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One


I wake from red-washed dreams with a silent scream perched upon my lips. Lir’s arm tightens around my waist, pulling me closer. He brushes a kiss over my temple and mutters something about it being too early to get up. Whatever the time, there’s no way I’ll be going back to sleep. Not when my mind is sure to conjure up more nightmares filled with blood and darkness. And my brother’s haunted eyes. 
I slide out of Lir’s hold and swing my legs over the side of the bed. The concrete floor is like ice on my bare feet, but the feeling grounds me, lets me know I’m really awake, even as my mind drowns in memories and shudders take over my body.
Gavin gave us his bedroom, one of the few private rooms available on this section of the base, and part of a connected suite of four that share a common sitting room. I tried to protest, but Gavin said he had to be debriefed and wouldn’t be using it, and besides, Lir and I looked like we were about to fall over. The last thing I wanted to do was go to sleep, no matter how much I needed it, but now I’m glad for the privacy of the tiny room as anxiety buzzes through my veins.
I’m used to nightmares, and I’m no stranger to screaming myself awake. But this one was different. It started off simple enough—soaring through the sky over the city, swooping past Peter’s cabin, and circling over Bridgelake—but then it changed. The weightlessness and the light disappeared, and I was engulfed in a darkness that oozed along the edges of my mind looking for an opening that would allow it to seep into my head and take over—an opening Jastren could use to get back in. 
When I’m asleep, my mind is vulnerable, and though Lir assured me the bond protects me, I can’t help but remember the slimy feeling of Jastren in my head, the slithering whisper of his planted suggestions and how easy it must have been for him, how easy I made it for him to take over not only my mind but my brother’s, too.
If only I’d paid more attention…
I flinch away from the thought. There’s nothing I can do about it now.
It’s a relief to be rid of Jastren’s influence. It was subtle but pervasive, and I’m still not entirely sure how deep it went, how much of my crazy was me and how much was whatever hold he had over me. A rancid combination of grief and guilt is now my constant companion, a twisting knot deep in my stomach, and the dark madness from the combination of my uncontrollable E’rikon abilities and my past is still very much present. I’m certainly not… normal, but I’m not insane. I’m not the same kind of monster Jace has become. 
Lir explained what my dad told him back in the city. About the Collapse. About Jastren’s part in it all. And about how, until recently, no one had any idea how deep Jastren’s influence ran. We still don’t know everything, and there’s a good chance we never will. 
What I do know is that Jastren is a threat to us all—and to defeat him I have to become the weapon I never wanted to be. It all depends on me now.
And without my brother, I don’t know if I’m enough. I have to hone my abilities, learn to control the shikiza—my strongest ability and the very darkness that threatens to consume me. I have to do it without my twin, the person I expected to have at my side when I went up against Jastren. And I have to do it quickly.
I run a hand over my face and stand up. Four steps take me to the sink in the corner, where I splash chilly water on my face. The fog of sleep is receding, but that hazy, half-formed sensation of another presence in my mind lingers. And it’s not the pleasant one that comes with the bond.
I cast a glance over my shoulder at Lir, still asleep on the bed. His face is haggard, and the gold in his coloring has lost some of its luster, but he’s still gorgeous, and he’s mine. I can’t always control when and how much of what I’m feeling or thinking flows across the bond, but making the connection to Lir is effortless. It’s still a little weird to be so entangled with someone else, but now that I’ve accepted it and opened myself up to it, the bond is… everything. I’m lucky to have it. I’m lucky to have him. 
Whether or not I deserve him is another matter entirely.
My clothes—except for the tank top and underwear I have on—are in a pile in the corner along with the crumpled dark gray E’rikon uniform Lir was wearing. I pick up my jeans, and my stomach twists with sorrow and disgust. The denim is stiff with dried blood. Flint’s blood. I will not be wearing these. 
I walk over to Gavin’s dresser. As if I don’t feel guilty enough for taking his bed, now I’m raiding his clothes. Not that I have any other options. The first drawer is all boxers and socks, but I find a pair of soft drawstring pants in the second one. They hang over my feet when I put them on, so I roll the waistband a few times to shorten them. Looks a little strange, but it’ll have to do. I grab a T-shirt too. The black fabric of my jacket might hide the blood on my own shirt, but I’d still know it’s there. And as long I’m appropriating Gavin’s clothing, I pull on a pair of his socks, too. 
As I pad over to the door, I kick my pile of ruined clothes farther into the corner. Later, I’ll find someplace to get rid of them. Or burn them.
As I expected, the hallway is quiet and empty. Gavin hasn’t returned from his debriefing, and the twenty or so of his men who made it out of Bridgelake have quarters elsewhere. Rym and the older, dark-haired E’rikon who rode in the ship with us are probably still asleep. Stu and Ethan went to the infirmary with Emily, and Bree went… who knows where. As far as the other two people I know here… 
I’m still pissed at Matt for lying to me. I suppose it was more a lie of omission since he didn’t ever claim to not be working with my father, but still. And I just haven’t had enough time yet to adjust to the fact that my dad’s alive. So to be honest, I don’t much care where either of them are right now.
No. That’s a lie.
I care very much where Dad is. The little girl in me wants nothing more than to run into his arms. But the me who’s spent the last four years grieving the man only to find out that he never died at all, but rather deserted me and Jace… that version of me wants nothing to do with him. He lied to me. He hid things from me. Damn important things, too. Had I known them, I might have been able to help Jace—save him even. But I didn’t. And I couldn’t. For that, I blame Dad. And I don’t know how to forgive him yet.
After a quick stop in the bathroom, I walk to the small sitting room. My steps falter at the sight of Gavin slouched in the easy chair in the corner, his chin resting on his chest. Why didn’t he find a bed? That position can’t possibly be comfortable. He hasn’t even removed his boots.
His eyes crack open, and he stretches forward with a yawn. He runs a hand over his face and gives his head a brisk shake. “Hey.”
“Hey.” I sit down on the loveseat across from him and tuck my legs underneath me.
We sit there in silence. Gavin blinks a few times before running a hand through his hair and giving his head another shake. 
“I’m sorry about Flint,” he says finally in a low, sleepy voice. “I didn’t have a chance to tell you that earlier… yesterday?” He blinks again and rubs at his eyes. “Wow. I’m really out of it.”
“You look like you haven’t slept in days,” I say, taking in his wrinkled uniform and stubble-lined jaw. The rumpled appearance ages him, making him appear closer to thirty-five than twenty-five.
“I haven’t.” He blows a breath past his lips. “I had to make sure things were settled here, and I only got out of my debriefing… an hour ago?” He shrugs. “I don’t know. It may have been longer than that.”
“So…”
He offers me a weak smile. “You want to know what’s going on.”
“Yeah.”
Gavin straightens in his chair, then leans over with his elbows resting on his knees. “My superiors aren’t happy I brought E’rikon here. They’re… concerned about the location of this base becoming known.” I open my mouth to retort, but he holds up a hand. “They’ll get over it. I’ve explained the situation as best I can, and I think I’ve managed to impress upon them what we’re up against.”
My brows go up. “You think?”
“What did you tell them?” Lir’s voice startles me, his question harsh and accusatory. He strides across the room, barefoot and sleep heavy, but no less confident and commanding.
Gavin leans back in the chair, studying Lir with slightly narrowed eyes. “I didn’t tell them anything about Jax, if that’s what you’re asking.”
“Good.” Lir sits down next to me. How well do you know this man? Do you trust him?
I grab his hand and give it a squeeze. Well enough, and yes, I do.
Gavin watches us with an assessing gaze. “You’re doing the telepathy thing, aren’t you?”
Lir stiffens, but I squeeze his hand again before he says anything. “Yeah,” I say. “Lir asked if I trusted you. I told him I did.”
Gavin bobs his head toward Lir. “I think we share the same goals here. Before the, uh, sudden shift of power yesterday, Jax came to me and offered up the use of her powers in our defense.” He looks Lir directly in the eye. “I didn’t take her up on that. Things here are…” He releases a breath. “Complicated. I think it’s best if Jax keeps her abilities secret—at least until I have a better idea how my superiors would react to that information. I don’t want to put anyone in any unnecessary danger.”
“I agree,” says Lir.
“And I’m sure Dr. Mitchell kept her and her brother’s existence a secret for a reason. I want to speak with him before making any decisions.” Gavin tilts his head to the side and studies me. “I had no idea you were related to him. Why didn’t you tell me that before?”
“Oh, now I get to talk?” I send a pointed look at Gavin, then turn to Lir and wait for him to meet my eyes. You haven’t tried to make decisions for me before. Don’t start now.
Lir frowns and squeezes my hand. I apologize. I didn’t mean for you not to be included.
“I agree that keeping my abilities a secret is a good idea. I’ve seen how some people act when they figure out what I can do. As far as your question, Gavin, for the past four years or so I thought my dad was dead. He disappeared one day, and I had no idea he was alive until yesterday.”
Gavin rubs his chin with two fingers. “Four years? That coincides with his arrival here.” The fingers on his chin move to his temples. “I don’t know what the future looks like at this point, but I do know we’re going to have to work together to make sure there is one. We—the humans—simply aren’t prepared to fight someone like Jastren Reva. We’re going to need your help, and your knowledge, to defeat him.” He lifts his face to meet my gaze. “And I’m talking about both of you, not just your boyfriend.”
“Bondmate,” Lir corrects him.
“Bondmate,” repeats Gavin as he swings an arm outward. “And not only you two, either. We’re going to need as much E’rikon help as we can get.”
“He is correct,” says a voice from the hallway. 
Karo—I think that’s his name—steps into the room. He doesn’t sit, instead choosing to stand stiffly on Lir’s left. 
“An alliance between the humans and the E’rikon is essential,” he says. “The E’rikon Council is weakened and, as a whole, shares the same blindness of the upper classes as to lineage over sense. They would easily choose to side with the Reva sire simply because he is E’rikon—despite the fact his goals most likely benefit neither of our species.”
Great. I knew things wouldn’t be easy, but I figured there’d be enough self-preservation instinct on the E’rikon side of things that we wouldn’t have to worry about them joining the wrong side of this conflict.
Lir’s eyebrow goes up as he turns to face Karo. “An alliance? The Council is not here. Who exactly would broker this alliance on behalf of the E’rikon?”
“You would,” says Karo in an even voice. “Diplomacy is your family’s legacy, and this is what you were raised for. Perhaps not for this specific situation… but this is the one in which you find yourself, and this is the one you must work with.”
Lir shifts in the seat. His gaze slides to Gavin, unease and indecision on his face. He takes a deep breath before speaking. “You are assuming the E’rikon would listen to me. That they would honor a deal made by me.”
Gavin’s brow furrows. His eyes dart to me, but I angle my head toward Lir. It’s not my story to tell.
Lir continues. “My uncle has painted me as a traitor, and the people have listened. Neither my lineage nor my word are worth anything.”
Karo shakes his head. “I believe you are overestimating Vitrad’s control of the city. From what I observed, Vitrel has taken to handling many public appearances and speaking engagements. I would not be surprised if she is now in control of day-to-day operations—perhaps even the Council meetings.”
“It’s true.” This comes from Rym as he joins us. Things are turning into an all-out party now. Rym takes a seat on the arm of the couch closest to me. “Morning, everyone,” he says brightly. “Shouldn’t I have been invited to this meeting?”
I snort. “Not exactly a meeting, Rym.”
“Yeah, well, now that I’ve had the blissful experience of attempting to sleep on a rock-hard mattress in a facility where I can practically feel the animosity directed at me, I think I should be a part of any decision-making. Especially if it involves my father or my sister.” He leans back against the wall. “Besides, I happen to know that Trel might be open to an alliance with the humans. I’m not sure what’s going on with the Council—that’s one thing my father hasn’t had her attend to—and they probably won’t like it, but my father, and therefore the eskari, would follow her lead.”
Lir raises his eyebrow once more. “And how do you know that?”
Rym’s face darkens. “Because she told me.”
“When she was bandaging your wound,” Lir says. 
Rym’s eyes are far away as he nods his head in agreement. But, as with most times Rym tries to be serious, the mood doesn’t last long. He smiles. It’s overly bright and forced, but a smile all the same. “So, that’s one problem out of the way. What’s next?”
Lir runs a hand over his head, ruffling his hair. “This all takes for granted that the humans”—his eyes go to Gavin—“are truly open to an alliance. Were the type of people who accompanied Adam into the city the exception or the rule?”
Gavin shifts uneasily in his seat. “I won’t lie; most here wouldn’t be considered pro-E’rikon. But they are pro-survival. If I—we—present this in the right way, they’ll have to agree to it. The question is who to speak to. President Taylor isn’t here right now, and I’m not sure when he’ll be back. But I think, if you give me a day or two, I can get you in to see General Carter. He’s the one in charge of the base and the military, so he’s probably who you’d need to convince anyway.”
“And what do I tell him?” Lir asks.
“The truth,” says Karo. “Tell him about the threat Jastren poses—to both our species—and the possible repercussions if they wait too long to come to an agreement.”
Lir’s eyes slide to me, and he lowers his voice. “And what about Jax? Putting aside the issues with my uncle, and assuming I can negotiate some sort of alliance, will the E’rikon ever be able to accept her? Or me, if she is my bondmate?”
Karo turns an assessing gaze to me. “Your bondmate is untrained and undisciplined.” I start to reply, but he holds up a hand and gives me a soft smile. “But her… spirit?… is a good balance for yours. You will be great assets to one another, and you should learn to utilize each other’s strengths. It may take time, but the people will see the benefit of your bond. Our two species have remained segregated for too long; Jax has the potential to be the bridge that brings us together.” 
Karo turns his attention to Gavin. “Has Dr. Mitchell been stabilized?”
Stabilized? Oh. His injury. He got shot. He almost died… 
My stomach churns, and I close my eyes. Lir’s hand rubs small circles on my upper back. Whatever happened in the past, he’s still my dad. I’m angry at him—so angry I don’t even want to talk to him—but I don’t want him dead. 
“… lower abdomen. Should be fine, but they’re keeping him a couple days for observation.” Gavin’s words aren’t directed at me, but I’m glad to hear them. “Last I heard he’s awake. Should we go now?”
“Yes, it is important that we act quickly. Dr. Mitchell has been an advocate for the E’rikon here on the base, and he has important insight into the situation.” Karo looks at Lir expectantly. “You should join us, Steliro.”
Lir rubs the back of his neck. “Very well. Jax, would you—”
“No.” My voice is sharp, bringing every eye in the room to me.
Lir’s hand pauses, and he tilts his head toward me. You’ll have to speak to him eventually. Why don’t we—
“No.” I say it out loud, emphasizing the word with angry determination. My voice drops. “You go. Without me.”
His lips thin, and I can tell he disagrees, but he won’t force me to go. Are you sure?
Yes. I’m not ready.
“Okay.” He turns back to Karo. “Give me a minute to get dressed, and we will go speak with Dr. Mitchell.” 
Lir rises to his feet, tugs me up beside him, and leads me down the hallway. We take a few steps into our room before he pulls me to a stop and turns my face to him. “When, Jax?” he asks softly, his tone laced with sympathy and understanding.
I stare at the floor. “I don’t know,” I whisper. Never?
Lir places a soft kiss on my temple and wraps his arms around me. “Try and get some more rest while I’m gone. I’ll be back soon.”




Two

Jace


Glass shatters against the wall next to me, followed by the sound of Grandfather berating one of Dane’s… whatever they are. Dane called them scientists. Apparently Grandfather is not convinced. 
“I allowed my fully stocked research facility to be destroyed because Jacobs assured me he had a proper lab. This… this…” Something metal flies toward the wall across the room. He stalks over to the file cabinet in the corner and starts flipping through the files for the third time. “You did not even keep proper records.”
“Mr… Jastren… Sir… the records—”
“Are useless!” Grandfather yells, leaning into the man’s face. His hands curl into fists and white-hot rage pours off of him. “How many of the implanted embryos survived? For that matter, how many were implanted, and what lines were they from? What enhancements were introduced? Where is the list?”
“The records… the majority of them were destroyed on Mr. Jacobs’s orders, sir. He didn’t want them to fall into the wrong hands,” the man stammers. “There were supposed to be backups in his office, but… but… I don’t know what happened to them.”
A tremor starts in my right hand. I tune out the rest of his words as I close my eyes and concentrate on separating Grandfather’s rage from mine. I don’t get many opportunities to fight his influence and I only dare try when his full attention is somewhere else. That’s happened more often lately, as he tries to pull together whatever it is he’s planning. Or maybe it’s just because he thinks he’s already got me and doesn’t have to put as much effort into maintaining control.
It’s a tricky thing, weeding through each thought and feeling to figure out if it belongs to me or if it’s been forced upon me. I’m sure I’ve made mistakes and that somewhere deep inside me there’s a festering wound on my psyche from the planted thoughts I haven’t been able to banish. At least there are a few thoughts I can be certain are my own: thoughts of Jax, memories of our shared childhood, the knowledge that she’d never betray me. In fact, she’d come for me now. That is, if she thought there was any of me left to save. And she probably doesn’t.
To be honest, I’m not sure how much of me is left either. Most times I’m only halfway human, drenched in rage and drowning in confusion. The person I used to be was shattered, and the jagged pieces that are left don’t line up. There’s no glue to hold them together or to fill in the cracks. But sometimes… sometimes there’s enough coherency to pull my mind into a semblance of what it once was. Never for long. Because the memories come, and I’d rather hide from them than try to fight.
Like now.
An image of abject horror on Jax’s face slashes through my mind—and then a sharp, stinging pain that doesn’t begin to compare with that of the image that comes next: Flint. Standing in Dane’s office with his arms around me. It was the first peace I’d felt in… I don’t remember. 
But I remember the knife.
I remember it was me who pushed it into him, me who drenched my hands with his blood. My body, anyway. My mind screamed and screamed and screamed until I let it drift into the waiting darkness. Hiding from that look of betrayal, from my sister’s scream, hiding from the monster I let Grandfather turn me into… 
That’s what I’ll never forgive myself for. I could have fought. I was fighting. But I was too weak, and it wasn’t enough. And as Grandfather’s “demonstration” played out upon the boy I loved… I… I hid the pieces of myself so I didn’t have to watch. Instead of looking into Flint’s eyes as I stabbed him, I cowered behind the empty bliss of the darkness that still festers in my head. 
And then I left him to die on the floor of Dane’s office, with my sister’s sobs falling on deaf ears.
Jax always thought I was the strong one, the brave one. She’ll never know how wrong she was.
My eyes are burning, my teeth clenched so hard I fear they might crack. There can be no tears. If I cry, he’ll know. He’ll know I’m still in here somewhere—as lost and scared as I am, I’m still here—and he’ll know I’ve been fighting him. 
He can’t find out his control over me is slipping. Being able to break free of him—even if it’s only long enough to kill myself so he can’t use me against anyone else—is my only hope. The longer his thoughts and hatred live in my head, the harder it is to push back, to find myself in the darkness when I no longer have any lights to guide me.
Jace. His voice is a hiss in my ear, and I fight back a flinch.
My heart is pounding, but I keep my response calm and level. Yes, Grandfather?
Is there anywhere else Jacobs may have kept records besides his office?
An image of Dane’s office drenched in blood flashes through my mind. I push it away. Not that I’m aware of.
Grandfather spins on his heel and backhands the simpering man across the face. I turn away, my stomach churning with the possibility that I’ll be called in to finish whatever it is he starts with this man. It’s happened before. But he stops at the one hit, breathing hard, his face dark with rage. “See to it this place is cleaned up.” His voice drops to a menacing tone. “And I want the complete records—whether that means you have to find them, or I have to recreate them by picking the data out of your mind. Word. By. Word.”
The man nods quickly, his face pale and lined with sweat, and gets to work gathering some of the fallen equipment.
“Jace. Come.” Grandfather walks out the doorway without looking to see if I’m following. He already knows I will. I don’t have a choice.
As we exit the small annex attached to the old hospital, four soldiers gather around us in some weird sort of honor guard Grandfather insists on calling “Jas’eskari.” It’s based on some E’rikon tradition. For as much as he seems to hate the E’rikon, Grandfather does seem to enjoy replicating their customs and features here, as if by doing so he can… I don’t know. Pretend he’s Linaud? Pretend he’s in charge of the E’rikon? 
The E’rikon version of an honor guard is supposed to contain the most highly trained of their soldiers. I can’t say much to the E’rikon’s training, but our honor guard—his?—is made up of the four most despicable guards from Dane’s entourage, the ones who aren’t too bothered about who they serve, as long as it gives them power over others. 
Daniel is the leader of the group.
I stare at the back of his head, where his dark hair curls over the collar of his black jacket, and list off the ways I could kill him. A knife. A gun. My bare hands around his throat. This is one of the few times I welcome the quiet rage that simmers inside me—the killing rage. I hate Daniel for how he treated Jax, but according to Grandfather that’s not a good enough reason to get rid of him. 
Grandfather did let me kill Dane for what he did—sending those men after my sister in a failed attempt to break her to his will—but only because Dane’s actions interfered with Grandfather’s ability to use Jax. She broke, but not into something pliable he could control, like everyone expected. 
I smile to myself. My sister never does what anyone expects.
Fifteen minutes later, I follow Grandfather up the steps to what used to be Dane’s house. It’s probably the biggest one in town. Dane was never here much, but I guess power has its perks. 
I hate that he makes me stay here. It’s not the location, or the house itself. It’s the fact that there are memories here for me. Memories of Flint, and what we shared. 
As the guards peel off and head for their rooms, I make a move to go to the upper-level guest room where I’ve been staying, but Grandfather motions for me to continue following him. I do. I have no other choice. The iron grip of his control has tightened again.
He leads me to the small study attached to the master bedroom on the main floor, and shuts the door behind us. 
Sit.
I comply with the command and plop down in a chair, back straight, eyes down. Nausea twists my stomach. Grandfather is acting strangely. Did I do something wrong? Is another one of his punishments headed my way?
“Are you certain you are not aware of what Jacobs might have done with the records?”
“Yes.” Is this all? A simple interrogation about the records? I can handle that.
“How much do you know about what he and I were trying to accomplish?” His eyes narrow.
“Nothing beyond the creation of more hybrids.”
He runs his tongue over his teeth and watches my face closely. “Jacobs never told you what they were for?”
“No.” Dane hinted at a few things, like bringing back certain E’rikon abilities or creating new, stronger ones—and, at least on Dane’s end, giving them to humans somehow—but Grandfather doesn’t need to know that.
“Very well then.” 
At the short, simple words—damn close to a dismissal—the tension drains from my shoulders. It’s going to be okay.
Grandfather leans back in his chair and steeples his hands in front of his chest. In a voice so flat and nonchalant it takes me a moment to process his question he asks, “What would you say if I told you that your sister was captured this afternoon?”
I can’t stop the surge of hope rising in me. I try desperately to push it away. He can’t know. Jax is here? She’s alive? That means there’s a chance she could—
NO.
The single word brings a now-familiar searing pain. It starts in my head and travels downward, through each limb, through each finger, pulsing on every breath. I double over in the chair, my palms plastered to my temples, a keening noise pushing past my lips. 
A trick all along. Jax isn’t here. She wasn’t captured. The bland interrogation was to get me to let my guard down, and the threat against Jax… just a ploy to get me to reveal the tiny pieces of hope I managed to gather behind his back. So he can drive it out of me all over again. 
This I cannot fight. When his attention is on me, there is no me, only him. His thoughts. His anger. His blind hatred for the E’rikon and anyone else who dares try to take something from him.
She is dead to you. She betrayed you.
I… I… I… 
She is dead to you.
The words echo through my mind, burrowing into crevices and corners, hiding from my efforts to sweep them away. Grandfather slices into my head, opening old wounds and finding new ones to exploit.
She. Is. Dead. To. You.
Every word brings a new stab of pain to wrack my body and spin my head. My fingers curl into the skin at my temples, and blood begins to run from my nose.
She betrayed you.
Jax… Jax… is dead to me. She betrayed me. Like all the rest.
Why does my head hurt so badly? I raise my fingers to my face, and they come away wet with blood. A nosebleed? I look to Grandfather in confusion.
His teeth are clenched, and a line of sweat is dripping down the side of his face.
“Are you—” My voice cracks as if I’ve been screaming. I clear my throat. “Are you feeling all right, Grandfather?”
He waves off my question. Leave me. Go clean yourself up.
I comply. I always comply.




Three


Two days later and still nothing’s happening. There’s no call to action, no preparation… no anything. The soldiers on this base are going about their everyday business like Jastren isn’t out there waiting. For what, I’m not exactly sure, but nothing Jastren wants is bound to be good for anyone else. His power over me is broken, my connection to him snapped, but I can feel the ghost of him like a breath on the back of my neck. It’s enough to drive me insane. 
To add to the nothing that’s happening on the preparation front, zero progress has been made on the whole alliance idea. Dad was too drugged up on painkillers the other day to provide any help or insight when Lir, Karo, and Gavin went to speak with him. General Carter repeatedly dodges any attempts to schedule a meeting with Lir, instead pushing him off on various underlings. And the president Gavin mentioned, who oversees all the human settlements in the immediate area, isn’t expected to come by the base for another week or two.
There’s still a palpable tension between the E’rikon and the humans—not that I expected any less. At least the men who serve under Gavin have come around. It’s not all jokes and fun, but they acknowledge Lir and Rym and don’t walk the other way when they see them. Gavin’s open acceptance of Lir and Rym went a long way in bringing that about. 
As for the other men… Gavin won’t order them to be all buddy-buddy. He says in a situation like this, the men need to reach their own conclusions. I agree. But at the same time, every day my worry that the rest of the men—those pointedly ignoring Lir, those sneering at Rym behind his back, those looking at me with narrow-eyed suspicion—will reach the wrong conclusions grows. If they continue thinking the E’rikon are the enemy… Jastren will win without a fight.
This conflict can’t become E’rikon versus human. If it comes down to that, the humans will lose, no matter how big and tough they think they are. The E’rikon might not condone violence, and the majority have no training in physical self-defense, but the Council has absolutely no problem with dropping bombs to take care of their problems—like they did to the town where Ethan was living. And sure, technically, the humans have me on their side, and I’m supposed to be this big bad weapon better than anything the E’rikon have—but my abilities would be no match for the whole might of the E’rikon. I have no real control over the shikiza, and even if I did, I can’t stand up to a bomb. I’m not even strong enough to take out Jastren, much less with Jace protecting him instead of standing by my side.
And that’s another thing. What nobody understands, including Lir, is I don’t know if I can kill Jastren—not if it means going through my brother. Jace as I know him may be gone, but the thing Jastren controls still wears his face, and no matter how hard I try to quash it, an ever-so-tiny sliver of hope lives in my heart, telling me my brother can be saved. I don’t mention it, because the rest of me hates that hope and wishes it would just die already so I can… move on? Heal? Forget? 
I don’t know anymore. 
Peter once told me that having feelings for Lir even after he broke the bond and appeared to betray me didn’t make me weak or stupid. But I damn sure feel weak—and a bit stupid—for still loving my brother, and this time there’s no friendly priest, no one at all really, for me to talk to. Not even Lir. My bondmate would try to understand, but his world is very black and white. Shades of gray, especially grays as dark as Jace… I’d rather not burden him with that. Not on top of everything else—his parent’s deaths, his missing sister, the loss of his position among the E’rikon. 
I visited with Emily in the infirmary a couple times, and that helped a little. She knew the Jace before Jastren, but she was also the one who found me cradling Flint’s body and covered in his blood. There’s only so much of a positive spin she’s able to put on things.
I still haven’t spoken with the only other person who might have some perspective on Jace: my dad. I can’t help but feel like if he’d been there for us, things would have gone differently. Guilt eats away at me for my part in Jace’s downfall, but I’m also beyond angry at Dad’s role in all this. I know I will talk to him—and forgive him—eventually. Peter’s various long-winded speeches on forgiveness back at his cabin did register with me. But I’m not ready yet. 
After another quick visit to Emily this morning to help her get settled into the tiny three-bedroom house on the outskirts of the base, and a longer stop with Gavin to see if there’d been any progress made on the meeting front, Lir and I spent most of the afternoon walking in the woods. Now we’re headed back to the small two-room suite we’re sharing with Rym. Lir and I get the bedroom while Rym sleeps on the couch. The arrangement isn’t exactly conducive to privacy, but at least I no longer have to feel guilty about taking Gavin’s bed.
When we arrive, Rym’s lying on the couch with one arm over his face. He lifts his arm, blinks up at us, then lowers the arm back over his eyes. “Oh, it’s you.”
“Little late to be sleeping, isn’t it, cousin?”
The arm rises again, and Rym narrows his eyes at Lir. “I have a headache. The little one’s been following me around all morning, along with the blond girl. One of them chatters in my head, the other in my ear. It’s exhausting. Thankfully, your friend Stu came along to entertain the kid before I went completely insane.”
I want to laugh, but, as if he knows what I’m thinking, Rym’s glare moves to me. It’s not my fault Ethan adores him. Lir is the one who sicced the kid on him. And Bree… Well, since Emily’s still in the infirmary and Stu has been spending a lot of time there, Bree’s been watching over Ethan. She does talk a lot, but she’s not half as chatty as Peter. I manage to quash my laughter, but not the amused grin forming on my face.
“Don’t laugh too much,” Rym says. “If the kid keeps shadowing me, someone might be smart enough to figure out what he is, and who knows what the humans would do with that information. I’m surprised you haven’t mentioned any of your friend Gavin’s warnings to Ethan’s caretakers.”
He’s right. I need to have a talk with Stu, Bree, and Emily about making sure to keep Ethan’s identity as a hybrid quiet. I’m pretty sure no one would think much of him following Rym around, but still, Ethan’s young, and he could easily let something slip. Nobody but us knows Ethan’s true heritage, not even Gavin, and I’d like to keep it that way. 
I gesture for Rym to scoot over. He sighs with exaggerated irritation, then moves into a sitting position. I plop down next to him and prop my feet on the table. 
Lir sits in the oversized chair on my right, leans back, and lets out a long, slow breath. Stress and exhaustion have pulled much of the color from his face, and dark circles shadow his eyes. Rym may have to deal with the inconvenience of a persistent—and admittedly, sometimes annoying—kid, but Lir’s stuck dealing with a bunch of people who don’t want to listen to him, don’t care what he has to say, hate him on principle, or all three. 
Rym’s expression softens. “Things not going well on the negotiation front?”
“You could say that,” Lir says.
I reach out through the bond and draw some of his worry away. Or try to. It doesn’t work very well, and I end up yanking on the connection instead. Sorry. I tried. 
It’s okay. Lir glances up at me, a slight smile on his face. It will take time and practice for you to fully develop your other enhancements. When we eventually return to the city, we should probably find someone suitable to train you.
“You’re doing it again,” Rym says in a flat voice.
Lir shrugs and reaches for my hand. “Well…”
A pillow smacks him in the side of his head, and Rym laughs. “Well nothing. Stop with the lovey-dovey stuff and tell me what happened. It’s not like I’m invited to these meetings.”
Lir clears his throat. “The general is still avoiding me, and I doubt his subordinates are passing along all, or even most, of what I tell them. He doesn’t seem to understand the threat Jastren poses, or that the threat is much bigger to this base than it is to the city. The E’rikon have the numbers and the weapons to defend themselves, or at least hold Jastren off. That is, if they don’t choose to join him. But the general seems to think Jastren will only be interested in fighting the E’rikon, that he’ll leave this base alone, because… blazes, I don’t know. Because he’s a short-sighted idiot.”
“But Jastren’s not the only threat. There’s also…” My voice drops. “… Jace.” I close my eyes and push back the surge of tangled emotions that comes with saying his name. It kills me to call my brother a threat, but that’s what he is—no matter how I feel about him.
Lir’s hand tightens around mine, and I open my eyes to find him gazing at me with a knowing look. The warmth coming from him wraps around me, and I let my limbs relax, my gaze never leaving his. 
At times like this, when I can truly feel the bond between us, a glowing string connecting my heart to his, I wonder how I could have ever doubted him. Still, there’s a slight, involuntary mental flinch as I prepare myself to be bombarded with the doubt and guilt and confusion Jastren put in my mind whenever I so much as thought Lir’s name. I’m not sure how exactly the shikiza works, but Jastren’s skill with it was such that the thoughts and feelings he planted rarely felt foreign to me. I may no longer be under my grandfather’s control, but there will always be a piece of me that’s terrified I still am and just don’t know it.
“Well,” I add, “we can’t just sit around here waiting for something to happen. If the general’s so sure Jastren won’t bother the base, then he won’t mind if we leave and take our concerns up with the E’rikon instead.”
Rym and Lir share a look. “I suppose that’s an option,” Rym says, “but it would take us weeks to get there. Who knows what Jastren would do in that time? It might be better if we stayed put.”
My brows draw together. “But what about the ship? It’s not like anyone else here can use it, and it kind of belongs to you.”
Rym frowns. “About that…”
“They locked it in one of the hangars,” Lir says. “I doubt we could fly it out of here without the general’s permission, and I am quite certain he wants to keep it, whether he can fly it or not.” Lir glances at Rym and runs a hand over his face. “Actually, I know he wants to keep it. The ship… it was part of the agreement to let us stay here.”
“What?” Rym and I both yell at the same time.
Lir drops his chin to his chest. “I did not realize it would be this difficult to get the human to see reason. I thought… I am not sure what I thought. It was stupid.” He closes his eyes and bites down on his lower lip. “The whole alliance idea is failing.” His shoulders drop.
This time, I squeeze his hand. “I’ll talk to Gavin—”
“There is nothing he can do that I have not already tried,” Lir snaps. Then his voice softens. “Sorry… I do not mean to be short with you. It is all so frustrating, and I am completely lost as to what to do.” A wistful note enters his voice. “I was supposed to have many more years before I had to take on something like this on my own.”
I squeeze his hand again. “You’re not on your own. If you’d told me you needed me at these things… I would have come.”
“I did not wish to burden you. It—”
I hold a hand up, silencing him. “Not wishing to burden me” sounds an awful lot like he was doing what he thought was best to protect me, and I imagine whatever he was about to say would only irritate me. A lot. “Please, burden me. We’re a team now, so that means we share our burdens.”
A flash of warmth and light and love rushes through the bond, and Lir breaks into a smile. His gaze turns heated, darts down to my lips, and—
“Still. Here,” Rym says dryly. “We all get it. You love him. He loves you. Blah, blah, blah… spare me the kissing. You two can discuss this later. Right now, we have a dinner party to attend.”
“Dinner party?” I glance back and forth between the two boys. “What dinner party?”
Rym levers himself up off the couch. “Some welcome-to-the-neighborhood thing? I’m not sure.” He walks over to the table and holds up a hanger. “Emily dropped your outfit off an hour ago. I thought you knew about it.”
My outfit? I shoot the draped hanger a skeptical look. When did Emily have time to pick out clothes for me? And… why? She didn’t mention anything about a dinner party earlier. 
I glance at Lir, my brows raised.
He shrugs. “I wasn’t aware of it either. When is this supposed to be taking place?” he asks Rym.
Rym shuffles his feet. “Emily said seven. She also said it was important for us to be there… something about how it would be good for some of the humans to get to know us.”
Lir’s eyebrow goes up. “Get to know us?”
“I don’t know,” says Rym. He throws out his hands and shrugs. “She was taking the kid off my hands. I didn’t ask many questions.”
Lir chuckles and shakes his head.
I grab the hanger from Rym’s hand. “I guess I’d better go find out what kind of skirted monstrosity she’s come up with for me this time.”




Four


I’m in between admiring the emerald-green dress Emily picked out for me and wanting to put on a pair of jeans when there’s a knock at the door. It opens enough for Lir to poke his head in. 
“Are you, uh…”
“Decent?” I ask. It’s rare to see him tongue-tied, and I have to laugh a little even if I’m feeling awkward too. I mean, Lir has seen me without clothes before, and we’ve been sharing a room—and a bed—since we got here, but we haven’t done anything aside from some heavy kissing. 
We’re together. I love him. I trust him. But with everything else going on… Sex isn’t something we’ve had a chance to have much of a conversation about. To be perfectly honest, the warmth he can create in me scares the hell out of me. Which in turn scares the hell out of him, because he can feel my fear, and even if he won’t admit it, he takes it personally—like he’s failing me. Plus, he’s not any more experienced with all this than I am, so there are a lot of fumbling fingers and awkward moments.
It’s a delicate dance, but even the silly moments, like when we laugh curled up in each other’s arms after smacking foreheads, are leading to something I’m finally ready for. I’ll never forget what happened at the cabin, but that’s in the past, and I won’t let it control my future anymore. I don’t want to be a victim. I want to be a survivor.
And I want Lir.
If we didn’t have someplace to be right now… 
As if he senses my thoughts, Lir inhales sharply, and a smile spreads across his face. His desire trickles across our connection like a soft caress against my skin.
“Stop that. It’s not like you’ve never seen me in a dress before,” I say with a shy grin as I sit down on the bed and smooth the fabric over my legs.
He moves into the room and shuts the door behind him, a mischievous sparkle in his green-gold eyes. “Once,” he says. “I have seen you in a dress once. And I did not exactly get to enjoy it.” He sits down next to me and pushes my hair behind my ear.
My face heats as my eyes meet his. I smile softly.
Lir’s fingers trail down my cheek, and he returns the smile. “If you don’t want to go…”
I reach up and cover his hand with mine, leaning into his touch. “I don’t. Not really. But it could be a step closer to getting you in to see the general. You know, rubbing elbows with the humans.” I release his hand, then grab his shirt and pull him closer so I can whisper into his ear. “We could leave Rym there and cut out early…” 
I lean back and give him a mischievous grin. His eyebrow rises, but he stays silent. I trace the arch with one finger. “I don’t know why, but this was one of the first things that made you seem not so alien to me.”
His smile widens, and he presses a quick kiss to my lips. “It means a lot to me that you’re willing to go to this thing and put up with… people for me.”
“I’m always willing to put up with people. They don’t always like putting up with me.”
A chuckle vibrates through his chest, and he wraps his arms around my waist and pulls me closer. “Well, I like putting up with you.”
“Thanks,” I say with a mock glare at the bottom of his chin.
We sit there for a moment, wrapped in silence, with the warmth of the bond flowing between us. It’s the feeling of home, of contentment, of safety, of love, and about a million other happy things. In the storm of uncertainty surrounding us, the bond is a safe harbor, a place to rest, and the only place I can truly let my guard down. It doesn’t shut out the world around me—nothing can do that—but it gives me the space to take a breath that isn’t tainted with grief and horror and loss. 
It’s hard to explain, but I used to think the bond was more like a crutch, a weakness, something I would lose myself in. It’s not. The connection is a balance between Lir and me. Neither one of us disappears into the other. We don’t suddenly become one person with no thoughts of our own. And any strength I gain isn’t so much from the bond or from Lir, but from myself—as if the bond amplifies my own fighting spirit and filters out the parts of me that are less than confident.
Lir kisses the top of my head and tightens his arms around me. “It will be time to leave soon. I had better get ready as well.” 
I close my eyes and take a deep breath. I hold it for a moment before exhaling. “Okay.”
He releases me, rises to his feet, and tugs his borrowed shirt over his head. This time it’s my desire that sends flames licking across the bond. Lir smirks.
“You did that on purpose,” I say.
“Of course,” he replies with a grin. 
I throw a pillow at his head, and he ducks out of the way. “What are you going to wear?” I ask. “Did Emily bring you an outfit too?”
“No…” He glances at the charcoal-gray fabric hanging in the closet, the uniform he escaped the city in. It’s been through the laundry, but he hasn’t so much as touched it. Regret and self-loathing slam into me. He quickly squeezes the flow of emotion into a trickle, but I already knew it was there. 
His guilt over what he had to do when he and Rym escaped from the city is nearly eating him alive. He killed another E’rikon. Purposely. They never told me the details, but I picked up on that much. Violence isn’t something the E’rikon condone, not outside of their specialized eskari, and certainly not from their… elite? Lir wasn’t a traitor, no matter what lies Vitrad told, but he certainly feels like one now.
In an effort to change the subject, I quickly scoot off the edge of the bed and walk over to the dresser filled with a mish-mash of donated clothes. “I think I saw a couple button downs in here. The sleeves might be a little short on you, but you could roll them up, and no one would know.” I search through the carefully folded shirts and select one in a pale green. “Here. Now we can match.”
Gratitude. Appreciation. Something close to reverence. All those things swirl through Lir’s eyes, but all he says is, “Thank you.”
[image: image-placeholder]It’s a little after seven by the time we find the building where the party is being held. We enter the room to a decent-sized crowd of people all watching the doorway expectantly. My gaze moves around the room. It’s the streamers—yes, streamers—that are my first clue this isn’t the type of dinner party I was expecting. A sort of surprised confusion flows through the link from Lir, so he clearly wasn’t aware of this either. I look to Rym, my eyes narrowed.
“Not my doing,” he says, holding his hands up.
The people in the room are all smiling and staring at… me. What is this? Thoughts bounce around my head, fighting to be heard as I run a little mental math. The pieces are clicking into place, and I really don’t like the picture they’re forming. They wouldn’t have… Would they? Emily shoots me a smile. Oh God… 
I can’t believe they… 
Who… 
What in the hell were they thinking? 
If one person here yells “surprise,” I’m going to… 
My hands clench into fists at my sides, and something must be getting through to Lir because he places a hand on the small of my back and leans in to speak into my ear. “I am certain their intentions were good. They would not have…” He trails off as if he’s not quite sure what he’s reassuring me about.
I’m not quite sure either.
Most people would be happy their friends set up a birthday party for them. Not me. Not now. Not this year. Not without Jace. How did they even know it’s my birthday? It’s not like I told them, or anyone for that matter. Not even Lir knew, which could explain the trickle of hurt flowing across the bond. I didn’t intend to hide it from him, or in general, I’m just not interested in celebrating it. 
Anyone who knew me would—
My eyes land on the dark-haired figure sitting with Matt near the back of the room. Yeah, anyone who knew me would know better than to do this. And that’s just it: Dad doesn’t know me. Not anymore.
The thing that kills me is the hesitantly hopeful smile on his face, as if he thought this… distraction would make up for everything. As if it would make up for leaving us. As if forcing me into finally talking to him was a good idea. Well, I’m going to relieve him of that idea right now. 
I storm over to where Dad and Matt are sitting. 
Dad’s pale, and clearly weak. Is he supposed to be out of the infirmary already? Emily’s injury was fairly minor, but he almost died, and—
Why do I care? I swallow noisily. This is the first time I’ve been near him since the ship on the way here, and then I barely spared him a glance. His hair is shorter than I remember, his face gaunter. The little girl in me wants to sit down next to him and curl into his side like I did when I was younger, but the rest of me can hardly stand to look at him.
On some level, I know it’s not all his fault, that even if he’d been there the things that had been set in motion would probably still have occurred at some point. Of course, I might not be so broken. Jace might be here beside me. Flint might not be dead… 
Matt eyes me warily, but Dad’s smile stays in place. “Hi, Jax,” he says softly.
I’m silent. Any words I can think of are stuck in a whirlpool of conflicting emotions. I loved him once. He was my father, after all. He raised me for the first thirteen years of my life, and… 
I cross my arms over my chest.
His smile fades a bit when I don’t respond, and his gaze moves over my shoulder. He flinches and offers another weak smile. “Hello, Lir. Are they, uh, treating you all right?”
Lir moves up behind me and places a hand on my lower back. “Well enough. Carter still hasn’t been willing to grant my request for a meeting.”
Another flinch. “Sorry. If I hadn’t been injured I could’ve—”
“Done nothing,” I say in a flat voice. “Just like you were doing when your son was taken over by that—”
“Jax,” starts Matt.
“No. You don’t get to sit there and defend him. You don’t even know him. He left us. He—”
Dad’s hand comes up, his eyes pleading. “Jax, please.”
“No.” I shake my head and squeeze my burning eyes shut. I don’t want to see him like that. I don’t want to feel bad for him. He doesn’t deserve it. My voice wavers when I speak again. “You left us on our own and couldn’t be bothered to send word you were okay. You—”
“You don’t understand. I—”
“No.” The word is sharp, final. I let a cold rage wash over me. “Stop. Talking. I don’t want to talk to you. I don’t know what possessed you to think I would want to spend my birthday—Jace’s birthday—celebrating with you, the man who deserted us. I don’t even want to look at you!” 
I spin around, and Lir’s hand on my arm steadies me as I make my way to the opposite side of the room and find a chair to sit in. My head is in my hands, my jaw tense as I struggle to keep the tears at bay.
I’m sorry. I didn’t realize this is what they had planned. I thought… 
I shake my head and squeeze Lir’s hand. Not your fault.
“So, this is awkward,” says Rym, walking up next to me. “Not sure if I should wish you a happy birthday or go hide somewhere.”
I snort and glance up at him. “Why don’t you go find some pretty girl to turn your charms on,” I say.
The corner of his mouth twitches upward, and his eyes dart to Lir.
“I know they might be human, but…” My voice trails off. The two of them are looking at me in amusement. “Is it that much of an issue anymore? I mean, clearly humans and E’rikon can…”
Rym covers his mouth with his hand as his shoulders shake with laughter.
“What?” I turn to Lir. “What did I say?”
Lir clears his throat and rubs at the back of his neck. “The issue is not whether or not they’re humans…”
“What my cousin is not so eloquently trying to say is, human or not, my interest is not in females.”
It takes a second before his meaning sinks in. “Oh,” I say. Now they’re both laughing. At me. I swat Lir on the arm and poke Rym in the leg. “Stop that. How was I supposed to know?”
Rym holds up a hand and brings his laughter under control. “She’s right. Though the E’rikon aren’t as uptight about it as humans—by the way, the term bondmate is gender-neutral for this very reason—it’s not like we…”—he snorts—“… wear signs.” He breaks out into another round of full-on chortling.
I send him an exaggerated scowl, but can only hold it a few seconds before a giggle bursts past my lips. Emily walks up as the three of us are sitting there cracking up.
“Hey,” she says, a strained smile on her face. “I’m so sorry. It wasn’t just your dad, though he’s the one who told me about today. I thought something happy might… I should have talked them out of this.” She nibbles at one of her fingernails.
I wave off her apology. “It’s fine. I’m not in much of a celebrating mood, but I’ll survive. Where are Stu and Ethan? I’m surprised Stu’s not insisting on carrying you around since you just got out of the infirmary today.”
Emily flushes. “I’m not sure. They were supposed to be here by now. They—”
The door flies open, and Stu half jogs into the room, his eyes searching until he sees me and Emily. He pulls Ethan along behind him as he rushes over to us. “Jax. I’m not sure what’s going on, but you need to come. Now. Your brother is here.”




Five

Jace


The camo pants are too baggy in the knees and not quite the same as what I’ve observed the other soldiers moving around the base wearing. But… combined with the hood of the dark-colored jacket hanging around my face, I should be disguised well enough. Not that anyone’s paying me much attention. The two so-called guards at the back gate of the base hardly notice me as I slip past them.  
I’m a few dozen feet inside the gate and nearing the corner of the first building when one of them yells a question at my back. Damn. How do I play this? If make a run for it I can easily disappear around a few corners, but then one of them will sound an alarm and I’ll lose any element of surprise I have. I close my eyes and press my lips together. This isn’t how I wanted this to go, but I’ll do what needs to be done.
I take a deep breath.
The knives are in my hands, pulled from an interior pocket of my jacket, by the time I exhale. On my next inhale, I spin around. Exhale. One knife gone, hitting the first guard in the eye. Inhale. Adjust my stance. Exhale. The other knife flies from my fingers and sticks in the second guard’s throat. 
Neither hit will kill them, so I dash forward with a third, larger knife, and stab it into the side of the first guard’s neck. I yank it forward and down to make sure both artery and vocal cords are severed. I let the knife fall to the ground with the body and move on to the next. I use the knife already lodged in the second guard’s neck to slash a deep cut across his throat. He stumbles back a few steps before falling to his knees. The first one is already down, unmoving.
I straighten, my breaths steady but quick. My heart is pounding, and there’s a subtle tremor in my hands.
The kills weren’t silent. The first guard cried out in pain, and the second managed a yell as well. I don’t have time for my hands to shake. I don’t have time to fall apart. But it’s taking me precious seconds to silence the tinny scream of conscience and get moving again. 
I eye the bodies lying on the blood-soaked ground. There’s no way to hide what happened here. Too late to do anything about it now though. This isn’t going nearly as smoothly as I’d planned.
At a near jog, I glide through the streets, my head down. Grandfather’s informant didn’t provide the exact location where the ship was being kept, only the general area, so I’ll have to search a few blocks, and potentially a warehouse or two. And as I approach the more industrial-looking section of the base, the number of uniforms
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