman took the seat directly across from him, and Keene filled in the final spot across from Trebian. As soon as Keene was settled, Trebax moved out of the kitchen and began serving us from the buffet around the room.

      Zion’s arm settled around the back of my chair while he waited to be served. I leaned forward and rested my elbows on the table. I felt disturbingly out of place in my black work pants and wool sweater. My hair was still in braids, but they were loose and knotted by now. And my nail beds were still blue from yesterday, my hands grimy from the day’s constant struggle.

      In contrast, everyone else, save for Trebian, had dressed up for the occasion. Even Zion wore tailored black pants and a military-style white buttoned shirt. I felt his smirk as I checked out my hands.

      “The girl,” Hale announced when the servers had receded to the kitchen. He cut a piece of steak with a knife and fork before jabbing it into his mouth. “She goes by Viya Bellux.”

      Keene’s style of eating was less animalistic but felt predatory all the same. “Viya Bellux,” he said to himself, chewing my name the same way he tasted the green vegetable at the end of his fork. “We’ve met before, Viya Bellux. I don’t suppose you remember?”

      “We’ve never met.” Lie. But there was a chance he didn’t remember why we met or that I knew who he was before the wall fell. Or that my mother had once considered him an ally.

      His body stilled as he dissected me beneath a calculated gaze. “I remember your eyes,” he told me simply. “I remember your request.”

      Caught. I stabbed a halved strawberry doused in vanilla-clotted cream and shoved it in my mouth, hoping to disguise my panic. Though it was perfectly ripe and sweetened, it tasted like ash in my mouth under the circumstances. Shaking my head, I told him, “How can you remember something that never happened?”

      He pointed his knife at me. “You asked me for sanctuary.” The room stilled at the accusation. “The night the wall came down.”

      Bitterness raged through me all over again. I had asked him for sanctuary the night the wall fell. Zaria, Zion, and I had spent the day hiding from the fighting and the enraged people of Pax intent on making someone pay for the crimes against them. We’d stuck to the shadows and miraculously found Keene’s building—at that time it had been a humble apartment in the corner of an abandoned church. But by the time we’d gotten there, it had been reduced to rubble.

      Not knowing what else to do, we’d slipped inside the bowels of a massive pipe organ and waited. Pragma had come first. They’d descended on ropes tied to whirring warships and scoured the place with pulse-lasers, the red-lighted sights pinging rapidly around the room. We’d hardly breathed a single breath while they searched for Keene.

      Just when I knew they would find us, more fighting erupted on the streets outside the broken doorways. The peacekeepers were pulled out of the fray before the first bullet ricocheted off the already demolished building.

      We’d fallen asleep like that. Huddled together between pipes and pedals. By the time I’d noticed movement around us, my body ached from the crunched position. It had taken too long to stand, too long to bring feeling back to my legs.

      Keene had been on his way out of the church when I’d caught up to him, a bundle of papers shoved under one of his arms.

      “K-Keene?” I’d whispered, scared as I’d ever been.

      His shoulders had stiffened. That night he’d had no gray in his beard and no curls—his hair had been closely cropped to his head. He’d looked like an angry demigod. Or a deranged general at the end of a losing battle.

      “Keene?” I’d said again, bolder this time. He was our only hope to get back over the wall. He was our only answer to the grief we’d been forced to experience today.

      He turned around slowly, as if expecting me to be holding a gun. There had been visible relief in his eyes when he saw me standing opposite him, a child, an unarmed spoiled girl from Pragma. He’d had a box in his hand. It was a specialty box with a secret clasp to open it. I knew what it was because my mother had the same one tucked in the hidden part of her closet. She’d never shown it to me, but I’d found it on accident one day when Zaria, Zion, and I had been playing hide-and-seek.

      “Who are you?” he’d asked slowly, the relief instantly replaced with distrust.

      “My mother told me to find you,” I explained instead. “She said you could help me.”

      I thought he’d ask me who my mother was, but he simply said, “I can’t.” He took a step back. “I can’t help anyone.”

      I’d run after him, clutching his coat in my small fingers. “You have to help. You have to help us get home. We’ll die here.” Tears had streamed from my eyes, fear overwhelming me once again. “I don’t know how to live here.”

      He’d yanked his coat out of my fingers and taken more steps away from me. “I would figure it out quickly if I were you. Dead people become forgotten people. And forgotten people can’t ever go home.”

      His words had stolen the breath from my lungs, and I’d been unable to speak at all. He watched me sink to my knees right before a rock flew through the air and hit him in the face. It shattered his glasses and cut his cheek.

      “How dare you talk to her like that!” Zion had shouted across the rubble. “How dare you scare her like that!”

      Keene had touched his face, his fingers coming away bloody. He pulled a gun from his hip and pointed it at Zion. “That was a mistake, boy.”

      “You’re a mistake,” Zion had hollered back, the ultimate insult for a thirteen-year-old boy.

      Keene’s gaze returned to find me smiling at Zion’s attack. “You don’t need me,” he’d said coldly. “You have a lion to protect you.”

      Zion had helped me up while we watched Keene disappear into the night. In the following weeks, we struggled to eat, struggled to survive while Keene rose to secret power in Pax. We followed his victories obsessively, eavesdropping in unseen places because nobody thinks kids are capable of anything.

      Within months of the wall, a shaky truce had been established in Pax, and the burrows of the city had been divided into gang territories, each able to govern independently. Trebax had emerged as the most powerful with Hale at its helm and a bevy of nasty, gruesome rumors to back up his reputation.

      But we knew Keene was behind the new power structure. We knew Keene had orchestrated the rise of the gangs, the division of power, and the constant instability that kept Pax in chaos. Now, all these years later, our suspicions were confirmed. Hale and Keene were allies, maybe even partners. And the fall of Pax had meant the rise of very evil men.

      “I was eleven when the wall fell,” I told him honestly. “If I asked for help, it was because I thought I needed it.”

      Something flashed in his gaze, something deeper than his surface disinterest. “Amazing, isn’t it? That you survived at such a tender age.”

      I heard a faint accent in his tone. It surprised me. We’d been isolated in this endless city for so long, hardly anyone had an accent unless it was a speech impediment. But there it was. In the cadence of his voice as his gaze bored into mine.

      “Maybe it wasn’t on accident,” he added quietly.

      Hot, burning rage exploded through me at his insinuation. I tried to jump to my feet, but Zion was there, behind me, pinning me to my chair with his hands on both my shoulders. I barely noticed that his chair had tipped backward in his quickness to reach me.

      “Let me go,” I growled at him, fully intent on murdering Keene in cold blood.

      “Fire,” Keene murmured as he calmly took another bite of rare meat. “She’s all fire and fury. She will not do.”

      Hale laughed at his assessment as I struggled against Zion’s hold. “She’s perfect. And she knows the code.”

      “I do not know the code,” I snarled, venom dripping from my lips. “And if I did, I would never share it with you.”

      Zion’s fingers squeezed my shoulders in warning. “Should I take her back?”

      Keene’s gaze flicked to Zion. “Tell her, Z. You and I have made our amends. Advise her to do the same.”

      “By not helping us that night, you killed my best friend,” I hissed at him, knowing it would strike a chord with Zion too. He might not be on my side of this argument, but surely, he would stick up for Zaria. Surely, he would remember how our vulnerability and helplessness killed her.

      “Not me,” Keene insisted. “The Mayor-General killed your best friend. And all the other poverty-related deaths since the day the wall fell. I don’t mind your . . . strong opinions, but you will not accuse me of blood I have not shed.” He leaned to the side and reached into his coat pocket to retrieve his blazer. He set it on the table and pointed it in my direction. “Credit where credit is due. And blame where it belongs.”

      I ground my teeth together to keep from shouting accusations at him. Zion’s grip softened, but he did not remove his hands. “I will not help you,” I told them all, anyone who was listening. “And more than that, I cannot help you.”

      Keene smiled at his plate while Hale smiled openly at me, flashing those brilliantly white teeth. The woman between them reached for her goblet and drained it in one pull.

      “You will help,” Keene decided, his accent reappearing once again. “Of course you will help.”

      Before I could speak again, Zion’s head dropped so that his temple pressed against mine. “Play nice, Violet,” he whispered, his lips so close they pressed against the shell of my ear. “I’ll make it worth your effort.”
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      Dinner dragged on and on after that. Once he was confident I wasn’t going to leap out of my chair and stab Keene or Hale with a steak knife, Zion took his seat once again and the meal resumed. Trebian and I were all but ignored while the rest of the table enjoyed their decadent banquet.

      Even though I had been starved before I sat down, I couldn’t bring myself to eat any of the lavish food. It felt like accepting a bribe or giving in to their demands.

      This was a far cry from the genetically modified apples and synthetic porridge we were used to feasting on. Even for the wealthy, this felt . . . lavish. Excessive. My father had only offered a banquet like this when he was entertaining important guests.

      Was that what I was? An important guest? The girl with the code. The lost Pragma Princess.

      Or was this feast for Keene?

      I noticed Trebian merely pushed his food around too. And even though I was comforted that he was here and seemingly okay, he hadn’t said anything since he sat down.

      “Tell them how you did it,” Hale coaxed Zion, smiling openly at him. Like a proud father. I felt sick. I’d been more than a little surprised at the ease with which Zion fit into this group. This was clearly the upper echelon of power in Pax. Yet Zion behaved as if he belonged.

      I doubted they knew his origins. He was a spoiled Pragma boy through and through.

      “It’s not that thrilling,” Zion said with a suppressed smile. “You’re always so amused by the most ridiculous things.”

      Keene’s gaze moved to me, and I looked back at my food quickly. Was that what I was? A ridiculous thing? “He likes to test you,” Keene explained, his gaze still hot on my face. “He thinks by pushing you to the limits of what you’re capable of, he’s building a better leader.”

      “I am,” Hale admitted. “Someone will have to take the keys to the kingdom, Keene. We won’t live forever.”

      “It’s not me,” Zion murmured, but then he moved on before anyone could argue. “So we were waiting on the other side of the warehouse. Carrion had managed to intercept a shipment on the way to Pragma. Our source had assured us that those cartons had enough whiskey to last us three months.” He paused and lifted a finger from his tumbler of amber-colored liquid. “Premium stuff, right? Grade level we’d never even had our hands on before. The men were so excited they couldn’t be quiet. I had to threaten to have at least half of them hanged if they blew our cover.” Hale started laughing before the story even finished. “So we go to all this trouble of hiring this wild band of kids to tell the guards at the warehouse that one of the skin houses was putting on a live show down the street. We hacked a billboard and the ad page on their comms, the whole thing.”

      “You hacked their comms?” Keene groaned in disbelief.

      “Nothing high level. We just sent a pop-up over to their home screen. Not a big deal.” Hale and Keene shared an impressed look. “But they don’t take the bait. Our hacker keeps sending ads their way. Each one of them a new level of lewd like you wouldn’t believe. They start fighting over what to do. Some of them think they should go, and some think this can’t possibly be real. Which is fair if you knew what they were getting on their comms.

      “Finally, after a half hour or so of bitching and complaining, some of them leave to go check it out. Sure, a few guys are left behind, but my men and I are confident we can handle them. And we do. We raid the warehouse. Security is even lighter than we expected. The guards left behind get out of our way and look at us like we’ve lost our damn minds. Nobody tries to stop us. They even help us load the entire shipment on our trucks. One of them waves to us as we drive away. My guys have never been giddier, and the whole thing goes down without one casualty.” Zion could barely contain himself. The corners of his mouth lifted, struggling to give in to the waiting smile. I’m so engrossed in his story I’d forgotten where I was.

      “The whiskey couldn’t have been that great if they were willing to part with it so easily,” Keene noted.

      Zion rubbed a hand over his face, giving in to the laughter. The deep rumble hurts my skin because of how natural it sounds and how comfortable he seems. “It wasn’t whiskey at all . . . it was bubble bath.”

      He turns his head suddenly, catching the small smile on my face. I wipe it away with my napkin and think about how he kidnapped me. But his eyes light up with some kind of challenge, like he knew he could make me smile with that story and had just been proven right.

      I decided never to smile again.

      It was safer that way.

      Across the table, Keene and Hale pounded the surface and tipped their heads back in laughter. Keene especially found Zion’s story riotously funny. “What did you do with it?” he asked, totally enraptured.

      Zion shrugged. “We found out who the bubble bath was intended for, then sold it for three times the price to its competitor.”

      Keene leaned back again, his shoulders relaxing as his laughter settled down. “Smart, Hale, very smart.”

      Hale relaxed too. “The credit belongs solely to Z. I told him to fix his mistake. He did what he was told. And brought home two-hundred-thousand chips from the deal.”

      Zion’s face was somber by this point. “Eventually.”

      “You got the job done,” Hale insisted.

      “Blue Line, the toiletries shop the bubble bath was intended for, found out about our hijinks,” Zion continued. “They’re the number one provider for luxe amenities in Pragma. They do something like six million chips a year in luxury items like bubble bath, scented salts, perfumes, and face masks. They hit back when they found out who had stolen two-hundred thousand in product from them. And hard. We lost sixteen good men in a drone bombing on one of our outposts.”

      Hale shrugged. “I would have been disappointed if they’d let it go unpunished. We would never let them get away with something so brazen.”

      Zion leaned forward, his elbows resting on the edge of the table. “We are not the same.”

      I made a sound in the back of my throat that drew the table’s attention to me. It hadn’t been intentional, but Zion’s superior tone had surprised me. When their gazes didn’t waver, I said, “You say that as though you’re better than them.”

      My eyes were fixed on the table, but I felt Zion’s lock onto the side of my head. “We are better than them.” His words were quiet but stone-cold in their seriousness.

      I wasn’t brave enough to look at Zion, but I met Hale’s gaze, then Keene’s. “I’ve seen you raze community buildings and destroy people’s homes. I’ve seen you wage war against other factions, killing innocents accidentally in the way, interrupting life for all of us. I’ve seen you steal, corrupt, kill. I’ve seen you take women from the street. For your pleasure but certainly not theirs.” At this, Hale smiled. My stomach turned. “I’ve seen you keep this city trapped under your thumb in tyranny and oppression while you take and take and take, and we get nothing.” I was out of breath by the end of my speech, panting with sweat beading along my hairline.

      Keene held me with his cold, hawkish glare. “How interesting to hear that you think Pax’s poverty is a choice.”

      The disappointment in his tone unnerved me because it was directed at me. As if I should have a more thought-out opinion, as if I’d had options of what to believe in front of me and I’d chosen the wrong stance. “There is money in this city,” I snarled at him, gesturing at the table covered in excess. “There are rich people even in Pax.”

      “Rich because we steal from Pragma,” Hale snapped. “Rich because we’ve learned to skirt around Pragma’s restrictions, their army, their weapons.” He picked up his fork and slid it across his porcelain plate, making it protest with a screech. His eyes slid to Zion. “And we do what we can to give that wealth to everyone. But there are still those”—his eyes slid back to me—“who refuse our generosity. If you turn away the hand that would like to feed you, whose fault is it that you have nothing to eat?”

      Their arrogance surprised me. Not that they were just confident, but that they were so wholly confident in how they lived. Their gangs and wars were justified in their minds. Their thievery and black-market dealings necessary.

      I crossed my arms over my chest and lifted my chin. “That’s the problem, though, isn’t it? People join you by the droves. For food and wealth and a place to stay. But at what cost? Do they know they’re trading their freedom for a full belly? Do they know their safety comes with a price—likely their life. Do they know they’re going to die in an outpost bombing over bubble bath? What good is a bed to lie on if you’re dead?”

      The woman across the table finally spoke as if she’d found something interesting in our drawn-out conversation. She leaned forward, her red-tipped fingernail slashing the cream tablecloth. “You think Pragma is different? You think you don’t sell your soul to live in one of those mansions? You think your life is not gambled with every time you eat a meal or buy a new dress? You think that life is free? Free of what? Want? Need? Restriction? They are as much prisoners to their wealth as we are to our poverty. At least our armies are not chosen by household and recruited from birth. He had a choice,” she says, pointing at Zion. Her crimson fingernail swivels to me. “You had a choice.” Green, green eyes hold mine. She’s absolutely beautiful, but the deadness to her gaze frightens me. “May the people of Pragma be so lucky one day.”

      Hale slid his hand across her bare back, nodding proudly at her. With his other hand, he raised his glass in a toast. “But never as lucky as we are.”

      Keene eyed Hale’s intimate hand on the woman he’d walked in with but chuckled at Hale’s good humor while the woman took a long pull of her golden bubbly. On the other hand, I burned from the shame of feeling outmaneuvered. My cheeks heated, and my insides felt itchy and wrong.

      Hale stood and waved a hand toward the exit. “Please escort our guests to their rooms for the evening. I think they’d prefer to take dessert in private.”

      Zion stood immediately, perfectly obedient to his superiors. Trebian did too, but I had a feeling he was just anxious to flee the room. I was just as eager to leave, but I refused to let them see how much they’d unnerved me. Slowly standing to my feet, I followed Zion toward the elevator doors. Keene fell into step beside me.

      “Let me show you out, Ms. Bellux,” he murmured, leaning close while we navigated Hale’s apartment. Zion and Trebian stepped through elevator doors, finding freedom from this awful dinner party in the hallway. I was desperate to join them, but Keene stalled me with a hand on my elbow. The gold doors slid closed, and we were left alone. “I sense your reluctance to accept our invitation.”

      Familiar fear trickled down my spine. “What invitation?”

      “To join our cause,” Keene said with as much earnestness as I’d seen in him tonight. “Whether or not you have the code, your presence with the Trebax is of utmost importance.”

      A hundred questions fluttered frantically through my mind. I grabbed for the most important. “Do I have a choice?”

      His smile didn’t falter. “That is why I’m asking you to consider this offer carefully. I think you especially will find it much easier to accept when you have a choice.” He reached for the elevator button, and the doors slid open. “As opposed to when you don’t.”

      Zion held his hand out for me to take. I gave it a passing glance and turned back to Keene. “Are you sure it’s Trebax you want me to join? Maybe I’d be better fitted for Carrion. Or Kato? What does it matter when you control them all?”

      His sickening smile stretched, and he leaned forward, whispering his response. “Curiosity killed the cat, Ms. Bellux. But in this case, it might save you.” He stepped back and returned to the dining room while I was left to flounder for understanding.

      “Let’s go,” Zion called gruffly from the elevator.

      Remembering Trebian, I hurried across the elevator threshold, ignoring Zion in my effort to reach my friend. I threw my arms around his neck and squeezed him as tightly as I could. He hugged me back, and some loose and jangled piece of me clicked back into place. I needed this right now. I needed Trebian.

      “Your big mouth is going to get us into trouble, V,” he whispered against my cheek.

      “We’re already in trouble,” I told him, surprised to feel a tear slip down the side of my face. “But they need us for something. They think I have the code to the wall, which is so stupid. Obviously, I don’t. But it’s more than that. I don’t know what it is, but they won’t give up until they get it.”

      Zion cleared his throat. “Enough of that,” he ordered.

      Trebian and I stepped apart, opting to grip each other’s hands instead. “What’s your room like?” I asked him as the elevator plummeted downward.

      He shrugged. “Fine. Clean. Warm.”

      “Mine too.”

      “And you’re . . . safe?” he asked.

      “I doubt it,” I explained as if Zion wasn’t here. “But nobody has, er, bothered me.”

      I felt Trebian’s shoulders relax. “That’s good.”

      “And nobody will bother you,” Zion put in as if we cared what he said. “You’re misinformed.”

      “I’m speaking from experience,” I snapped. “And nobody asked you for your opinion. Stay out of it.”

      I could have sworn he laughed, but the elevator finally hit the right floor and groaned on impact. When the doors opened, guards stood at attention, waiting for us.

      “Say good night,” Zion taunted as armed men stepped forward to flank Trebian. “Or goodbye. Either will work.”

      But we couldn’t even hug again. Too many Trebax mercenaries were standing between us. Instead of good night or goodbye, I met Trebian’s gaze and promised, “Soon.”

      His chin wobbled, but he held a straight face. “Soon,” he agreed.

      Zion shouldered me toward the hallway, apparently having had enough with his other prisoner. “Let’s go,” he barked at me. The men around him shifted uneasily with his display of aggression. It made me wonder what his temper was really like. If men like these, gunrunners and drug lords, were uneasy at Zion’s small display of frustration, what was he like when he was fully outraged?

      I didn’t want to know. I really didn’t. It had to be scary. Terrifying, even. But . . . it was hard not to poke the bear just a little. Hadn’t Keene just warned me about curiosity? “So bossy,” I murmured tiredly, embracing the suicidal feline inside. “What’s your hurry?”

      He glanced at me over his shoulder, eyes narrowed to slits, mouth pressed into a snarl. “I’m ready to be done with you. I’m sure it’s hard for you to imagine what sort of pain in the ass you’ve been today, but I’m tired of it. Of you.”

      His aggravation softened my mood for some reason. It felt good to torture him. Even if it was hardly anything to what he’d done to me today. “You could always let me go,” I told him in my sweetest voice. “Show me the door, and I’ll let myself out.”

      He slowed so that we walked side by side instead of him leading the way. His mood had shifted too. It wasn’t as though he’d gentled, but there was a restraint to his temper that hadn’t been there a few minutes ago. “I remember a day, years ago. You were caught doing something you weren’t supposed to do. Your father locked you in your room and told you not to come out till he told you to. But you didn’t listen. You broke out through your window, made a ladder out of bedsheets, and nearly broke your neck on the way down. Do you remember?”

      His memories of our shared childhood were like kicks to the shins. I wanted to spit on him, shove him down, and run away. “Yes.”

      “Your father was waiting for you at the bottom.”

      “I remember.” My fingers itched to rub my backside and soothe the painful memories. “He tanned my hide and told me never to defy him again.”

      We reached a door that must have been mine because Zion reached down and waved his embedded wrist chip in front of the keypad. The door clicked open and revealed my prison cell. He inclined his head, another order. I tried to move past him, but he stopped me with a hand flat on my stomach when I was halfway. His nose skimmed my temple as he threatened, “I will do the same, Violet. Worse than even your father. And I will enjoy it.” A sickening shiver skittered through me. “So go ahead, try to leave, try to run, try to escape, but if you defy me . . . I will make you pay for it.”

      He released his hold on me, and I tumbled into the room, feeling violently ill. The door slammed closed, and I jumped from the force of it. The trembles started then, working their way up from my toes until my entire body quivered. I found solace in the middle of the bed, knees pulled to my chest, lungs gasping for breath.

      Zion was one of them. My personal living, breathing nightmare.

      But why? Why did the worst gang in Pax believe I had some code? Why did they capture Trebian as well? Why not simply kill him, given he disobeyed them? As was their habit.

      My life was at risk. More than ever before. But I’d been here before. A night I didn’t think I’d live through. Circumstances I couldn’t possibly survive. Yet . . .

      Play nice.

      No, he’d meant nothing by those words. And I knew with one-hundred-percent clarity that I would absolutely defy Zion. There wasn’t even a question in my mind.

      I just couldn’t get caught doing it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EIGHT

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Breakfast. Lunch. Supper.

      Breakfast. Lunch. Supper.

      Breakfast. Lunch. Supper.

      Breakfast . . .

      No lunch.

      I sat in the middle of my bed, boots on, legs crossed, waiting for one of the only three interactions with people I was allowed to have. Since the fancy meal with Hale and Keene, I had not been asked to leave my room again.

      Soldiers routinely brought meals, dropping them off and picking them up like clockwork. But not today. There’d only been breakfast.

      At first, I’d ignored the offering of food, assuming it was poisoned or drugged or contaminated with gang cooties. But by supper on the second day, I’d been too faint and hunger-ridden to resist. Besides, it didn’t seem to matter to them if I ate the food or not.

      The meal had been nothing as exquisite as the night in Hale’s apartment. But it had revived and nourished me, and that was more than I could say for the majority of meals I scrounged on my own before this insane captivity.

      Now that I was used to eating again, my stomach growled in demand. Where was my lunch? Where was the soldier who brought it to me? A short, stocky kid with a square face and the shadow of a beard he stupidly believed made him look older.

      I thought of Trebian. Was he still locked up? Or had they done something to him? Had they beat him? Tortured him? Convinced him to join them yet?

      What would I do if Trebian joined Trebax?

      I used to tease him about his name being so similar. I used to say he was destined to join. But he would only glare back. There was never teasing in his voice when we talked about Trebax. He’d always known how dangerous they were. How lucky we were to have each other so we didn’t have to join a gang faction.

      But what if he’d changed his mind now that he saw the inside of Trebax? I had to admit, even I couldn’t help but wonder what it would be like to have a permanent place here. Constant supply of food, safety, and clean water. It was hard to judge anyone who gave up their freedom for basic necessities. When freedom meant being totally on your own versus having a brotherhood surrounding you, protecting you, taking care of you . . . it was hard to choose starvation over servitude.

      Was that why Zion was here?

      Not that any of these soldiers seemed to believe they were in bondage. This had been their choice. They wore their loyalties and dragon tattoos with pride.

      If I could just get over the wall . . . get back to the safety of Pragma . . . The woman’s haunting warning about trading one kind of master for another stabbed at my gut, but I knew I was above her threat. I wouldn’t be picked for war. I wouldn’t be expected to fight the rebellions in Pax or enforce Pragma law.

      I would be safe in my father’s home, hidden behind the walls of his fortress. I just had to get there first. Glaring at the door, I let my anger and frustration land on Zion. This was his fault.

      What felt like forever passed before the door clicked with the promise of someone on the other side. When the door slid open, I looked at the light pouring in from the glass roof. Dimmer than usual, the sun had passed its zenith.

      Late afternoon, I would guess.

      “What are you looking at?” Zion asked, surprising me.

      His presence was unnerving after so much time. After being isolated for so long. I thought maybe four days. Matches had given away our jobs at the factory by now.

      I stared over his shoulder at the now-closed door. “The light,” I told him honestly. “I want to know what time it is.”

      “Why don’t you just ask me?”

      I allowed myself a brief glimpse of his blue eyes before moving my gaze to the desk I never used. “I don’t trust you. Not even to tell me the time.”

      His voice held laughter and surprise. “You’re smarter than I remember.”

      The roots of bitterness I had for this man curled tighter around my heart. “What do you want, Zion?”

      “You’re needed for an experiment.”

      Fear washed all other emotion away. “What experiment.”

      “Nothing drastic,” he said, relishing my discomfort. “Promise.”

      “Do I have a choice?”

      “No.”

      My eyes narrowed. “Do I get lunch first?”

      He glanced around the room. “You didn’t get lunch?”

      I stared at my desk.

      “That was an oversight. I apologize. I’ll personally find you something to eat after.”

      “After what?”

      He smiled and used his wrist chip to open the door again. “Let’s go.”

      Reluctantly, and because I was too curious for my own good, I got off the bed and followed him. “How many people have access to this room?”

      He side-eyed me as we walked down the corridor toward his unknown destination. “Why? Hoping to charm one of them into setting you free?”

      I grunted. “Just wondering how many of your brothers I’ll have to fend off in the middle of the night.” It had been days, and nobody had bothered me. But I couldn’t help but throw barbs at him, hoping one would hit.

      He didn’t look at me. His eyes focused very sharply on the path ahead. “You don’t have to worry about that at all, Violet. I would never give anyone access to your quarters who would hurt you.”

      This time, I snorted. Queen of the derisive noises right here. “Yet my quarters, as you call them, are smack dab in the lion's den.”

      He didn’t say anything in return. We walked on through the labyrinth of hallways and turns, and Trebax were everywhere, toting guns and flashing knives. Before the wall's fall, PragmaPax had built a prison to the very north of the mammoth city. It bordered the outer wall and was said to throw people to the waste should they deserve death.

      This was how I imagined it. Floors and floors of dangerous men, willing to cut your heart out at the first sideways glance. Except these monsters weren’t behind bars. That would be me.

      Finally, we came to an elevator, different from the one we took to Hale’s apartment but just as gilded and gaudy. Armed guards let us pass, this time sending us downward. I noticed the way the soldiers nodded respectfully to Zion, how they didn’t question his destination even though they were clearly stationed to protect the elevator—even in their lair—from their brothers. It was obvious Zion was highly ranked here among the Trebax. I wanted to know what he did to earn his place among them.

      How had he convinced them they should trust him? How had he moved up the ranks so quickly? He’d only been with them for three years, yet he’d gone from street rat to Hale’s protégé in no time.

      But more importantly, what had he told them to get them to trust him?

      Zion couldn’t be trusted. Any idiot would know that.

      At some point in our descent, there was the feeling of being below the earth, lower than the street level. The temperature dropped and I wrapped my arms around my body to ward off the chill.

      “You don’t have to say anything,” Zion told me as the elevator slowed to a stop. “Stay close and know that no one in this room will hurt you.”

      “Inspiring words coming from a man I can’t trust.”

      “You might trust me yet, Violet,” he whispered just as the doors opened.

      “Viya.” My name was a gritted growl as he stepped past me.

      Outside the elevator, the corridors were lit with golden light emanating from golden sconces evenly spaced along the walls. The floors and walls were all white marble, expertly polished.

      I had expected a dark, dank basement and was met with warm beauty instead. My questions about where we were going and what we were doing only increased. “Is Trebian going to be there?”

      It was Zion’s turn to make a sound in the back of his throat. But that was the only answer I got before we reached a set of brass double doors with intricately carved twin dragons breathing fire toward each other.

      A soldier stood to either side of the doors. They greeted Zion again with a deep nod and downcast eyes. “Open the door,” Zion told them, and they did.

      I held my breath, suddenly worried about my appearance. What was I walking into? Was I dressed appropriately in my wrinkled work pants and sweater? Did it matter?

      I smelled bad. I knew that. I’d rinsed and used the bathroom for what I could, but I refused to sit naked on my bed while my clothes dried—not knowing who would walk into my room unannounced at any given moment. So my clothes were ripe and stretched out. And honestly, I wasn’t in great shape before I’d been kidnapped.

      Hale sat inside the long room, looking smaller than usual beneath a cavernous ceiling. His chair was pushed up to a circular gaming table set against the backdrop of a long bar. Only two other men sat at the table, one of them puffing on a thick brown cigar, the other dealing playing cards.

      It had been a very long time since I’d seen anyone play a game like this. My father had regularly hosted men in his intimate circle at our house when I was a child. I remembered foul-smelling smoke rolling out of his study as the men huddled around the cards and laughed with each other. My mother had kept my brother and me away from my father those nights. She said cards always led to drinking and drinking generally led to bad behavior.

      I’d known the men who played with my father. It was easy to believe my mother when she warned us about those men.

      Did he still play cards at home? Did he still puff cigars and gather his closest circle around him late into the night with only cards and piles and piles of chips between them now that my mother wasn’t there to shoo them home when the hours started inching toward dawn and the bottles they’d been drinking out of were all empty?

      Did he even have the stomach for games after he’d lost her? Lost all of us?

      I wondered if that was what was happening now. Hale and his intimate circle, drinking and laughing and playing cards.

      “Your luck is about to run out,” the dealer told Hale. “I can feel it.”

      Hale turned his head, smiling at me of all people. “The thing about luck, Davich, is that if you make your own . . . it never runs out.”

      His attention on me pulled the gazes of his two companions. Their faces showed they recognized Zion right away, but then their focus turned wholly to me. I nearly swallowed my tongue.

      Both of them were middle-aged or slightly older, wearing the uniform of the Pragma peacekeeper. The one with the cigar had a shiny bald head with just a scratch of white hair circling his crown. He was plump and rosy-cheeked and looked jolly even though I knew him to be a total bear, regularly prone to shouting and spitting. I couldn’t remember his name, but my mother had always called him the Captain.

      Once I’d watched him throw a man through a first-floor window.

      The dealer was a thinner, better-looking man slightly his junior. His name was Davich Tenor, and he was one of my father’s closest confidants.

      Or at least he had been five years ago. He’d been by my father’s side for the entire time I had been alive and before. When I was still at home, Davich was the spider in my father’s ear.

      Or the devil.

      Zion’s father, Xavier, was the angel. But that was years ago. No one had really heard from Xavier since the wall dropped. If you were to believe the media anyway.

      I watched the two men watch me. Their eyes struggled to focus, straining to recognize me, and then . . . turning dully back to their cards.

      My upper lip beaded with sweat.

      “Are you really going to do business in front of us?” Davich Tenor asked with an amused lilt to his voice. “Because if I’m honest, I’ve always wondered how—”

      “This is my man’s prize,” Hale explained. “Z won her in a game of dice. Pretty, isn’t she?”

      The Captain shot a disgruntled look my way. “If you like them dirty and starved, I suppose she’s passable.”

      My cheeks heated with shame. What was the purpose of all this? Why had Zion paraded me in front of my father’s friends? Was it to embarrass me? Put me in my place? Dangle me in front of them like bait on a hook? I wanted to scream from sheer frustration.

      From the fear of what would happen next.

      I wanted to tell them who I was, shout at them to remember me, to take me back to my father, to get me past the wall. But instinct clamped my mouth shut. This was a shady moment in time. Pragma hierarchy should not be playing cards with gang kings of Pax.

      No one needed to tell me that.

      “She does have a quality about her that I find . . .” Davich Tenor leaned forward, studying my face for a long time. I held my breath. This was the moment. He was going to recognize me. And then he was either going to kill me for witnessing his gross misstep with Hale or ferry me back to my father. Another eternally long second rolled over, and he sat back, shaking his head. “Ethereal,” he finished. “Like a street rat angel.”

      The Captain guffawed at his clumsy poetry. “I had no idea you were a romantic, Tenor.”

      Hale smiled too. “Aren’t they all angels? All those you’ve abandoned to the streets of hell? Half dead already, they’re just waiting on their wings.”

      “Well, that was unnecessarily dark.” Tenor snickered. “But I suppose . . . not wrong.”

      “I wanted to let you know the job is done,” Zion told Hale as if nothing was out of the ordinary. “It was a success.”

      Hale turned his attention back to the game. “Then you’re free to enjoy your reward. I’ll speak to you over supper about what’s next.”

      “What’s next is you’ll be handing over the Pax treasury to me.” The Captain chortled as he puffed on his cigar and lifted his cards at the corner so that only he could see what they were. “Right over to me.”

      Zion nodded to Hale, turned on his heel, and grabbed me by the elbow to escort me from the room. I didn’t breathe again until the doors were closed behind us, then I promptly ripped my elbow from Zion’s grip and sucked in whole lungfuls of air. I felt his nervous glance behind us, and I didn’t know if it was for the men behind the door or the soldiers guarding it.

      “Viya,” he said in a low, commanding tone.

      “Don’t touch me,” I growled, bending at the knees to banish the dizziness. I dropped my head down and let my fingers dangle near my toes. “Get away from me.”

      “Viya,” he repeated.

      “No,” I told him, panting. “I need to know what’s going on. I need to know why any of this is happening.” When he didn’t answer, I stood straight again and whirled on him. “This is stupid, Zion.” Using all my strength, I lunged forward and pushed him with two hands on his shoulders. He was surprised and caught off guard, stumbling back several steps before righting himself. “I’m sick and tired of—”

      He snatched my wrist in his iron grip and yanked me after him down the corridor. I yelped at the bite of pain and shock of being manhandled. “Stop grabbing—”

      “Talk about being stupid,” he snarled.

      His tone undid me. I didn’t think I had enough hope left to feel this defeated by someone being rude, but I couldn’t take it anymore. I’d been kidnapped, treated roughly, tossed around from one powerful villain to the next, and had my home dangled in front of me, only to be ripped away and kept out of reach.

      I was exhausted from trying to figure out what was going on. And it came on the heels of years of exhaustion from trying to simply survive. My legs buckled, and I collapsed right there in the hallway, my knees hitting the floor painfully, my wrist still limp in Zion’s unforgiving hold.

      “I’m not going to tell you here,” he said through gritted teeth, his frustration at war with my own. But then softer, gentler, “But if you’ll come with me now, I can answer some of your questions.”

      “Some?”

      His plea was a low grumble. “Viya.”

      I blinked up at him, believing him for the first time. He looked back at the guards still standing near the door, then at me, his blue, icy eyes unreadable and mysterious. But there was a feeling of understanding that flowed between us.

      I was necessary for these plots of his. Whatever they were. For now, it seemed as though they planned to keep me alive and feed me. That wasn’t the worst-case scenario.

      Zion hauled me to my feet, and we walked back to the elevator, although he never loosened his tight grasp on my wrist. The guards there clocked Zion, nodded in respect, and moved out of the way. I wondered what the exits were like. Were they as heavily guarded as the elevators? Was this to keep people from Hale? Or were there stricter laws to the Trebax way of life?

      This time when Zion punched in our floor, we went up, up, up forever. I felt the shift from underground to above ground, but when I expected us to stop, we continued to climb.

      When the box finally shuddered to a stop and the doors opened, we were on yet another floor I’d never seen before—not that I was getting out and about often. But it wasn’t the floor they kept me on, and it wasn’t the penthouse where Hale had been.

      This floor had fat windows on either side of the hallway, only interrupted by the occasional sliver of building. Unfiltered light poured through the untinted glass. It was gray like usual: dreary, hazy, devoid of the sunshine I read about in books. But something was comforting about it today. Maybe because I hadn’t seen the sky in a week or maybe because this high up the Trebax Tower, alone with Zion, having just survived a face-to-face with my father’s crooked men, I felt invincible. Like I could jump out the nearest window and fly away.

      “Where are we?” I asked in a quiet voice. There weren’t guards on this floor that I could tell, but experience had taught me to expect them everywhere.

      “I want to show you something,” he said.

      The big windows stopped abruptly, and the floor took the form of housing. The apartments were spaced significantly farther apart than the floor I was held on. And the doors were more than a metal piece of prison. Whoever lived up here had the means or the respect to have earned a spot at the literal top of the tower.

      One of the doors at the end of the hall opened and a half-dressed girl tumbled out. She wore a very tiny skirt and a large, button-up shirt that clearly did not belong to her. She gripped the doorway for support and flipped her wild blond hair over her bare shoulder. I was surprised to see her, but more surprised to see her long legs and bare stomach. I had lived in fear of being found beautiful, of being found female. I would certainly never flaunt those parts of me so entirely feminine.

      But here was this woman, laughing, barefoot, unafraid.

      She could have easily belonged to one of the pleasure clubs. And I was ashamed to admit that was where I assumed she was from immediately. But I had run into a few of the women who worked the clubs over the years, and they had never looked so . . . carefree. They always had blank, lost looks on their faces, their pretty, painted mouths always turned down, their eyes flat, dead. This woman was the opposite of dead. She was life. Vibrant, colorful, intoxicating living.

      A man appeared on the other side of the open door. He was shirtless and wore soft pants that hung low around his hips. He didn’t notice us at first since his eyes were on the woman.

      I tripped over nothing when they began kissing. Their hands groped for each other as their hips pressed against the other. I had never seen two people kiss like this.

      I had never seen two people want each other like this.

      My shoulder bumped the wall at the same time Zion made a sound in the back of his throat. I wasn’t sure if it was to warn the couple ahead of us or to warn me. Either way, we drew the couple’s attention. They didn’t untwine, but both heads turned in our direction.

      The man grinned at Zion, his white, straight teeth gleaming in the natural light from the windows. He was shockingly handsome. More so than even Zion. Tanned, bronze skin, muscular physique, and that devil-may-care smile. His gaze shifted to me, and somehow, his mouth stretched wider.

      “This is her?” he asked, clearly addressing Zion, even while his eyes focused on me. “Anastasia?”

      Zion’s low chuckle was surprisingly genuine. “I wouldn’t be parading her through the fortress if she was Anastasia, now would I?”

      I worked to keep my face blank. Anastasia? Who was Anastasia?

      “Another treat, then?” the woman asked, a secret smile twisting her lips. “You’ve been working so hard.”

      Zion laughed again. His shoulder dropped, and he leaned against the far wall. Apparently, we were settling in to chat with the couple.

      I took a step back.

      “Viya,” Zion said without looking at me. “This is Okon. And his paramour, Lo.”

      Lo’s head tipped back, her hair a cascade of white-blond curls dancing with the motion. “Zion, you make us sound much more interesting than we are.”

      I watched Okon’s hands flex possessively, pulling Lo toward him. “We’re interesting,” he insisted.

      Lo leaned forward, kissing Okon on the corner of the mouth. “That we are.”

      My gaze moved to my feet, feeling as though I was intruding on a very intimate moment.

      “Viya?” Lo asked. “What an interesting name.”

      Okon leaned forward, taking in my appearance from my dirty work boots to my tattered gray sweater. But then his gaze clashed with mine. The light violet eyes, the tinge of purple I’d had since birth. “It’s her,” he declared. “You sly son of a bitch. You found her, after all.”

      A muscle in Zion’s cheek twitched. “Wouldn’t that be something?”

      Okon looked at Lo and grinned. “Things are looking up, babe.”

      “I don’t understand,” Lo said, a crease between her perfectly shaped eyebrows.

      Okay wrapped his arms around Lo’s shoulders and grinned at Zion and me. “I can’t believe you fucking did it.”

      Lo was slower to understand. But still faster than I was. A slow smile turned the corners of her mouth, and she let out a raspy laugh. “Just in time, yeah, Z?”

      Okon’s head dipped as he tried to catch my eyes again. “Aren’t you going to say hello?”

      “What’s the point?” Zion’s tone was as hard and distant as I’d heard it yet. His moods shifted between sunshine and storm clouds with every breath. The couple seemed unfazed by his sudden temper, but my neck hurt from trying to keep up. “She’ll probably be gone by morning.” He pushed off the wall and grabbed my wrist again, tugging me behind him. “They always are.”

      Lo reached for my free hand as we walked by, brushing her fingers through mine. “You don’t look like the gone-by-morning type,” she told me in what I assumed was a reassuring tone. Her eyes alight with optimism I didn’t understand.

      I didn’t know if she meant because she thought I was Anastasia—whoever that was. Or if she was trying to console me as another one of Zion’s apparently numerous conquests. A shiver slid down my spine—one part terror for the game I was unwittingly mixed up in. The other part disgust over Zion’s nighttime behavior.

      Did he take after Hale and pluck girls straight off the street? Dirty and weathered and just looking for something to eat. I couldn’t reconcile the person I used to know with this made man ordering people around and using me as a political pawn. The old Zion would never use and lose women just because he needed someone to warm his bed and had the power to take anyone he wanted.

      But the old Zion wouldn’t have tased me in the middle of city center either. Kidnapped me. Or locked me away in a tower.

      If anything, this interaction with his friends only solidified my hatred for whoever he’d become. This man I didn’t even know.

      This man who had unchecked authority over my life. And Trebian’s.

      Zion snorted in response but didn’t turn around. “Hale is nearly done with his meeting,” he called over his shoulder. “You’ll want to be dressed by the time he comes looking for you, Lo.”

      Okon groaned at the ceiling before pulling Lo back into his apartment. “Your father is going to kill me one of these days.” I heard him tell her.

      We reached the last door at the end of the hall before I voiced my first question. “Father?”

      Zion glanced over his shoulder before waving his wrist chip at the keypad on the wall. “Lo is Hale’s daughter. Not by blood.”

      The door opened, and we stepped into an apartment as lush as Hale’s. Windows lined every outer wall with wide-open views of the gray sky. I couldn’t see any of the city from where I stood near the door. But I knew it was down there. Just like Pragma, Pax stretched on and on and on and on.

      “How old is she?”

      He moved through the hallway and into the open living space. “Your age? Maybe a little older. Okon and I came up in the ranks together. I’ve known him since I joined Trebax. He’s not a bad guy. But he’s reckless. Stupid when it comes to women.”

      “Sounds like he’s not the only one,” I murmured to myself, wondering if this was when I should reach for the door and bolt. If Zion didn’t hear me open the door, he might not notice until I was all the way down the hall. I was fast. Almost as fast as him when we were younger. I was sure he’d built up speed as an adult, but so had I.

      My hand slipped silently down the door, caressing it carefully until my fingers were able to wrap around the handle. “Who’s Anastasia?” I called after him, hoping to cover the turning of the door handle. The handle moved only barely, clicking against a lock I hadn’t heard turn.

      He poked his head back into the hallway. “It’s locked.”

      Anger burned in my eyes and beneath my skin. “I see that.”

      “Besides, there’s nowhere to go. This floor is secured.”

      “Thank you for telling me.”

      As if he didn’t notice my eye had started twitching and I was seconds from screaming, he held up his arm and waved his hand, drawing my attention to his wrist chip. “You need a chip to get anywhere in the tower. You don’t have one.”

      I glared at him.

      “Are you planning to stand there all day?”

      “I am.”

      He smiled. It was alarming and unexpected. “My neighbors are expecting a tryst, don’t disappoint them.”

      My mouth dropped open, and I struggled for words to shout at him.

      His smile stretched. “We used to be friends, Vi. At least believe that I remember our mothers were best friends. Stop expecting me to kill you.”

      “That’s hard to do after you kidnapped me and held me against my will.”

      “I felt the same,” he told me, an edge to his voice that hadn’t been there a moment ago. “After you left. Abandoned me. I hated you.”

      His words sucked the breath from my lungs. He was the one who betrayed me. Back then and now.

      His smile was cruel, wicked. “You think you’re the only one with emotions? You hate me because I survived, because I found a new way to live. But I wouldn’t have had to do any of it if you hadn’t left first.”

      “You left to join a gang.”

      “And then I changed my mind!” He stomped toward me but kept his voice low, measured. “I came back to apologize, and you were gone. My only possible safe choice. And savior. And you left me. You weren’t the only one who wanted to get back to Pragma, Violet. We were supposed to figure out how to get back home together. But the second you decided you didn’t need me anymore, you also decided you wouldn’t help me anymore. I had no choice but to make a deal with Trebax. Otherwise, I would have been dead long ago. And you know it.”

      My shoulders slumped with defeat. Was he right? Was I the reason he was with Trebax? Had I been the one to push him directly into a gang? The night we’d fought, he’d left. And I hadn’t waited around for him to come back. Did that make me right?

      Or did it make him right?

      If the tables were turned, would he have waited for me?

      His closeness made me ache in a way I didn’t want to face. God, I wanted to throw my arms around his neck and sob against him. I wanted to spit out apologies and new promises and explain old, broken ones. But I also wanted to punch him. Right in the face. The urge to punish him for not just the way things turned out but also the way all of it made me feel was so strong my hands trembled.

      I had to tuck them behind my back and smash them against the door to keep them from acting on their own accord.

      “None of this is my fault.” But my voice cracked, and the anger that had simmered in my gut and eyes bubbled over into tears.

      “It’s exactly your fault,” he growled from across the room. “And now you finally have the chance to make it right.”
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      I woke very early the next morning, shivering from the cold. After our heated exchange, Zion locked himself in a room I assumed was his bedroom. And I didn’t see him again.

      When I got hungry enough to realize it was late and nobody would bring me supper, I rummaged around his kitchen, feasting on bread and cheese and cured meats. There was even a pastry wrapped in a paper that I treated myself to. It tasted of lemons and clotted cream, and I hadn’t had something so rich or decadent since before the wall fell. Even Hale’s welcome dinner, as I’d taken to calling it, hadn’t offered anything so delicious.

      I still didn’t know what I was doing here, but Zion was clearly playing a game. I was the chess piece he needed to move around the board. The problem was I didn’t want to be a game piece. I wanted to be the player.

      But there was time for that. Last night, I’d decided I wanted a seat at the table, to play the game. I didn’t know all the rules yet, and I wasn’t sure who all the players were. But I was confident I could learn. Maybe even win.

      It might have been my full belly or the comfort of Zion’s sofa, but I’d decided that here, in Trebax, doing whatever it was Hale and Zion had decided they needed me for, I was closer to a comfortable life than ever.

      My eyelids fluttered open to find him leaned against a wall of windows. He was fully dressed, his arms crossed over his chest, cast mostly in shadow. Even though I could hardly make out his face, I knew he’d been watching me sleep. Probably plotting my murder.

      He was so much taller than I remembered. More formidable. Gruffer. Meaner. I’d left a little boy three years ago and had run headfirst into the man he had become.

      The thought made the lemon pastry threaten to reappear.

      “Get up,” he ordered. “I’m going to show you something.”

      Propping myself up on my elbows, I stared back at eyes I couldn’t see. “You promised to answer some of my questions,” I reminded him, realizing we never got around to that conversation.

      “I said I was going to show you something, didn’t I? You want answers? You’re going to have to do what I say.” He pushed off the wall and stomped toward the kitchen.

      “Okay, you’re right.”

      His head snapped back around so quickly I thought it might break off his body. “Excuse me?”

      “I said, you’re right.”

      He was fully turned toward me now, his arms crossed over his chest again. “No, I’m not.” His jaw ticked. “I mean, I know that I am. But why are you saying that?”

      “Saying what?”

      “That I’m right.”

      I shrugged. “You are, though. I want answers to questions. I want to know what’s going on. Sulking like a child isn’t the way to go about asking for any of it.”

      He nodded, agreeing with me, but then seemed to catch himself. “You can’t help it, though.” Just when I thought he was about to give me an out, he added, “It’s how you were raised. Spoiled and sour with privilege.”

      Jumping to my feet, I threw my arm wide before I could tamp down my temper. “You were raised the same way! Or don’t you remember, Zion?”

      He didn’t flinch. He wasn’t worried about being overheard in his swanky apartment atop the Trebax Tower. And why should he be? He’d clearly worked hard to worm his way up the ranks. “You and I are nothing alike, Violet. Not back then and certainly not now. So stop trying to agree with me. It sounds a lot like when you argue.”

      I rolled my eyes at him, but he’d already turned his back on me. Apparently, he’d forgotten his childhood. True, he hadn’t grown up exactly like I had. His dad hadn’t held my dad’s position. He hadn’t needed constant security to move around the city. And his home was modest comparatively. But compared to Pax, he’d basically been a king.

      And he’d spent nearly every day at my compound with my family.

      As he rummaged around his kitchen for something to eat, I wandered around his living space. I’d been too mad and too overwhelmed last night to take in any of the details, so everything seemed new.

      He didn’t have much of a decorating style unless stark and barren was a style. Most of his furniture was simple and practical but comfortable. There was nothing on his walls and nothing on his mantel or table.

      I pictured his family home from when we were children. His estate hadn’t been as large as mine, but the lush backyard was covered in engineered flower gardens and growing vegetables. His mother, Raina, had the greenest of thumbs. And inside the house, the walls were painted just as vibrantly. Color in every corner, on every surface. Zaria had been the same way—always doodling colorful images in the margins of our schoolbooks, adding bright details to her dresses and purses. When she entered a room, she brought it to life. She burst into every day like it was an extraordinary, once-in-a-lifetime event. She made a statement.

      I had been the opposite. Still was the opposite.

      My gosh, thinking about her now sucked the breath from my lungs. She’d wilted like one of her mother’s flowers left in the sun too long after the wall fell. The vibrant girl I remembered from childhood had dimmed after losing her mother and mine in such a traumatic way. And then she’d become sick . . . A nasty cold one winter that never seemed to heal.

      When she died, it wasn’t so much that sickness had consumed her. But more like her light had finally flickered out. We knew it was coming. Zion and I had fought like hell to do whatever we could to keep her healthy, but it hadn’t been enough. We never had enough food. We never had enough shelter. We never had . . . enough.

      I could weep for her right now. Sit down in the middle of Zion’s apartment and just lose it. For her and for my mother. Even for Raina.

      Raina had been a second mother to me. She’d been so warm, so comforting. She’d been the adoring love that had been missing from my home. And it was a shock to see Zion as he was now, knowing who his mother had been.

      My parents wanted children that were seen, not heard. My brother, Brecken, and I had been showpieces for my father’s rise to power. The picture-perfect family for the picture-perfect world. Brecken had hated his role and restrictions. And he’d paid the ultimate price for his rebellion.

      He was seven years older than me. And as soon as he was sixteen and felt old enough to make his own decisions, he’d started spending time in all the wrong places. In all the dark and dangerous places Pax had to offer.

      They hadn’t found him until he’d been missing for two days. Dead for two days. My parents had told me it was drugs to scare me. But there seemed to be more to it than that. Drugs maybe. But by design.

      My dad had blamed Pax. He’d blamed the gangs—who were only just rumors and urban legends back then—and committed to doing whatever it took to make them pay.

      After Brecken’s death, my life was even more controlled. My mother’s too. I knew everything had been done for security reasons, but even now, my skin prickled with distaste for the way my father’s guards would follow me around the property and stop me from doing anything that could potentially hurt me, vet my friends, send me to my room at will.

      And my father hadn’t been any better.

      But it was hard not to understand his reasons for it on this side of the wall. Trapped and torn from everything I’d ever known. This was what my father had been trying to protect us from.

      If only he’d been honest with my mother.

      If he had explained his plan to her fully, she wouldn’t have defied him. She wouldn’t have taken me and Raina and Zaria and Zion to Pax that day. We would have stayed home. We would have stayed safe.

      And Zion never would have had to make this choice to join a gang.

      I spun around to look at him. He was leaning over the counter, eating toast smothered in butter. My stomach yawned hungrily in response.

      “Here,” he grunted at me, nudging a plate with more toast dripping with golden butter toward me. “Eat, and then you need to get ready. We’re leaving soon.”

      I knew it was pointless to ask him where we were going, but I had to work very hard to keep my mouth shut. Stuffing it with fresh toast and real butter helped.

      “Mmphmm . . .” I told him, reaching for the napkin he’d set next to the plate. “Where do you get real butter?”

      “Trebax has made a peace accord with one of the outposts. We trade weapons for butter, milk, cheese, beef, etc.”

      “Real beef?”

      He nodded. “How do you know what real butter tastes like?”

      “I had it once. In the Platz. This guy I used to know smuggled it in from the colonies.”

      “Used to know?”

      Shrugging, I looked away toward the bank of windows. “He died last year. Butter doesn’t keep you warm all winter.”

      “He froze?”

      “Got sick first. Then his landlord raised the price on heat, and he couldn’t afford the chips. I didn’t know until it was too late.”

      His smirk spiked my blood before he even spoke. “And what would you have done about it? If you’d have known?”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      He lifted one shoulder. “You’re not the princess you used to be, is what I mean. You can’t save anyone. You couldn’t even save yourself.”

      His words stung. Like acid on bare skin. “You know you turned into a real asshole, Zion.” I tossed the carcass of my toast onto the plate and pushed away from the island. I had no idea where I was going, but I couldn’t stand to be around him for another second.

      “Bathroom’s on the left,” he called after me, the smirk still in his tone. “I left clothes for you on the counter.”

      “I don’t want your clothes!” I wanted to strip naked and throw them out the window just to spite him. But as soon as I’d found the bathroom and locked myself inside, I couldn’t help but run my fingers over the fresh, clean, perfect material.

      I hadn’t had something new to wear in a long time. And it had been even longer since what I wore had been this nice.

      My wide-eyed gaze moved to the shower next. A shower. Not a bath. Not a hose. An actual walk-in structure where I could get fully soaked while standing up straight.

      There were many things to resent about Zion, but his bathroom was not one of them.

      I double-checked the lock on the door, then turned on the water as hot as I could stand it. After I stripped off my filthy clothes, I stepped into the powerful stream and shivered as the water heated me up from the top of my head to the tip of my toes.

      That’s when I realized I wasn’t as strong as I thought. I wanted to believe nothing could break me, that I’d been through enough trauma and cruelty that I could survive anything.

      But it wasn’t terror or hardship that would undo my resolve. It was kindness. It was a constant supply of hot water. It was lemon pastries, real butter, and clean clothes.

      It was comfort.

      More than I wanted to be on the right side of anything, I wanted to be comfortable.

      And maybe that was Zion’s sin too. He didn’t choose evil. He chose convenience.

      I emerged from the bathroom over an hour later with reddened, freshly scrubbed skin and my hair pulled over one shoulder in a loose braid. I’d asked my mom once why poor girls always wore braids. Her response haunted me today.

      “What else are they supposed to do with their hair, Violet? You think they have hair like yours? Trimmed neatly and expertly smooth with expensive product? Hair is difficult for every woman, but especially the poor. Anyone can braid hair, darling. Be thankful you’re wealthy enough to also tame it.”

      I’d been young when I asked the question, naïve enough to think braids were some kind of unspoken uniform between the most impoverished we visited. But my mother had been right. Braids could be beautiful, but they were also practical and necessary.

      As I stared at myself in the bathroom mirror, my red-gold hair intricately woven so that the flyaway tendrils had the best chance of staying in place, I thought of the way her fingers wove through my silky strands that day, how she’d worn a secret smile as if she knew a joke that I didn’t, how her own beautifully long hair fell to her waist in pretty waves. That was privilege. This damp, already frizzing braid really was the unspoken uniform of the poor.

      Zion didn’t look up from the tablet he was typing on from the couch. A small holographic projection danced above his fingers, an image of someone speaking. I noticed the black cylindrical plugs in his ears and realized he couldn’t hear me. He was working or something.

      Intrigued, I tiptoed toward him, leaning close to the wall. Maybe if he didn’t see me, I could peek at his tablet and see . . .

      His gaze snapped up, catching me mid stride. “Finally.”

      Tugging at the sleeves of my new shirt, I couldn’t help but feel self-conscious. Zion had managed to find clothes that fit me exactly right. Black utilitarian pants with pockets up and down both sides, a matching long-sleeved shirt that felt cool to the touch but kept me surprisingly warm, and new boots that were much sturdier than my last pair. He even included new undergarments and socks.

      I felt like an altogether new person.

      “The water was warm,” I told him meekly.

      He frowned and returned to his screen. “There’s a coat by the door. Put it on, and we’ll go.”

      I easily found the one he meant and put it on. My damp braid had cooled considerably, and I was grateful for added warmth. Zion joined me a minute later, reaching for his coat that hung in a closet I hadn’t noticed.

      “Do you want a hat? It will be cold where we’re going.” I nodded, and he grabbed one for both of us.

      Now that I looked like an official member of the Trebax, decked out all in black, I was ready for whatever Zion wanted to show me.

      He led the way back to the elevator with no interruptions from his upper echelon neighbors, and we stepped inside. I noted that there were no guards on this floor. Only on all the floors needed to get to this one.

      To my surprise, Zion pushed the button at the very top of the panel. I’d wrongly assumed we would head toward the ground floor, but he had us soaring toward the top of the tower. He pulled out his handheld comm device and alerted whoever was on the other end that we were “walking out now.”

      The elevator opened and I didn’t have time to brace myself before a blast of frigid air slapped me in the face. I recoiled to the corner of the box, curling into myself against the icy windstorm. Zion hadn’t just taken me up, he’d taken me to the roof of the Trebax Tower. The wind whipped all around the mostly open space, leaving no room to hide from its abrasiveness.

      My lungs seemed to shrink in size, and I gasped for air I could not find.

      Zion’s cruel laugh at my expense made me feel small, weak. “Come on, princess, it’s not that bad.” He wrapped a hand around my bicep and tugged me out into the open.

      My jaw dropped slightly at the real reason the wind was so strong up here. A massive warship floated over an HOV landing pad. Four rotating blades at each corner kept it in position with a rope ladder dangling to the ground.

      “You’re kidding?” I shouted over the roar of the blades and engine.

      Zion’s only response was to smile at me and pull me after him. He held the rope steady while I struggled my way onto the ship, throwing one leg over the side to hoist my body onto the open-sided deck. I realized other people were on board only as I wobbled to standing.

      “Strap in!” one of the already seated guys shouted at me.

      I followed his instruction as the warship lurched to the left. I grabbed the stable seat edge for support, the sharp corners of it digging into my palms. Zion crawled over the side of the ship, looking infinitely more graceful than I imagined I did. He took the seat next to me and buckled his five-point-harness.

      Following his example, I tried to replicate the procedure, but my hands were numb with cold, the straps were heavy and difficult to manage, and I couldn’t budge them into place. Eventually he reached over and tugged my straps into place for me.

      I didn’t know if I was lucky or if there was some kind of alert button onboard, but as soon as I was settled into place, the ship took off, rising straight up into the air at a pace that made my stomach drop to my knees.

      Before today, I couldn’t have guessed where in the city the Trebax Tower was located in the urban tangle of Pax. There were outposts everywhere, but it was that way for every gang.

      When we found Keene all those years ago, my mother had given us directions directly to his house. Later, we’d tried to find him again and could never get even a whiff of where he hid. The same was true for any of the major gangs.

      When Zion left me to join Trebax, he would have found a brother who would have initiated him before he was allowed back to the hive. Once you were initiated, you were branded. Once you were branded, there was no going back.

      Thoughts of what he’d had to do to make it inside one of the biggest gang hideouts in Pax played through my mind while the ship soared over the enormous city. Trebax was notoriously difficult to join. I knew there were brotherhoods out there that required murder or theft, but I knew nothing about Trebax. They were secretive by nature, and I’d never cared to find out more than what I accidentally happened upon.

      Pax stole my breath from this height. I had been in warships before, when I was a child. But my father had always kept us on the Pragma side—which was neat houses and neater properties, neatly organized in rows. The financial district was most similar to the knot of skyscrapers and warehouses on the Pax side, but it was still clean, it was still well kept and expertly polished.

      Pax was just chaos on top of broken buildings in a jungle of iron and steel. Gray smoke puffed into the air from the numerous factories needed to keep Pragma’s hands so very clean. There were sections of buildings missing entirely from skirmishes and battles gone by, from the bombs dropped on them whenever Pragma decided we needed to be punished. Or simply from disrepair.

      The newer, nicer buildings belonged almost exclusively to pleasure clubs. Or drug kingpins. Or arms dealers. You would think the shadier dealings would be owned exclusively by the gangs, and they were. But there were also freelancing criminals too. Pax didn’t discriminate against evil. It welcomed all kinds.

      I was most impressed by how vast the city really was. It had been long enough since I’d seen this view, that I had started to believe my child’s imagination had conjured more impressive images than really existed. Yet looking out the side of the warship, I struggled to breathe all over again.

      How could any city go on and on and on for so long? Buildings touched the horizon in every direction. Even with the fog of pollution, I could catch glimpses of gray civilization forever.

      What kind of trick of fate had it been for Zion and me to run into each other? What were the chances he’d been able to find me not once but twice. Sure, the first time was more of an accident than the second. But when I’d left him three years ago, I’d been banking on the idea that we would never run into each other by chance. That we’d both be swallowed up in the bowels of the city. And either I’d make it back to Pragma or I’d die in the easy anonymity a city this size gave so freely.

      Zion placed a headset on my lap. I grabbed it before it could bounce off my legs and fall out the open side of the HOV-craft. His voice was clear in my ear. “We have a ways to go. There are gloves in your coat pocket.”

      I patted my new coat to find that he was right. Quickly slipping them on, I adjusted the microphone so I could say, “Thank you.”

      When his eyebrows furrowed together before jerking his gaze away, I realized I’d been accidentally civil. Argh, stupid Viya. He was not anyone who deserved my courtesy.

      In an effort to ignore Zion, I studied the rest of the passengers. There were three men and a woman besides the pilot, whom I could not see. It was hard to say how old they were, but if I had to guess I would put them at a few years older than Zion. They looked hard, tough, snaked with dragon tattoos. They avoided looking at me. Or maybe they didn’t notice me.

      We flew for hours. We flew so long that more than just city came into view. I didn’t know what Zion’s plan was for me, but it couldn’t be a good one. At first I didn’t understand what I was looking at. It seemed as though one of the buildings in the distance rose incredibly higher than all the other buildings. But then I knew that had to be wrong because it seemed to run the entire length of the horizon.

      It wasn’t until we flew even closer that I realized it was the outer wall. I had only ever seen the perimeter of PragmaPax in pictures. But here it was now. Right in front of me.

      Zion had taken me to the edge of the city, the edge of civilization.

      It was taller than the buildings on my side of it. I thought it might even be taller than the wall that split Pragma and Pax in two. It curved toward the city, as if shielding it from anything that would want to enter.

      I realized that was true. The wall had been designed to keep everything else out.

      Had it always been this big? I wondered. Had the designers of the wall decided just how big this one-city civilization would be and then decided that would be big enough? Or had they simply marked off all the land that was habitable and let humanity fill in the rest.

      My heart clenched, and my fingers grew even more numb. I could ask Zion, but that felt like giving in. What I should have done was paid better attention in school, but my education had been cut short for obvious reasons.

      I wanted desperately to see over the wall, to see what was on the other side, to see something green, but that was impossible at the height we were flying at. Instead, I examined the buildings that remained at the very edge of the city.

      Or the rubble of buildings. There wasn’t much left. Occasionally I could make out clothes drying on a line or spot a tech antenna, but nothing indicated much life at all.

      The ship set down on a flat roof that had obviously been cleared for this purpose, although any paint used to mark the area had long worn away. Despite the harness, I couldn’t help but bump into Zion as we rocked back and forth during the landing. I ripped off the headset and marveled at the silence. After the aggressive thrumming of the blades, the quiet was welcome.

      Zion reached over and in one swift tug, released my harness and unbuckled me. I slumped forward in surprise.

      “How many of these ships do you have?”

      He stood. I did the same. The other passengers were busy jumping over the side since the warship was parked on the ground. “Not more than your dad.”

      I shot him a murderous look. What a stupid thing to say in front of other people. He didn’t notice. He was too busy sliding over the side of the ship. I tried to follow him gracefully, but the jump was farther than I predicted, and I landed harder than I wanted to. My arms flailed around me as I struggled to keep my balance.

      I would die before I fell on my butt in front of Zion.

      “You okay?” he asked as I struggled to stand. My right foot tingled sharply, and I desperately wanted to shake it or walk it off, but I nodded tightly and stayed perfectly still instead.

      “I’m great.”

      He flashed a smile that said he didn’t believe me, but moved on. “We’re late,” he informed me. “Someone took an extra-long shower.”

      Glaring at his back, I reminded him, “You didn’t tell me we had a schedule to keep.”

      “I didn’t know it was possible for someone to shower for that long. Honestly. I didn’t think I had to tell you.”

      “Whatever.”

      “Follow my lead down here, okay?” he said with a totally different tone. His voice had gone low, serious. “Even if you don’t like what I’m doing. Or saying. It’s important that you just . . .”

      “What?”

      “Not be yourself for once, okay?”

      Offended, I couldn’t help but ask, “Why not?”

      “Because you have a way of being . . .”

      “What, Zion? Just say it. I can’t read your mind.”

      “Snobby, okay? When you get mad, your privilege shows. And it will give you away if you’re not careful.”

      “You’re serious? You still think I’m the spoiled princess who came over here with her mom to feed soup to the poor?”

      “It’s not even that,” he said with a growl in the back of his throat. “You were nice back then. Now you’re just stuck up.”

      Before I could reply or get outraged or kick him in the shins, he stepped over to the group we’d flown with. “This is Viya,” he told them, jerking a thumb my direction. “Viya, this is Rexan, Core, Sy, and Shayla. They spend a lot of time on the ground over here, so they’re going to give us the tour.”

      To my surprise, Rexan smiled. He was a huge, muscly guy with a red bandana covering his tawny hair. It flipped out from beneath the bandana in waves. It was very possible this burly mercenary had better hair than I did. “Nice to meet you, Viya.”

      “You too,” I heard myself say as he crushed my hand in his massive one.

      Core was next, stepping over to me with another stretched-out hand. He had dark brown skin beneath a leather vest and matching leather jacket. He was shorter than I was, but had an air about him I found intimidating and dangerous. “Hey,” he said simply as we shook hands.

      I turned to Sy automatically after that. Apparently, they were all handshakers here, which surprised me. While handshaking wasn’t uncommon in the city center, I had been told it was less common along the border wall because people were afraid of disease. Sy, who looked just as hard and muscled as Rexon, but was definitely leaner with closely shaved dark hair, greeted me the same way.

      The only one who didn’t shake my hand was Shayla. She simply nodded, her slicked back hair barely moving. She was blond, I thought, but there was enough product in her hair to make it appear dark and wet. It was chin length and parted down the middle, then slathered in some kind of pomade to keep it in place behind her ears.

      I thought of the earlier memory of my mother. Braids weren’t just for the impoverished. Women would always need to do something with their hair to get it out of the way. Or shave it off.

      Which was becoming more and more of a possibility every day.

      “Stick close out here, Viya,” she told me as she pulled a weapon from a thigh-holster. “The wall has started to break down in some places and more and more Cooked are getting through.”

      I shivered involuntarily and pressed my lips together, remembering Zion’s warning. Cooked people were dangerous people. Not just because they existed beyond the wall, in the hinterlands, but because they were sick with radiation.

      It was said that first their bodies cooked, then their brains. And they could infect you just by being near you.

      To be honest, I didn’t even know they were real. I had always assumed it was an urban legend to keep kids on the border from wandering away from the wall. Who would ever choose to live outside the city? Sure, we had problems inside the walls, but they could never compare to the wasteland that existed beyond.

      I looked at Zion, trying to gage his reaction. He was doing the same to me. “She doesn’t believe they’re real,” he explained to the group. “The Cooked.”

      My cheeks heated as I struggled to be the opposite of what he thought of me. “I’ve never been outside the city center before. I thought they were a myth.”

      “The myth is the myth,” Rexan said with a cocky smile. “They’re very, very real.”

      “What do you do if you find one?” I asked, a sick feeling threading through my gut.

      Core patted the hydro-cannon he’d slung over his shoulder. “Put them out of their misery.”

      I must have made a face because Sy rushed to say, “Trust me when I say we’re doing them a favor, yeah? The Cooked . . . well, you’ll see.”

      It took everything I had to keep a straight face. Not just because they were so familiar with the Cooked and killing them. But because Sy was so flippantly positive we would run into one of them. Or more.

      Did my dad know about this? Did he know it was such a problem?

      Did he care?

      I wondered what the Pragma side of the border wall looked like. I doubted there were any points of rust or disrepair. I doubted anything had been able to break through.

      We climbed down a ladder similar to the one I’d used to get in and out of my apartment. I handled the climb with ease, but the metal left ash all over my gloves and new clothes. Anxiety filled me. I hadn’t had anything nice for so long, I was desperate to keep it that way.

      At the bottom, we picked our way through debris-covered paths toward the outer wall. The team quickly turned on flashlights attached to their weapons to help guide the way. It was still midday, but we were covered in shadows thanks to the wall.

      From the ground, I had to crane my head all the way back to see the top. The steel of the wall blended into the hazy gray of the sky so it felt endless. I imagined it touched heaven itself.

      With my attention diverted, my feet tangled over something solid in my way. I tripped immediately, bracing myself to hit the ground. Before I could land, though, strong hands caught me around the waist.

      “Careful, princess,” Zion murmured with that irritated sneer to his voice. His hands lingered until I’d fully regained my balance, maybe a second more. “Probably should watch where you’re going. The Cooked don’t usually fall from the sky.”

      Pursing my lips together, I threw him a haughty look I knew he would chalk up to my spoiled nature. “I wasn’t looking for Cooked. I was . . .” I shook my head. What had I been doing? I didn’t even know. This felt like a weird field trip. A history lesson I never knew I needed. “I have never seen the wall. That’s all. I’m just  . . . I don’t know. It’s so big.”

      “Well, something had to keep the bad guys at bay. Our founding fathers made sure we would be safe from everything but ourselves.”

      His words rang with truth. “They did what they could to save humanity.”

      Zion glanced around at the run-down buildings and crumbling houses. “Looks like they did a good job of it.”

      I didn’t have the energy to argue with him. From this perspective, on this side of the wall, of course it would feel like a bleak and pathetic attempt. But I knew there was a better side of life. Pax might hold the keys to hell. But Pragma was the best of humanity, the best of what we’d saved.

      The path cleared out eventually. At first, it was just a narrow dirt strip that seemed more level than the ground around it. After a while, it became a clear walking path. And a while after that, we took a right onto what was clearly a road—although still made of dirt.

      I’d never seen so much dirt before. It was damp from the cooler temps under the shade of the wall but not muddy.

      We continued walking toward the wall, and I wondered, with bated breath, what would happen next. The team remained silent as we moved, their weapons poised to ward off any threat, their stances crouched and careful.

      Only Zion walked upright. Well, and me.

      They were guarding us, I realized belatedly. Or at least Zion.

      While my mind turned with possibilities and curiosity at all the things around me, the wall met us face-to-face. My head tipped back again, marveling at the size of it once more. But as I dropped my gaze back to eye level, I saw that we hadn’t just come to any place in the wall—we’d stopped in front of the gates.

      I heard my gasp of surprise and felt my hand clutch at my chest, but my mind felt as though it had stepped outside of my body and was now observing everything from some far-off place.

      Was that really a gate?

      Could it be opened?

      When was the last time it had been opened?

      Were they going to open it now?

      I had a hundred questions to ask and demand answers to. But instead, I grabbed Zion’s arm and snarled, “How long have you known?”

      He tugged his arm from my grip. “Longer than you.”

      But even his smart-ass remark couldn’t tear my eyes from the seam dividing a massive section of wall in two. It was sized for bigger needs than the civil-hovs used in city center to get drug lords to and from their dens of business. It was bigger than even the cargo-hovs used to carry goods over to Pragma. Hell, a warship could fit through the space if the doors were opened all the way.

      “Did we . . . did we ever use this?”

      The team, relaxing somewhat, stood to their full height. They seemed just as mesmerized as me. They must have been here before because they knew the way. But I could understand their reaction. This was the kind of thing you never tired of. It would always be enthralling. Captivating.

      Intimidating.

      “Once upon a time,” Rexan murmured, his hand reaching out reverently to brush the gray steel.

      “Come on,” Zion ordered gruffly. “We’ll lose the light if we don’t move.”

      Rexan snapped out of his daze and stepped to the side of the gigantic opening where a smaller door, fit for a single person, was carved into the wall. I hadn’t noticed it before because I’d been transfixed on the greater picture. But following Core and Shayla, I could see a gatehouse of sorts. It was a box on our side, with a steel-shuttered window on the outside. There was room for all of us inside, plus panels of buttons and controls and a huge, rusted wheel connected to chains.

      The gates opened electronically. But if they ever failed, the wheel was the manual safety.

      I could barely catch my breath. Even the tech on the panels was dated. This was like stepping back in time to some long-lost civilization.

      “It’s never been updated,” I said to no one in particular.

      “When your only intention is to keep everyone in, why would it need to be?” Zion asked. His hand was already on the handle to another door, leading to outside the wall.

      My heart hammered in my chest, realizing what he was about to do. He was about to leave PragmaPax. He was about to go beyond the only civilization, the only world I had ever known. I felt sick and thrilled all at the same time. My blood rushed, and my head spun. I wanted to scream. And I wanted to stay silent so I could find out what would happen next.

      “Let us go first,” Sy said to Zion. “Just in case.”

      Zion stepped back, but even in my current upended emotional state, I could tell it was with reluctance. He didn’t like being guarded.

      He didn’t like needing protection.

      Sy punched in a code on a panel next to the door. I held my breath, waiting for it to fail. Of course, it would fail. How could it possibly work? People didn’t punch in codes. For doors that needed to be locked, there were wrist-chips, hip clips, and optic sensors and any number of noncontact implants to use.

      I thought about the mysterious code that opened the wall through the middle of the city. Okay, so some doors still had buttons, still had manual entries. A fresh wave of nausea washed over me. I should know it, I thought. The code. Even Keene and Hale expected me to know it. If it was by my father’s design, I should be able to figure it out.

      Not for them. But for me.

      After what must have been three or four seconds, the door began to whir and groan and click. The keypad glowed a faint green and I wished more than anything I’d thought to pay attention to the order of numbers Sy pressed.

      With one final tick, there was a release sound, like the door had been unlocked. Sy’s hand moved to the round handle, and he dropped his shoulder into the door. With a powerful shove, he swung the door open, and light filtered into the room, highlighting the dust floating in the air.

      Sy left, gun held at attention. Shayla and Rexan next. Core waited behind us.

      Zion motioned for me to follow him. “You ready for this, princess?”

      “Ready for what?” I whispered, stepping closer to him.

      “To leave everything you’ve ever known?”

      “Is this where you get your butter?” I asked him, still whispering.

      He laughed, and the sound wasn’t cynical or cruel. It was rich, warm, and deep. “It is.” He took my wrist, pulling me into the light outside. “Let’s go see where butter is made.”
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      I expected there to be an answer to what we were doing as soon as we stepped onto the other side of the wall. I didn’t know what kind of answer. But something. A butter-making factory, perhaps? A perfect landscape of verdant jungle and untamed wilderness? Or the opposite—miles and miles and miles of scorching desert. Breathable, non-toxic air? Poisonous gas and erupting volcanos?

      Something . . . unexplainable.

      Instead, I walked into the same kind of barren destruction I’d been taught in childhood. Dirt whipped across my face as soon as we stepped into the windy, harsh conditions. The sun didn’t shine brighter out here. It was the same dull globe hidden behind opaque clouds. Old buildings mostly concealed beneath mounds of dirt, their skeletal pieces sticking out sporadically as if they’d been buried alive, one arm raised in protest. No green to be seen.

      My heart plummeted with disappointment. I’d only read about grass, flowers, real crops—not the cloned crap we were told tasted “almost” as good. Or the scratchy artificial green planted toward the city center to keep us calm and relaxed. Even though it obviously didn’t work.

      My mother had told me about trees that used to grow near the river in Pragma. But they’d died before I was born.

      And now nothing new grew. Not really. Patches of dry weeds near the river. My father’s yard had been lush with processed turf, meant to look and feel like the real thing. But nothing flourished. Nothing grew wild or well or without help.

      We lived in a new era of cloned food and limited water and a fading, fading, fading sun.

      “Not what you expected?” Zion asked as we followed a worn path away from the wall.

      I shrugged. It felt silly to confess my disappointment over grass and trees. I was a prisoner of Trebax, and Zion may be marching me to my doom. And I felt like weeping over missing flowers. “Surprised,” I confirmed. “It feels like . . . more of the same. I thought it would be different.”

      He nodded as if understanding exactly how I felt. “The wall through the middle of the city wasn’t the first wall dropped from the sky. Once, people lived out here. People who didn’t want or need to be close to city center.”

      My father’s beliefs about understanding history to plan for the future flashed through my mind. Was this how he pulled off the middle wall so seamlessly? Was humanity just one long-running joke of history always repeating itself? Would we ever learn?

      My heart squeezed with some kind of mysterious longing. I imagined quaint villages on the outskirts of a great castle, slow, easy life, little luxuries but little demands as well. I imagined happiness and warmth and a world I would never know, and it cut at the soft, unarmed pieces of my heart. I blinked, and the imaginary village was washed away in a storm of dirt and acid rain and rushing wind.

      Zion handed me a piece of cloth to wrap around my face. I tied it tightly, thankful I didn’t have to breathe in the dust. He looked even more like a stranger beneath his mask. His startling blue eyes were bright against his dusty cheeks, the black of his mask, the dark sweep of his hair. “It’s a hike,” he said.

      I shrugged again. He turned and led the way after his people. The path was winding, hard-packed earth snaking through a cemetery of lost civilization. We stopped a few times, when there was enough privacy from the landscape to relieve ourselves or to drink small sips of filtered water. Core passed out protein sticks around noon, when the sun was at its highest. I realized there was less snow out here, and while the weather wasn’t exactly comfortable, it had warmed significantly since I’d been in the Trebax Tower.

      It wasn’t warm. Just warmer.

      I had been foolish to expect green grass and lush trees in this weather. Still in the throes of winter, nothing could grow even in the most fertile circumstances. But hope lingered still. One day . . . one day . . . one day it would be spring.

      Eventually we came to what people who lived inside PragmaPax called The Waste. There wasn’t a physical wall separating what had once been civilized and the uninhabited land beyond. The change happened gradually. Melting blankets of snow covered the ground in places, unpunctured by rubble or decaying debris. The skeletons of bare trees with white bark and broken limbs clustered together as if huddling for warmth. The land stretched and stretched and stretched. And nothing grew. And nothing lived there. And nothing wanted to live there. It was waste.

      I looked back over my shoulder and found the wall still looming. But we were beyond its shadow by now. Stark wilderness lay in front of us. I wondered what would happen if I ran. Would Zion try to stop me? Would he let me go? I had managed to survive Pax for five years. But could I survive this barren wasteland?

      Zion fell into step beside me. His mask was still tied tightly around his face, and he’d added goggles to shield his eyes.

      “Is this it?” I asked him, my voice muffled by my own face cloth. “Is this all there is?”

      Zion made a sound in the back of his throat that could have been a laugh. “No. Not even a little bit. There’re different terrains. Mountains. Oceans. The rest of the world.”

      The rest of the world. His words hung in the air, sparking some kind of upheaval of my insides. I had never really considered the rest of the world. My whole world was Pax. And getting back to Pragma. This was the first time I’d been outside the walls of my city. Until this moment, the rest of the world hadn’t mattered. Had barely existed beyond a fleeting thought.

      “There are people still alive in the rest of the world?”

      He shrugged. “It’s hard to say. There are rumors of clans that live in the mountains, and people who have found habitable places near the sea. If we’ve found a way to survive this long, why couldn’t others?”

      I nodded. He had a point. There’d been a book my father kept on his desk when I was a child. It was old and brittle, the edges of the paper were lined with gold and the paper itself nearly see-through. I couldn’t remember the name of the book, but the leather cover had inscribed, “The human spirit is indestructible when it chooses to be.”

      Indestructible. I had never heard of the word until I read it. And after looking up its meaning, I was even more confused by the phrase. When I asked my father what it meant, he’d said, “The human body can suffer almost anything. It’s the mind that gives up first. And once the mind gives up, the body follows almost instantly.” A light had flickered in his dark eyes. “But, if you can make your mind invincible, your body will follow that as well.”

      An invincible body had sounded magical when I was little. I wanted an invincible body. I wanted to be indestructible. But after the wall fell, I discovered firsthand what the book had meant because my body really could go through almost anything. Cold, heat, starvation, malnourishment, infection, illness, neglect, injury, on and on and on. It was my mind that I had to fight. It was the pain and terror and hopelessness that were the most dangerous.

      “Where are we going, Zion?”

      “To see where butter is made,” he replied in a deadpan.

      I shot him a look. “Why didn’t we just fly out here?”

      He shook his head. “HOV-ships are powered by the grid. They don’t work outside the outer walls.” There was a pause before he asked, “Are you tired?”

      I was tired. We’d been walking for hours, and my body was chilled to the bone. But I didn’t need to stop. “I’m okay.”

      “Good,” he answered gruffly. “Because we’re almost there.”

      The question, “almost where?” sat on my tongue, but I refused to give it voice. I didn’t trust Zion or Trebax, but I was too curious to be scared.

      What could they possible keep all the way out here?

      Er, besides butter.

      A half hour later, I got my answer. We’d entered a heavily wooded area, more dead, white-barked trees on every side of us. The snow was thicker beneath their long shadows and our city was almost blotted out entirely. We followed a dirt-packed trail, curling through the tree graveyard, over slopes and around boulders, avoiding the more treacherous parts of the landscape.

      And then I saw it. A creek bed. It trickled thinly alongside our path, snow-covered rocks and wet leaves lay at the bottom of two muddy banks. But there it was. Natural water. Flowing freely. Or if not flowing then at least dribbling. The water was so clear I could see everything.

      It took some willpower not to stop moving and simply stare at it. There was the Pactio in Pragma, the wide river that rushed with white-capped rapids. It was so aggressive, and so dangerous, that its banks had been built up around it so no one tried to swim in it. Before the wall fell, ships had crossed regularly to take wares from Pax to Pragma and back again, or ferry people across who had business. But it had always been an indomitable force that set Pragma apart from Pax.

      My father had called it one of Pragma’s most incredible wonders. And as a child I’d been as afraid of it as I’d been mesmerized by it.

      But this little creek bed somehow felt even more miraculous. So small, so delicate, so . . . fragile. Made and sustained by nature herself. But what would it really take to destroy it?

      Almost nothing.

      Yet it brought life. It brought vibrancy to an otherwise desolate existence.

      It was the voice crying in the wilderness, reminding us that life prevailed.

      As we moved next to it, I was amazed to find that it widened and then joined with another small creek and then another. Like veins running through a heart. Soon, the water was substantially deeper, rushing over smooth stones, masking the crunch of our footsteps as we walked carefully beside it. My heart rushed with it, pounding beneath the fragile cage of bone in my chest.

      Again I couldn’t help but compare it to the Pactio. Idyllic walkways lined either side of its steep banks, dotted with hydroponic flowering trees. My mother would take me as a child, and we’d talk about silly things, eating chocolates she’d stashed in her skirt pockets. But the Pactio was polished beauty, manicured nature that only flourished when engineered to do so.

      This little river was wild, untamed, birthed straight from the blood and body of the earth. It mesmerized me. I couldn’t tear my gaze away from it. Which was why I nearly ran straight into the post of the bridge to cross it.

      “Here we are,” Zion murmured so quietly I almost didn’t hear him over the singsong trickle of the creek.

      “Where . . .?” But I lifted my eyes then to see the bridge made from flattened logs and the path leading to a square stone building covered in bare vines. Windows with glass panes covered with curtains dotted the structure on two levels. A rusty roof peaked from around the corner, a piece of a separate smooth-concrete building. A heap of chipped red wood sat off to the side and I realized it too, was another mismatched building. And at the far edge of the clearing, a structure made of fogged-up glass with glowing lights. “Are we?” I finished weakly.

      Zion removed his mask, revealing a small smile. “Outside the wall,” he said. “Or wasn’t that obvious?”

      “I meant—”

      An ancient Eagle-Eye drone buzzed overhead, drowning out the sound of the river, the tittering of the forest. Zion looked away from me, baring his face for the camera on the small security device. He waved. “Hey, Bannon.”

      The drone swiveled in the air from Zion to me, bobbing up and down with jerking movements. “I see you’ve brought a friend,” a tinny voice declared from the front speaker.

      Zion’s head tilted in my direction. “A tourist,” he said. “She’s very interested in your butter.”

      A chuckle boomed through the small speaker. “I bet she is. Well, come on in then.”

      “Hey, Bannon!” Shayla called out, grinning at the small drone that used to be used for private security before the sleeker, silent mirror drone technology was developed. Sy, Core, and Rexan all waved at the dipping and darting outdated model as we crossed the creaky bridge.

      “Neutralizing now,” the drone announced. “Wait just a few seconds before . . .” There was a pause. “Okay, you should be good.”

      “Should be?” Rexan murmured.

      “Power’s been in and out with the weather the last few weeks,” Bannon explained. “And we found some Cooked camped out in the generator shed. They’d disconnected everything important. And damaged even more than that. The grid’s been goofy without constant source. I’m mostly sure the traps are neutralized. But, I’d send the tourist ahead if you’re extra attached to your limbs.”

      “We’re all attached to our limbs,” Zion drawled, not amused at Bannon’s joke. At least I hoped it was a joke.

      “I meant emotionally attached,” Bannon clarified.

      “Wh-What happens if it’s not really neutralized?” I asked in a hoarse, barely audible whisper.

      The team shuffled around the bridge anxiously, avoiding my gaze. Finally, Shayla made an explosion gesture with her hands. “Kaboom.”

      Zion’s people looked at him for guidance. Fear slithered through my insides, like I’d swallowed a slug. They wouldn’t really make me go first, right? I took a step back, my feet rocking up to my toes, readying to run. I felt their eyes on me, and even the drone seemed to hover nearby, waiting for a decision to be made.

      “Throw the net,” Zion ordered, breaking the tension with words that might as well have been a sledgehammer smashing fragile glass. “Use the weights.”

      Core obeyed, unlocking a small disc from his belt. He pressed a button in the center, then tossed it in the air. A net sprung free and dropped to the ground thanks to black weighted balls at the points of the spiderweb-like shape. Once they hit the ground, the weights pushed out spikes, digging into each point of contact. Everyone jumped back in unison, our breath caught in our lungs.

      One second . . . two seconds . . . three seconds . . . four seconds . . . five seconds . . .

      Nothing happened.

      Core tapped another button on the empty slot of his belt, and the net jumped into the air, retracted back into the disc, and landed in Core’s open palm.

      “That’s a neat trick,” I murmured.

      He side-eyed me, wariness crinkling the corners of his eyes. “Imagine what it can do to a human.”

      I swallowed thickly, thankful that everyone had moved on ahead. The line was still blurred. Was I someone who had their protection?

      Or was I bait?

      The not knowing was what ate away at me, curdled my blood, made me question everything. I hadn’t thought to be afraid until the net with spikes was deployed and I realized what would have happened to me if I really had tried to run. Had Zion brought me all the way out here to kill me?

      Or, if not kill me, use me in some nefarious way? But if I was bait . . . bait for what?

      Surely not. He wanted access to Pragma. They needed the code from me. This was a pit stop I didn’t understand, but I had to hope I would survive it. Zion was looking for something else out here other than anything I could give him.

      And that begged the question, what exactly was it that Zion hoped to catch this far from the city?

      More importantly, what kind of people lived out here . . . this far from the rest of us?

      Zion ticked his head to the side, and his team moved out slowly, carefully stepping over the wet ground. Small mounds of snow still hugged tree trunks. The rest of the ground was black and soggy. Our boots were heavy with mud by the time we reached the door.

      There was a series of whirring, clicking, and beeping, and finally, the door popped open with a vacuumed air-sucking sound. We stepped into the darkness, and I found myself in a glass cage of sorts. My eyes were still adjusting to the new lighting, but I could see a couple people standing beyond the glass, arms folded or resting on weapons.

      An infrared bar, reaching from floor to ceiling, began moving across the glass. “Take off your mask and hat, then hold very still,” Zion ordered. The others with us had already begun to pocket their cold-weather gear.

      I followed quickly, realizing my deadline was the red light. I tugged my mask around my neck, pulled my hat off, and shoved it into my pocket. A second later, the light moved over me. A digital reading to the left said 96.1. My temperature.

      Zion’s read: 97.4.

      Temperature monitoring was very normal within the walls. In Pragma, medical drone, often nicknamed Dr. Drones, regularly buzzed through the city looking for signs of illness or bad behavior. Both were taken care of immediately. In a city enclosed within massive walls, plague or pandemic could easily wipe everyone out.

      Even Pax had monitors in factories, pleasure houses, and markets. Symptoms were regularly scrutinized. If anyone showed up with a raised temp, they were escorted home. In Pragma, medical care was called in immediately. In Pax, the sick were quarantined straightaway. If they survived, they could go back to regular living. If they didn’t, their things were burned, and their residence bleach bombed. There weren’t doctors in Pax. At least not for the majority of us.

      After our temperatures were logged, nozzles popped out of holes in the ceiling and began dousing us with white powder. I coughed when it caught me off guard and ended up inhaling more of it than I should have. It smelled like disinfectant and something else I couldn’t put my finger on. The showerheads rotated and we were immediately sprayed with liquid this time, slimy and green. The nozzles rotated for a third time, and we were rinsed with water.

      There was a metallic stench to it, and I was careful to close my mouth this time and not swallow any of it. When the nozzles disappeared back into the ceiling, powerful fans turned on. They dried up every water droplet and cleaning product. My hair had to look a special kind of crazy, but when another vacuum seal released, I was happy to have it over with.

      We tumbled out of the entrance, each of us gasping for air. “New fan blades?” Rexon asked, smoothing out his eyebrows.

      A tall, lanky man stepped forward with a grin. “Better to be fluffy than wet in this weather.” He made a valid point. “Your tourist must be more than a prisoner, Z.”

      Zion’s eyes narrowed to slits. “You’re awfully nosy today, Bannon. Should I have called first?”

      Bannon snorted. “You brought a stranger into my camp. I have a right to know what’s going on.”

      “You do,” Zion admitted. “But we’re frozen and half-starved. Can we talk over a hot meal?”

      Bannon threw his head back and laughed, side-eyeing his people in the room with him. “It’s really something how they always show up during mealtime, isn’t it?”

      “Almost like they come all the way out here for decent food,” one of the women said, her fiery orange hair in a braid around her head. “Come on, your lordship, we’ve butchered one of the milk cows this week. You’re in luck.”

      Zion’s team groaned in delight, quickly dropping their weapons into cases on a table near the wall. They tossed their outwear after, stripping down to undershirts, pants, and socks. Apparently, we were no longer a threat because they left Zion and me alone with Bannon as they ran after the others.

      “Do I get an introduction at least?” Bannon asked, his sharp, dark eyes on me like I was some egregious threat.

      Zion seemed to think about it before letting out a short puff of breath. “Bannon, this is Viya.” He turned to me. His eyes were hard, purposeful as if he wanted me to read his mind. “Viya, this is Bannon. He deals in . . . baked goods.”

      “Aye,” Bannon agreed, and I nearly laughed. “And butter.” That shrewd gaze of his absorbed everything about my face, including the wide-eyed surprise at his not-so-dangerous job.

      “Baked goods?” I asked, trying not to smile.

      “And freshly butchered meats if there’s a client rich enough to pay for it.”

      Realization dawned, and my face drained of all color. They’d said it so obviously not minutes ago, but I hadn’t understood. I hadn’t been exposed enough to real food to know exactly what they meant. Butchered a cow. As in . . . as in . . . as in real beef.

      It was outlawed within the wall. In an effort to remake the environment and stop the rolling tide of starvation, only cloned food was legal. Now it was all that was possible.

      But butchering an animal of any kind for the purpose of consuming it was dangerous.

      “You live so close.” I heard myself say through the ringing in my ear. “They could catch you.”

      “I’m not a citizen, though, am I?” he asked, touching his finger to his temple. “What do they care about a small clan of outsiders minding their own business?”

      I didn’t know what to say. He was right again, but it felt crazy to be in the same room as real meat. Real food. Of course butter came from a cow, but they hadn’t needed to kill it to get it.

      I looked at Zion. What was his plan here? Why did he know outsiders who butchered cows and made real food and lived this far from civilization?

      “Is it safe to eat?” I asked, fear gripping my chest again in iron claws.

      Bannon smiled for the first time, his too wide mouth eating up half his face. “Is it safe to eat?” His head tipped back, and he laughed that loud, boisterous sound again. “I’ll tell you what, Z, you don’t usually bring ’em when they’ve been this indoctrinated.”

      Zion smiled too, sharing the joke. “Don’t you remember when you met me? You showed me how to pluck a chicken, and I nearly fainted.”

      Bannon guffawed again, slapping a hand on Zion’s shoulder. “It wasn’t the plucking that turned you green, it was when I twisted off its head, and the thing went runnin’ headless across the yard.”

      Zion rubbed his eyes with one hand as if he still wanted to erase the memory. “I thought you were doing some kind of witchcraft. I didn’t believe something like that was possible.”

      “You won’t believe this steak either,” Bannon told him, ushering him deeper into the building. “It’s out of this world.”

      “Let me drop my stuff,” Zion told him, backing out of his embrace. “We’ll take our shoes off and be right there.”

      Bannon nodded, his eyes going serious again when he looked at me. “We’ll wait for you then.”

      Zion smiled, waving him off before turning back to me. His chin jerked to the left, and I met him at the table where his team had left their belongings. He made quick work of his coat, gloves, and boots.

      “What is this place?” I asked him while he laid his weapons carefully in bins that he could seal. “Where are we?”

      “The Outpost,” he said in a low, mild voice. “Bannon is one in a network of . . . specialty boutiques. They’re spread around the exterior of the wall, meeting needs of those who know to look for them.”

      I chewed on that information for a minute, wondering what else anyone could need that they couldn’t get inside the wall. Or how many people had the ability to reach them. How many people went in and out of the wall on a daily basis. How many people had been able to survive outside the wall?

      “Are they sick?” I asked the question that had been bothering me the most.

      Zion shook his head, pumping his hand once, warning me to keep my voice down. “No.”

      My education and upbringing warred with the steely truth in his voice. “How?”

      “I can’t explain everything here,” he whispered. “Not without offending them. When we leave tomorrow, I’ll be able to answer more of your questions.”

      “Why did you bring me here?” I demanded, the terrified claws gripping my heart, digging deeper, deeper, deeper. “Am I a commodity? Are you planning to trade me for more butter?”

      Zion whirled toward me, his expression dark, offended. “You think I would trade you for butter?”

      “I don’t understand what’s going on, Zion. I don’t know what to make of any of this.” The whine in my voice was embarrassing. His earlier words about my privileged behavior bit into me, and I wanted to cry.

      Instead of getting irritated with me, though, remorse turned the corners of his mouth down. He gently gripped the collar of my coat and began to unbutton it for me. “You’re not a commodity,” he whispered in a voice I could barely hear. “You’re a symbol.”

      “A symbol of what?”

      His gaze lifted and crashed into mine: hard, foreboding, warm. “Of my power.”

      My brain stuttered over his answer, grappling with it to make sense of his meaning. “I don’t understand.”

      “I have a plan, Viya, and Hale is only a part of it.” His hands brushed over my shoulders as he stripped me out of my coat. His body heat washed over me as his words hung in the air between us. And then they crashed into my brain, a bullet of clarity I hadn’t prepared for. Zion didn’t work for Hale because he liked Hale. Zion worked for Hale because he knew he could use Hale to get where he wanted to go.

      My eyes widened at his admission, my throat drying out. But where was that? How big was Zion’s ambition? I knew he wouldn’t tell me even if I asked. Part of me felt like I should already know the answer. The other part was afraid to understand. But the strangling fear holding my heart hostage only intensified. Whatever Zion wanted to do, he was going to great lengths to accomplish. “And how exactly am I a part of this plan?”

      His smile reflected that same hard darkness in his eyes. “Come on, princess, haven’t you guessed by now?” He tore his gaze from mine to focus on unfastening the cloth around my neck. His fingers skimmed the hidden skin beneath the collar of my shirt. Goose bumps rose in their wake.

      “No,” I told him honestly. “I haven’t.”

      He knelt, quickly unzipping my boots. I stared at his dark hair. It had been flattened all day by his hat, but still managed to curl now that it was set free. At his prompting, I stepped out of my shoes so he could put them away. I felt strangely naked without shoes on, dressed only in socks in this strange place.

      I almost never took my boots off except to change socks. Maybe I had in my own place, my secret apartment that no one else knew about, where I knew no one would find me. But here, surrounded by strangers and strange things, not having boots on left me vulnerable.

      Left me . . . exposed.

      How would I run if I needed to? My feet would freeze outdoors before I made it even halfway back to the city. How could I fight barefoot and weaponless?

      Zion had taken everything from me. My freedom. My anonymity. My future. And now he’d taken my boots—my last flimsy line of defense against his schemes.

      Zion rose to his full height again. We were closer than we were before. Our bodies just a mere inch apart. He leaned in, his lips skimming the shell of my ear. “Then pay attention, Violet. Things are about to get interesting.”

      With that, he stepped away toward where everyone else had gone. I could either stand there staring after him or follow him. It would be hard to pay attention from here.

      I followed.

      But in my heart, in the places where fear clawed and cut and tortured, I decided that I would figure this out. Something beneath the fear took root, something solid and slick with blood. Something relentless. I wanted to win.

      If Zion wanted to play a game, I would indulge him. I could play the petty princess, the confused captive. The damsel in distress.

      And then, when he had been lulled by power and victory and hope . . . I would make my move.
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      I followed Zion into the next room that turned out to be a wide-open space, including a kitchen, dining room, and living area. The roof was supported by whitebark timbers, and most of the furniture was made of petrified wood. Big skylights made of muted glass squares dotted the arched ceiling. The hazy, gray light played off the white of the support beams and brightened up the entire space. Four other hallways branched off the living room, but I couldn’t see where they led.

      Bannon and his people sat with Zion’s people at a massive whitebark table. Matching chairs and benches lined either side. They creaked beneath the weight of the men and the way that Shayla tipped backward in hers. A food spread like the one the night I had dinner with Hale and Keene lay on top, smelling like absolute heaven and looking nothing like the cloned food I had grown up on.

      A twinge in my stomach told me not to hope, that it wasn’t even possible. But then Rexon scooped a big pile of mashed potatoes onto a metal plate and said, “Damn, I miss the real stuff when we’re stationed in the city.”

      It couldn’t be real. Fruit and vegetable gardens existed in Pragma, but they remained with the wealthiest of the founding families. Even my father, when he’d been at the height of his military career, before he was Mayor-General, had only been able to give my mother a small herb garden that she tended to obsessively.

      I felt Zion’s gaze on me, but I couldn’t tear mine from the food on the table. My mouth watered instinctively, and my stomach gurgled loudly. Bannon pulled a chair out from the table, indicating that we should sit down. But the table felt too sacred to approach. At any second, I knew someone would end the hologram or something, that this would all disappear, and my hopes would be dashed.

      “Sit down already,” Bannon ordered gruffly. “Before you drool on the floor.”

      Taking a tentative step forward, I finally looked at Zion for some instruction. He tilted his head at the seat next to Bannon and took his own next to the orange-haired woman who had helped welcome us. My stomach rumbled again as I sat down, the delicious, imperfect-looking meal spread out before me in all its mouth-watering glory.

      “Finally,” Core groaned, picking up a bowl of dinner rolls and snatching one on top.

      “Prayers first,” the woman said first. She raised a burnished eyebrow at Bannon.

      Bannon nodded. “Heads down, ruffians.” There was a pause as everyone bowed their head and folded their hands together. “God, this bountiful meal is your gift to us. We do not take it for granted. Thank you for your provision, your blessing, and your protection. Show our guests the way. Amen.”

      I blinked, realizing I had watched everyone without participating. My mother had made us pray before meals too. When I was younger. Memories I had forgotten drifted to the surface of my mind, wrapping me in heart-squeezing nostalgia. A woman with dreaded black hair braided down her back waved a platter of root vegetables in front of my face. I really did nearly drool as I took it from her.

      “This is your Anastasia?” Bannon asked as I passed him the vegetables after I’d taken my share.

      Er, probably more than my fair share.

      Zion didn’t look up from pouring gravy on his chicken and mashed potatoes. He shrugged noncommittally. “She’s a possibility. There are other reasons we have her.”

      “What reasons are those?” Bannon asked slowly.

      My stomach twisted with this unknown weight of what Zion wanted with me. This was the second time someone had referred to me as Anastasia. What did it mean? I set my fork down next to my heaping plate. I’d lost the appetite for it, and that nearly enraged me as much as the kidnapping. “I’d like to hear them as well,” I gritted out through clenched teeth.

      Zion’s eyes flashed with impatience. “Later. Both of you.”

      Bannon shared a look with me, and it wasn’t unfriendly. His head tilted back and forth on his neck. “Better we eat the food when it’s hot than listen to him ramble on about nonsense anyway.”

      Some of my anger dissipated. The scent of the meal hit my nostrils again, and my stomach cried out for sustenance. The protein bars from our journey were not enough after almost a full day of walking. I lifted a fork with a bite of almost everything on the plate and groaned as the vibrant flavors landed on my tongue. “Oh my God.” I shoveled another bite in before I’d fully finished chewing.

      Bannon snickered next to me. “It’s different, no?”

      “Better,” I mumbled with a full mouth. “So much better.”

      The woman across the table made a sound in the back of her throat, “Better? Not comparable. This is nothing like the soul-destroying plastic nonsense the city manufactures.”

      She was right. It paled in comparison. Nothing I’d ever eaten had been this flavorful, this good. The root vegetables were earthy and rich, a delightful blend of carrots and onions and something that I thought was called a turnip. The mashed potatoes were denser than their cloned counterpart and tastier than I could have imagined. The chicken was gamey but tender. It fell apart when I pulled it from the bone. The gravy on top was a decadent addition I’d never eaten before. And the bread. My God, the bread. It was light and fluffy and delicious, and when I added a slab of their now-famous-to-me butter, I had to close my eyes against the riot of sensation.

      “That’s my wife,” Bannon told me, maybe to distract me from the odd ecstasy of the meal. He pointed at the orange-haired woman. “Elspeth. She’s obviously a great cook, but she’s not happy until we all tell her so.”

      “That’s not true,” Elspeth countered with a sharp look at her husband. “But I do not like to be compared to what they serve in the walls. My food comes from the ground. Not a computer program.”

      “It’s really true then?” I asked, after I’d carefully swallowed my latest bite of heaven. “You farmed this? Really?”

      Bannon leaned forward, a sly smile on his bearded face. “Even the chicken.”

      I’d tasted the chicken. I’d watched it fall off the bone. But to hear him take credit for it still blew my mind. There was still chicken to raise and eat? This hardly seemed possible.

      Farming hadn’t been attempted in generations. By the time the world had learned how to clone taste, smell and texture were based on the models they had to work with at the time. The problem was, they didn’t try cloning food until the food supply was in imminent danger of disappearing all over the world. Entire countries were starving. Farms had dried up, oceans had been polluted beyond the ability to reverse, and then animals began to die off in large numbers.

      Scientists had worked quickly to provide a nutritional substitute that could sustain life. Cloned versions of food that were grown in carefully controlled greenhouses and pumped full of the vitamins and nutrients humans needed to remain healthy. Then the wars started and halted any progress. Food became a dangerous necessity, not a luxury.

      When the founders built PragmaPax, they began research on developing better tasting cloned food. Progress was being made, but after this meal, I knew they would never come close to recreating the real thing.

      What was made in the lab would only ever be a copy of the real thing, never the real thing itself.

      For that reason alone, I would be happy to stay here forever. I could easily trade my Pragma dream for one made of real butter and mashed potatoes.

      Again I was reminded that comfort was the real enemy to my future. Not suffering. Suffering propelled me forward into hard but necessary decisions. Comfort lulled me to sleep with the false promise of never hurting again.

      Oh, how easy it would be to sell my soul for a consistent supply of meals like this one.

      I finished my plate in record time. Zion was barely halfway through his meal, same for the rest of those around the table. Nervous energy flickered through me. Had this been a trap? Had they poisoned me? I had to tuck my hands under my thighs to keep from grabbing for seconds. I would happily die this way.

      Bannon nudged the mashed potatoes toward me. “There’s more if you’d like it.”

      “Thank you,” I gushed, reaching for the wooden spoon to scoop a huge portion onto my plate. Looking at Elspeth, I said, “I’ve never had anything so delicious in my entire life.”

      There was compassion in her eyes when she said, “Oh, you poor girl. You’re welcome here any time.”

      Her kindness was unexpected. I struggled to find the words to tell her how much that meant to me, and when I finally spoke, it was just to repeat, “Thank you.” Only this time my voice was significantly scratchier.

      “How do you make it?” I asked after I heaped seconds of everything onto my plate. “I mean, how do you farm it?”

      Elspeth and Bannon stilled. In fact, quiet rippled through the room, pausing all movement and chatter. Their people went on alert, and I realized I’d asked something they perhaps did not want to tell me.

      I cleared my throat and added, “I realize there must be soil involved. Except for probably the chicken. But I thought there was a problem with the soil? And that was why we had to clone.”

      Bannon nodded, shooting Zion a very quick, covert glance. “There is a problem with the soil. Do you know what it is?” I shook my head, I could barely remember the definition of the word soil, let alone what went wrong. I had to pull from my grade school classes that gave a history of the world before PragmaPax. Bannon went on, “It’s infected with something we lovingly refer to as toxinum—or toxic aluminum. Beyond our forest, which suffers its own problems, the ground is dried up and barren. Nothing can grow on its own and nothing planted can sustain life. You’ll find this all around the world. But, Elspeth and I,” he gestured to those around the table, “and our people, have developed a way to pull the toxinum out of the soil, to, in essence, give it a nice clean bath. Once we’ve washed the soil, it stabilizes. We inject bioidentical nutrients back into the dirt and voila, carrots.”

      “That’s incredible.” For the first time today, I realized that Bannon was not a Trebax thug, but instead a genius. Elspath as well.

      Or if they did belong to Trebax—they certainly cowed to Zion’s authority easily enough—they weren’t of the same banger class that Zion and his henchmen were. They were something separate. Scientists on a field study. Or engineers on the brink of new discoveries.

      Maybe not even on the brink. Maybe they were living it. A brave, new world with farmed vegetables and butchered meat. To think how the world would change if they could mass produce their finds.

      To think how the city would crush and exploit them if they ever found out about their success . . .

      Bannon and his wife smiled at me. “Thank you, we’ve been quite amazed with our results.”

      “So you’re . . . scientists?”

      “Insurrectionists,” Bannon answered, another coy smile lifting only one side of his mouth.

      Elspath leaned in, “Traitors to the Great City of Peace.”

      I sat back more surprised at their confession than the real vegetables sitting in front of me. Traitors? There wasn’t such a thing. Why would anyone fight against PragmaPax when there was nowhere else to go? There were fighting factions within the walls, but never had I ever heard of anyone living beyond the outer wall who hated the city. I had so many questions for them, but Zion changed the subject before I could ask anything controversial. “I forgot to introduce you,” he told me. “This is Viya. She’s my guest.”

      “So we keep hearing,” Bannon hummed.

      “You’ve never left the city before?” Elspath asked.

      I shook my head. “I didn’t know it was possible until today.”

      Her smile was soft, the smooth lines of her face, wrinkling slightly near her eyes. “Anything is possible, Viya dear.”

      The table shook as those around it pounded their white bark mugs and the ends of their roughly hewn metal forks. “Hear, hear.”

      “Can I see the crops?” I couldn’t eat another bite. My stomach had never been this full before. Before anyone could turn paranoid, I added, “I’ve never seen real plants before. I’ve never even seen real grass. I’ve only seen pictures on comms or in books.”

      “Later,” Zion answered, his chin still tucked as he finished his meal. “Let’s enjoy dinner for now.”

      Elspath’s sharp eyes turned to me. “Do you have family in Pax?”

      My heart trembled at her question, betraying the answer I couldn’t speak out loud. As calmly as I could, I explained, “My mother died the day the wall fell. She was gunned down by peacekeepers.” I avoided looking at Zion, knowing that was the day his mother died too. Our mutual pain would give us away, I was sure of it.

      She clucked her tongue, “How tragic.”

      “So many died that day,” Bannon agreed. “So many needless deaths.”

      He was right about that. Memory after memory flashed of that horrific event. Bloodshed. Broken bodies lying everywhere. Screams that seemed to echo to this day. Total and utter carnage.

      “Find Keene,” my mother had whispered, her last words to me. He’ll help you. Well, he had found me. But he’d never helped me.

      I wondered if he recognized me the other night? He’d been coy, subdued. But did he know I was Abreya Egan’s daughter? And now that I could look back with a more mature perspective, why had my mother known him to begin with?

      God, I missed her. Sometimes the only memories I could conjure up of her were of the day she’d died. Her stricken face wild with panic. Her terrified eyes. Her pleas for me to run.

      Why had they shot her? Why hadn’t they believed her? I couldn’t stop asking those questions. Even now, five years later. They burned in my chest like acid. They bubbled up inside me like a volcano on the verge of eruption.

      Yet . . . Elspath made me remember other parts of her too. Her gentleness. Her patience with my never-ending questions. The way she’d pull me against her side whenever we had to stand in public. Or the way her fingers would thread through my hair as she tucked me into bed every night. The way she would scold Brecken for teasing me. And then the way she would still talk to him even after he died. I’d catch her whispering stories about her day to him when she thought no one was around. She’d tell him about me, about the house, about the city. She’d stop by his untouched room every night after she left mine. She had never let her hatred for what happened to him influence her dedication to the poor of Pax.

      I sucked in a shaking breath and refocused on the present. Getting lost in memories of my mother would only get me into trouble at a table like this one.

      “It will be their turn soon enough,” Rexan declared from down the table. “They won’t get away with this for much longer.”

      “Are they still threatening to end your food supply?” Elspath asked Zion.

      Zion threw a cloth napkin over his empty plate and sat back in his chair, stretching his body as if adjusting it to make more room for the food he’d just consumed. To the untrained eye, he looked relaxed, at ease. His legs stretched beneath the table, his hands folded over his abdomen and his eyes drifted lazily back and forth between those gathered. “Yes, they’ve promised before the end of the year.”

      “But why?” Bannon asked. “The cities cannot survive on their own. Pragma needs Pax as much as Pax need Pragma.”

      Zion drew a deep breath, exhaling slowly. “There are other . . . imports Pax needs more than food. Water for one. Medicine. Power.”

      “But what will you do?” Elspath demanded.

      Zion’s head tilted to the side, his sharp jaw ticking with the first sign of emotion. “Each territory has been given an old version of the cloning process. Depending on how much an organization had to invest, the quality of food varies. Keene has been making deals for months. Not everyone will be happy, but there will be enough food to sustain our current population.”

      “And when the population continues to increase?”

      Zion’s smile surprised more than just me. “Well, we’re hoping other food sources might come available. One day Pax might not be reliant on clones at all.”

      Bannon sat back, a surprised laugh bubbling out of him. He waved a dismissive hand at Zion. “You’re kidding.”

      Zion didn’t laugh. The smile disappeared. “I wish that I was.”

      “We don’t have the ability to feed that many people, Zion.” Bannon’s voice was tired, defeated. “Yes, there is abundance here, we’ve been able to trade up to an extent, but there are too many hungry people in Pax. There would be riots. And there would be death. And not just from starvation.”

      “We’re not interested in feeding the entire city just yet,” Zion assured him.

      “Only the Trebax Tower,” Bannon guessed.

      Elspath put her hand on Zion’s shoulder. “Still, a monumental task.”

      Zion shrugged, not at all seeming bothered by their pessimistic answers. “You could share your processes with the other outposts,” he suggested. “You could make allies.”

      Both of their faces hardened at his suggestion and the entire table fell quiet. A fork clattered on a metal plate a few seats down and the sound ricocheted around the room, bouncing off the thick tension.

      “Just because we share similar excommunication stories, does not mean we have anything else in common,” Bannon growled, a finger pointed at Zion.

      Zion lifted his hands in surrender. “All right, I get it. Just thought I’d save civilization and all. No need to get testy.”

      Elspeth threw her hands out in front of her, a frustrated gesture that made her face pucker with frustration. “If you want to save civilization, you’re going to have to do more than put real food into their hands, Zion. Why are we even having this discussion? Because the regime in place is intent on wiping anyone who doesn’t look like them, think like them, or act like them off the planet. No more undesirables equals no more problems.” She leaned forward, folding her arms and setting them on the table, her shoulders bunching at her ears. This was a woman ready for war. “You want to solve the world’s problems? Wipe Pragma off the map.”

      Zion smiled, but didn’t meet Elspath’s fierce gaze. “One step at a time, Els. First we have to figure out how to be self-sufficient.”

      “That’s really your plan?” The words were bullets from my mouth, a rush of sudden gunfire. “Return evil for evil? Save the world but just not Pragma?”

      He glared at me from across the table. His eyes were dangerous, dark, a threatening promise to shut up. But was he serious? Pragma, for all their mistakes and prejudices was the wealth that kept Pax alive. And did I think they should divide up the opportunity more with the other side of the city? Yes, of course. Especially after having lived there for five grueling years.

      But tearing down the wall and releasing the poor from their poverty-stricken prison was different than killing all the rich and taking whatever they wanted from them.

      I leaned forward, immediately regretting the rich meal that now churned violently in my stomach. “There is no world without Pragma. You kill them, you kill all of us.”

      Zion matched my movement, sliding forward to the edge of his chair, and resting two fists on the table. His voice was low, menacing. “The only world worth saving, is one without Pragma. What you fail to understand, princess, is that if we don’t kill them first, they’ll make sure it’s us who dies instead.”

      My emotions were too close to the surface for me to risk a response. I wanted to scream his past at him, remind him that he wasn’t really Trebax. He was one of us. He belonged to Pragma. But my throat ached with unshed, frustrated tears. And my tongue was tangled with fear of saying too much.

      He stared back, our gazes locked in an unmoving competition. I didn’t know this man, I realized for the hundredth time. This was not the boy I played with in childhood. Or the boy who saved my life over and over and over after our mothers died. This was not the boy who held me close while I cried for his sister. Or took my hand and led me where to go. This wasn’t even the boy who left me for Trebax, half-starved and scared to death we wouldn’t survive another winter.

      This man, the one across the table with his dragon tattoos and ice-blue eyes, was someone else entirely.

      “I can’t do this anymore,” I’d told him one dark, lonely night after we’d just lost Zaria. “I can’t keep losing people I love.”

      “She’ll be the last one,” he’d whispered against my cheek. ”The last one you lose. I promise you.”

      I’d pulled back, my cheeks wet with tears. “What about you?” My question had come on a hiccupped sob, fear like I had never known rocketing through me. “What if I lose you too, Zion?”

      “Never,” he’d said through gritted teeth. “I will never let that happen.”

      I’d believed him that night. He’d held me so tightly. He’d sounded so sure. Then only a few months later he’d fled to Trebax.

      But it wasn’t till right now, at this moment, that I realized he’d broken his promise. That I truly believed he lied to me. Because I had lost him. He might still be alive, but I’d lost him for good.

      “War is coming,” Rexon said from the other end of the table, his voice low with promise. “It’s them or us, girlie. It’s not a choice we’re making. It’s the reality we’re living.”

      My insides twisted at the truth I didn’t want to admit. The wall through the middle of the city was only a symptom of a greater, deeper divide. But there was a divide in me just as wide. The part that had grown up in privilege and a happy home. And the part that had fought tooth and nail just to survive each awful day on the other side. I knew the truth about Pragma, even if I didn’t want to admit it. Not even to myself.

      But I also knew the good in Pragma. And the good Pragma could do for the world. War wouldn’t solve anything. It would just perpetuate the broken cycle of history. Division, derision, violence, death, victory, only for all of it to immediately start back at the beginning.

      We’d still end up with oppressors and the oppressed. There would still be aggressors and victims. Who would benefit? Trebax.

      I pushed back from the table and stormed out of the room. I didn’t know where I was going or where I was allowed to go, but nobody followed so they must have known I couldn’t leave the building. I made it as far as one of the dark hallways before their conversation pulled me to a stop.

      “Who is she?” Bannon demanded. “It’s time for answers.”

      When Zion hesitated, Elspath added breathlessly, “You can’t bring a Pragmax into our home, Z. Not after everything . . . not after all we’ve done for you.”

      Bannon gasped, as though he’d figured it out. “She really is your Anastasia. You found her.”

      “Anastasia?” Shayla asked. “What does that mean?”

      My heart hammered against my breastbone, but I held my breath. Too afraid I would miss something, too afraid I wouldn’t be able to hear the answers I so desperately wanted . . . needed.

      When Zion finally spoke, his voice was low again, hoarse, dragged over broken asphalt. “There’s a story from the old world, before the waste, before even the fires. A fairy tale really. About a toppled regime and a revolution. A king ruled his country with an iron fist, starving the poor, punishing the helpless, elevating the rich. But the people finally got tired of dying, of losing. And so they revolted. Stormed the palace. Killed the king. Although he had many daughters who were smuggled out by loyal servants during the attack. They threatened the revolution and the work that had been done to restructure their country. If they were discovered, they would step back into power. It would all be for naught. The rebels hunted them relentlessly, determined to find them and finish what they started. So they were hidden away for a while, continually protected by wealthy friends or military connections. Until one night, on the verge of fleeing their country where they would have found asylum under a different royal house, they were discovered. And slaughtered. All but one. No one knows how she was able to escape. She was the youngest, nothing more than a spoiled child. Yet . . . rumors of her face, of her existence plagued the young government and gave hope to all those wishing for the old way. Penniless and afraid to reveal her identity, she grew up in abject poverty. Everyone knew she existed, but no one could find her. Meanwhile she shed her privilege, her spoiled ways. Her soft hands grew calloused, her silky hair became brittle, her straight back stooped from endless hard work just to make enough money to buy a little food. But while her body bore the scars of her new life, her mind never broke. She remained a princess.”

      Zion’s voice echoed through my head. Princess. I had read many old-world fairy tales, but I had never heard this one before. I would have remembered one so closely linked to my real life.

      “What happened to her?” someone asked. I was too focused on controlling my trembling breathing to figure out who.

      “Legends vary,” Zion answered. “Some ancient manuscripts say she didn’t actually survive. That her existence was merely rumors to bring hope to the toppled party. Whether she died during the revolution or in the weeks after no one could say. Only that she was dead. Some say she escaped the country after all and found safety with a royal aunt or uncle. She never tried to reclaim her throne, but she lived out the rest of her days in quiet freedom. But my favorite happily ever after is that of the princess being found. After years barely surviving the worst of the slums, a great aunt began to search for her. Big money rewards were offered for anyone who had information. With distance from the revolution and the oppressive monarchy, the city became obsessed with finding her. She became a sort of unsung hero. They longed for the old traditions and this symbol of innocence and opulence in this child heir. Eventually Anastasia came forward. At first no one believed her for how hard and worldly she’d become, but over time she was able to prove she remembered certain things that only the princess could, knew things that only the princess could. She was reinstated as royalty—if only symbolically. And while the country never became a monarchy again, she lived out the rest of her days in wealth and prestige, working closely with the government to bring about a new age of industrialism and prosperity by melding the two cultural identities of this oppressive but powerful ruling class with the clever, resourceful, blue-collar working class.”

      My knees buckled at the realization of what Zion intended to do. Something slithered through the fear twisting inside me. And I was afraid to call it hope. Afraid to name it at all. Unable to hold myself up, I slid down the side of the wall and landed on my butt, my knees pulled tightly to my chest.

      In the other room, Bannon snorted. “You don’t mean to tell me you think your guest is the lost Mayor-General’s daughter. The one killed the day of the wall?”

      There was a weighted silence that followed his question. I closed my eyes as I waited for Zion’s answer. The answer that would end my life.

      His gentle chuckle cut through the coiled tension like a hot knife. “No.” He laughed again. “No, I don’t think she’s really the girl who died. But she could be. And that’s the Anastasia story I want to sell.”

      “What do you mean?” Elspath asked, her voice shaky and unbalanced.

      “Viya is not Violet Egan. But she’s close enough. The right age, the right hair color. She believes strongly in Pragma’s propaganda . . .”

      “Her eyes are even the right color,” Bannon noted. “The similarities are uncanny.”

      “Exactly,” Zion agreed.

      “She could be,” Core noted. “I mean, I didn’t see it at first. But how many people do you know with purple eyes? Like you said, she’s the right age. What’s to say the girl didn’t die the day of the wall? What’s to say she’s not lurking around this house right now?”

      Everyone echoed their approval. Murmurs began immediately, rippling around the table like static electricity.

      Zion snorted. “Listen, it gives me confidence to hear you decide it’s her so easily. Honestly, I’ve doubted this plan more than once. But that’s not the girl. She’s just an uncanny lookalike. I’ve spent the greater part of the past five years looking for someone to pull this off. I’ve been through a lot of girls. I’ve had a lot of options. You’d be surprised how many purple eyes are out there. Or blue eyes that are so dark they could have once been purple. Or how good a fake pair can look. I’ve tried it all. And then, finally, Viya fell into my lap like an angel out of heaven. She’s convincing. The most convincing lie I’ve ever found.”

      Bannon only sounded mildly appeased. “So what’s your plan? Hold her for ransom? Demand they open up trade and you’ll give her back?”

      I couldn’t see him, but I knew Zion leaned back in his chair and relaxed. Whether the easy tone to his voice was real or contrived, I had no idea, but he was convincing. I’d give him that. “Nothing so obvious, my friend. I’m simply going to give her back. Let her go home.” He sucked in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “And then dismantle their regime piece by piece from the inside.”

      Rexon slapped the table and guffawed. “A spy. Z, you’re a fucking genius.”

      “You think that girl who just defended Pragma in my home is going to help you destroy it? She’s the poster child for clean living, Z. You’re out of your mind,” Elspath argued.

      “She’s playing a part, Els. Viya is with us.”

      “She’s Trebax?” Bannon asked, sounding as unconvinced as his wife. “Really?”

      “She will be,” Zion answered confidently. “Before she goes over there, she’ll be as loyal to me as my own shadow.”

      A shiver slid down my spine. Zion might have promised I would be Trebax before he sent me to Pragma, but he’d promised my loyalty would be to him.

      This went deeper than I knew. Zion went deeper than I knew. All this time I thought he was using me to climb higher up the Trebax ladder. Or that this was some sick, twisted game of revenge because I left him three years ago.

      But his plans for me were much more sinister. Not just in what he wanted to use me for in his political game of chess. But because of what he wanted to do to me. Emotionally. Physically. Mentally.

      I would never sink to the depths he was reaching for, but I didn’t have to sit back and let him win either. He thought he could manipulate and control me just because he’d tasted some Trebax power. But I knew the real thing. I was the Mayor-General’s daughter. I had grown up in a house made of authority and influence. I grew up with strength in one hand. And unmitigated power in the other.

      And I’d spent too many years cowering in the shadows, afraid of my past. Afraid of how my past could hurt me. But no more. My secret was being revealed whether I wanted it to be or not. It was time to grasp the future with both hands and wrestle it into something I wanted it to be.

      Something I controlled.

      I would never be Zion’s, I promised myself as I sat trembling on the ground. Never.
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      Zion found me an hour later at the back of the house. I’d eventually picked myself up off the floor, swallowed the fear and trembling, and found a space to think.

      To plot.

      At least I had some answers now. I knew why Zion wanted me. I knew he spit lies with every breath. I knew he had some nefarious plan outside of what Trebax was organizing. Yes, they led to more questions. But I was beginning to build a foundation on which to start my own resistance.

      This was how I’d learned to survive. How we’d learned to survive. After Keene had left us that first night in his war-torn home, we’d had to come up with our own plan. We had no other options.

      So we built a foundation. First, we found shelter. Or rather stayed in that shelter. The building was so decimated nobody wanted to use it. But we were small enough to fit inside the pipe organ for a few more months. Next step was food. We begged, we scavenged, we stole. The three of us found a rhythm. Zaria begged—she was the sweetest among us and people often took pity on her. Zion was best at scavenging. He had a knack for finding lost or forgotten caches. Or knowing when to hit a delivery truck on its way to Pragma. And I was the thief.

      Where Zion could see things no one else could, I moved in the shadows better than anyone. Fingers into baggy coat pockets or darting between strangers and nicking loaves of bread or cheese straight from their bags. I had a light touch developed from years of etiquette training. And my slight frame made it easy to go undetected.

      It had been strange at first, stealing from the very people I used to feed, but the drive to survive was skillfully adept at erasing guilt. Where once I felt pity and empathy for their struggle, now I only felt the competition to survive. It was them or us.

      And I refused to let them win.

      Once we’d defined those roles, the rest came a bit easier. But all of it was built on our foundation.

      Until . . . until Zaria. Then the foundation was too weak and too unstable to hold us up. And when it crumbled, we crashed in an epic way.

      “The doors are mechanically locked,” Zion said from the doorway.

      I’d found a workroom. Elspath’s maybe. Tools and mounds of broken things lay in piles on a tall table. There was a giant magnifying glass on a hinge that could be moved around and adjusted to examine whatever small piece needed working on. There were half-built engine-like things sitting on one end. And rolls of tape and string littered throughout. It was all very intriguing.

      But my eyes had been drawn to the large windows toward the back of the room that looked out over a set of long glass houses set against the stark backdrop of the forest. Green, growing things were propped against hazy windows. And in one of them, I could see small things running and jumping about. Chickens, I realized.

      Something made a deep, guttural moo-ing sound in the distance. These people didn’t just have chickens. They also had cows. Which would mean milk.

      Which would mean butter.

      I had known all of that but somehow, hearing the cows moo and watching the chickens hop around made it so much more real. They’d done it. These people had done what the best scientists and historians and engineers hadn’t been able to do in generations.

      I had been staring at those greenhouses as the sun inched lower in the sky. It was completely dark outside now, but overhead lights made the glass houses glow against the barren night sky like little beacons of hope in an otherwise desolate wasteland.

      I’d seen a lighthouse in a picture book once. It had been set on a rocky jutty and painted white with red stripes. White-capped waves had crashed against its sides. And at the very top, a bright white spotlight had stretched out into the stormy waters, warning ships of long ago that shore was close.

      This scene reminded me of that picture. Reminded me that sometimes light could be found in the darkest places, promising shore, promising safety, promising . . . steady ground.

      I wanted to stay here forever. Maybe not with these people who hated my home so very much. But at least with the plants. And the animals. The promise of green grass and safe soil. I wanted to eat real mashed potatoes until I couldn’t feel my ribs through my skin anymore.

      It was the people, though, too, if I were honest. I knew they hated Pragma and probably me by association. But they also existed in a way I had never fully experienced before. They worked together with a common goal and united purpose. They toiled and they tinkered—if the table full of junk was anything to judge by—and they built things. Inventions. A real, working farm. A life. A new way of living.

      They weren’t just harvesting crops and taking care of animals. They were cultivating life.

      And it was in stark opposition to the suffering and fight and struggle I had just left . . . I was going back to.

      They’d called themselves insurrectionists, traitors to PragmaPax. But this was their biggest rebellion. Making life in a world so intent on death.

      “You can’t leave,” Zion continued when I didn’t acknowledge him. “The doors won’t open without Bannon’s approval.”

      “I wasn’t trying to leave,” I whispered, although maybe I should have been. “I heard you. I heard you tell them what you plan to do with me.”

      In the reflection of the window, I watched Zion glance over his shoulder to make sure no one was close by and could overhear. Finding the coast clear, he stepped into the room and closed the door behind him.

      “It’s what you’ve always wanted.” His voice was soft and full of promise.

      My voice was the opposite. Hard-edged and threatening. “You don’t want what I want, Zion.”

      He took a step toward me. And then another step. And another until we were shoulder to shoulder at the window. “You don’t want what you think you want, Violet.” His eyes were fixed on the glowing greenhouses, but I felt him all around me. “Whether you want to admit it or not, these years on this side of the wall have irreversibly changed you. I know that because they’ve changed me from the inside out. I think about the kid I used to be, and he feels like a stranger. That house with my mom, my sister, my dad . . . that was a lifetime ago. Maybe another life completely. We know too much to go back. We’ve seen too much. This childish idea that you can just cross the wall and return to normal life, forget what it’s like over here is . . . is . . . foolish.”

      My heart felt like he’d taken a hammer to it. And maybe he hadn’t broken it yet, but with his one blow, he’d cracked it. Tiny fissures webbed out from the point of impact, cracking, stretching, encircling my heart until the only thing keeping it together was sheer willpower. “Maybe you’re right,” I spit at him. “Maybe this place has changed me. Forever. From the inside out too. But that doesn’t mean I want to stay here. And it doesn’t mean I want to punish Pragma for my time here. What happened to us was an accident, Zion. Nobody could have predicted we’d get trapped in Pax. We weren’t supposed to be there. And we’ve paid for our mothers’ defiance every day since. But here’s the thing—I realize stepping over the wall won’t magically make everything better, won’t erase the pain and hardship, the starving and suffering, the sheer grief of these past five years, but I don’t think I need it to. I just want to go home. I can’t hate Pragma like you do, Zion. I can’t wish for its demise just to feel vindicated for what I’ve endured.”

      He turned to look at me then. Reaching up to grasp a strand of stray hair, he let it fall through his fingers and then picked it up again to do the same thing. “You really believe that?” When I dared to meet his eyes, a question in mine, he added, “That they didn’t know we were there? That all this was an accident?”

      “My father is credited with the attack, Zion. Of course he didn’t know I was here. He wouldn’t have gone ahead with it if he had.”

      “I remember the peacekeepers, Violet. Your mother and my mother screaming at them to stop, screaming who they were.”

      “In that situation, anyone would have said anything. It’s not a far stretch to assume they just didn’t want to die. What happened to them is horrible, but you can’t think . . . you honestly can’t think my father did that on purpose.”

      Zion’s lips pressed together. Whether he was holding back what he wanted to say or didn’t know what he wanted to say, I didn’t know. But suddenly, I realized how close we were standing. He smelled like minty soap and winter air and something deeper, something I could close my eyes and conjure up even when he was across the world. It was our childhood and him as a boy and then as a man, and a million memories both happy and sad.

      “We could compromise,” he offered. “Hear what I have to say. Let me show you around Trebax. See that it’s not the evil empire you believe it to be. Listen to my plan. And I’ll . . . I’ll listen to yours. And then we can decide together what to do.”

      I licked dry lips and steeled myself against the onslaught of that horrible emotion that always flared up around him. Hope. It started in my toes and spiraled upward, wrapping around bone and muscle and blood and tissue and my whole fucking spirit. We had always planned to go back together. Or at least I thought we had.

      But now, thinking back on those conversations we would have almost every night, he was always plotting to get Zaria and me back across the wall. And then after she’d passed, just me. The plans always ended in him doing something stupidly heroic and me ending up safe back home.

      Maybe he’d never planned to come with me.

      Maybe, even after all these years, he was still trying to help me get there.

      “You betrayed me,” I whispered, swallowing the ache in my throat. “How can I trust you after that?”

      His finger slid under my chin and tilted my face toward his. He was just inches away. The room was completely dark now. His face was shadowed and barely visible from the distant lights outside. He was impossible to read like this, impossible to scrutinize. Yet I heard the promise in his tone, the once-familiar conviction. “You betrayed me too. I say we’re even.”

      “I was mad,” I explained.

      His head dipped closer. “So was I.” His hand dropped to my waist, where it landed familiarly on the curve of my body. “We used to sleep tangled together. Do you remember?”

      How could I forget? It was the three of us at first. For safety and warmth and comfort. Zaria in the middle of us, we would throw our arms around each other and cling together through the night. But then she’d gone, and it had only been me and him. Yet sleeping apart had felt wrong. Dangerous.

      It had started out the same way—safety and warmth and comfort. And then . . . something had changed near the end. Something I hadn’t been able to explain until I was older. A tension so taut and pressurized it was no wonder things ended the way they had.

      Young hearts on the brink of an emotional explosion.

      “Yes,” I murmured. “We always had each other’s backs.” He didn’t seem fazed by my diminishing of what it had been. Maybe it had started as a way to protect each other from the elements and intruders. But it had not ended that way. “Until we didn’t.”

      His chin jerked, an indication he agreed at least partly with my assessment. “I’ve never slept the same since. No bed feels right. No room feels safe enough. No blanket is warm enough. I hated you for what you did, Violet. And I missed you like I would miss one of my own appendages.”

      I sucked in a sharp, surprised breath. Fat, drunken butterflies took flight in my belly, whizzing around in intoxicated loops and bumping headfirst into each other. And at the same time, the splinters in my heart deepened, widened, vibrated with the threat of coming apart completely. “I hated you too,” I told him, grasping desperately for a backbone.

      But Zion wasn’t nearly nice enough to let it go. This wasn’t a new trait, though. He’d always been like this. Stubborn. Vindictive. Tenacious. “And?” he demanded in a harsh rasp. His hand squeezed my waist, and he dragged my body against his so we were chest to chest.

      I could see his eyes better this close, but they hardly registered as I fought the urge to burst into flames. He wasn’t the boy I’d run away from three years ago. He wasn’t the scrawny, gangly kid with too-big hair and a too-wide mouth. In Trebax Tower with consistent meals and a steady source of nutrients, he’d built rock-hard muscle over the entire surface of his body. His gaunt eyes had filled in. And his face had gone from slight and starved to chiseled and handsome.

      But those eyes. Those blue, blue eyes. They were still the same. They saw everything. Tracked everything. Dissected everything. Including me.

      I felt flayed open. As though he could see straight through my skin and skull to my mind and all the thoughts spinning around inside of it. All the thoughts about him now, like this, holding me so close I thought I would start on fire. And the memories I had of him protecting me, taking care of me, helping me. And of the day he left me. And then I left him. And the days after when I was terrified to run into him. And then when I did run into him. The first time. The second time. The time he kidnapped me.

      All of it tangled together in an impossible knot that dropped in my belly like a stone.

      Yet when he looked at me like this, when his eyes were less the color of ice and more the hottest part of a candle, it was too easy to forget the pain and trauma he’d put me through. And instead, I only remembered the way our bodies pressed together while we slept, so close and so tight that it was impossible to tell where he ended and I began.

      “And?” he pressed, unwilling to let me get away with not answering.

      I was strong enough to survive Pax. On my own. I was strong enough to resist gangs. And fend off pleasure club bouncers. And live half starved. But this . . . this was too much. “And I missed you too,” I admitted on a broken rasp. “So damn much, I thought it would kill me.”

      His eyes glinted with something dangerous, and then he crushed me against him in a hug. I was so surprised at first that it took me a second to respond. I hadn’t been touched like this in . . . in three years. Since the night we parted ways. And God, how I’d missed it. How I needed it now.

      One of his hands threaded through my hair, palming the back of my head, while his other was a band around my back. Our chests were pressed together in the way we used to sleep. And my face was buried in his neck.

      “I thought I’d never see you again,” he murmured against my hair. “I thought I’d lost you too.”

      My arms finally relaxed against him. There were large, loud pieces of me that still didn’t trust him. That still remembered the way he’d fought to join Trebax. The way he’d forced me into this life without my permission. But I needed this hug more than I needed to be right.

      I squeezed against him even tighter, allowing my fingers to touch the hair at his nape. I had to close my eyes against the sensation, against the consuming power of his body against mine.

      How had I gone so long without physical touch like this? How had I survived it? More than food and shelter and water, how had I lasted so long without this most basic human need?

      “I saw you once,” I told him, “in the Platz. I was too scared to talk to you, so I ran away. You were with your Trebax brothers.”

      He pulled back a little so he could see my face, read my expressions. “When?”

      “Two years ago.”

      His mouth dipped into a frown. “That was smart of you, Vi.”

      I lifted my head defiantly, feeling the winds change toward another fight. “Why?”

      He inhaled deeply and pressed his forehead against mine. “Because I wouldn’t have let you go then either.”

      I was startled by his admission. “But you did let me go. The first time we really saw each other. You let me go.”

      One side of his mouth lifted in a smirk. “You electrocuted me with a water taser, Violet. I didn’t really have a choice.”

      “You saved me from your sick friends and walked me home.”

      “That wasn’t your home.” When I narrowed my eyes at him, he added, “I checked.”

      “My point is, you were letting me go. I just . . . I just had a point to prove.”

      He lifted his hand to cradle my face, his thumb moving over my bottom lip. “You always have a point to prove.”

      We stood there, locked in the returning tensions and whirlwind of familiar touch for an endless moment. He was contemplating something. And I was afraid I knew what it was. But I hadn’t lied to him. I had missed him. But I also hated him. For what he did three years ago. And what he did a week ago. And maybe for things that weren’t even his fault. Blame I just needed to pin somewhere, anywhere. Heavy things I knew he could carry.

      Even if he shouldn’t have had to.

      But then the door to the room swung open, and the hallway light flooded our dark hideout. “Oh, there you are,” Sy said loudly. “Thought we’d lost you.” He took a second to notice our embrace, the dark room, Zion’s thumb still on my lip—and his face flushed pink. “Oh, sorry, man. Just wanted you to know we convinced them to play. No rush. Just, uh, see you later.”

      Sy all but sprinted out of the doorway. Zion turned back to me, but the moment was gone, replaced with something cold and angry. I remembered how I hated him more than I missed him and took a step back. His hands fell to his sides, but he didn’t step away.

      “You can’t manipulate me like you do everyone else, Z. I’m not that stupid.”

      His eyes narrowed. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Viya.”

      “This charade you have going on. Z the good soldier. Z the loyal brother. Z the strong leader. Z the genocidal maniac. If any of that is true, it’s only partly true. You’re hiding something, Zion. And I’m going to find out what it is.”

      One side of his mouth lifted in that smirk again. Only before it was sensual. Now it was threatening. “You’re going to be disappointed, Violet. I’m not nearly as clever as you.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means you can hate me, and abandon me, and fucking ruin me. And still get what you want in the end.”

      “I-I—”

      He moved toward the door just as music began to play in the other room. “Come on,” he said in a not unkind way. “It’s not an orchestra from Pragma, but I don’t think even you will want to miss this.”

      He didn’t wait for me. He just left. Back into the hallway and toward the sound of bouncy music that was quickly picking up speed.

      I took a steadying breath before I could follow him, trying to erase the way my body still tingled where he’d touched me, both on the outside and on the inside. With one tight hug, he’d managed to light me up from the inside out. He’d healed and hurt me. Apologized and ripped open brand-new hurts.

      I still wasn’t totally sure what I was doing here or what he had planned. Maybe there was a vague outline of his plot. But the nuances were hidden.

      But I knew, I just knew, it had nothing to do with old feelings or the aching longing to sleep next to him again.

      He wasn’t the only one who missed those intimate nights. He wasn’t the only one who still woke up shivering, reaching for him across the expanse of a small and empty bed. He wasn’t the only one who felt like they had a phantom limb screaming in pain from his absence.

      If there was any incentive to do what he asked, it was so I could get away from him once and for all. In Pragma, I wouldn’t have to worry about running into him and his goons after dark. Or running from him in the city center. Or avoiding his too-good hugs. Or closing my eyes against the violent sensation of him touching my lip or pressing his mouth against the shell of my ear.

      In Pragma, I could forget about Pax. And I could forget about him.

      And if he was going to give me those things, the least I could do was hear him out.

      Like he said, compromise.

      I would watch, listen, and try to understand. And then I would come up with my own plot, my own scheme, my own way to save Pax. And Pragma. Without burning the whole fucking world to the ground.
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      Music started playing from the main room of the house. I followed Zion back to the dining room, captivated by the haunting melody. It wasn’t a perfect sound. The voice wasn’t professional. The instrument a little flat. And the cadence a beautiful but almost broken tempo.

      My heart swelled at the prospect of real live music from real live instruments. When was the last time I’d heard music? Not since before the wall fell. And even then, it had been plastic and perfect from my comm. Electronically tuned and artificially mastered. The instruments had not made one mistake, and the voices had been put through a program to make them flawless and unrealistic.

      That was how Pragma made everything—so perfect you knew it couldn’t be real. So perfect it made your skin itch and your head feel too heavy to hold up. My father hadn’t really liked music, to begin with, but he would take my mother and me to concerts occasionally. They were good opportunities for him to make an appearance and show off his family.

      But even though I loved music, and especially the instrumental pieces of it, I knew everything I heard and saw was modified and tweaked before it hit my ears. And that ruined the beauty of it for me, the whole experience.

      Music didn’t exist in Pax. At least not like this, tonight—not in a way that strived and stretched and struggled to be perfect—but could only ever get just close enough. There was the cacophony of the city center, the chaos of the Platz, the still silence of my own slice of the city at night. But there was not this kind of raw, soul-filled music ever. Not chords and strings and a voice so serene it seemed to echo through my chest and reverberate in my soul.

      Elspath and Bannon sat together toward a crackling fireplace. They’d pulled their chairs close while the rest of the group found places to sit around the room. Bannon plucked at strings from a rudimentary guitar that didn’t play as nicely as I remembered guitars sounding. It didn’t look as nice either.

      He’d made it, I realized. He’d fashioned the guitar himself. His craftsmanship was astounding, made even more so by the result of his labor. Elspath leaned close to him, pulling notes and trills from the air, her voice ghostly in its softness while she sang the story of how we came to be here. A song, I had to assume, she’d written herself.

      The oceans rioted.

      The land screamed.

      The moon bent low and hid her face—

      From the things she’d seen.

      The world is burning, my darling.

      But I keep falling—

      Falling for you.

      I leaned against the doorframe, too afraid to interrupt this moment to move. Frozen in place by the truth and sorrow in her song.

      We warred and we raged

      And we built this cage.

      Built this cage to keep us safe.

      But the monster we forgot

      Is the one within us all.

      The world is burning, my darling

      But I keep falling—

      Falling for you.

      Tears pricked at the corners of my eyes. The sound was so beautiful—too beautiful for a world like this.

      My gaze fell to Zion’s where he sat against the wall, his own trained on me. Elspath kept singing, her song a healing balm in my broken heart. But Zion undid all her work. Re-breaking those heart fissures with just a look, with just those serious eyes that knew more than I wanted, saw more than I wanted, cared more than I wanted.

      At some point during the song, and Zion’s staring contest, I started to hold my breath. Elspath’s melancholy melody became background noise. Even live music paled in comparison to Zion’s bewitching gaze. His serious eyes. The captivating twist of his mouth.

      How could I hate him so much yet feel him everywhere? He was all the way across the room, but his hand was still on my hip, holding me tightly, his other hand was on my jaw, cupping my face and brushing his thumb over my lip, his body and my body were still tangled together in sleep, grasping for each other, clinging to each other.

      He was ten feet away, yet I felt him in places he shouldn’t have been able to reach. My heart. My bones. My very blood.

      The sensation of him was so strong, so severe, I knew I would give in to his plan whether I wanted to or not, whether I believed him or not. If for no other reason than to put a river and an uncrossable wall between us.

      Elspath’s song ended, and I sucked in a deep, relieving breath. Zion didn’t look away, but I had to.

      This was a game he was playing. A scam he was running. I suddenly wanted to know every detail about his life since we parted ways. How had he gotten into Trebax? How had he risen up the ranks so quickly? How had he gotten Hale and Keene to trust him? How had they found this outpost of people who knew how to wash soil and grow vegetables and make music? And where was he taking all of us?

      Maybe Hale and Keene and the people in this room didn’t see it, but I did. I saw Zion. I saw that he was somehow puppeteering this entire plot.

      I just needed to know why.

      And what he planned to do once he got all the pieces on his chessboard right where he wanted us.

      Elspath and Bannon broke out in another song—this one happier, livelier. I watched Elspath’s face light up as she belted out a happy song about drunken factory workers after a long, hard day. She laughed when Bannon stood so he could strum his guitar faster.

      Rexon extended a hand to Shayla, and I was surprised to see her take it. Shayla was reserved and quiet. And Rexon was the opposite. Outgoing and in-your-face loud. But as they danced in the middle of the floor while music played, laughing and clapping and having the best time, it was clear they shared genuine affection for each other.

      Others paired up too. Sy reached out for the woman with dreads. More of Bannon and Elspath’s people who I had not met yet seemed to come from all over the house. The room was full of dancing and laughter and music.

      My heart thrummed in time with the quick rhythm and this new, strange, happy energy that filled the room. I felt my lips curl into a smile, and a laugh bubbled up in my throat.

      I couldn’t remember the last time I’d felt like this. I felt like crying and laughing and dancing all at once. This was the power of music. It made you hope. It made you forget your pain. It made you want to be fully, really, absolutely present in the moment and let every other thing—past and present—fade to black.

      Zion sidled up next to me and jutted his chin at the floor filled with happy people. “Want to try it?”

      “What? Dancing?” I did laugh then. The thought of Zion twirling me around this outpost living room was too absurd to believe.

      He smiled back, and it was as surprising as his offer to dance. His whole face transformed in the moment. Softened. Gentled. Warmed. He reached down and took my hand. Just like his hug and his kindness and his smile, his touch was so unexpected that I flinched. He wasn’t deterred.

      “Could be fun,” he coaxed.

      “I don’t know how to dance,” I admitted. My entire life went back to the wall. Whatever I could or could not do always seemed to circle back to that awful day.

      I hadn’t even thought to mourn something as simple as knowing how to dance. But here it was. Fresh, new grief from an old, tired wound.

      He leaned closer, his voice dropping. “To be honest, me neither.” His deep rumble whispered over my skin. “But we’ll figure it out together.”

      Then, not waiting for my reply, he squeezed my hand, pulled me onto the makeshift dance floor and tugged my body against his. One happy song bled into another and another and another. It was obvious neither Zion nor I knew what we were doing. We weren’t nearly as practiced or graceful as anyone else in the room, but we danced our hearts out anyway.

      Elspath’s voice rang out above the laughter as she sang out upbeat and happy and beautiful melodies, one right after the other.

      I lost myself in the sound and the good mood. Zion kept his distance physically, but his smile was a hypnotic, enthralling thing. I was held spellbound by it. Helpless by this glimpse into our past, by the friend and partner I remembered too vividly.

      And then the chords Bannon strummed slowed, and the tune once again became melancholy and measured. He plucked unhurriedly while Elspath seemed to drag the lyrics straight from her soul.

      Other couples around the room stepped together, throwing their arms around each other. I prepared to do the opposite. I wanted to find my place along the wall again, hide around the corner of the doorframe.

      Zion held his hand out to me, giving me a choice. Which I could have easily navigated in my favor. Except that he’d also raised a challenging eyebrow. And wore a defiant smirk. “This seems easier than the other stuff.”

      He meant the swaying side to side versus the livelier dance steps. He wasn’t wrong.

      But he wasn’t right either.

      I glanced over my shoulder toward the dark hallway and the room I’d previously found solitude. “It’s all beyond me.”

      He took a step toward me. “No, it’s not. Not even a little bit.”

      I wasn’t sure if he’d simply pulled me against him or if I’d taken the first step. Yet suddenly, I was there, in his arms, wrapped up in the warmth of him, the smell of him, the feel of him. He was all hard lines and muscled tension. I was hardly anything but skin and bones, but I felt the differences between our two bodies almost immediately.

      He was straight where I curved. He was flat stomach and chest to my filled-out one. He was height and looming power and utter masculinity. And I had not ever felt delicate or feminine or fragile, but in his arms, I couldn’t help but feel only those things.

      He smelled like woodfire, smoke, and the cold wind lingering in his collar from our walk today. His touch was so warm, so . . . gentle, I could hardly reconcile the man who had snatched me off the street with the man standing in front of me now.

      “Do you remember when we convinced Zaria to steal those cupcakes from one of your father’s fundraisers?” He held me close, his words a whisper in my ear. “When the caterers were setting up?”

      A laugh bubbled out of me. “And she burst into tears before she even grabbed one and confessed everything?” That had been a year before the wall fell. My brother, Brecken, was only recently gone. My dad had been campaigning for stricter regulations on the Pax side of the city, raising money for larger numbers of peacekeepers and better weaponry.

      “We thought your dad was going to ban her from your home forever.”

      “Or send her into The Waste.”

      A slow chuckle rolled through him. “Poor Zaria. She was always the victim in our plots.”

      God, it felt good to talk about her. Sometimes I brought her up with Trebian, but he had never known her. Zion was the only other person who remembered her as well as I did. The only other person who could make her feel real again. Instead of some kind of distorted memory.

      I felt my body melt into him. We swayed back and forth but barely. Mostly we were just standing there, wrapped in each other’s arms, the past and the present like a heavy blanket tying us together.

      When I looked up at him, all I could see was his profile. His jaw was dark with stubble from the end of the day, his dark hair windswept and wild, and this side of his mouth lifted in the faintest smile.

      “If I remember correctly, you took the fall that day. You’d told my dad it was your idea. Because you’d wanted to cheer me up since the event reminded me of Brecken.”

      He turned so he could meet my gaze. His tongue swept over his bottom lip. “It was my idea. It didn’t seem fair to let Zaria face the punishment.”

      “You were always better at standing up to my dad than either of us.”

      He held my gaze. “Still am.”

      His words held a threat I knew I didn’t fully understand. “Zion—”

      “Are you tired? There’s a real bed for you here. Mattress and everything.”

      “Your Trebax Tower has real beds.”

      He shrugged. “It does.”

      “All this luxury.” I glanced around at the room, widening my eyes dramatically. “No wonder you chose Trebax over me.”

      “I chose Trebax for you, Vi.” He leaned forward, so close I couldn’t see his whole face anymore. Only pieces of it. The high planes of his cheekbone. His nose. His . . . lips. So full for a boy. Too soft for someone living in Pax. Too . . .

      “You didn’t,” I argued, but my voice was weak.

      “I’ve figured out how to get you safely home. I just need you to trust me for a little while longer.”

      “I can’t trust you. I can’t trust anyone anymore.”

      He pulled me fully against him, wrapping his arms around me in that tight way of hugging that didn’t seem like it would fit his personality. In the nape of my neck, he murmured. “You shouldn’t trust anyone anymore. But I’m not anyone, Violet.”

      I lost my breath. Just like that. My stomach dropped to my toes and my lungs just emptied. He wasn’t anyone. I knew that. But I didn’t know what to do now that he seemed to know that too.

      There was no reason to trust him. Not after everything. But my reasons not to trust him were quickly fleeing.

      Could he really get me home? What were my options if I got away from him and tried it on my own? I had a lead.

      But that was all. And clearly, the pleasure club was covered in security. Even if I could get to the officer who visited the club. Or any of the high-ranking officials who visited the Trebax Tower. Then what? How was I going to steal their hip chip? How was I going to hack it to work for me?

      “Are you tired?” he asked again.

      I nodded. I was exhausted.

      He took my hand and led me out of the room. We weaved in and out of couples still dancing, of bodies sitting on the floor, then around our musician hosts. His hand covered mine completely. I once again felt small next to him. Delicate.

      Down the darkened hallway, he led me to a room. We stepped inside, and he closed the door behind us. He let go of my hand so he could light a lantern next to a small but comfortable-looking bed.

      Between the Trebax Tower luxury and this outpost, I was going to have a hard time returning to my original accommodations with my thin mattress and bare room.

      But then again, maybe I wouldn’t have to go back.

      Maybe I could go home instead.

      When Zion toed off his socks, I realized we were staying in this room together. My stomach flipped, and my body burned hot.

      “I’m not leaving you,” he said while he shrugged out of one of his outer layers. “I’ve only just found you.”

      “There’s only one bed.” What an obvious thing to say. But just in case he hadn’t noticed . . .

      He looked at me then. His face darkened with shadows and mouth straight. Serious. “We used to share a bed every night.”

      My cheeks flamed with heat. The way he said it . . . It was innocent back then. We were surviving. We were . . . trying not to sink into despair. “It was different back then.”

      His smile was desolate. “For you, maybe.”

      “What do you mean?”

      He took a step toward me, and my heart kicked against my rib cage. “How could you have not known, Violet?”

      “Zion,” I begged, not sure what I was pleading for. For him to tell me everything? Fill in all the missing blanks? Or for him to keep whatever this was a secret still?

      “It wasn’t survival for me,” he said in that low, authoritative tone he had. “Not when we were tangled together. It wasn’t merely for warmth. Or protection. Or grief.” He took another step. And then another. And I retreated until my back was against the door and he was there. In front of me with all his humming strength and dominance. “It was you, Vi. It was only ever you.”

      I opened my mouth to remind him of a thousand other reasons, but before a word escaped, he’d pressed his lips to mine. I gasped at the sensation of his mouth against mine, but then I was lost to it.

      My head buzzed with uncertainty and confusion and heady lust. God, hadn’t it always been him too?

      All those years we held on by the skin of our teeth, but the one thing I knew was that it would only ever be Zion for me.

      And now, with his mouth moving against mine, I was helpless to think clearly or stop the desire from completely overcoming me. My hands reached out and clutched the front of his thin, long-sleeve base layer. His hands landed on my hips and dragged my body tightly against his.

      He was heat and passion and memory all wrapped up into one beautiful creature, and I wanted to kiss him until the world ended. Until it burned to the fucking ground.

      His tongue slipped into my mouth on a breath, and I shivered from the intense sensation of him tasting me. I submitted my tongue to his and let them tangle together.

      I had never kissed a boy before, and I wasn’t totally sure what I was even doing. But Zion had a clear notion of how this went, so I let him lead.

      And lead, he did.

      But more than just taking me in the right direction, he didn’t seem to mind that I needed a guide. He made a guttural sound in the back of his throat, and my knees wobbled. He was there to catch me, wrapping an arm more firmly around my back and pressing me so tightly against him, the lines and barriers between us began to blur. We were glitching into a singular thing. A tangled knot tied too tightly to separate.

      And still, his mouth worked mine. Kissing and kissing and kissing. His lips moved over my cheek, up toward my ear where I couldn’t stop the aggressive shiver that rocked through me. He left my mouth and moved down the column of my throat, across my collarbone in fluttering kisses, and then his wet, hot tongue slid along my jaw.

      It was my turn to make a noise. Something between a reedy sigh and a moan. His hand tightened on my waist, grasping me so strongly my skin pinched in his fingers. I wrapped my arms around his neck and met his lips once more.

      “God, Violet,” he snarled between kisses, an animalistic sound that reverberated around my belly like a thousand butterflies taking flight at once. “You taste like sin and salvation all at once.”

      “We should have done this years ago,” I confessed, not really meaning to say it out loud.

      In response, he turned me around suddenly and tossed me on the bed. The mattress depressed beneath me and then sprang back into place. I gripped the blanket and watched as he yanked his last remaining shirt layer off and ripped off his belt.

      Before I could ask exactly what his intentions were, he’d pounced on me. The bed took the majority of his weight, dipping so that I rolled into him. He tucked one arm beneath me and angled my chin toward his mouth with his free hand.

      He kissed me again, but it was slow this time, gentle. “Do you know how many times I’ve wanted to do this?” Another lingering kiss, this time pulling my bottom lip between his teeth. “Do you know how many nights I lay awake with you in my arms, wondering what you would do if I just started kissing you?”

      “You’re lying,” I accused, not sure what to do with his admission. Or the riot of emotions going to war in my chest. “You were always annoyed with me.”

      He laughed, but it was a dark, menacing sound. “Always annoyed you didn’t feel for me what I felt for you.” He didn’t let me argue this time. He rolled me to my back and ravished my mouth with his. His hand slid beneath my base layer and splayed across my bare skin. His thumb brushed the place just beneath my breast, and I thought I might die from feeling too much. From trembling and kissing and wanting too much.

      “Zion,” I gasped as his thumb brushed the underside of my breast over my bra.

      He kissed me deeply, his mouth doing wicked things I would never forget. “Mmm. Say it again.”

      His name. He meant say his name again. I pulled back because this was important. Because I knew what it was like to go by something else, to never hear the name that was given to me at birth, to hide it so protectively that sometimes I feared I would forget it.

      “Zion,” I whispered against his mouth.

      “Again.”

      “Zion,” I murmured as he stole kisses down my throat and dipped his nose beneath the collar of my shirt. “Zion,” I said again like a plea. Like a prayer.

      When he looked up at me, his eyes were glassy and so dark they appeared black. “I’ve lived the last three years terrified I would never see you again. That you would die in some forgotten part of Pax. Or worse, make it back home where you would be totally out of reach. I was stupid to leave you, Violet. I was too stupid to realize what I was risking.”

      A tremble shivered through me. “It will take more than Pax to kill me.”

      Half his mouth lifted in a slouchy smile. “I should have known.”

      “Besides, I went out of my way to avoid you.”

      His eyes flashed with something that turned the warm liquid feeling sloshing around inside me into ice. “That was smart of you.”

      “What?”

      His hands slid to my waist, where he gripped me in a punishing grasp and yanked me to my side so we were chest to chest—just like when we were younger. “I told you, you shouldn’t have let me find you. I’m not letting you go this time, Violet. I won’t.”

      My eyebrows pinched together. “I thought you were sending me back to Pragma?”

      His smile was as menacing as the look in his eyes. He reached up to brush the hair from my forehead and then trailed his fingers gently down the side of my face. “Yeah, so we can burn it to the fucking ground.”

      The ice in my belly spread to my limbs, freezing everything as it went. My blood, my brittle bones, my very spirit. Fear, as true and real as I’d ever felt it, seized my chest.

      What was this? What was he planning? Why was he snapping at me one second and then kissing me another, holding me against him and then promising death and destruction and evil in the same breath?

      He kissed me again. It wasn’t the passionate explosion of want and desire like before. But there was something to it that boasted it could break through the thick coating of ice now cocooning my body. That the fire in him was hot enough to burn through my fear. Burn through the damn wall.

      Follow through and burn the whole damn never-ending city to ash. Just like he promised.

      I should have pulled away from him, shut down . . . whatever this was and put space between our bodies, between our souls. But I was too weak.

      I’d been deprived of intimate contact for too long. More specifically, I’d been starved of Zion’s touch. The way he would hold me so close through the night. The way he would make me feel safe, protected, untouchable even amidst our terrible circumstances. The way he was both tender and firm, gentle and demanding.

      And so even while his plan scared me. And his promises were too good to be true. Even while his possessiveness in our most private moments sent a warning bell ringing through me, I let him pull me close and wrap his arms around me.

      Our legs intertwined, and my arms found a way to twine around him too. We were two strands of a twisted rope, knotted together in a tenuous way.

      “Sleep,” he murmured against my temple, placing a last kiss there. “Tomorrow, our plan begins.”

      I fell asleep quicker than I should have. But his penetrating warmth and tight hold lulled me to sleep. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d felt this safe. This secure. This . . . cherished.

      But even as my eyes closed and my consciousness drifted off, I couldn’t help but wonder if he meant his plan with Hale and Keene. Or a plan he imagined with me.
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      Sunlight crept into the room slowly at first. Then all at once. Nothing covered the wide window of our guest room, so I was pulled from sleep as though someone was shining a giant laser in my eyes.

      I blinked at the forest outside the window and wondered if the sun seemed brighter here than it did in Pax. It was hard to pull anything from it besides diluted gray. But out here, with plants growing nearby and chickens clucking so loud I could hear them, the light seemed to glisten in a way I’d never seen before.

      Or maybe the glow was coming from within me.

      After a night wrapped in Zion’s arms, I couldn’t ignore the way my body seemed to thrum with new life. My bones felt stronger. My mind more rested. Even my skin seemed less pale and paper thin.

      I lifted a hand to my mouth and found that I was actually smiling.

      My God, I couldn’t trust Zion enough to smile. What was wrong with me?

      But . . . I hadn’t slept that deeply since before the wall fell. I hadn’t felt that safe in maybe ever. My smile turned more secretive when I remembered his lips on mine. His kisses.

      His touch.

      And then it died when I remembered his promise. So we can burn it to the fucking ground.

      I reached out for him instinctively, realizing for the first time I wasn’t still wrapped up in him. Zion’s side of the bed was empty. My hand swiped over the cool sheet regardless. When I finally believed he was really not there, I swung my legs over the bed and sat up, rubbing at my still sleepy eyes.

      Voices filtered in through the door. They were muted and low, so it was hard to understand them. But now that I was awake, I could make out Zion and Bannon. Then I noticed the door was cracked by an inch.

      My fingers tapped nervously on the side of the bed for almost a full minute before I sprang silently off the mattress and tiptoed closer to the door. As long as I didn’t breathe, I could make out their conversation—just barely.

      “We need to talk about your plan,” Bannon said just as I froze as close as the door as I was willing to get.

      “I don’t want to talk about it here,” Zion bit back, his voice still rumbly with sleep. He must have just gotten up. Had Bannon been waiting for him?

      “There’s no other time for us to talk about it.” Bannon laughed derisively. “This is really her? Your Anastasia?”

      “Does it matter? She passes, one way or the other.”

      “Not if they blood print her.”

      Zion paused. I wondered if he was thinking over how much to tell Bannon. “The real Violet Egan was never blood printed. Or wrist chipped. She didn’t even have a hip clip for Pragma. They don’t have those records. They won’t be able to tell. At least not that way.”

      “How do you know?”

      Zion didn’t answer. Either Bannon should have known better than to ask or Zion communicated without words. Finally, Zion said, “She’s our only shot at this, all right? Either she passes or she doesn’t.”

      “You would send an innocent girl to get slaughtered?”

      “That’s not going to happen, Bannon, so you’re worrying for nothing. She can pull this off. No one will doubt she’s the real Pragma Princess. Not even her father.”

      “Yeah, that’s what I’m worried about. You think he forgot where his daughter was the day of the wall? Our fearless leader just isn’t that stupid, Z. He wanted her dead. With her mother. Otherwise, she never would have been on the Pax side, to begin with.”

      “Yeah, well, be that as it may, you’re still going to hack into the media mainframe and make this a public interest story. When the public falls in love with her, her father won’t be able to do a damn thing about it. It will be an emotional reunion whether he wants one or not.”

      “And after the public loses interest?” Bannon pushed.

      “We’ll have the keys to the kingdom. What will it matter?”

      Bannon was silent for a long moment before he added, “She looks half in love with you, you know? Her eyes follow you around the room. And she had dopey hearts for eyes when you asked her to dance last night.”

      Zion’s voice dropped to a menacing growl. “What’s your point?”

      Bannon cleared his throat. “My point is that if this is a game to you and it’s not to her, she might be more unwilling to help than you originally assumed.”

      “Listen, I appreciate your concern, but you don’t know this girl like I do. I spent a lot of time laying the groundwork for this whole thing. Just trust me okay, she’s too far in to even know how to back out now. And as for being in love? Let’s hope so. Because what we’re going to ask her to do isn’t for the faint of heart.”

      Bannon made a sound in the back of his throat. “What about you? You have feelings for this girl too?”

      “Are you asking me if I’m in love?”

      Bannon’s chuckle was surprised. “You act like that’s impossible.”

      “I’m in love with the plan, Bannon. Not the girl. Never the fucking girl.”

      “It’s not so bad, you know?”

      “Yeah, it is. I’m not you. I can’t just find my soul mate, then escape the city to live in a damn outpost and milk cows all day, okay? I have responsibilities, loyalties that require my time. And attention. I have a kingdom to kill. And a throne to take. And love and a girl and the whole goddamn ceremony of it is just a distraction.”

      “Says the man who slept with said girl last night.”

      Zion made a sarcastic sound, something between a groan and a laugh. “I don’t need the distraction. I didn’t say anything about her not having one.”

      Bannon laughed low and discreet. “You know, brother, when you said I could leave Trebax, I thought that meant eventually I would get to truly leave it. Not have it show up at my doorstep monthly with all its problems.”

      Zion sighed. “I’m not Trebax.”

      “Yes, you are,” Bannon argued in a steely tone. “And your plots are putting my family in danger.”

      I felt a snap of electricity whip through the air. It was Zion I realized a second later, turning on that dark, dangerous side of him. “Your blood oath was for life, brother. Your freedom is a gift, but it is one that can easily be taken back.”

      “Z, I didn’t mean—”

      “And the only family that matters to you is your brotherhood. The wife is nice to warm the bed, the roommates are useful to work the farm. But don’t forget who owns your loyalty. Who owns your fucking blood.”

      There was a shaky moment of silence while I wondered if Bannon was peeing himself. I certainly wanted to. “You’re right,” he finally said. “I’m sorry. It’s easy to forget out here—”

      “We’re leaving within the hour. Have Elspath pack up breakfast for us to go.”

      “We haven’t even been out to the coops yet—”

      “An hour,” Zion demanded, interrupting yet again.

      Instinct propelled me to leap into bed again and pull the covers over me. I was out of breath and struggling to hide it when Zion slammed the door shut to our room.

      Which I was thankful for. If he had woken me gently, I couldn’t have explained why I was panting. Instead, I jumped into sitting and held my hands out as though they could protect me from him.

      Our gazes clashed, and I tried to look surprised to find him there. For his part, he looked . . . repentant.

      “Sorry,” he murmured, reaching for his shirt. “I didn’t mean to wake you.”

      I faked a yawn and looked out the window. “It’s all right. I would have been up anyway soon.”

      His head poked through his base layer but then he stilled, watching me. I kept my attention on the window and the way water droplets slid down the clear glass.

      “We’re going back today. To the tower.”

      The eavesdropped conversation pounded alongside my heart. “And then what?”

      He held my gaze as if he could tell something was wrong, something was different from last night. It would have been whether I overheard his hallway conversation or not.

      Zion and I were not lovers. We never had been, we never would be. Last night was a . . . lapse in judgment. But not one that would happen again.

      Especially not after hearing all his thoughts on love and marriage so plainly delivered.

      “And then we get you ready to cross the wall. We get ready for you to go back to your father.”

      I had a thousand more questions to ask. But someone called his name from another part of the house, and the moment was broken.

      “I have to go get everything ready,” he said in a low voice. “There’s a bathroom of sorts, running water at least, in the next room. You’ll find some of Elspath’s homemade toiletries in the cabinet. They don’t smell as good as what we have in the city, but she swears they’re better for us. Whatever that means.”

      “Can’t remember the last time I smelled good.”

      He didn’t hesitate. “Last night, Violet. You smelled as good as I remember.”

      “Oh.”

      He shook his head as if clearing it of fog. “Anyway, when you’re ready, meet us in the dining room. We’ll have breakfast for you.”

      Breakfast he threatened Bannon in order to get. I smiled placidly. “Okay.”

      He left then, and I got busy. As much as I wanted to stay here, in the protection of this secluded outpost with real meat and real eggs and real mashed potatoes, whatever my destiny was lay back in the city.

      I wasn’t exactly becoming a compliant prisoner, but I couldn’t deny the irresistible pull to go home. Zion was using me for something. Something I didn’t fully understand. But I could use him too. He wanted me to fall in love with him so I would do what he wanted back in Pragma?

      Sure, I could let him believe that.

      As long as I didn’t really. Once I was there, safely locked behind the walls of my father’s compound, I could do whatever I wanted. I would be safe, secure, well-taken care of. And Zion and his brotherhood of Trebax and his friends, Keene and Hale, couldn’t touch me.

      “You think he forgot where his daughter was the day of the wall? Our fearless leader just isn’t that stupid, Z. He wanted her dead. With her mother. Otherwise, she never would have been on the Pax side to begin with.”

      I’d gone back and forth about this over the years. The suspicion about my father’s role in my entrapment in Pax rolled around in my gut like a slug. But it also warred with every other childhood memory I had of my father.

      Yes, he was a stern man, a strict man. But he loved me. He’d always spoiled me. He had never gotten along with Brecken, my older brother, but when Brecken died, my father had grieved him painfully.

      He’d nearly gone to war over him. It was what had won him the Mayor-General’s position. And then when my mother had died, he’d made the Mayor-General position permanent. No more voting. No more elections. Just him as king forever and ever. Grief like a royal shroud around his shoulders the whole time—if the newscomms were to be believed anyway.

      Or a step stool for his ascent to power, a dark voice whispered in my ear.

      No. I wouldn’t believe that. That was Zion’s paranoia. Not mine. I knew my father better than he did. Better than Keene and Hale and anyone else.

      He would welcome me home with open arms. His long-lost daughter. The missing princess of Pax.

      I was almost sure of it.

      An hour later, we were saying goodbye to Bannon and Elspath and thanking them for their hospitality.

      She reached for my hand, holding it tightly in her grasp. “I do not envy you the road ahead,” she murmured in a voice low enough that no one else could hear. I felt her press something into my palm. “Men love to use women to do their dirty work. And I’m afraid that is your fate whether you stay or whether you go.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Her lips pressed into a stern frown, and she shook her head, a sign that she couldn’t explain any better. At least not surrounded by so many people. “If the road is too dark,” she whispered. “And there is no promise of light ahead.”

      She looked pointedly down at where her hand covered my palm. I followed her gaze, opening our grasp just enough to see a clear bag filled with several small white pills. Six to be accurate.

      “Half the bag will probably kill you,” she said in the barest whisper. I had to lean in to hear her accurately. “But take the whole bag to be sure.”

      “Wh-What are they?”

      She bit her lip. “I made them from deadly mushrooms.”

      “Real mushrooms?” I asked in a voice too loud for this conversation.

      Her gaze darted around furtively while she held her head extremely still. “Mm-hmm. I’ve never actually . . . Well, I just know that the mushrooms themselves are deadly. The pills are an experiment.”

      “What if they don’t work? Will I be . . . able to fully recover?” I didn’t want to be comatose for the rest of my life on a failed suicide attempt. The dark nature of this conversation made my stomach burn.

      She took another step toward me. “If you’re desperate enough to take them, the risk will be worth it, no?”

      I stared down at our clasped hands. Was she right? “Thank you, Elspath. For hosting us, and for the mashed potatoes, and for . . . everything else.”

      She returned a wobbly smile and released my hands. I tucked the small bag of pills into the pocket of my pants and wiped my hand down the side to make sure they were there, but also to wipe off the sweat that had gathered from nerves.

      Zion watched me intently from where he stood in the room that had been used as a shower when we first got here. “Ready?”

      I smiled confidently and then realized that was a stupid response and frowned. Then realized my face looked like it was having a seizure, so I jerked my chin into a nod and said, “Sure.”

      Zion turned to Bannon. “When I come back, you need to be ready.”

      “I’ll do my best,” Bannon answered, looking like Zion had just threatened him with his life.

      “You’ll do it.” And just when the tight tension felt like it was strangling all of us, Zion added, “You’re the only one who could. You know that, brother. We’re counting on you.”

      Bannon’s face relaxed into a more determined expression. Then the doors shut behind us and he pushed a series of buttons on a handheld keyboard and the door to the outside opened.

      The brightness of the morning had burned off already, leaving a green-tinted gray and gathering storm clouds. I secured a cloth around my neck and pulled it up over my nose. I tugged my hood into place too and quickly put on the gloves Zion had given me yesterday morning.

      Had that only been yesterday? So much had happened. And with a full belly for the first time in a very, very long time, I felt like so much more than twenty-four hours had passed.

      We set out in a winding line. Sy and Shayla took the lead at the front, Zion and I stayed next to each other in the middle, and Core and Rexon brought up the rear. Everyone but Zion and me bore new packs. The massive backpacks were stuffed to bursting. I was impressed with the strength it took to carry them. If I would have tried to put one on, I would have tipped over.

      They also walked with their blazers exposed, their trigger fingers at the ready, the barrel of the massive pulse-laser steady on their other arm. They were protecting our contraband, I realized. Whatever Bannon had sent back with us.

      But I didn’t understand from who. Were they really so scared of the Cooked?

      We’d only just walked this yesterday, and nobody had seemed nearly as wary. We moved slower than yesterday too. Quieter. As if we were afraid someone might hear us. But as I looked around at the bare trees and snow-covered ground, I didn’t see any tracks or evidence that anyone had been out here in, well, maybe ever.

      And now that I knew where we were headed, I found myself extremely bored along the way. It wasn’t a sensation I generally ever felt, so at first, I tried to relish it. Breathe it in. Let it float over me and just enjoy this boring walk back to the prison of our city. And my own personal prison in the Trebax Tower.

      But it was no use. Boredom was after all boring.

      I turned my head to ask Zion a question, but he held up his hand before I could make a sound. Then he made a sound like a quick breathy whistle. Everyone froze.

      I followed their example, but my eyes were fixed on Zion. He moved his head very slowly and looked up. Then, even slower, his hand reached for his pulse-laser clipped to his belt.

      Missing the very fleeting boredom, I did the same thing. There was nothing there. At first. Nothing but gray storm clouds and the occasional fat drop of smoky rain. But then . . . there was a glimmer of something too bright for normal light. And then the clouds turned at an odd angle. Somehow closer to me and square-er.

      Mirror drones. Massive ones. The size of actual HOV-ships. The only reason I knew they were drones and not actual warships was because they hadn’t opened fire on us yet—assuming, by the posture of the rest of this party, they weren’t allied with Trebax.

      While I watched, not daring to move a muscle, the sky cleared. It was one of those things where if you didn’t know what you were looking for, you wouldn’t be able to spot the difference. But once it had moved on, reality seemed to click back into place. Oh, that’s what the sky looked like.

      There was a very faint, very distant whirring. I wouldn’t have been able to hear it over the sound of my footsteps. But standing this still, it seemed to scream through the forest.

      The rain started to come down faster. Instead of sporadic sprinkles, a steady downpour began to fall. My jacket sizzled wherever it landed. Hopefully, Zion’s outdoor gear was strong enough to withstand the polluted drops.

      “Boss,” Rexon said in a low murmur from behind us, “we’ve got to move. A big system is moving through. Looks like a lot of lightning.”

      Glancing over my shoulder, I saw that he had his comm up and was staring at it nervously.

      “What are the winds like?” Zion asked, sounding calm. But it was deception. I recognized the tension in his shoulders, the straightness to his spine. The way he glanced at me every few seconds.

      “Not good,” Rexon answered, followed by a low whistle.

      “Cyclone?”

      “Those can’t exist,” I argued, forgetting myself. “Myth and urban legend. You can’t be serious.”

      Zion shot me a side-eye. “Oh, I assure you, they exist.”

      A tornado made from lightning. It had been one of those supernatural nature things from early on in the collapse of civilization. It was rumored to have popped up out of nowhere and killed thousands of people before anyone knew what to do about it. Eventually, homes were built to withstand the violent electricity and the wind. And then sometime after that, whole cities were walled to keep storms as destructive and dangerous as one of those out.

      Or at least one city was built that way.

      And we were way too far out of it to take our chances with a nearly prehistoric act of God.

      When Zion hesitated to make a decision, Rexon hissed out a nervous, “Boss . . .”

      As if to accentuate his point, the sky lit up with a series of lightning streaks, zigzagging overhead and hitting a tree a hundred yards away. I watched as the super-hot lightning made quick work of the dead bark. It burst into flames and then sizzled out under the deluge of heavy rainfall. The ground smoked where it burned.

      The mirrored drone zipped back, scanning the path we stood on more carefully. It must have been old tech because it seemed clunky now, outdated. The new mirrored drones flying around pleasure clubs these days were basically invisible. I’d been duped by one myself the night I’d run into Zion.

      “Blazers out,” Zion ordered while the drone turned in jerky circles trying to find the source. The rain must have been impeding its sensors, but as soon as we started moving we would be sitting ducks. “This must be a Kato spy,” he clarified. “It won’t take much to shoot it down, but as soon as we do, a hundred more will take its place.” He looked at me. “Kato has secured most of the old models. They can buy them for cheap because nobody wants them. Then they update the best they can and hope their sheer numbers will outmaneuver new tech.” I started to protest, but he shrugged. “Sometimes it works. Like right now when we’re caught too far from the wall.”

      He had a point. Nerves burned through me, and adrenaline spiked. “Can I have a weapon?”

      Zion glared at me. “No.”

      “I’m an easy target, Zion. At least let me try to protect myself.”

      He held up a deadly-looking handheld pulse-cannon. “If I put this in your hand, will you even know how to use it?”

      “I’ve heard she’s pretty handy with a hydro-taser.” Sy snickered.

      Zion’s expression said this was not the time for jokes at his expense, but I laughed anyway. “I’ll figure it out. I’m a fast learner.”

      Zion still stalled. “If you shoot us, you won’t survive out here. You can’t get back inside the wall without a code, and the lightning cyclone will eat you alive in—” He turned back to Rexon.

      “We’ve got about a ten-minute head start if we start moving now.”

      “I’m not going to shoot anyone,” I promised. Then amended, “Unless they shoot me first.”

      Zion slowly reached over and let me take it from him. “See that red blinking light?” I looked up at the frantic drone. I would have missed it entirely except it was blinking. I nodded. “Aim for that.”

      I was sure that would be nearly impossible the second we took off in a sprint. The light was the size of my pinky nail. But I nodded confidently anyway. Now that I had a weapon in my hand, I was reluctant to let it go ever again.

      If I’d had this when Zion had chased me through city center, I doubt he would have gotten me so easily.

      “On my count,” Zion announced. “One . . .”

      “Are we just running back to the wall?” I asked in a squeak.

      He looked at me and nodded. “Two . . .” Then he said, “As fast as you can go. If the lightning comes, do not look back.”

      “If the lightning comes?”

      “Three,” he finished, and then all at once, chaos.

      From our silent, serene walk back to madness. Shayla, Sy, Core, and Rexon all began shooting at the sky. They managed to drop one mirror drone from the sky only for two more to take its place. Now I could see them everywhere. They were cracked with gunshots or shimmered aggressively while darting after us.

      They weren’t shooting back, I realized after I had shot one and managed to wound it bad enough that it fled into the tree cover. They must not be armed. But they had a purpose.

      Something else nearby must have weaponry.

      I didn’t have time to look around. My lungs burned as the cold air bit through them. The ground was rough and uneven, littered with sticks and debris, making it hard to watch the sky when all I wanted to do was stare at the ground.

      Lightning sizzled across the sky again. Then another streak. And another. It flashed in blues and purples, sometimes even greens. My childhood tutor had said that our lightning today was distorted with gases from old civilizations long dead and the lingering radiation in the air outside PragmaPax. I’d never known lightning to be anything but colorful, but even though this was what I was used to, it never stopped amazing me.

      It was terrifying and beautiful all at once. Until it hit another tree—this one only fifty yards away—and I decided it was only terrifying. Not beautiful in any way.

      Shayla had let out a crazed screech when the lightning hit, turned her weapon on the burning tree and opened fire. Sy had to finally put a hand on her shoulder. She whirled her weapon at him, and I held my breath, knowing he was going to die. But then she seemed to come to her senses and blinked him into focus.

      We took off again, racing as quickly as we could through the dead forest until we finally found the tattered remains of the outer city. Lightning continued to ping across the sky, picking up speed. Until I could tell it wasn’t random anymore. It had gotten caught up in the clouds and the wind and begun to spiral—like water circling a drain.

      The cyclone. Hells, we were going to die.

      As if things couldn’t get any worse, something dropped from the sky and blew up the road directly in front of us. Sy and Shayla were closest to the impact and were picked up off the ground and thrown backward by the force of it.

      Zion and I rushed to their sides and helped them stand and find steady legs again. The mirrored drones that had replaced our first casualties started to swoop down and attack us.

      They didn’t have weaponry on board, but the edges of their flat disc-like shape could have sliced any of us in half.

      Once on their feet again, Zion pushed Sy and Shayla into another run. Sy wobbled for a few steps but seemed to get his legs again, and after a few broken steps, he managed a sprint, his hand around Shayla’s wrist, dragging her with him.

      “Stick to the cover of the buildings,” Zion shouted over the din of the lightning and drones behind me and the hard fear of the unknown in front of me.

      Another building blew up to my right. I screamed an embarrassing shriek at the sound of it. And then another one closer to us.

      I jumped back, afraid to keep moving forward. But even I knew the way backward was just as deadly.

      When Zion gasped, I followed his gaze behind us. Zion repeated the gesture.

      “Dear God,” he hissed.

      We figured out why the buildings kept exploding. The most massive HOV-transport I’d ever seen before hovered near the ground. Wait, no, not hover-related at all. It had humongous wheels, connected to the body and spun around by a huge chain track on either side. It didn’t even look like it had windows, but it must have, because the nose of it looked like an exaggerated barrel of a gun.

      It slowly crooked that nose on us. I had a terrible premonition of us turning to rubble the same way the building next to us had.

      Overhead, the lightning spun faster and faster. If the machine didn’t blow us off the planet, the cyclone would surely drop down on our heads at any second.

      “We have to move!” Zion shouted.

      We dug our heels into the ground and took off. Almost everyone was impeded with a huge pack strapped to their back. I tried to take Shayla’s from her to give her a break, but she fought me off.

      The outer wall of the city loomed over us, casting us in dark shadow while the lightning flashed pink, purple, blue, yellow. Now that we were closer to the wall, I could see the wear and tear that had taken its toll. It was scratched with long gashes, blackened in similar patterns in some places and totally chipped to shreds in others.

      Zion took my hand and pulled me off the main path. We leapt off a ledge and landed on soft earth ten feet down. Too soft—our boots sank into mud, and we desperately yanked our feet out of the mire just in time. The machine hit the place where we had just been standing and shrapnel and chunks of earth sprayed everywhere.

      We sprinted toward the wall. We were a ways off from our target, but at an angle the machine couldn’t seem to reach us. Although that didn’t seem to stop it from trying.

      The wind began to pick up speed, screaming through the rubble. Lightning hit faster and faster. Zion and I were ahead of our group now, they were struggling with their heavy packs. But we were so close to the wall. To the door.

      My legs burned and my lungs howled in pain as I sucked in breath after breath. The rain was coming down so hard that my vision was blurred from the density of it and the smoke that was left sizzling in its wake.

      “We’re close,” Zion shouted over the roar of gunfire, wind, and near constant thunder. He looked back at Core and Rexon who were just catching up. Sy and Shayla were still at least twenty feet away.

      Just then, the lightning cyclone dropped from the sky, making a horrific sound that would haunt me for years to come. It was like a thousand HOVs crashing into each other. Or an entire city falling to ashes at once. It was terror and destruction and electricity clawing at each other in a fight to the death.

      “Move,” Sy screamed as they finally caught up.

      Zion reached for my hand again, and then we were sprinting. Adrenaline pumped through me, giving my legs power and speed I shouldn’t have had.

      The cyclone spun at the same time it covered the land, spitting lightning out from it as it went. I knew why all the trees were still dead now. One after another was hit and then hit again. Some of them burned, but not all of them. The rest absorbed the blow only to sit there smoldering while the cyclone moved onto its next victim.

      The door we’d walked out of was so close. Zion squeezed my hand tighter and pulled me after him. The machine rumbled toward us. It was so slow. So painfully slow. I realized it hadn’t shot at us yet because we’d managed to get ahead of it. Its fire couldn’t reach us yet.

      And then as if sensing us, the cyclone turned and started heading our direction, eating up the land and all that was in its path as it went.

      With one last push, we reached the door. The machine was in position now, training its barrel on us. And the cyclone was getting too close too. One of its lightning streaks whipped out and hit the wall just above us.

      Rexon jumped into action, working some kind of magic with the sealed door. But he was nervous and there was too much pressure. His clumsy fingers mispressed buttons and the door kept buzzing angrily with every wrong attempt.

      I felt the explosion before it even happened. My body was so tight with anticipation, I could close my eyes and imagine myself in a million tiny pieces. Every hair on my body stood straight because of the charged air. I felt the electricity tingle through me. My skin buzzed at the same rhythm as my heart, my lungs, my fear.

      Just when I’d given up hope and turned toward the machine for some stupid reason, Rexon succeeded with the door. It whirred and clicked and happily sang at us and then . . . it popped open.

      Zion shoved Shayla through first. “Go!” he told the rest of the team. “Supplies first or this will all have been for nothing.”

      Sy was next, dragging his pack after him. Then Rexon. Then Core. Then . . .

      Zion reached for my hand and pulled me with him. I glanced back over my shoulder just at the moment the gun shot its last attempt at us. Fire erupted from the barrel as an impressive display of old, but still true firepower.

      And just when Zion was physically hauling me inside the building, the lightning cyclone opened its terrifying maw and swallowed up the tank completely. It made a horrible, earsplitting screeching sound as it was twisted and electrocuted and then eventually spit back out.

      The door slammed in front of my face. Then vibrated from the explosion that had only just now hit the wall. Dust and pebbles fell from overhead as the wall absorbed the worst of the gunfire, and we were somehow safely back in Pax once more.

      “Fucking Kato,” Core growled as he threw something he’d had in his hand. It hit the outer wall with a sharp smack and then slid to the ground. “I thought Hale was going to do something about them.”

      Zion was sucking in deep breaths and still clutching my hand. “Well, he will now. That was too aggressive for them. Something is wrong.”

      “Hale isn’t going to do shit,” Shayla snarled. “Just like usual. If you want Kato out of the way, Boss, you’ll have to be the one who shows them the way out.”

      Zion looked around this abandoned section of town, dipping his head as if he was afraid someone was listening nearby. “You’re all talking treason.”

      “We’re talking survival,” Sy spit. “Next time Kato makes a move, we won’t be able to count on a lightning cyclone to save the fucking day.”

      The warship nearby whirred to life. “We’ve got to go,” Zion ordered. “Keep your contraband quiet. And don’t fucking leave unless you hear from me. Got it?” They just stared at him. Finally, he relented and said, “I’m working on it, yeah? I can’t just storm the Tower and tell everyone to listen to me. Or shoot them all dead and start over. If we want change, we have to be willing to wait for it. It’s going to take time. It’s going to be slow. I need to know you have the goddamn patience to see this through with me.”

      “We do,” Rexon immediately admitted. “We have patience.”

      Zion let his threats and Rexon’s almost immediate response linger in the air before he said, “Let’s go. Hale is going to want to talk about this.”

      Once we were strapped into our seats on the HOV-ship, Zion at last let go of my hand. I noticed for the first time he was shaking. But then again so was I. We almost died out there in multiple different yet all equally horrifying ways.

      Zion put his hand on my knee and I turned to face him. His smile was surprisingly bright, given what we’d just been through. “Just think, Viya, the fun for you is only beginning.”

      I laughed because he couldn’t be serious. “Are you saying living with my dad will be as deadly as . . . all that?”

      “No,” he answered seriously. “Worse.”

      “Zion.”

      “You signed up to burn the world to the ground, princess. That’s exactly what we’re going to do.”
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      Back at Trebax Tower, I was prepared to pin Zion to the ground and demand answers. What was that? Why had Kato attacked us? What was the outpost for? What did Bannon have to do with me going back to my dad?

      Zion clearly had this master plan, and I wasn’t sure anybody knew his endgame.

      But Hale and Keene had been there to greet us, delaying my chance for answers.

      We’d stepped out of the HOV-ship and onto the roof, and they had been there, looking as grave as ever. Zion had grumbled something too low for me to hear, but I could tell he wasn’t happy to see them.

      “Should we add ‘able to survive a lightning cyclone’ to your résumé?” Hale asked, his tone sounding annoyed. “Do you really believe you’re that fucking invincible, Z?”

      “We weren’t in any real danger,” Zion replied calmly. “We were back inside the wall well within an acceptable window of survival.”

      That was an acceptable window of survival? I held back a derisive snort. My heart was still pounding from our near-death experience.

      I looked back for Rexon or Core to back me up, but Zion’s team had disappeared. Even the pilot had managed to slink away pretty much as soon as we landed. I started to worry that I should have gone with them.

      “Comms tell a different story,” Keene accused, his glare penetrating.

      “I thought comms didn’t work off the grid?” But even as I said that I remembered Rexon checking the weather on his.

      HOV-ships were electrical and needed a power source. But comms were . . . satellite-based? I didn’t know for sure, but it was important to note that if a person left the never-ending city, they wouldn’t be totally alone.

      Everyone ignored me. “Your men are replaceable, Z,” Hale went on. “But your shoes are harder to fill.”

      Keene’s sharp gaze moved to me. “And hers are impossible.”

      Zion shrugged as if he was never worried. “Listen, we ran into a little trouble with Kato. They had a patrol outside the wall in one of those ancient beasts that can blow a hole through just about anything. And they tried very hard to make sure we came home in pieces.”

      Or not at all, I thought.

      “What happened?” Keene asked. His voice had taken on a harder edge, but Zion didn’t act as if he noticed. Neither did Hale. But his brighter eyes and more rigid stance were perfectly obvious to me.

      “The cyclone took care of them for us.”

      The men stared at us without blinking.

      “It was horrific,” I added. “Tore them to pieces.” When nobody said anything still, I said, “I thought they were only myth. Had no idea they still existed out in the waste.”

      Hale’s laser focus landed back on Zion. “Kato will retaliate.”

      “Honestly, we didn’t do anything. Had it not been for the cyclone we would have been toast. Kind of caught a lucky break, if we’re honest.”

      “Doesn’t matter,” Keene pointed out. “You destroyed their tank. They’ll have no choice but to hit back.”

      “And several of their mirror drones,” I pointed out. Just in case that mattered.

      More wide-eyed blinks my way. I decided it was probably better to just shut up now.

      “We don’t have time for war right now, Z.”

      Zion looked as though he could spit fire. “As if I could have reasoned with them? In the middle of a lightning storm? While they were in a tank?”

      “Hells,” Hale murmured. “We need to move it up. We need to go sooner rather than later.”

      “Wait,” Zion growled, all rigid bones and springy muscle, like he was getting ready to attack. “Let’s not lose our heads and blow the whole damn thing. She’s not ready. We’re not ready.”

      “It doesn’t matter.” Keene had relaxed again, focused. He wasn’t less intense, but he’d managed to smooth his frayed edges. “We’re out of time. And we have a spy in our midst. It wasn’t an accident that Kato risked leaving the city to attack you. And someone’s feeding Carrion intel too. I have my own spy over there, and they know something’s up.”

      “Goddammit.” Zion ran a hand under his skull cap and then tugged it roughly back into place. “I told you the other day was too much. You should have just let me find her by myself. We basically advertised that we had her by sending that many men into Carrion territory.”

      “Coulda, woulda, shoulda,” Hale spit back. “You should have told us about her years ago, then we could have wrapped this up before they took away our food.”

      Took away our food? So Pragma really had cut off Pax’s food supply? They were going to let these people starve?

      What was the game plan? What was my father thinking? Did he really feel the need to conquer this broken, destitute side of the city? For what purpose?

      I couldn’t believe he actually felt threatened by Pax. But then again . . . all I had seen in my five years of living here was starving people too frail to fight mild sickness, let alone peacekeepers. But I supposed Zion’s vantage point was different. Trebax had amassed an army. And influence.

      Trebax was making their own real food. A weapon in and of itself.

      Maybe the most dangerous kind.

      Zion cursed under his breath and wrapped an arm around me, tugging me against his chest. “Who’s the spy?” He didn’t outright address Hale’s accusation, but his possessive hold on me said enough. Hale’s gaze lingered for only a moment before he turned back to Zion and shrugged. “If I knew that, he wouldn’t be a threat.”

      Zion turned to Keene. “So what are you suggesting?”

      “We have a press conference. Tonight. Introduce your Anastasia to the world. See what Egan does next.”

      “What if he doesn’t want me?” My voice was a fragile whisper. But all this talk about him trying to kill me and/or leave me on this side of the wall was making me paranoid. Zion’s grip tightened and I shouldn’t have . . . but I felt safe like this, as invincible as he supposedly was.

      Keene leaned forward, examining my face. “It won’t matter what he wants if we play this right. We have a hacker standing by, ready to drop the breaking news on every comm from here to Pragma. In twenty-four hours, you’ll be the most famous person in the never-ending city.”

      I knew that hacker. I’d just left his house. His wife had given me suicide pills in case this didn’t pan out like I wanted it to.

      Hale snickered. “And if your father still doesn’t want the missing daughter of Pragma after all that fanfare . . . well, he can kiss his donors goodbye.”

      “Pragma is far too progressive to care whether their fearless dictator is a grieving family man or a bloodthirsty tyrant,” Keene argued. “They just want Pax cut off. At the knees. But the return of their first daughter might remind them of some of their lost humanity. One can always hope anyway.”

      The plan was full of holes. But nobody was asking me. I looked up at Zion, but his lips were pressed tightly together.

      Finally, he said, “I can’t get her ready in that short of time. And we still don’t have the code.”

      “Sure you can,” Keene coaxed, sounding as smarmy as I’d ever heard him. “If she’s the real princess, then what do you have to worry about? Clean her up, put her in something pretty, then release her to the fucking wolves like the rabbit she is.”

      I took a step back, genuinely terrified by Keene’s cold words. But Zion was there to catch me, wrap me up in his arms and hold me against him.

      Or keep from running and taking a swan dive off the edge of this fucking building.

      “The code will have to wait for now. We’ll have to get it from her through your plant. We’re out of time. The team is ready for you,” Hale announced, sounding just as pleased with himself as Keene. “And we’ve already called the press. This is in motion.”

      Zion’s teeth ground together so tightly I could hear the scrape of them standing so close to him. After several heavy moments he said, “We haven’t had time to get someone in place on the compound.”

      Hale shrugged. “We have to get her out of Pax before the city finds out their three meals a day are going to be fewer and farther between.” His gaze flicked to Zion’s arm around me. “Unless you want her to get swallowed up in the pending bloodshed instead of going home to be with Daddy.” The sneer he wore was sharper than his tone.

      “What about Bannon?” Zion asked, struggling to restrain the rage I felt vibrating through him. “He’s not ready.”

      “Your mission was to communicate to him to fucking get ready. Did you fail at that too?” Hale bit out, his voice an unforgiving snarl.

      “He’s doing the best he can. It’s not exactly easy to come up with food for millions of people. Or did you forget that’s how we got into this mess to begin with?”

      “He’s doing whatever the hell you tell him to,” Keene argued. “So tell him it’s go time. Or the starving masses will be on you.”

      And me, I realized. If I was going home to my father, I could negotiate for food for Pax. At least the bare minimum so people didn’t starve en masse while they waited for spring to arrive.

      “Listen, Z, you can either usurp us both or overthrow the General-Mayor. But you cannot do both.” There was laughter in Hale’s accusation. And Zion didn’t refute it.

      Hells, was I right? Had I really seen his true colors? He wanted to take over Hale. And Keene. And my father? At the same fucking time?

      Zion hadn’t only changed in the past three years. He’d gone mentally insane.

      But he relaxed some at the accusation. “Well, it was worth a shot.”

      He was so charming. I had a moment of clarity when I saw that was how he’d survived in Trebax. It wasn’t that he was tough and authoritative and cunning . . . he was charming. These men laughed at his plots and schemes because he’d convinced him he was trustworthy. Because he could make them laugh. Because he could make them see what he wanted them to see.

      Hale and Keene were fools.

      But was I just as foolish to trust him too?

      Hale’s wide mouth broke into a smile then. “A for effort, son. But next time, try to be less obvious about the girl.”

      Zion stilled at once. It wasn’t that he tensed. It was that he was doing everything he could not to tense. “What do you mean?”

      “You shouldn’t have fallen for her, dumbass. Then we would have believed the whole bit about sex being the bonus.”

      Well, now none of this was adding up. He hadn’t fallen for me. But he also wasn’t using me for sex.

      Keene’s eyes narrowed. “You knew he was trying to take your power?”

      Hale shrugged. “If he wasn’t trying to steal my crown, he wouldn’t be my number two, would he? Can’t trust an honest man. You know that.”

      Zion laughed. “No, you cannot.”

      Keene’s gaze clashed with mine, and I wondered if he read the confusion pulsing through me with every heartbeat. He’s lying. He’s lying. He’s lying, seemed to resonate through my body along with my thumping heart.

      “The team is waiting in Lo’s suite. Prep her and get her ready for tonight,” Keene ordered. “And say your fucking goodbyes, Z. You don’t have time for distractions.”

      “Send extra man to the northeast border,” Zion called after the two men who were already walking away. “Carrion will attack from that side because they have a tunnel that dumps out near the old ammunition factory. And put at least six more HOVs in the sky tonight to stop Kato from dropping in on us.”

      Hale held up a hand to show he’d heard him.

      “And get that blonde from NewsComm. She owes me a favor and she’s our best bet at getting the word out before someone pulls it down.”

      “They do that?” I asked, surprised and more than a little outraged.

      “Do you pay attention to city news?” he asked as he led me back to the elevators after Keene and Hale had disappeared.

      “No, it’s all garbage.”

      “Exactly. The flow of information is decided by the government, and therefore you don’t, or at least, shouldn’t trust it. When the government is the one telling you what you should know and be afraid of, fucking turn that shit off and never turn it back on again. But Tel is one of the good guys. She’ll make sure our message goes untampered and gets it to the most number of people possible.”

      “Then what will happen?”

      He stepped into the elevator and turned around. A chill skittered down my spine at his next words.

      “Then the world will know what happened to Violet Egan. And they’ll know who to fucking blame.”

      We took the elevator back to his floor. Well, I thought it was his floor. But maybe the upper echelon floors all looked the same. I couldn’t tell. Besides, my brain was working on overdrive just to understand words like “press conference,” and “tonight,” and “cut off food supply” to millions of innocent people.

      And let’s not forget that I was nearly just killed be a tank—aka a monster from hell—and a lightning cyclone. I felt sick from the adrenaline crash. I was all nervous energy and trembling limbs, and I was losing energy fast.

      Panic built in my chest and bubbled out of my lungs, making it hard to breathe. “I can’t do this,” I hissed as I followed Zion down the hallway.

      He stopped stomping and turned around slowly. “What?”

      “Listen, Zion, I don’t know what you want from me, but this . . . this is too much. I can’t—I’m not—This isn’t going to work.”

      He pulled in a full breath so deep his shoulders lifted and then relaxed. Then he clenched and unclenched his fists before pointing at the ceiling. “That wasn’t about you, Violet.” At my disbelieving look, he added, “Well, okay, it was about you. But not in the way you think.”

      He looked around the hallway before taking my hand and pulling me into a supply closet I hadn’t noticed. The lights flicked on at our presence, and he reached behind me to close the door. The small space smelled like the industrial cleaning solution they used at the factory Trebian and I used to work at. It burned my nostrils and left me aching for simpler, harder, easier days with my friend and our horrible job that only paid us just enough so we could manage to stay alive. Ah, the good ole days.

      “I never left you to leave you forever,” he said, his voice low, intimate. “That night we fought. I never . . . listen, you were starving. And I was starving. And Zaria had only just died. I felt like, if we didn’t do something to change our circumstances, the same thing was going to happen to us. And I knew I was stronger, bigger. I knew you’d be the first to go. I couldn’t . . . I couldn’t bear the thought of losing her and then having to bury you too.”

      “Zion—”

      “Listen, Violet. I went to Hale then. I was a kid, and I was scared. And I was so goddamn hungry, okay? But worse . . . I knew you were hungry. And I couldn’t take care of my sister, but I sure as hell could take care of you.”

      Dread pooled in my stomach. “What did you do?”

      “I told him I knew the Pragma Princess. I knew the Mayor-General’s daughter, and I knew that if we found her, we could trade her for the whole fucking city.”

      “You’ve been planning this since then.” I lost my breath. No, that wasn’t right. Zion had stolen my breath.

      He really had been plotting this from the beginning. This was never about me. This had only ever been about him.

      “It wasn’t survival for me. Not when we were tangled together. It wasn’t merely for warmth. Or protection. Or grief. It was you, Vi. It was only ever you.”

      What a fucking liar.

      He nodded. “You wanted to go home. And I knew I couldn’t protect you from here. So I spilled everything. Told him I’d spent two years with you on the streets, and you would always talk about your dad. Said I had proof because your blood hadn’t been printed and I’d helped you get a comm. Said I could convince you to work with us. Hale made me Trebax that night. And I’d gone directly back to tell you the plan. But by then you were gone.”

      I looked around at the tiny hovel that was our living quarters. How could he have left me? How could he leave me to fend for myself? We were fighting, yes. We seemed to be doing more of that now without Zaria. But I hadn’t believed he was serious.

      He wanted to trade this for gang life. He wanted to give up freedom to become one of their slaves. I could scream. I was so angry. Too angry. More tears threatened and I was honestly surprised I had any left.

      I missed Zaria so, so much. She was the only one who could talk Zion down, make him see reason. She was the only one who could bridge the gap when we fought like this . . . but I was alone tonight. She’d left. And now so had Zion.

      To the one place we swore we’d never go—no matter how awful things got.

      I had no other option than to find somewhere else to live. If Zion had gone to Trebax, if he had truly sold his soul to the devil, I’d be stupid to stay. As quickly as possible, I gathered up everything I could carry.

      It didn’t take long.

      Once my measly possessions were packed, I sighed. Grow a backbone, Violet. Get gone. Turning around, I cursed the day Zion was born. The traitor! I hated him with everything I had left. And I vowed I always would.

      My entire body trembled with fury. “You’re damn right I was gone. How could you?”

      “I will never let them hurt you, Violet. Not back then, and certainly not now.”

      “You won’t let them hurt me, but you don’t seem to have any problem doing it yourself.”

      He worked his jaw back and forth, his cheek muscle jumping. “When I found you the other night, before you tased me, I’d decided to let you go and leave you out of this.”

      “Leave me out of what?”

      “But Bex has a large fucking mouth and started telling anyone who would listen that I had a secret side piece. Hale knew right away something was up. I’ve been working my way up in the ranks for years. If I would have lied to him, he would have known.”

      “So I was the sacrifice for your secret identity, is that it? You can throw me to the wolves just as long as you’re safe?”

      “But I’m not throwing you to the wolves, Violet. I’m giving you what you think you want. I’m helping you get home.”

      “So I can kill my father, is that it? All your secret planning, but it’s still the same old song and dance.”

      Tired of my antagonizing comments, he took a step forward, crowding me against the door. He pressed two hands on either side of my face and hovered over me. “I don’t care what you do to your dad. Kill him or don’t. Doesn’t matter to me.”

      His bold statement caught me off guard after the last couple of days. “Why not?”

      “Because I’m going to do it myself if you don’t. My mother is dead. My sister is dead. Even your mother, who meant more to me than I can properly express. He took my whole world. Twisted my father into a weapon he can use against me. Either you see what I see and do it yourself or I get the sweet satisfaction of knowing it’s me. All I see is a win.”

      “And then what? You make Hale king? Keene? You think either one of them will lead this city better than my father?”

      Zion’s eyes flashed with that darkness he tried to hide. But all he said was, “I’m using you. I can admit that. But I’m also giving you the opportunity to use me too. And that has to be enough to make us trust each other.”

      The way he said “use” made forbidden images flood my mind. I thought of his mouth on mine last night. The way we slept tangled together. Hale’s and Bannon’s taunts about love.

      “Why do I still feel like I’m losing?” I asked, my voice breathier than I cared to notice.

      He shrugged, closing some of the distance between us. “Good,” he rasped, his mouth moving toward mine. “That makes two of us.” He ran his finger along my jawline and down the column of my throat. “But you’re seriously underestimating how hard I’ll fight for you. How far I’ll go to keep you safe. This has always been about you, Violet. I’m not going to forget that now.”

      I lifted my hand, ready to slap him for lying to me. For leaving me. For finding me. But locked in his intent gaze and wrapped up in his scent, I couldn’t bring myself to hit him. Instead, I tugged on the back of his neck and pressed my mouth against his.

      He melted into me, catching my lips on a deep sigh. He was as hungry as he was last night. Or maybe that was me. Our mouths moved against each other like we’d been starved for this touch, this kiss. I drank him like a dying woman, sucking on his bottom lip, scraping my teeth against his tongue, pressing my body against his in a desperate attempt to feel as much of him as I could.

      His hands were under my shirt, then under my butt as he lifted me until my legs were tightly secured around his waist. Last night, I hesitated. I quit before I was out of my depth.

      Today, with his spilled secrets and promises to keep me safe, I’d lost whatever barrier had kept me from throwing myself at him. At the boy I’d loved and needed. At the man I was terrified of, and equally desperate for.

      “You undo me,” he murmured against my mouth as he crushed me against him. Our bodies fit together in a way I had never experienced before. I clutched his shoulders and gasped at the feel of all his grown up maleness against all my femaleness.

      “I missed you,” I admitted, my voice catching on the truth of it. “I missed you like a whole half of my heart had left. I didn’t know how to live without you.” I hiccupped on a sob while he trailed kisses over my jaw. “But I hate that you found me.”

      “You should,” he confessed, his lips against my throat. “I was a boy who would have done anything for you. Who would have died for you.” His tongue swept against the hollow place between my two collarbones. “But now I know better.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “They’re the ones who have to die. Not me. Not you. All of them.”

      His words settled in my gut like a stone. He was right. He wasn’t the boy who had saved me the day the wall fell, or protected me for the two years following that we’d stayed together. He wasn’t the boy who had grieved his sister’s death with me or let me cry on his shoulder when I talked about my dead mother. He wasn’t the boy who found me food and a safe place to sleep.

      He was the man willing to use me to build his own kingdom.

      He was the man dangling me as bait so he could exact revenge on anyone who had ever hurt him—perceived or real.

      He was the man going to war under the façade of giving me what I wanted, but in reality was only slaking his own bloodlust.

      He was the man who was going to burn this whole city to the ground.

      And I couldn’t do anything to stop him.

      Right now, I wasn’t even sure I wanted to stop him.

      His mouth moved back to mine as if he hadn’t just promised bloodshed and death. And I was the fool, too distracted by his wicked tongue and the feel of his body against mine to stop him. He kissed me with renewed fervor, with a passion so dark and so hot I wondered if I was actually smoking.

      One of my hands tangled into his hair, while the other wrapped around his neck. He held me so tightly against him I could feel him everywhere. Yes, in the physical parts. But in the metaphysical too. The deep, hidden places I knew would never forget him.

      The eternal pieces that would remember him forever.

      One of his hands snaked under my shirt and skimmed my rib bones with the clear purpose of finding my breast. I squeaked at the way his whole palm covered me, his thumb expertly finding my most sensitive place.

      And just when I thought I would truly burst into flames, the supply closet door opened, and we tumbled out.

      He’d been using the door to leverage my weight and without it, we both managed to land flat on the ground. Although to Zion’s credit, he succeeded in getting a hand out and save me from the full impact of his much larger body.

      Still, we both groaned at the impact. My body flamed with a new kind of heat. An embarrassed one. We’d gone in there to fight. And come out more tightly wound than ever before.

      Lo stood gloating over us. “I thought I heard moaning coming from the cleaning supplies. So relieved to find out it’s just you two.”

      Okon laughed from behind her. “Well, it would have been weird if the BL-75 Cleaning Solution had started reproducing every time we closed the door. Obviously, it’s our horny fearless leader. Although he has a suite not too far away, so I’m a little confused why he chose the stinky closet to hook up in.” He seemed to think about it for a minute before adding, “Unless he’s the reason BL-75 keeps having babies. Z, your thirst is unquenchable.”

      Okon had no idea. It just wasn’t for BL-75.

      “Honestly, Zion, have some common decency for your guest. The lounge couches would have been a better option than that disgusting room,” Lo added.

      Zion rolled to his back and looked up at them. “I think we’ve already established that the cleaning closet is in fact clean.”

      He jumped to his feet and held his hand out to me. I took it warily. I didn’t mind him touching me as long as he wasn’t planning to lock us in the supply closet again and finish what we’d started.

      I was quickly getting on board with that possibility, but I’d rather not do it when Lo and Okon were standing outside the door, listening.

      Zion didn’t pounce. And I breathed only a marginal breath of relief.

      Lo grinned at him. “We’re all waiting for you. The room is ready.”

      Okon assessed me with shrewder eyes than I would have given him credit for. “But is she?”

      The answer was no. Not in any way. But when Zion turned to look at me with fierce pride radiating in his gaze, I found myself unable to answer at all.

      “She’s ready,” Zion declared. “So fucking ready.”
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      The room in question reminded me of my father’s office building, where he would hold long meetings. Clean, sterile, and conducive for banging the table with your fist or writing copious notes without the curious ears of passersby.

      There were windows along the far wall, but the shades had been pulled shut. And there was a massive comm against an adjacent wall, but the screen was currently black. Instead, the focus of the room was on the long table with chairs pulled up around it.

      I recognized the two men already sitting as Bex and Denton. Okon led Lo to the far end of the table and pulled her into his lap as soon as they sat down. Denton rolled his eyes at their over-the-top affection, but Bex didn’t even look at them.

      Zion gestured for me to take a seat, and when I did on the empty long end of the table, he sat at the unoccupied head. I realized too late that my isolated position had been on purpose. I felt like I was going to be interrogated and nothing made me want to flee a situation like having questions thrown at me.

      Questions I knew I couldn’t answer no matter how much I was supposed to be the girl I actually was.

      “What is this?” I demanded, my fingers curling around the edge of the table and my weight resting on the balls of my feet.

      Bex spoke first. “A training of sorts. For the press conference in the morning.” He cleared his throat. “And for when you go to the other side of the wall.”

      “Why would I need training to go home?” I looked at Zion for answers, but he kept his gaze fixed on anything but me.

      Bex said, “It won’t be easy to get information back to us. But we think we’ve devised a safe enough plan.”

      “Safe enough?” Safe enough wasn’t good enough. And everyone seemed to know it.

      Bex looked somberly at his hands. “It won’t be perfect. Real-world scenarios are always messier than the neat plans we make up here. But we’re doing the best we can.”

      “And if things get dicey,” Okon added, and he sounded bored with the conversation already, “let your mediator know and we’ll extract you asap.”

      “My mediator?”

      “That’s how we’re going to pass information back and forth.” Bex took up the torch again. “We’re going to put a plant in your father’s house. Someone you can speak with easily, but who can also slip out unnoticed. Then, he can send us messages when we need them to, but we’ll also feel as though you’re safe too.”

      I cocked my head to the side, processing all the information he’d just given me. Since nobody else was going to ask the obvious question, I decided it had to be me. “How are you going to put a stranger in my father’s house? He will see straight through this plan.”

      Bex shrugged. “He’s hiring. We hacked his office inbox. They need someone at home asap. We’re directing all his search efforts to our guy.”

      I was impressed with their due diligence, but I couldn’t let them know that. “So let me get this straight. You need a mole inside the Mayor-General’s house. So you’re sending me?”

      Zion spoke for the first time since we’d closed the conference room door. “Who better than his own daughter?”

      There was a mocking tone to it. He was riding this thin line of truth and fiction. Was I really Violet Egan? Or was I a convincing imposter?

      Even I was starting to wonder.

      I held his gaze, ignoring his arched eyebrow and cutting glare. “But why would his daughter spy on him? Especially when she’s so happy to be home.”

      Something flashed in his calculating eyes. I was tempted to call it concern, but I knew Zion better than that. He only ever felt confidence. Cold, cruel confidence. “Guess we’ll have to find out how she really feels when she gets there.”

      He really believed that. He really thought my dad was the source of all evil in our City of Forever. But he forgot what side of the wall we lived on until relatively recently. Pax was the evil disease infecting the eternal city. Not Pragma. Not my dad.

      Yes, there was some evidence out there suggesting he might not be the saint I wanted to believe he was. But I couldn’t believe he’d killed my mother. Or wanted me dead. It went against every part of his character I knew and remembered. It went against what he stood for. Who he was as a human being.

      I didn’t see Zion blaming his own father for the fall of the wall. And he wouldn’t. He liked Xavier. Therefore, he didn’t like to think of him as a genocidal maniac.

      My father wasn’t perfect. And he hated Pax in a way that blindsided his judgment. But he also wasn’t a murderer. He wasn’t a bad father.

      He couldn’t have killed my mother.

      He wouldn’t have ever hurt me on purpose.

      All I wanted to do was go home. Escape this half of the city. The City of Never never have enough to eat. Never have enough to wear. Never have enough safety or security. Pax meant peace. But there was certainly never enough of that.

      I would turn my back on the City of Never as fast as I could if it meant food and safety and home.

      The comm screen flicked to life and revealed a face I recognized. Caster Egan, my father, the Mayor-General of PragmaPax, smiled at us from the flat picture of his security comm ID. He was older than I remembered. He was only in his late forties, but the past five years had been unkind to him—more proof he hadn’t engineered my mother’s death. Wrinkle lines stretched out from his heavy eyes and across his forehead where thick gray hair fell in an expertly styled kind of way. He looked rich even from here, even if I wouldn’t have known him.

      He had that elitist air about him I might have been blind to before the wall fell, but now couldn’t ignore no matter how hard I tried. But he wore a soft smile too, one that promised he would lead well, take care of the poor, fight for justice, and be a good companion around the supper table.

      My father had a trusting face. Which was how he rose to power so quickly. The scared people in this city, whether they were on the Pragma side or the Pax side, wanted a leader they could look up to and someone who would follow through with his promises. They wanted a strong leader who would do his best to give them the best. And my father looked like he would do all that and more.

      A pang of homesickness spiraled through me. It had been so long since I’d looked at him. His face was plastered all over the city on posters, comm advertisements, and on the news, but I never let myself look. I knew I couldn’t trust my reaction because I wouldn’t be able to hold back the tears.

      So I just didn’t look.

      It had been five years since I’d given myself this luxury. And now that I was face-to-face with him, even if it was just his picture, I knew I would do whatever Zion demanded so I could get home. At least until I was actually at home. Then I could pretend none of this existed. That Zion and his gang and his plots and schemes were all just a distant memory.

      Before tears could fully form, Zion clicked a button and the screen changed to a list of uncommon facts the Mayor-General’s daughter should know.

      “We’ll assume you’re familiar with his face,” Zion murmured.

      Then he launched into a lecture of information I really did know. Caster Egan did not drink coffee, but only black tea. Once in the morning and once after lunch. He hated olives. And he was allergic to the original form of peanuts. But synthetic peanuts were void of whatever it was that made him swell. He did not enjoy music. But he did enjoy baseball, and his favorite team was the Pragma Pennies. He had not appointed any other major position when he came to power, leaving a power vacuum that had been filled by his council of advisors. But none of them were elected or officially appointed to their positions.

      I nodded along until Zion got to more personal information. The comm screen flipped to an old picture of my family. Brecken stood next to my mother who was seated on a fancy chair, holding me on her lap. My father stood behind everyone, one hand on Brecken’s small shoulder, the other resting on my mother’s. We were the perfect picture of happiness.

      Maybe it was time or my own weariness, but even though I’d seen this picture a thousand times before since it hung in our great room at home, I only just noticed the strain to my mother’s eyes. The way Brecken seemed to stretch away from my father. We did not look blissful and relaxed. This picture made me feel nervous.

      “Brecken Egan is the deceased eldest child of Caster Egan,” Zion began.

      I shot him a disgusted look. “I know who Brecken is. You can skip the history lesson.”

      Zion ignored my fierce tone. “You know that he died under suspicious circumstances?”

      “I know he was shot by gangs from Pax.”

      “You know he was shot,” Zion pushed. “But he was found in a private Pax pleasure club VIP room. The door had constant security and was guarded by armed men. His killer accessed the room through the back hallway reserved for employees. Again, heavily guarded and surveilled.”

      I looked around at the upscale conference room and then pointedly at the comm, revealing all my father’s secrets. “So?”

      “No specific gang has ever claimed Brecken’s kill,” he added. “If Trebax would have been responsible for killing the Mayor-General’s son, you could bet everyone from outer wall to outer wall knew it would be us.”

      “That doesn’t mean any—”

      “The same is true about Abreya Egan’s murder,” he continued, talking over me. At the mention of my mother’s name, a cold sweat washed over me. “Abreya Egan was reportedly gunned down by peacekeepers confused about her identity, but what kind of peacekeeper wouldn’t know what PragmaPax’s first lady looked like? Not to mention, no one was ever publicly punished for the mistake.”

      “Yes, they were,” I argued quickly. This I knew to be true.

      “Egan promised retribution for his wife and daughter,” Zion countered calmly, “but nothing public was ever carried out.” Anticipating my argument, he added, “It’s true something for their justice could have been carried out in private, but why? Why wouldn’t Egan want the whole world to know what happened to the people who hurt his family?”

      An icy bead of sweat rolled down my spine. “I’m not sure what you’re trying to say.”

      Zion held my gaze for a long time before pressing a button on his comm remote. “These are mysteries we’d like solved, if you find time to ask questions on the other side of the wall.”

      He expected me to investigate my family’s murders? He was out of his mind.

      His own father’s face appeared on the screen. “This was, at one point, Egan’s most trusted advisor, Xavier Hammond. His wife, Raina, was Abreya’s oldest friend. When the women, and their children, were killed the day the wall fell—”

      “Allegedly,” Lo put in.

      Zion tilted his head and added, “When the women and their children were allegedly killed the day the wall fell, Xavier was reported to have had a breakdown. Our intel says he was sent away for rehabilitation until recently. Only lately has he rejoined Egan’s ranks.”

      That was new information. When Zaria would ask Zion about their father, he would always promise her that Xavier was trying to get to them. True, I hadn’t seen him in the news since the day of the wall, but I’d never assumed he’d been sent away. I’d only just thought he hated the public eye. Which was true.

      He’d worked his way up the ranks alongside my father. But where Caster wanted to be the center of attention and have the highest office. Xavier had always been content to remain in the shadows. My mother had always said it was why their friendship had worked so well.

      Although even as a child, I knew the only reason their friendship worked at all was because of the women. My mother and Zion’s mother—Abreya and Raina—had been the best of friends. They had been the reason the men were friends at all.

      I stared at Zion, searching his face for some kind of reaction, some hint at how he felt about his father. But his face was that plastic mask I was beginning to despise.

      “He might be a lead into what really happened that day.” Zion’s voice held no emotion, no quiver of sorrow, or edge of nerves.

      I thought about his body heat in the janitor’s closet. The way he held me last night. Had he also been acting then?

      What was real about Zion? And what was fake?

      The screen changed again. This time, a grid of faces popped up. It was mostly men I recognized as belonging to my father’s inner circle. But there were a few new faces too.

      Zion highlighted one of the boxes. “This is Julio San Pedro. He’s the Director of Communications between Pragma and Pax. It’s said he keeps an apartment on the Pax side and frequents the pleasure clubs. He is also known to be responsible for a false meeting set up in the far part of Carrion. He’d called leaders of the city together to discuss a treaty. The circumstances surrounding the meeting had taken months to negotiate. Money had been exchanged. And all heavy security had been pulled away from city center. Only for the Old Platz to be completely unarmed when the walls started to fall.”

      “How does he still frequent pleasure clubs if we can blame him for making the wall happen?” I recognized San Pedro as the officer I saw trading chips with the pleasure club bouncer before I ran into Zion that first time. Were these people idiots? They claimed they wanted revenge, but nobody was willing to punish the people actually responsible for what happened.

      “He deals in secrets,” Lo explained. “And everyone has secrets. Especially those still living in Pax.”

      Okon spoke for the first time. “Besides, he pays too well to ignore. You’ll find the same answer for most of these men. Awful, evil people, willing to throw around however much money it takes for you to forget they’re stealing your soul. Devils in disguise. The lot of them.”

      “It’s who Egan surrounds himself with, who he trusts the most. The devils walking among us.”

      “It’s said that there isn’t an honest man in his inner circle. They’re all sons of the devil and have done horrific deeds to get where they’re at,” Denton clarified.

      I felt Zion’s hot gaze on my face. “These are dangerous men, Viya. You need to know that upfront.”

      “Yet you’re sending me back to spy on them. All alone.”

      Lo grinned and laughed a tinkling sound. “Sending me back. You’re so good at this, Viya.”

      Zion ignored her. “Not alone.” He pressed another button on his comm and then moved to the next square box with a man’s picture in it.

      We were halfway through the list of my father’s men when the door to the conference room opened, and two Trebax goons shoved Trebian inside. He was too indignant as his arms flailed, and he tried to catch himself on the closest side table to notice me. But I was across the room in seconds. I threw my arms around his neck and whispered his name.

      He was a slow second behind me, but eventually, he said, “Viya?” Then his arms were around me too, squeezing, holding, hoping.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked him, knowing full well he wouldn’t know.

      He pulled back to meet my watery gaze. “Good question.”

      A quick visual assessment of his face and body showed no visible signs of distress. And I knew my own stay at Trebax Tower hadn’t been violent. Still, I had to ask, “Have they hurt you?”

      “I’ve been . . . treated . . . fine,” he admitted through gritted teeth. “How about you?”

      “Same. And they’ve been feeding me.”

      He nodded. “Same.”

      “It still sucks,” I added quickly.

      His lips twitched in an almost smile. “Couldn’t agree more.”

      I turned, letting my glare hit each person around the table. “The least they could do is let us stay together.”

      Zion rapped the table with his knuckles. “You read my mind.”

      My heart tripped over itself with the need to hope. I pushed it down, reminding it we were between a rock and a hard place. No matter what Zion offered, it would be a trick. And a trap. And serve Trebax. Not us. “What do you mean?”

      “We need a contact on the other side,” he explained, his hard eyes moving between Trebian and me. “Someone you trust to spill your secrets to. And someone we know can relay the information to us.”

      “A plant,” Bex added. “Someone in your father’s household but not his service.”

      I looked back at Trebian. “Someone not wearing the Trebax tattoo.”

      “She’s smarter than she looks,” Lo said with another giggle.

      It might be possible for someone to keep their dragon tattoo concealed, but maybe my father knew that too. Maybe all employment candidates went through rigorous background checks. Not just of the paperwork variety.

      Maybe my speculations weren’t so speculative. I had lived there. I knew the answer.

      “How will you get him inside the house?” I asked, knowing my father’s system would be rigorous and airtight.

      Denton snickered. “Don’t worry about that.”

      I looked at him. “I don’t believe you. You’re acting as though it’s easy to move people in and out of the Mayor-General’s house, but if that was true, you wouldn’t need me.”

      “In and out of the house is easy,” Okon explained. “But Egan is too smart to keep the help around at all hours of the night. Secrets are shared on his compound outside the garden and kitchen staff.”

      I understood now. While Trebian would be duly vetted, ultimately, he would never have access to anything anybody worried about. That was where I came in. Collecting secrets and solving mysteries and wholly eavesdropping on my father and his men. And they would trust me because I would never have access to the other side. To Pax. Or the evil men on the other half of the city. But I would be able to get to Trebian. And someone from Trebax would be able to get to him too. And there was our not-so-intricate chain of spies.

      Trebian said, “You’re asking me to risk my life to help Viya spy on the Mayor-General?”

      Zion shrugged. “You’ve been living in the Trebax Tower for the better part of a week. Your options right now are to face the ink and swear your fealty to Trebax or follow your girlfriend to the safest city in the world and make sure the silver gets polished every night.”

      “She’s not my girlfriend,” Trebian growled. And then promptly dropped his hands from where he’d been holding my waist in a friendly hug.

      Zion ignored him. “It comes with three meals a day, an actual paycheck, and access to filtered drinking water. You might even get your own room.”

      Trebian’s head tilted in an interested sort of way. “Three meals a day?”

      I pinched the fleshy underside of his arm. He wiggled away. “You can’t actually be considering this! They will kill you if they find out you’re from Pax. They’ll torture you ruthlessly if they find out you’re working with Trebax.”

      “You’ll be fine,” Zion assured him. “We’re offering our protection even without the mark. If you pass us everything Viya gives you, we’ll have your back.”

      “Even without the tattoo?”

      Zion hesitated only for a second. “Yes, without the tattoo. We have people over there. You won’t be alone.”

      “Trebian,” I hissed.

      He looked at me, but not really. He didn’t meet my eyes, but there was an accessing look at him like he was weighing his options, and I was included in the decision. “And she’s going over there no matter what? That’s been decided?”

      I hadn’t agreed to anything yet, but what choice did I have? I thought I might manage to convince Zion to let me go, but he would only do so out of spite. Then I’d still be trapped in Pax, only my identity would quickly become common knowledge. I could take Zion’s offer, or I could wait for another gang to find me, kill me, and send me back to Pragma as retribution.

      Still, I didn’t like how Zion answered for me. “Yes.”

      “Then I’ll do it,” Trebian answered after hardly thinking about it. I slapped his arm. But he grabbed my hand and threaded our fingers together. “I can’t let you do this by yourself. Working with Trebax is whatever. I’m not going to let you risk your life alone. We have each other’s backs, Viya. Now and always.”

      Now and always. Unlike Zion, I believed Trebian. He would have my back over there. And besides, I knew it was a hundred times less dangerous than our current living arrangement. What would even happen to him without me to help him find food, keep work, and stay out of gang life?

      If Trebax let him go—which sounded highly unlikely—another gang would scoop him up. War was coming to the city whether it was between Pragma and Pax or just between Pax.

      “You can promise me he’ll be safe?” Zion met my glare with one of his own.

      “You keep telling me what a nice guy your good old dad is, Vi. What is there to worry about?”

      I knew what he was doing. That didn’t mean I had to like it.

      “If you’re done,” Zion’s gaze moved to our clasped hands. “We have a lot more to cover before the press arrives.”

      Trebian reluctantly let go of my hand and sat at the table. I was slower to sit down, but finally, I did. I was coming to terms with what was happening, with going home. But it was a lot to take in.

      I was about to cross the wall. I was about to be reunited with my father. And I was taking Trebian with me. It was all I had ever wanted.

      But why did the future feel so bleak? So . . . out of control?

      Why did I suddenly want to escape into Pax and never resurface again?
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      Three hours later, I had been tutored and grilled and stuffed with so much information about the Mayor-General and his compound I felt bloated with useless facts. On the one hand, I already knew most of the intel from personal experience. I didn’t need strangers to remind me where the bathrooms were and what Violet Egan supposedly preferred for breakfast.

      On the other hand, five years of distance and age had blurred the finer details of my memories. I had been looking up through a child’s eyes before. Now I was looking down from a grown body and matured mind. A lot was the same. But a lot was so different too.

      Zion and his companions had also seen fit to school me on my father’s rotating circle of girlfriends as well. Apparently, he had a short list of women he felt he could trust in his home. Whether they knew about each other or not was unclear. But it was enough that I knew about them and now wanted to gouge my eyes out.

      According to Trebax, they’d been around even before my mother had died. It was something I might have suspected five years ago but didn’t know how to put into words. I had been too young to name either my mother’s or my father’s behavior as affairs or extramarital. But I had known something was not right. And the places and faces I regularly saw as intrusive in what should have been a sacred space.

      My child’s mind had balanced the behavior somehow . . . reasoning if both Mom and Dad were behaving the same way it somehow made it okay.

      But with maturity and space, I couldn’t lie to myself anymore. The truth was laid out before me on a shiny comm screen with a list of known mistresses and a headshot of each.

      “Each mistress seems to have a connection of some sort your father finds valuable,” Lo explained. “Celia Cosgrove, for example, is the wife of Dr. Martin Cosgrove, the head researcher for Food Science and Development. Tulip Samson is the daughter of Richard Samson, the director for City Analysis. He’s keeping an eye on the people he’s appointed where he can.”

      “Except for Delphine Noor,” Okon pointed out. “She seems relatively void of connections other than money. But all of them have that.”

      “She was friends with my mo—” I cleared my throat, unsure how I was supposed to appear to these people. “With Abreya. They were stepsisters.”

      Lo wrinkled her nose. “That seems rather incestuous for the Mayor-General of Pragma.”

      Zion didn’t even bother to look at her. “Aren’t you fucking your foster brother?”

      “Don’t be crass, Z,” Lo scolded, but her lips twisted with a smile. She nestled back into Okon’s lap and wrapped her arms around his neck. “It doesn’t suit you.”

      “Besides, it’s not like she first married my brother, then killed him, then started dating me. We have standards, okay?”

      A light in Lo’s eyes dimmed. “Besides, we didn’t ask to be adopted into the same family. That was something that happened to us. Not for us.”

      The discussion continued, but my eyes were fixed on the woman’s face on the screen. My aunt Delphine was one of my father’s mistresses? What the hell?

      More conversation happened around me, but I couldn’t get beyond Delphine hooking up with my father. Her relationship with my mother had never been warm, exactly, but they’d been . . . well, not close either. But they’d grown up in the same household. That should have counted for something, right?

      My mother’s father died when she was very little. He’d left my grandmother and mother to fend for themselves. They’d been poor, destitute. My grandmother had been a housecleaner hired by the man I knew to be my grandfather. He’d lost his wife to sickness and fallen head over heels for my grandmother.

      Their marriage had turned my mother’s whole world upside down. Rags to riches, she used to say. And she got a sister out of it. She’d loved Delphine. Whether or not they’d been close hadn’t mattered. My mother had a chance at a better life. And in that better life, she met my father.

      But Delphine had been as cold toward him as she had been toward my mother, from what I remembered. It wasn’t as if she was cruel. Just . . . distant.

      “It’s probably not what it appears to be.” Zion’s voice cut through my frantic thoughts. I looked up at him, surprised to find his eyes reflecting pity. “Egan is incapable of love. He would choose Delphine for a reason we haven’t uncovered yet. But there is a reason.”

      He was trying to comfort me, I realized. And, despite his backward way of doing it, it actually kind of worked. I relaxed into my chair. Trebian shot me a sidelong glance.

      “You’re really her, aren’t you?” His voice was low, barely a whisper, but everyone at the table turned and stared at me.

      I felt the color drain from my face. “Trebian . . .”

      “I can’t believe it. Violet Egan. I’m so stupid.”

      “You’re not,” I promised him, reaching for his hand. He snatched it back and scooted his chair away from me. I felt betrayed. Exposed. Unwanted. “Trebian, I wanted to tell you a thousand times.”

      “Wanted to, but didn’t.”

      Tears pricked at the corners of my eyes. “Would you have believed me?”

      He let out a breathy, sardonic laugh. “Even after they snatched us off the streets, I told myself they had the wrong girl. You would have told me something that serious. You would have confided in me. I was just laughing to myself over the whole damn thing because we were getting this whole free ride for no reason. But I’m the idiot, not them. I’m the fool.”

      “You’re not.” A stupid tear slid down the side of my face. “You’re not an idiot. I am. The day the wall fell . . . the things that I saw . . . what they did to my mother . . . you don’t understand. I was terrified the same thing would happen to me if I even whispered the truth out loud. And then, I was afraid of what would happen to you too. If anybody but Trebax had found me, they would have skinned me alive. For the world to see. Just to punish my father. And anyone with me. I thought I was protecting you.”

      “And you knew you were protecting you.” His eyes flashed with hurt. “Why Trebax? Why not anybody but them?”

      The Trebax brothers around the table stilled. They were wondering the same thing. I’d said too much. I’d exposed Zion without actually meaning to.

      The door to the room opened, and Hale stuck his head in. Lo immediately launched herself off Okon’s lap and across the room. But Hale wasn’t a total idiot. His eyes narrowed, but he seemed to decide against saying anything to them. At least not right now. “The press is here,” he declared. His gaze moved to me. “Is she ready?”

      Zion stood and clicked off the comm. “They were prompt.”

      Hale made a face. “Apparently, it’s a slow news day.” He winked at me. “Kidding, of course. Obviously, the lost Pragma Princess is big news. They’re waiting upstairs.”

      “How many?” I hardly recognized my own voice. I was the one who had asked the question, but my brain and my body felt totally disjointed.

      “News outlets or people?” Hale clarified, unruffled by the impending cameras going to be shoved in my face. “There will be about twenty people in the room. Including the three major news outlets, Pax Papers, two influential bloggers, and Tel Hernandez from NewsComm. Plus my team.”

      My stomach dropped to my toes, and a cold sweat broke out along my hairline. I couldn’t do this. I had never found the courage to confess my identity to Trebian, and they wanted me to tell the world? They were out of their goddamn minds.

      Hale snapped out directions to the rest of the room without waiting for my reply. “Lo, do something with her appearance. She looks only half put together. We either have to sell the street urchin thing or fix her up. I don’t care which direction you go. Just pick one. Okon, go deal with security. Both air and ground. The incoming HOVs will draw unwanted attention, and we can’t afford to be interrupted.” He pushed the door open wider. “Z, you’re with me. There’s a delegation on their way. We have a contract drawn up, but I want you to review it. Some negotiations might need to happen, but from what I’ve been told, we won’t have much to worry about. We’ll get our way.”

      “A delegation from who?” I asked, my voice trembling so badly I was surprised anyone could understand me.

      “They’re sending Xavier Hammond. Apparently, he knew the girl. Er, you.”

      I did not look at Zion. Even though everything inside me itched to check out his expression, see what he would think of seeing his father before I even saw mine. “I thought you said we’d do the press conference first and see what happened.”

      Hale grinned. “As if I’d ever risk losing my asset by waiting. I’ve got wars to win, pretty bird. I can’t leave your future up to chance.”

      I felt like a game piece being shoved around a board. Because I was a game piece being shoved around a board.

      Hale stepped back into the hallway, and Zion quickly followed him without looking back at me. I thought his shoulders looked rigid and tight, but he was gone so fast I couldn’t be sure.

      Had he not anticipated this? Or did he know his father would be the one to confirm my identity? What would he do when he was face-to-face with his own blood? How was he going to keep from being recognized?

      Or maybe he wanted to go home too. Perhaps all of this was for show, and he was hoping his dad would whisk him back to Pragma the same way I was hoping mine would rescue me.

      I looked back to Trebian, desperate for some kind of assurance. His eyes were as wide with fear as mine were.

      “I can’t leave if you’re mad at me,” I whispered, reaching for his hand again. This time, he let me take it. “I’m so sorry, Tre. I was a jackass. And I’ll understand if you never trust me again. But please at least believe that I’m sorry.”

      His hand squeezed mine, then he yanked me into a hug. “I’m still pissed. But I guess I also get it.” He looked pointedly around the room. “I don’t know what I would do in your shoes. Probably anything to avoid this. So what kind of asshole would I be if I held this against you when you’re probably going to die.”

      The cold sweat stretched to my spine. “Trebian,” I whined.

      Half his mouth lifted in a shaky smirk. “I’m teasing. Of course. I’ll see you on the other side. We can work out our shit there, yeah?”

      I nodded, relieved tears flooding my eyes. “You’re not mad?”

      “I’m pissed,” he repeated. Then cleared his throat. “But I’m also scared out of my mind. And I realize this isn’t a place to hold grudges. I mean it, Viya. We’ll work this shit out later.”

      I nodded, accepting his right to be mad at me. “Okay, later.” I wasn’t afraid of later, though. I was looking forward to it. Even if we argued, even if I had to apologize a thousand times . . . at least there was a later to look forward to.

      At least he was coming with me.

      “Ready?” Lo asked from behind me.

      No. No, I wasn’t. Not even a little bit. But I nodded and let go of Trebian’s hand.

      “I’ll find you,” he blurted as I moved toward the door. “Even if this doesn’t work out.” He gestured around the room at all the people who had taken over our lives. “I’ll find you, I swear. Don’t do anything stupid before I catch up to you.”

      “I believe you,” I told him. “And you know I only ever do stupid things when you’re there to rescue me.”

      We shared a smile, and it was just like before. It was just like when we were back at his place or at mine, or rushing to work, or stealing food from the Platz, or dreaming about what we would do if we suddenly found a heap of chips and could buy whatever we wanted.

      I wanted to go back to that, back to those easy, hard, horrible, wonderful days when it was just the two of us. But before I could think up an excuse to get out of all of this, I was locked in Lo’s ultra-feminine suite, sitting on a plush stool while she rifled through her closet.

      “Bex and Denton will take care of your man,” she assured me as she pulled expensive pieces of clothing from a revolving bar, held them up to my face, shook her head with disgust, and put them back. “They’re planning to plant him in the compound sometime over the next week, but until then, they won’t let anything happen to him. He’ll be safe.”

      I nodded numbly. I wasn’t sure what to do with that information. “Okay.”

      “You guys are really sweet together,” she added, her attention more fixed on the clothes. “I know Z has this like . . . way with women or whatever. And I get it. Who can resist the whole powerful man of mystery thing he has down so perfectly. But he’s, er, not worth your time. He would never date a girl from Pragma, for one. He hates that place more than anyone I’ve ever met. And for another thing, he’s basically incapable of feelings. You’re barking up an ice wall with that one. Not worth your time.”

      I felt dizzy from her sudden info drop like someone had plugged me into my comm and suddenly uploaded an entire database into my brain. “Trebian and I aren’t together,” was the first thing I could make sense of. “We’re just friends. And love each other like friends. But we’re definitely not . . . it’s only friendship between us.”

      She didn’t say anything immediately, but her shoulders jerked in surprise. “So you are into Z?”

      It was my turn to rear back. “I’m sorry, I thought you and Okon were a thing . . .”

      She yanked down a simple black jumpsuit with buttons all down the front. It looked like something I would wear at the factory, but more stylish, more expensive. “Okon and I are complicated.” Her voice was wistful. “Hale . . . I guess you could call him our father. Or rather, he likes us to call him Dad, rescued all of us from the streets. I mean, that’s his whole thing with Trebax, taking care of the kids Pax doesn’t want. But he like legit rescued Okon, Z, Bex, and Denton. And me. So we all owe him. Not just Trebax, but specifically him. But Z and me, we’re his favorites. Z because he has an uncanny knack for this shit. And me, well, me because I’m so pretty.” She cleared her throat. “He has a thing for blondes.”

      I didn’t know what to say, so I nibbled my bottom lip and eventually came up with an inspired, “Oh.”

      “Anyway . . .” She sighed, walking over with the jumpsuit. “Hale has sort of promised me to Z. Not that we’re in like an arranged marriage or anything. But Hale has this list of things he wants Z to finish, and then when it’s done, he gets . . . me.”

      “That’s . . . weird.” Was I really this naïve? Did I really think, even with a heavy amount of doubt and distrust, that Zion had real feelings for me?

      I could scream in frustration. And to cover the sound of my heart shattering on the ground, splintering into a thousand broken pieces.

      Lo? He was meant for Lo?

      “And the keys to the kingdom, of course. Z is Hale’s appointed heir. All of Trebax will be his after this deal. And then after that, if Keene has anything to say about it, all of Pax.”

      “And if Z has anything to say about it, all of Pragma too,” I added, seeing Zion more clearly than I ever had before. This wasn’t about me or giving me what I had always wanted. This wasn’t even about revenge. Zion saw an opportunity to take over the whole fucking world, and he was doing it.

      This wasn’t Hale’s game board. Or Keene’s game board. This was Zion’s. We were all pieces on Zion’s map, and he was shoving us and moving us and tipping us over whenever he pleased.

      Lo laughed. “Yeah, I suppose that too. Okon is great. I mean, actually, I think I love him.” She cut me a serious look. “Don’t tell anyone I said that.”

      I was starting to feel truly sick. Like I wouldn’t be able to hold down the food I’d eaten today. Or the water. Or my own intestines. It was all going to come up in a great purging of disgusted feelings and horrifying revelations. “Who would I tell?”

      “Right. But the thing is, Hale would kill me if Okon and I got serious. And like you said, Zion’s going to take over the world. I would be a fool not to align myself with him.”

      “The heart wants what it wants.” My words were cruel, unfeeling. I shouldn’t have been surprised, but I was.

      She snorted. “More like my lady parts want what they want. But sure, we’ll call it love.” She threw the jumpsuit at me. “Try this. We’ll go for working girl chic. We want you to be somewhat enthralling. If we leave you like this, everyone will feel sorry for you but not make any real connection. If we put a little glamour on the truth, we’ll have them eating out of your hand in minutes.”

      I walked into her bathroom, which was two sizes bigger than my small apartment I’d probably never see again, and quickly showered and changed. Her suite was as luxurious as Zion’s, and her bathroom even more so.

      After I’d dried off, dressed, and braided my hair, I looked in the mirror at my gaunt expression. A mirror wasn’t a luxury I had over the past five years, so I was more than a little horrified at the starved, cagey look on my face. I remembered a full, heart-shaped face from childhood. Bright eyes with shades of purple. Thick hair that was impossible to tame.

      My hair was still long and wild, but it was also knotted and frizzy without proper care or proper access to water. There were dark circles under my eyes. And a bruise blooming along my jaw from where I’d fallen the other day when Trebax had come for me. My nail beds were filthy, despite how long I’d scrubbed them in the shower. And there was an edginess to me that wasn’t physical but leaped off me all the same.

      I didn’t look like Pragma’s Princess. I looked like the street urchin everyone kept calling me.

      Like the poor my mother would have taken under her wing and nursed back to health.

      Pressing my fingers to my lips, I thought about Zion’s kisses. It must have been part of his game all along. If Lo was his prize for working with Hale, why would he even want to waste his time with me?

      On a dark whim, I reached into the pants I’d been wearing earlier and retrieved the small bag of pills Elspath had given me. I quickly tucked them into an inside pocket on the bodice of my jumpsuit. Like she said, we didn’t know what was ahead. It was always better to be prepared.

      Lo smiled when I emerged from the bathroom and instructed me to sit back on the stool. She applied enough makeup to make me look warmer than death and covered the more obvious of my bruising and battle scars. Then she tied a ribbon around the end of my braid and pulled a couple of curls from around my face.

      “Somewhere between street urchin and princess.” She turned me to look in the small mirror of her vanity. “I think we nailed it.”

      I didn’t want to believe some cover-up and mascara could make that much of a difference, but she wasn’t wrong. I looked less homely and more like the girl my father might recognize. As long as he ignored the skin and bones look to me.

      Lo’s comm buzzed, and she walked over to answer it. “Yeah?”

      “It’s time,” said Zion from the other end. “I’m outside your door.”

      Lo clicked off and made a squealing sound of excitement. “I’m so nervous for you,” she gushed. “Usually, I can predict what’s going to happen, but it’s anyone’s guess at this point. I mean, civil war or peace? Are you really going to make it back to Pragma? Or is your dad going to disown you? Ah! I’m practically shaking.”

      I tried not to run for her door. I couldn’t be around this girl any longer without giving in to my need to punch her in the throat. When I burst out into the hallway, Zion was waiting too close, and we collided.

      His hands immediately wrapped around my waist to keep me from doing a face-plant. “Whoa,” he murmured, his lips close to my hair. “Are you that excited to get up there?”

      I tried to say something snotty, cutting, damaging, but a weak whimper sobbed out of me instead. “No, not to get up there,” I hiccupped. “Just to get out of there.” I hitched a thumb over my shoulder in Lo’s direction.

      A second later, she was with us, shutting the door and punching in a code to lock it. “Doesn’t she look good?” she asked Zion, oblivious to my struggle. “I’m amazing. I know.”

      “She’s always looked good,” Zion murmured, holding my face so he could look at me. “You’ve made her look like a trussed-up goose for winter’s night. I feel like we’re taking her to the auction block.”

      Lo sounded disappointed at his lack of compliment when she said, “Well, aren’t we?”

      Zion grumbled something and put his arm around me, guiding me toward the elevator. I’d begun to shake harder the closer we got to the gilded box. By the time Zion pushed the button on the wall, I was practically seizing.

      “It’s going to be okay,” he assured me, his arm still around my shoulders. “They’ve agreed to our demands. You’re not going to be hurt.”

      “Now you trust them?” More deceit. More manipulation. He only told me what I wanted to hear so he could get his way.

      “You trust them,” he countered. “Somewhere, behind all the fear and nerves, you trust your father to recognize you. You trust the world to recognize you. Otherwise, you would have come out of hiding a long time ago.”

      I wasn’t sure that was true. But he did have a point. Maybe I didn’t trust the world. At least not to treat me well after they discovered my identity. But I did trust my father to take me back home. To get me over the wall and safely back to Pragma.

      Lo was in the elevator with us, but I ignored her as we climbed up the Trebax Tower floors. Instead, I threw my arms around Zion and pressed myself against his hard chest.

      “Tell me something true,” I whispered. “Tell me something real.”

      I felt a deep breath move in and out of him. Then his finger was under my chin, tilting my head up so our gazes could lock. “This is my revenge.”

      My breath caught in my throat, and I nearly choked on it. This was revenge, after all? This was his plan to get back at me for leaving him? I took a forceful step back and pushed him against the wall.

      “You left me first,” I reminded him, the fear and anxiety gone, replaced with white-hot rage.

      His eyebrows dipped, a confused look flashing through his eyes. “But I came back,” he said, his tone unruffled and easy. “And now you did too.”

      “Against my will.”

      “But not against mine.”

      Dread pooled in the pit of my stomach. Not fear, exactly. Something more like understanding. “Then why pretend to be nice? Why kiss me and make promises you never intended to keep?”

      He tilted his head toward Lo, who was watching us with rapt fascination. “For them, Princess.” He cleared his throat. “And for me too, I suppose. Not everyone gets to spend the night with Pragma royalty.”

      At one point in time, he was Pragma royalty. But something made me bite my tongue. Even now, I couldn’t betray him. Even after everything, I still wanted to protect him. Why?

      For Zaria, I supposed.

      For our dead mothers.

      “So that’s it? Your big secret? You’re a vindictive asshole who’s spent his entire life plotting revenge?”

      “Well, not my whole life.”

      “I’m going to—”

      He grabbed my wrist and yanked me against him once more. His mouth dropped to my ear lightning quick, and he whispered, “This is for us, Violet. For you and for me. Fuck everyone else.”

      The elevator stopped, and the doors started to open a second later. As if he’d somehow choreographed the entire thing, he spun me around and shoved me out the elevator doors.

      Camera comms began to click rapidly while I blinked, held my hands up in front of my face, and tried to keep my head from doing somersaults.

      So was he my enemy? Or my ally?

      What had he meant that this was for us? What had he been planning since I’d left him then? To send me home to Pragma? Or to take over the whole damn world?

      A name only Zion had dared to utter in five whole years began to be shouted at me.

      “Violet Egan, over here!”

      “Are you really Violet Egan?”

      “How do we know you’re the real Violet Egan?”

      “Violet!”

      “Violet!”

      “Violet!”

      “Tell us how we can know you’re the Mayor-General's real daughter?”

      Something snapped together at that moment. This was my chance to go home. This was my chance to get out of Trebax Tower and away from Pax and finally, finally be safe again.

      I took one look back at Zion. A small smile played on his lips, and his eyes were practically ablaze with victory. And I knew. I knew this was the only way forward.

      I knew that if I wanted answers from him, my father, and this whole damn city, this was the way.

      Pulling my arms down, I dug deep into my childhood and found the poise and stature I’d been raised to carry. Tipping my chin upward, I let the cameras capture the unnatural violet shades to my eyes and the Egan profile I knew I bore.

      My voice was still trembling, but I found confidence in the middle of that maelstrom of uncertainty. “I am Violet Egan,” I declared. “My mother and I were in Pax the day the wall fell. We were serving soup to the hungry. We didn’t know . . .” My voice broke on the memory, and even I didn’t know if it was staged or real. “We didn’t know what would happen. And then she was killed. I’ve spent the past five years barely surviving.” I looked into the nearest comm, the one held by a stunning blond woman six inches taller than me. She had to be Tel Hernandez, the face of NewsComm. “I don’t belong here,” I pleaded, allowing a single tear to escape and roll down my cheek. “I miss my father. Please let me go home.”
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      The room held a collective breath when I finished. They were so surprised at my plea, so wholly stunned to see me face-to-face, that even these professional journalists didn’t know what to say. And then the hallway exploded with questions all at once. They were shouting now. A pack of savage wolves with the scent of freshly spilled blood in their nostrils.

      I flinched, taking a weak step back and losing some of my bravado. Hale stepped up to my side and gripped my elbow in a crushing grasp. Whether to keep me from running away or because he was afraid the journalists might trample me was unclear. Maybe he held on to me because he suspected both things could happen at any second.

      “Well done,” he murmured out of the side of his mouth. To the curated crowd, he shouted to be heard. “If you’ll join us in the conference room, ladies and gentlemen, you can witness Pragma’s reaction to their lost daughter.”

      The media fell silent again. Well, not totally quiet. But their screeching questions dropped to whispered speculations. I wondered if Hale had practiced his question. It was perfectly baiting. Pragma would have to respond. But would they dismiss me? Or welcome me home with open arms.

      Time would tell.

      Actually, the next minute would tell.

      Hale dragged me beside him, straight through the crush of curious bodies. Some moved back so I had room to squeeze through. Some reached out to touch me as if making sure I was real. All of them continued to lob probing questions at me. How had I made money? What lengths had I gone to in order to survive? Had I been mistreated? Abused? Starved? Did anyone else know I’d been hiding here? How had I come into Trebax’s possession?

      Like I was a thing to own.

      I resented their questions almost as much as I resented having to go through this stage show just to go home.

      Trebax wanted credit for finding me. They must believe it would buy them leverage with Pragma. But I wondered if it would backfire. Would my father seek retribution for turning his only daughter into a sideshow instead?

      At the end of the hallway, one of Hale’s men opened the door for us, and we stepped inside an expansive room with a table and voice-enhancing comms at one end of the room and two dozen chairs set up in tidy rows. Xavier Hammond stood near the table at the back of the room with two armed guards flanking him.

      I pulled back at the sight of Zaria and Zion’s father in the flesh, wrenching my elbow free from Hale’s punishing grip. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to see Xavier or that I was afraid of him—although maybe I should have been. But the sight of him, in person, after so long, was shocking in its own right.

      Standing just a few feet away from me was a man I had known before the wall fell. A man who had frequented our supper table, adored his daughter, his son, his wife. A man who had been my father’s closest confidant. A man who represented my idyllic, safe little life before the wall. Before suffering and starvation and struggle.

      He wasn’t my father, but he was a close second. And I didn’t know how to face him like this . . . surrounded by the worst of the worst gangs, on the wrong side of the city, a pawn being shoved around a chessboard.

      Our gazes clashed from across the short distance, and I watched his steely demeanor flicker with curiosity, insecurity, and surprise. He took a step toward me, then seemed to think better of it and straightened the sleeves on his suit jacket instead.

      Hale moved his hand to my back and pushed me forward. My feet dragged the distance, feeling heavy and immovable. My lungs tightened the closer I got to him, my breaths coming out in short pants. Hale’s pressure increased until I heard him grunt with the effort to keep me moving.

      And all the while, camera comms were shoved in my face, held overhead, or moved around the room to capture every second of this reunion. But I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t face him. I couldn’t explain that his daughter was dead. That I’d watched his men gun down his wife in the streets. I couldn’t confess what it had taken for Zion and me to survive. And that no matter how hard we’d tried, we couldn’t save Zaria.

      But then, Zion was there. On my other side. And his hand did not push or shove or coerce. He simply walked beside me. A silent, indomitable force of strength and fortitude.

      I didn’t know where he’d come from or how he’d managed to find the courage to face his father, but his presence loosened the invisible vise crushing my lungs and made my feet remember how to walk again.

      He didn’t touch me, save for his shoulder lightly brushing mine as we moved. He didn’t say anything either. But he didn’t have to.

      His presence was enough.

      His support was enough.

      He was comfort enough.

      And then, all at once, I was face-to-face with Xavier Hammond. His pale-blue eyes searched my face, bored into my eyes, and assessed me the way a Mirror Drone scanned an area. He hadn’t even noticed his son standing next to me. His attention was fixed on the girl claiming to be the Mayor-General’s lost daughter.

      He looked so much older than I remembered him. More than five years older. The wrinkles around his eyes were deep indents. And his dark hair was now heavily streaked with white. His hand shook slightly as he lifted a finger to turn my head so he could get a better look at my profile.

      “So you’re the girl claiming to be Caster Egan’s daughter?” he asked, and even his voice was tinged with frailty.

      “I’m not just claiming,” I said, confidence filling my tone from a place inside me I didn’t even know existed. “I am his daughter.”

      Xavier’s gaze sharpened. “What’s your middle name?”

      “Odessa.”

      “What’s your father’s middle name?”

      “William.”

      “The nickname your mother gave your brother as a child.”

      My throat tightened with emotion. “Cracken. After the myth of the sea beast. Because he was so accident-prone. And she loved reading us pirate stories.”

      Xavier’s interrogation stalled for only a second as he absorbed that information. “How does the Mayor-General take his coffee?”

      “He doesn’t. He prefers tea. One cup in the morning, one in the afternoon.”

      Xavier tilted his head to the side, assessing. “The answer was strong. And with a tablespoon of milk.”

      “My father doesn’t drink coffee,” I argued, wondering what kind of trap this was. “He hates the bitterness of it.”

      He pressed on, ignoring my argument. “My son broke his arm as a child. Where and how did he do it.”

      I nearly smiled at the memory. “Falling out of a tree. I told him a kitten was trapped on a high branch and begged him to get it down for me. One of the other branches broke as he followed my directions upward, and he landed on his arm. He had to have surgery.” I did not look at Zion, although everything in me wanted to. “There had never been a kitten. I tricked him because he stole a toy from me earlier in the day. I cried for weeks because I felt so bad.”

      Xavier swallowed thickly, his Adam’s apple bobbing as he did so. “My daughter was afraid of something at the Mayor-General’s house. What was it?”

      This was something only Zion and I would know. And of course Xavier and Raina. She’d been terrified of my father. She would cry whenever her parents brought her over until she and I were far out of his reach. And if she ever had to face him, she would tremble, sniffle, and close her eyes like he couldn’t see her if she couldn’t see him.

      Her fear did not dim as she got older. She just got better at hiding it. And hiding from him.

      “She was terrified of my father,” I said in a low voice. Even now, all these years later, it felt like a betrayal to spill Zaria’s secrets.

      Xavier held my gaze for a long, weighted moment before he asked his final question. “Your mother had a dream she wanted to see come to fruition. She shared it with only my wife and myself. And her daughter. What was that dream?”

      My chest compressed like my breastbone was crushing my heart. I didn’t remember a dream my mother had. Not one she would only share with Raina and me. And Xavier of all people—my father’s confidant, but certainly not hers.

      I closed my eyes and searched through my memories, sifting and cataloging and looking for the right answer. But the only one that came to mind was the day she died. I tried to look deeper into all the sweet and lovely and wonderful memories I had with her, but that day kept landing on top.

      “If we don’t feed them, Vi, who will?”

      It was what had made her defy my father’s orders. It was the single driving purpose that fueled so many of her days. She was so worried about the poor of Pax that she risked everything to feed them.

      And it ended up costing her life.

      I didn’t know if I knew the exact answer to Xavier’s question, but I knew something about my mother. I knew she wouldn’t have liked the wall separating the two cities. She wouldn’t have tolerated these living conditions. She wouldn’t have stood for the food supply being cut off.

      “Her dream was to see the two cities, Pragma and Pax, equalized. She wanted to end hunger and fix the poor drinking water problems. She wanted to give the poor a better life. She wanted to save the poorest of the poor. And give Pax a fighting chance.”

      Xavier cleared his throat, his glassy eyes looking at me as though for the first time. His voice was hoarse with emotion when he whispered, “We need to take your blood. Before I can officially decide anything.”

      “My blood hasn’t been printed,” I said instead. “It won’t tell you anything.”

      “It will tell us more than you could ever guess.” He gestured to the table. I saw the machines for the first time. The small little finger prick attached to a portable blood printing machine that would read it instantly.

      I walked behind the table, hiding my shaking hands in the pockets of my jumpsuit. Xavier walked around the other side, meeting me at the chair. He put his hand on the tall back while I took my seat, and I realized it was to hide his own tremble.

      A woman in stark-white hospital garb stepped forward and instructed me where to put my hand and how to hold my finger. A sharp but short stab of pain later, I watched my blood move through the tubes and spit out onto a lighted spinner.

      Information started to flash on the comm screen almost immediately. The woman read it out loud to Xavier. “She’s never had her blood printed before. She matches the metrics of Violet Egan. She’s the right age. Projected height given poor nutrition over the past several years. Right-handed. No obvious signs of genetic disease. Small traces of radiation, probably exposure from the factory she worked at.” She paused, reading the latest information scroll. “She’s a perfect match.”

      Xavier pulled a vial of blood from his pocket. I only got the briefest glimpse, but I was able to read Abreya Egan in neat handwriting across the tag. “See if it checks.”

      The nurse looked at the vial. “I have one from the Mayor-General—”

      “Use that one,” Xavier ordered in a barely audible rasp. He made sure he was turned away from the voice modifying comms when he added, “The Mayor-General’s was compromised.”

      The nurse didn’t ask any more questions, and their conversation had been so quick and so quiet, I was sure nobody else heard over the spinning machine. But I had questions. Where had Xavier gotten a vial of my mother’s blood? And what did it mean that my father’s had been compromised?

      “The same DNA!” the nurse said with a huge grin, clapping her hands in victory. “She’s an Egan.”

      Instead of relief, I only felt more tension, more fear. The room erupted with noise, some cheering, some shouting more probing questions, some talking to live comm screens broadcasting this entire ordeal to the city.

      Hale clapped my shoulder and said something in my ear, but my head was swimming, and my ears felt stuffed with cloth.

      This was what I wanted—to go home. This was what I had hoped for for so long. So why did I feel like I was going to immediately puke?

      I tried to stand, but my knees gave out. Zion was there again, arms around my waist, helping me stand.

      “You’re all right, Princess,” he whispered against my temple. “You’re going to be all right.”

      Denton burst through a back door that blended into the wall. He moved next to Hale and barked out, “Carrion has started to attack. And our drones show Kato moving in from the west. In the air. They have to go now, or they won’t get out.”

      Zion’s body tensed around me, and he lifted his gaze to meet his father’s. “You have to leave now, or you’re going to be trapped in the middle of a war zone.”

      Xavier just blinked at him, his face visibly trying to process a truth he didn’t know how to verbalize.

      Zion thrust me into his arms, and Xavier and I both nearly toppled over before I managed to get my balance and bear my own weight.

      “You have to go,” Zion said again, more to me than to his father. “Now, Violet, or you’re never going to get over that damn wall.”

      I reached out and grabbed his hand. “Tell me something real.”

      He looked down at my hand, and time seemed to stutter to a stop. The room was in chaos now. Word of the attack and pending attack had spread like wildfire around the room. The journalists were demanding to know how they would get out of Trebax Tower. Some of them had begun fleeing for their HOV-ships, bottlenecking the doorway. A woman screamed. Another one started crying.

      But at that moment, with my hand holding Zion’s and his intent gaze so fully focused on me, the whole world screeched to a stop. And there was only us. There was only him. And me. And no city or wall or end of the world.

      It was just the two of us and all these complicated emotions neither of us knew how to name.

      He pulled me against him, his mouth at my ear so I could hear him over the roar of voices, a distant explosion, the start of a civil war. “You’re the only beautiful thing I’ve ever held. And I’ll burn this whole fucking city down to hold you again.”

      I only managed a short gasp before time started again, double speed in an effort to catch up.

      “We have to go!” someone shouted.

      Suddenly, Zion and I were across the room from each other. He was racing to help the media get out of the room and to their ships. And I was being carried in the opposite direction. Back through the hidden door and to a short stairwell that led straight to the roof.

      The winter air was frigid when we stepped out to the drone deck. Xavier kept his head down while his men manhandled me into a military-grade peacekeeping HOV.

      The sounds of fighting could be heard down below. Explosions and rapid pulse fire and men shouting unholy sounds made my skin prickle with fear and dread. And then, in the sky all around us, bright lights of explosions as warships fired on the invisible barrier keeping the Trebax Tower drone deck safe.

      For now.

      Xavier’s men buckled me down in quick, efficient tugs of the harness. And then we were airborne, heading straight up and away from the tower.

      My heart hammered while adrenaline zinged through my blood. I wanted to jump out of the air ship. I wanted to hide in Trebax Tower.

      I wanted to find Zion and never let him go.

      “Tell me, Violet,” Xavier said coolly from across the cabin, his voice in my ear through a headset I hadn’t noticed I was wearing till now. “My daughter’s body was recovered years ago. I know she’s gone.” He took a deep, steadying breath before he said, “But my son was never found. What really happened to him?”

      I held Xavier’s gaze. What really happened to Zion? “Zion died too,” I said, as truthful as I knew how to be. “Three years ago.” I cleared my throat as real tears pricked my eyes. “Shortly after we lost Zaria.”

      He nodded and turned his head to look out the window. His son was dead. Zion Hammond, the prince of Pragma, had died the day I left him alone after he’d told me he was going to join Trebax.

      And in his place there was a fearsome, dangerous man named Z. Heir to Trebax. Future ruler of Pax. A man I could not trust.

      A man I couldn’t live without.

      The warship shuddered when the first pulse hit us on the nose. We dipped dramatically while sirens blared through the cabin. Another pulse hit our side. And then another hit the other side.

      We were thrown around in our secured seats until I was confident my neck would snap. The flight became unbearable after that as the pilot transitioned into survival maneuvers and the evil in Pax chased us to the wall.

      Both Xavier and one of his men were sick into disposable bags as we outran our deaths across the vast sky of the never-ending city. The sirens continued to blare through the cabin, announcing that things were not going well. And the pilot did all that he could to outmaneuver the ships chasing us.

      Then all at once, everything was quiet. The pulses stopped. The erratic flying ceased. The sirens flicked off.

      The attacking ships didn’t follow us over the wall. They attacked where they had the advantage, but they knew better than to fire on Pragma’s territory. Not unless they wanted to be incinerated by the peacekeepers superior technology and weapon’s systems. Pragma ruled the wall. And the cannons stationed in short intervals all along the top, manned by men trained to blow anything out of the sky that didn’t have permission to cross.

      I glanced out the window to see a massive body of water below. The Pactio River was beneath us. We were in Pragma.

      I was home.

      My face stayed glued to the window as the peaceful city unfolded before my eyes. Tidy rows of houses and perfectly manicured streets. Buildings in pretty districts organized by wares. A clothing district. A soap district. A flower district. A financial district. And then, gradually, the houses grew farther apart, and the lights from the walls surrounding their compounds blinked in the darkness.

      And after all of that, we began our descent. The peace of Pragma had not stilled my pounding heart or slowed the surge of adrenaline in my blood. I heard the pilot ask for clearance over his comm. And then, all at once, we were landing on the private airstrip at my childhood home.

      My entire body buzzed with erratic energy—fear of what lay ahead. Regret for what I’d left behind.

      Xavier’s eyes were closed when the doors finally opened, and his men started to release our straps. But his low, murmured words were unmistakable.

      “This is a different house than the one you left five years ago.” He took a deep breath, and I started to notice this was his pattern, as though every once in a while, he had to gasp for breath. “Your mother’s warmth is gone, Violet. And in her place is a coldness so intense it hurts. Beware of the man your father is now. And do not mistake him for the man you used to know. It will be to your peril if you do.”

      On that warning, he stood and left the cabin. His men waited for me to do the same. Which eventually, after several steadying breaths of my own, I did.

      Xavier was waiting for me at the bottom of the staircase, but as soon as my feet touched the solid ground, he turned on his heel and started a rapid clip toward the house.

      I wanted to weep. I wanted to fall on my knees and take the green grass between my fingers and kiss the ground. I wanted to lay on my back and look up at the stars—stars I knew were the same as the ones in Pax, but also couldn’t be the same for how different they looked—and just soak in this place I never thought I would see again.

      I wanted to wail and cry and grieve my mother and Zaria all over again. And the last five years. I wanted to purge it all from within me before I faced my father.

      But Xavier’s quick clip made all that impossible. So instead, I swallowed back my emotions and followed him into the house. Which was mostly dark save for the warm light coming from the room I knew to be my father’s office.

      I had actually imagined this would be how I faced him again. He did everything important in this room, and I had always known this would be where he was waiting for me. I had imagined this reunion at least a million times. Which was why I finally managed a smile when I crossed the threshold.

      It still smelled the same. Memories flooded my mind as I inhaled the cedar and tobacco that always permeated this room. And the faint hint of orange. I wanted to hug this smell, hold it against me.

      And there my father sat in his big leather chair in the center of the room. Flanked by bookshelves and framed by a massive window that looked out onto the gardens and the tree Zion had fallen out of.

      “Step into the light,” he commanded, his eyes fixed on me.

      I obeyed, thinking how differently he looked too. Like Xavier, the past five years had aged him. His wrinkles were more pronounced. His hair much grayer. His mouth, set into a permanent-looking sort of scowl.

      “So you’re her?” he asked in his gruff way of speaking. “The girl claiming to be my daughter?”

      I nodded, digging deep for the confidence to rasp out a hoarse, “Yes, the girl who is your daughter.”

      “Violet,” he said as if testing the name on his tongue. “Home at last.”

      I smiled then, and it felt real. True. Home at last.

      He stood and moved to the corner of his desk, where he took one last appraising look at me. And then said, “Took you long enough.”

      My heart dropped to my toes as he stormed from the room. I was home. Finally home. And despite my father’s cold greeting, I should be thrilled to just be on this side of the wall.

      But why did it feel like I’d made the wrong choice? Why did I still feel homesick?

      Why did I still feel like I wasn’t safe? Would never be safe?

      Not in Pax. And not in this home.

      Zion’s words haunted me from this distance. “And I will burn this whole fucking city to the ground to hold you again.”

      There had been fighting tonight. The beginning of a battle.

      The beginning of a war that would stretch beyond the wall, across the whole of the city. It would seep into this house. Into my life. Into my heart.

      The only question that remained was . . . which side of the city, of my heart, did I want to win?
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      I felt grief before I even opened my eyes. It had settled in my heart like stones, like human-size boulders, weighing it and me and everything down so I knew I shouldn’t open my eyes. I should never open my eyes again.

      But I had to. I had to see.

      I had to confirm the awful thing my bones and blood and soul seemed to know before my mind could catch up.

      Because all I could smell was blood. Could sense that it was everywhere. My skin was sticky with it. It was cold now, but the coppery smell lingered like a wet blanket in the air. The sheer intensity of it forced me to open my eyes because there was so, so much.

      Only that wasn’t what worried me. That wasn’t what dragged my heart into my stomach and bubbled up in my throat like acid.

      What worried me was that there was blood everywhere and I wasn’t hungry for it.

      With this amount of blood, I should be hungry. I should be insatiable. Instead, my already bloated stomach wretched at the idea of drinking more. Even while my incisors refused to shrink back. They stayed engorged, pushing awkwardly into my bottom lip, and crowding out my raw tongue. This wasn’t how it worked. This wasn’t how any of it worked.

      Why were they stuck like this? Why did the blood in the air sing to my spirit at the same time dread curdled like rotten milk in my gut?

      When I finally peeled back my eyelids to behold the destruction, I had the answers to all my awful questions.

      This wasn’t blood I was ever supposed to drink. This wasn’t blood I’d ever wanted to drink. What had I done?

      Oh, my god, what had I done?

      His head lolled in my lap, eyes unseeing, mouth frozen in a silent scream of agony. There was a vicious gash in his neck that gaped open too grotesque to look at for longer than a second. No blood poured from the wound. He’d been drained dry. Completely dry. His once tanned, perfect skin was as red as mine—coated in his own blood and gore and death.

      That realization made me even sicker. A sob caught in my throat while my head reeled with the possibilities of what happened and how we got like this.

      No, that wasn’t true.

      I knew what happened. It was me. I happened.

      I wanted to puke, but my stupid body wouldn’t let me. No matter how much excessive blood I’d consumed tonight, my body would only burn it as fuel. It would never reject something so precious. Something so delicious.

      Something I’d been depriving it of for years.

      That moment right there—with my belly full of blood that wasn’t mine and the boy I’d loved so fiercely dead in my arms—was the first truly hopeless moment of my entire life. There was only despair. Only grief. Only heartbreak. The deafening, shattering, upending kind of anguish.

      Things had been bad before, but never like this. Never so wrong.

      Never so utterly and unforgivably my fault.

      As I became more aware of my surroundings, I could hear sirens blaring in the distance. The room I was in was dark but my superhuman eyesight zoned in on the fresh coat of blood splashed over the walls, the ceiling, the couch all around me. So much blood.

      Too much blood to have been from just one body.

      The sirens screamed closer. Several of them. Were they coming here? Were they coming for me?

      I shook my head, damp hair, dripping with blood dragging red streaks across my bare shoulders and cheeks. I ran my tongue over my stubborn, sharp teeth that refused to retract. I pushed at them with my tongue, but only managed to slice the sensitive skin. More blood filled my mouth—mine this time—and I gagged at the too-full feeling that pulsed through my stomach.

      My head felt so fuzzy. Why couldn’t I remember what happened? Why couldn’t I remember what triggered my loss of control? Not just triggered it but blew the dam and opened the floodgates of the monster that always lurked inside.

      Had I lost my mind? Finally?

      My consciousness seemed to float outside my body, hovering around the perimeter of reality but struggling to touch down. I felt like I had a bird’s eye view of my body, of my life, as my hand reached up to cradle Blake’s tormented face. “I’m so sorry.” Tears streamed from my eyes and a keening wail worked itself into my throat.

      Why why why why why… At some point I’d started rocking back and forth, clutching his dead body to my chest. How could this have happened? How could this have happened? HOW COULD THIS HAVE HAPPENED?!

      I loved this man. Loved him. Not just like some high school, teenage, stupid, make-believe love, but really, truly loved him.

      We were going to get married after high school. He was going to get me away from my family. I was going to follow him around the world as he pursued his dream of becoming a Marine. We were just two short years from our happily ever after. How could I have ruined things so completely?

      How could I have ruined him so permanently?

      But that wasn’t right. It couldn’t be. I never would have let myself spin this far out of control.

      I was reckless, but I wasn’t stupid.

      I wasn’t stupid.

      I wasn’t.

      Oh, my god, then why was he dead???

      The sirens shrieked louder and louder. They were here. They’d come to this house. I should go. This looked so bad.

      This was so bad.

      I didn’t even know where we were or who’s house we were at? Had we done something earlier tonight? Taken something? Drugs?

      I jerked my chin back and forth, desperate for the fuzziness to dissipate. I needed to think. I needed to remember. I needed to do something. The truth was there, buried somewhere in the after haze of blood lust. Closing my eyes in an effort to conjure the events of the night was like swimming in a sea of inky black nothing. The last thing I remembered was… I couldn’t even say definitively. Today? Earlier today? Or was that yesterday? God, what had happened?

      My frantic gaze fell on Blake’s lifeless one and the howl that had been working its way out of my mouth finally broke. I hiccupped a sob and then released the screaming grief into the dark house. I clutched Blake’s limp body against my chest and prayed to anyone who would listen to believe me.

      I didn’t mean to do this.

      I wouldn’t have hurt him on purpose.

      I loved him.

      I loved him.

      I loved him.

      And he loved me.

      Police and paramedics and firemen arrived. The door broke down. Armed police officers with flashlights and guns burst into the room and then collectively took a step back. I felt their eyes roaming, judging, deciding.

      “I’m sorry,” I cried around my incriminating incisors before they could fully put the pieces together. “I’m so sorry!”

      I might have slipped back into the darkness after that. There were glimpses of reality—cold handcuffs around my wrists, the way my sticky, blood-soaked skin stuck to the squad car, the moment they took Blake away from me and the desperate way I fought to get him back. There was the horrified way the detective spoke to me too—the way he assessed me and read me my rights and sensed that I wasn’t like him. The way he never took his eyes off my sharpened, knife-point teeth.

      I wasn’t like him.

      Not even a little bit.

      I wasn’t like any of these people. Which was why, only a few hours later, my parents burst into the interview room I’d been deposited in while the police gathered what information they could to interrogate me. They were furious. And not just with me. This couldn’t stand. A girl like me could never be tried in human courts under human law. It wouldn’t be justice. It would be a witch trial. And I would pay a very steep price for being different—no matter how much I deserved it.

      My father compelled the officers on duty while my mother gripped my arm and dragged me out of the station with a quiet rage that trembled through the ground and up, through my bones. “What did you do?” she hissed in my ear while my blood-coated bare feet stuck to the faded linoleum and left flakey, crimson footprints in our wake. “We told you this was a bad idea,” she scolded. “We knew you couldn’t handle a human high school. Not after last time. And now look at the mess you’ve created.” We walked by confused police officers totally oblivious to my escape. “Look at what you’ve done.”

      There was more. She didn’t stop snapping and snarling until we were safely shut up in the solitude of her town car. She went on and on and on as I went under, deeper into my pain and grief and shock.

      Eventually, my father slid into the seat across from me, as disappointed and frustrated as my mother. “And?” he demanded, his refined features pinched in a scowl. “Did your hunger strike prove your point?”

      It was a cruel jab at the worst time. A sob shivered through me and I faced the window. Not just because I couldn’t face them and their “I told you so’s” and total lack of sympathy. But because I couldn’t face their future versions of me. I couldn’t face the now permanent responsibilities and roles they would demand of me. I couldn’t face any of it.

      I wanted to go back to jail.

      I wanted to accept the judgment I deserved.

      “For god’s sake, Fallon, put your teeth away. You look like a feral animal.” My mother’s shrill tone pulled me back from the brink of running away, of facing the consequences of my actions.

      Without looking at her, I admitted, “I can’t. I don’t know why, but they won’t go back to normal.”

      Silence met my confession. Benton, my father’s driver, lurched into traffic while my parents stared aghast from across the small space of the car. The windows were heavily tinted, shutting out the predawn light of the day and it felt more appropriate than ever to be shrouded in darkness, locked in a tomb of our own making.

      “They won’t go back?” my father asked in that scary, quiet voice he usually reserved for business dealings.

      I shook my head as tears continued to roll down my cheeks.

      “My god, Thomas, she’s broken those too.” My mother’s horrified whisper wasn’t meant for my ears, but I heard her loud and clear none the less.

      I’d broken those too.

      Because I broke everything.

      I ruined everything.

      Collecting his shock, my father slid forward and reached for my hand, gripping it between his ice-cold ones. “You tried, Fallon. You really tried. But it’s time to give up this ridiculous fantasy and take your place among your peers.”

      As if my heart wasn’t broken enough, he had to stomp the shards into dust. “Please, daddy, don’t make me.”

      “It’s already done, buttercup. There’s no other way for you to be safe with them.” There was a pause between that sentence and his next one that felt like iron chains snaking tightly around my ankles and wrists and throat. “There’s no other way for you to keep them safe from you.”

      Them.

      Humans.

      Everyone.

      This was the final death. The life, the responsibility, the cage I’d been running from my entire life had finally caught up with me. The human world had been a glossy daydream, soft and gauzy and not really possible. The irony was that when the prison doors were finally closed, bolted, and sealed on my life, it wasn’t my parents who turned the lock and threw away the key . . . It had been me.
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