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Everything in this cell is exactly as I requested it.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

My hands are shackled.

Those assholes actually shackled me.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Wow. Someone should promote you.”

His eyes flash.

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

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

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

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

A smirk lifts the corners of my mouth.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

She’s just my reason for being.

No big deal.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Wren.

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

“Are you okay?” I ask her.

“Yes. We made it.”

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

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

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

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

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

At those three words, my heart expands three sizes.

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

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

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

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

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

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

This woman fucking owns me.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I hope she’s okay.

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

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

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

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


RED THREAT

NAME: Wren Darlington

RANK: 1st Soldier

WARD: Z

STATUS: Aberrant

LAST KNOWN LOCATION: Sanctum Point

WANTED FOR:

<high crimes> Treason, concealment

<low crimes> Destruction of property

ADDITIONAL DETAILS:

YEAR OF BIRTH: 5 NE

AGE: 20

DISTINGUISHING FEATURES: Bloodmark, left thigh

CAUTION:

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

ACTION:

Kill on sight.
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CHAPTER 1
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Your name is Stella Hess.

Stella Hess.

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

Stella Hess.

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

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

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

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

Oh, wait.

That’s all bullshit.

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

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

Your parents are known as the Tin Block Traitors.

They are responsible for the loss of countless Modified lives.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Also known as Grayson Blake.

Sneaky little asshole.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

We’re about to fly directly into the mountain.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“How did you find it?” Xavier pushes.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Finally alone, the two of us eye each other.

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

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

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

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

“Pretty much.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Grayson doesn’t have a telepathic signature.

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

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

“The kind without telepathy.”

My mistrust gives way to surprise. “Bullshit.”

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

“But you are Modified?”

“Yes.”

“So what can you do?”

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

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

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

“Is that them?”

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

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

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

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

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

“Pretty fucking cool, huh?”

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

“How many levels is this place?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Yes.” His response is swift. Unapologetic.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

What I did.

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

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

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

“These are your quarters?”

He nods.

“Why am I in your quarters, Kaine?”

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

“Why am I in your quarters, asshole?”

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

“Luisa?”

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

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

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

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

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

I reach out to my best friend.

Wolf.

Cross.

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

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

“You good, Dove?”

Dove.

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

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

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

“That’s good.”

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

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

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

Another beat. “Yeah.”

“What’s wrong?” I push.

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

“Same here. They detained Xavier.”

“Figured that would happen.”

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

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

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

“Does Travis suspect you helped me escape?”

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

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

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

“Kaine is alive.”

“Are you fucking kidding me?”

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

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

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

“That prick was playing us the entire time?”

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

“I sure as fuck can.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“But what if they knew you were Modified?”

“Have you told them about me?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Fuck. Have you told anyone else?”

“No.”

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

“I know.”

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

“Daisy.”

“Yeah?”

“I love you.”

My heart clenches. “I love you, too.”

“I’ll check in with you later.”

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

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

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

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

“Thanks for the clothes,” I tell him.

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

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

“Five.”

“Including Adrienne.”

“Yes.”

“And you?”

“Yep.”

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

“Damn right, Wren.”

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

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

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

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

“You’ll meet them soon.”

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

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

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

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

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

A frown touches my lips. “For what?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

It’s Uncle Jim.




CHAPTER 2
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The last time I saw Uncle Jim, he was on an execution platform, bullet holes tearing into his chest, blood spilling all over the wooden floor. I heard his voice in my head. Goodbye, little bird. I felt his energy leave me as he drew his last breath. As he died.

He fucking died.

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

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

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

“You’re not Jim,” I accuse.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Kallister.” He extends his hand.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Unless they already know?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“For the time being,” she confirms.

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

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

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

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

I wrinkle my forehead. “Disclosure of what?”

“Your abilities.”

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

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

“Um. Yes,” I finally admit. “I do.”

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

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

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

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

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

I nod.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I don’t know. Maybe.”

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

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

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

My traitor parents.

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

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

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

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

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

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

Intrigue dances across their faces.

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

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

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

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

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

“I can do that.”

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

“But no pressure, right?”

Nobody cracks a smile. Not even Gray.

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

“How many people live here?”

“Enough,” he says vaguely.

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

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

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

Kallister chuckles.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

But they don’t need to know that.

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

Gray snickers.

“And he’s entirely loyal to me.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

There’s a brief silence.

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

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

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

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


[image: ]

The rest of the briefing focuses on the Silver Jubilee and the fallout from that, including how my cover
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