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For all the girls who fought for what they believed in, and who have the scars to prove it.





We are all in the gutter, but some of us are looking at the stars.

Oscar Wilde






prologue Haven

My mother is sentenced to die today.

The sun hangs low, casting a dim shadow across the square, and whispers ripple through the crowd. Everyone is on edge, as if one wrong move will see them hauled to the front to be condemned alongside her.

It has been months since the last execution. There were only five this year. A small tally compared to the previous one.

They don’t happen often, not like this. Not with the entire borough summoned to watch.

Screens are lined around us, ready to display the execution to the entirety of the Continent.

Mercy, my twin sister, clutches my hand so tightly it hurts. Her nails dig into my skin, anchoring me in place. I know when she releases me, there will be crescent marks on my flesh.

“Why is he here?” she whispers.

I follow her gaze.

The High General stands apart from the rest. His coat is tailored to ruthless perfection, a simple gun holstered to his hip.

The governors always oversee the executions. Division Eight is a quiet manufacturing hub; its main contribution to the Continent is machinery components and industrial supplies.

Orson Warrick is a long way from Division One.

“Stay here,” I tell Mercy.

“You can’t go up there,” she says, panic laces her voice. “It’s too dangerous.”

“I have to help her,” I say. “I have to do something.”

I wrench my hand free before she can stop me. Her pleading cries chase after me as I push through the crowd. No one intervenes. No one ever does in Division Eight. We keep our heads down. We obey. We survive by pretending not to be seen. The people won’t save a child who refuses to be saved. They know better.

I scramble onto the stage. The enforcers reach for me, but their hands fly past me as I lunge toward my mother. I can see my green eyes reflected in their obsidian, gleaming visors. They wear matching armbands that mark their status in the troops and bear the regime’s emblem, sewn in silver thread.

“Leave her alone!” I shout at the High General.

Treason. That is the crime they’ve claimed. But it is a lie. My mother has never stolen a slice of bread before, let alone commit an offense so great that they’d put a bullet in her head for it.

He lifts a hand, and the enforcers halt. Their boots screech across the floor as they scramble to follow his orders.

Power leaks from every pore of his body.

“No,” my mother chokes. “You need to go back. Return to your sister.”

I shake my head fiercely. “I’m not leaving you.”

“And who might this be?” the High General asks, crouching to study my face.

His forest green eyes peer into my soul. His hair is neatly groomed, lip half-concealed by a trimmed mustache.

“Mercy or Haven?”

“It’s none of your business,” I snap. “Let my mother go.”

“You know the Supreme Director’s laws,” he says calmly. “The Untamed are a danger to society. Assisting them is—”

“Spare me the excerpt from the Code,” I interrupt.

My mother’s shackled hand brushes my shoulder as she tries to pull me behind her. She wasn’t scared when they broke into our house and took her. She just smiled sadly, as if she knew it was coming. But she is afraid now, because I’m here, standing between her and a monster.

Her fingers tremble when they graze me.

“Return to your sister,” she whispers harshly. “Now!”

I ignore her command. I won’t stand by and watch her die.

“I see you failed to teach the child proper manners,” the High General says. He straightens to his full height, his shadow swallowing me whole.

“I’ll correct that.”

“No,” my mother pleads. “The girls will stay with their aunt.”

Aunt Freida isn’t our real aunt; she’s just Mom’s best friend. She lives in Little Reach, a borough in Division Four. On a big, sprawling ranch. She picks us up every summer on her late husband’s helicopter, and we spend two blissful months, swimming in Old Creek and feeding her goats and mules.

Aunt Freida let me hold her husband’s rifle last time. It hurt my shoulder, and my wrists quivered the entire time, but it felt amazing. Mom would have a heart attack if she knew.

“The girls are mine,” he says.

I speak to distract myself from the chill that settles into the marrow of my bones. The spring air whistles, stirring my dark hair.

“I won’t go with you,” I say. “You’ll have to shoot me too.”

He grabs my chin, forcing my head up. His grip is painfully tight, and I wince at the contact.

“You will speak to me with respect,” the High General says. “Or I will make an example of you.”

“I’m not scared to die,” I say.

My voice trembles, but I straighten my spine anyway. I will not cower in the face of violence. I will not run from the beasts of my nightmares.

This isn’t the first time someone has tried to terrorize us. There was our landlord, Jullian Gough, the governor’s son, who owns most of the apartment complexes in Oracle. He had his enforcers visit us a few weeks ago. They threatened to cut off my arm if my mother didn’t pay with interest. I didn’t cry then, even though I really wanted to. I just stayed as quiet as a mouse when he held the blade threateningly over my flesh. Mom threw up a lot when they left, and Mercy did too.

Our payments were never late after that.

The High General nods once, and the enforcers seize me. Mercy’s scream cuts through the air, echoing around the watchtowers. I thrash against their grip, sobbing as they tear me away from my mother.

“Please,” I beg. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it. Don’t hurt my mother.”

“The Code exists to guide us,” he replies. “To ensure rules are maintained, and treason is punished.”

“She’s all I have,” I whisper.

He approaches me again. My mother sobs, begging him to stop. My heart pounds so loudly, it’s a wonder he doesn’t wince at the violent, desperate sound. I know with striking clarity that he won’t spare her. There is no soul behind his eyes. Only cruelty.

“Your mother lied to you,” he says, lips curled in disgust. “She hid you from me. You could have lived in Division One. You could have been raised among the upper class. Instead, she buried you in filth and dressed you like peasants.”

His gaze flickers to my clothes. Dull, dirt-brown trousers that stop above my ankles, and a matching shirt with missing buttons, identical to everyone else’s. In Division Eight, dye is a luxury that no one can afford.

“You and your sister will live with me now,” he continues.

“And if we refuse?” I ask.

“I am your father. You will obey me.”

Before I can speak, he releases me and turns back to my mother. My mouth drops in surprise. We never knew who our father was. Mother always said it was unimportant. That he wasn’t worthy of us. I would often wonder what job he worked, if he was a factory worker, or a farmer, or a merchant.

In my wildest dreams, I would pretend that he was a writer or a poet or a singer. Even though people didn’t practice the arts anymore, and if they did, it was monitored and subject to approval. Most of our books were heavily edited by representatives of the Director’s Office and stripped to their bare bones, like a captured fox skinned for its fur, leaving behind nothing but a pale hide.

I am your father.

The words echo in my mind, over and over, drowning everything else. A hard knot settles in my stomach. I struggle to find the right words to speak, but my thoughts are impossible to capture. The syllables fly on stilted wings, vanishing into the horizon.

I’m so unsettled by the revelation, I don’t see it happen. One moment, my mother is upright and whole, the next, she collapses.

By the time I understand what has occurred, she’s gone—a single wound to the head. Blood spreads across the white stone floor like rainwater dripping off a ledge.

Then the screaming starts. It takes me far too long to realize it’s coming from me.




chapter one Haven

Sweat slides down my neck, soaking the collar of my compression shirt as the morning’s drill reaches its peak. The lieutenant runs the foot soldiers hard every afternoon inside the stone walls of the High General’s estate.

My leg tightens around the red-faced soldier’s neck while his breath comes out in sharp, panicked gasps. His murky brown eyes bulge when he realizes I have no intention of loosening my hold.

“Forfeit, Parren,” I say. “You won’t last more than five seconds.”

He resists for a few more seconds before he taps out. Only then do I release him.

“You are getting worse,” he mumbles.

“Better,” I correct. “You’re just a sore loser.”

“I wasn’t talking about your skills,” Parren explains. “I meant your attitude.”

Mercy sits beneath the lemon tree at the edge of the yard. Ebony hair coiled into a thick, swinging braid. It drapes over her shoulder like a shawl. A few loose tendrils flutter across her heart-shaped face, sweeping across her eyes. Some days she comes to watch me spar. Other days, she comes to drag me to the infirmary after I get my ass handed to me.

She gives the defeated soldier an encouraging smile, momentarily glancing up from her thick-bound book. The cover is wrapped in a false foil. Sullivan often brings her books that were published before the regime. Books that were now outlawed. He never expressly says where he got it from, but I assume it is from the black market. He puts himself at great risk to satisfy my sister’s unending curiosity.

Sullivan steps forward and extends a hand.

I ignore it.

The last time I accepted his help, he dropped me flat on my back with a warning about trust. Sullivan has been a lieutenant general for as long as I can remember. Between high-level briefings with Warrick and strategic assignments, he still finds time to run his new cadets ragged on the field during his frequent stops here en route to the capital.

Warrick’s estate sits on one of the bigger plots of land in Fort Canyon. Rolling green fields stretch out like a rubber band. In the distance sits a sandstone façade, its tall columns flanking the entrance. Windows line the wall in perfect symmetry, each pane reflecting the copses of trees in the distance.

It is different from the high-rise buildings that were constructed in the capital. Their tall, winking frames, dancing under the moonlight. Or the short, crowded apartment complexes built in the poorer divisions, packed so tightly that it resembles a row of crowded teeth. We lived in one of those in Oracle. The peeling plaster and mold stains had grown like a tumor each year. While the sun-blanched floorboards had lifted, revealing the nail-ridden mouth of the unit.

I feared that one day we’d wake up, and the ceiling would crumble over our heads.

“I need better soldiers,” I say, spitting blood onto the grass. “These ones aren’t worth my time.”

“What did I say about arrogance?” Sullivan asks calmly.

“That I need more of it?” I raise a brow, smiling cheekily at him.

“Less,” he corrects. “Way less.”

I dust my hands on my cargo pants, picking up my discarded holster and gun.

Sullivan exhales slowly, as if he is bracing himself for a particularly unpleasant conversation.

“Have you spoken to your father today?”

My jaw tightens at the mention of Orson Warrick.

Twelve years ago, he executed my mother. Then he dragged Mercy and me from Oracle in Division Eight to Fort Canyon in Division One. Fort Canyon is named after the chasm of red rock formations that bracket us from the west. To the east are the Gold Plains and deserts. We have sweltering summers and dry winters. I get a lot of nosebleeds since we moved and tons of heat rashes.

Warrick, like most of the inhabitants in Division One, is Gifted—born with abilities the rest of the Continent fears. The regime created an implant called the Bind. A device designed to regulate the people's powers and ensure obedience. Officially, it’s a safeguard: a way to track location, regulate ability output, and destabilize powers if needed. But in truth, it is nothing more than a leash.

Sullivan has a Bind. A luminous blue flicker flashes under the pale skin of his throat. I don’t know how he is not afraid of it. Mercy and I were spared the procedure because we are both Commons.

The rebels avoid the Bind. They flee before mandatory testing because they fear being controlled by the regime.

“We don’t speak,” I say.

Warrick keeps us locked inside his estate and spends most of the year away on military campaigns. When he is here, I avoid him as best as I can.

Pathetic as it is, Sullivan is the closest thing I have to a father. He trains me and lets me eat in the barracks with him and the cadets. And when he leaves, I wait impatiently for him to return. The second I hear his chopper hovering above the helipad, I’m outside, racing towards him. Last time, I almost knocked him off his feet.

“He’s requested your attendance this evening,” Sullivan says, “for a private family dinner.”

“I’m busy.”

Warrick drags Mercy often to gatherings and functions. He never risks bringing me. He knows I’ll embarrass him. I won’t play the obedient daughter. Everyone claims that he is a saint for taking us in, even though he is our father. I don’t know how she stomachs being around them.

“I can attend as well,” Sullivan adds, clearly trying to soften the blow. “My schedule is clear.”

I fold my arms. “I can handle Warrick on my own. Besides, I’m not going to his stupid dinner.”

“It’s mandatory,” Mercy says quietly. “He said it’s important.”

Mercy cradles her book to her chest, as if it can protect her. My sister despises conflict. She only indulges Warrick, so he doesn’t force me to stand by his side and pretend to be his loyal daughter in public.

“Sounds ominous,” I mutter. “I’ll pass.”

Mercy catches my hand before I can leave.

“Can we talk?”

I sigh. “Fine.”

She pulls me under the lemon tree. Her eyes are green, identical to Warrick’s. It is proof that, despite all his lies, the one thing he never lied about was being our father.

I used to stay awake at night, wishing that this entire thing was a nightmare.

“He gave me this,” she says.

She presses an envelope into my hand.

I unfold the letter, my stomach dropping. Nobody does paper mail anymore. Except for one place. I break the wax seal, the two ends forming the sun—the symbol of the regime.

“You were conscripted?” I demand. “They’re sending you to the Forge?”

The Forge is a specialized training facility. It is a self-contained compound, located in Division Two, designed to turn civilians into soldiers. It is separated into two areas of focus: one intended for the Gifted and the other for the Commons.

I’ve begged Sullivan for years to accept my enrollment request, but Warrick gets the final say, and he has always refused.

“How?” I ask. “You’re a terrible shot.”

Mercy winces. “I know.”

“And you can’t throw a punch.”

“Exactly,” she says. “I don’t know why he would do this.”

I do. Warrick is using Mercy against me. He wants to reward her with my dreams because she obeys him. But this isn’t my sister’s idea of a fun time; she despises violence.

“He’s punishing me,” I say. “By giving you everything I want.”

“Maybe he knows why you want it,” she replies softly. “He doesn’t trust you.”

“I owe it to our mother to destroy him and the Supreme Director,” I say.

I still remember the speech the Supreme Director delivered. I watched it so many times that I memorized it. He had stood at the podium on the Grand Forum, the capital’s performance ground, where the elite gathered in their pressed suits and elegant gowns, hanging onto his every word.

The screens rose behind him like towering mirrors, carrying his image into every family home and personal tablet. His dark hair had been combed to perfection. Behind him stood his wife, her pale hair wound upwards in a delicate twist, and grasping her hand was a young boy with ice-blue eyes.

The Supreme Director’s voice carried, smooth and precise.

“Astrid Mallory,” he began, pausing for dramatic effect, “is a reminder.”

The wind stirred the banners above him. The emblem of the regime floated high like a ghost. A white sun that lay on a black background with eight rays surrounding its circular head was meant to symbolize the establishment of the divisions.

“There will be an amendment to Article IV of the Code.”

A murmur rippled among the crowd.

The camera shifted slightly lower, angling him toward the sky, giving him a God-like presence.

“From this day forward, any kin descended from a traitor will share in their sentence,” he said. “We will not allow the seeds of rebellion to be raised in the name of false martyrdom. We will not permit children to be shaped by the poison of their parents.”

His gaze swept across the crowd.

“The Children of Treason, Mercy and Haven Warrick, will be the last of their kind. Betrayal does not end with the individual. It ends with the bloodline.”

It makes my stomach turn to remember his vile words and the extent of his cruelty. He was going to start killing children whose parents joined the Resistance.

Mercy swallows. “What do we do? I don’t want to go.”

“I’ll talk to him,” I say, squeezing her shoulders, “and convince him to let me come along.”

She nods, relief flooding her eyes as she squeezes my hand.

Mercy learned to survive the hand we’ve been dealt, while I’ve chosen revenge. I know it worries her how single-minded I can be. She doesn’t want me to walk down this path.

They took my mother from me, and I swore that I would take everything from them.



I wear my armor that night, by way of a dress. It belongs to Mercy, a dusky pink thing, the color of faded rose petals. The collar is trimmed with lace, and the waistline is uncomfortably tight. I clip my bangs back with a pearl-encrusted pin and try not to feel like I’m wearing a costume. I fold my hands in a fist to hide my chipped, onyx-painted nails.

“You look pretty,” Mercy says as we descend the stairs.

“I’m trying to get on his good side,” I reply.

If I have any hope of convincing Warrick to let me go with Mercy to the Forge, I have to act like I am following his rules. And there is nothing he cares more about than appearances.

Sullivan waits by the door. His eyebrows shoot to his hairline when he sees me. “Hardly recognized you.”

I roll my eyes. “It’s just a dress.”

The dining room is small and dim. Warrick prefers practicality to extravagance. The polished wood floors are covered by an outdated scarlet rug. A single chandelier hangs from the ceiling, twinkling golden light across the room. There is a portrait of Malric Vale, the Supreme Director, hanging on the wall as a token of respect. Most well-off families do it in case he visits them. The worst part is that Warrick doesn’t particularly like the Supreme Director. Not that he would ever voice his opinion.

I reckon it’s because he hates taking orders and not because Malric Vale is a serpent.

Warrick sits at the head of the mahogany table, composed as ever. His gaze lingers on Mercy approvingly, but when it reaches me, disappointment sharpens his expression. Until he catches sight of my atrocious outfit.

“You made an effort,” he says with a pleased smile. “You must want something.”

“Mercy isn’t a soldier,” I say, bypassing any formalities. “You’re sending her to the Forge to punish me. She could die out there!”

“She’ll be trained,” he replies. “We will see if she possesses your hunger.”

“I’ll go with her,” I say, immediately. “I’ll look after her.”

Sullivan speaks before Warrick can refuse. “It would reflect well on you to send both girls. The Supreme Director may look upon your decision favorably.”

There is a gleam in Warrick’s eyes. One that unnerves me.

“I have a different plan for Haven,” he says. “Ender Vale was recently promoted to the role of Commandant. A big accomplishment for him, being only twenty-one. He will oversee the entirety of the military institution.”

I frown. What does Ender Vale have to do with anything? I know little about the Supreme Director’s son except that he is an accomplished soldier and quite easy on the eyes. Sometimes, he graces his father’s side during official announcements. Raven hair fluttering in the breeze, full lips tight in a practiced scowl.

“Okay,” I say slowly. “So, about me going with Mercy, I thi—”

“You’re engaged to him,” Warrick says abruptly. “He arrives tomorrow.”

My grip tightens around my fork.

Mercy gasps, and Sullivan stiffens.

“You wouldn’t dare,” I say between clenched teeth. “You hide me away like a secret, and I am to believe you paired me with the son of the most powerful man in New Foundry?”

A knife lifts from the table, hovering inches from Mercy’s throat. Warrick is a Kinetic. He has the power to manipulate objects in his surroundings. With one raise of his hand, he has put my sister’s life at risk. It isn’t the first time he’s used his powers to threaten me. And it never gets any easier, watching my sister’s eyes widen in fear.

He knows that she is my weakness. The one person I will always protect, no matter what.

“If you defy me,” Warrick says calmly, “your sister pays the price.”

Fear locks my spine. I wouldn’t put it past him to slaughter Mercy to teach me a lesson. After he killed our mother, I expected nothing less.

“Haven accepts the engagement,” Sullivan says, answering on my behalf.

Sullivan warns me to keep my mouth shut with a pointed look. But I have no intention of mouthing off to Warrick, not when he holds my sister’s life in his hands.

Warrick lowers the knife, and it flies across the room, falling back into his palm. He uses the same blade he had pressed to my sister’s throat to cut into his steak. Blood oozes out of the corners, puddling beneath the slab of meat.

“You are not fit for the military,” Warrick says. “Just like your mother, you are incapable of being loyal.”

The words hang between us, harsh and unrelenting, and for the first time in years, I feel the weight of everything I’ve lost. My heart bleeds like an open wound at the mention of my mother.

He wants to force me into this marriage to punish me for years of defiance. He knows that Mercy won’t survive the Forge. It is known for its brutality. It carves away weakness, replacing it with cruelty. And that is assuming she survives till graduation.

Warrick wants me to break, but I won’t give him the satisfaction.

I refuse to let him win.




chapter two Haven

I haven’t moved from my bed since I learned of my engagement. Mercy lies beside me, close enough that I can feel her warmth. Gossamer curtains drift down from the canopy, shielding us from the world. We used to share a room when we first arrived, huddling under the fluffy, eggshell-colored duvet, gripping each other’s hands so tightly we left behind scratches.

Our little arrangement ended the second Warrick realized I had a bit of an attitude problem. Overnight, he had Mercy relocated to the east wing in the hopes that it would save her from my corruption.

“Are you okay?” Mercy whispers.

“No,” I say, in an empty voice. “I’m not. I can’t be engaged. Not to him.”

I hardly know the new Commandant, but if I had to guess, I would assume he is just like his father. Ruthless and cold-hearted.

Since I plan to put a bullet in his father’s head one day, I don’t think it is wise to get entangled with him.

She hesitates. “Because of Grayson?”

I shake my head. Grayson Sullivan is my best friend and the lieutenant’s son. He’s somewhere in Division Six now. Last I heard, he was in the Wastes, a treacherous ruin full of snow, corpses, and buildings that crumbled. It is uninhabitable and exists at the edge of South Mire. Every once in a while, rumors crop up that the members of the Resistance are living in old bunkers, and soldiers are swiftly dispatched to investigate.

Poor Grayson is drowning under orders right now, hunting a rebel camp that probably doesn’t exist.

“No, Mercy,” I say slowly. “Gray and I kiss when we’re bored. That’s all. Not everything is a love story.”

Mercy doesn’t respond, and I know that I’ve disappointed her. My sister longs for there to be some good left in the world. I feel a spark of guilt when the light fades from her eyes, but it’s better this way. Hope makes it harder to survive.

She should know better than to trust men when our father is a monster. The only person worse than him is the Supreme Director, who rules the Continent.

New Foundry is divided into eight divisions, each designed to function like a sealed unit. And within these clusters are the various boroughs, which are smaller, controlled subdivisions.

When a civilian is classified as Gifted, they are transferred to Division One along with their families and are given a fixed salary. Most of them enlist in the military to gain access to better housing, higher social circles, and generous tax breaks.

“What will we do?” Mercy asks. “I don’t want to be a soldier.”

“I don’t want to be a wife,” I say.

“I’d rather be a wife than a soldier,” Mercy mumbles.

I sit upright so quickly it startles her. But the idea is too perfect to ignore.

“What if you didn’t have to be a soldier,” I say slowly, “and I didn’t have to be a wife?”

“We’re going to run away?” Mercy asks. Her eyes widen, round as saucers. “How will we do that?”

“Well, no,” I say. “We are going to do a switch.” I grab her hand before she can pull away. “It’s perfect, Mercy.”

The sparkle in her eyes vanishes.

“We’re not children anymore,” she says dejectedly. “Warrick knows when we do that.”

She’s right. Warrick is the only person who can tell us apart. I once pretended to be Mercy when he was looking for me. I despised interacting with him then. Each word I exchanged with him felt like glass scraping my throat. He didn’t fall for the trick, and he shook me so hard, my teeth rattled, warning me to never play such foolish games again.

I suspect he knows because he’s a Kinetic and can read our heat signatures.

“But we’re not tricking Warrick,” I say. “We’re deceiving everyone else. Nobody knows us as he does. They won’t be able to tell us apart. This is genius.”

Mercy hesitates. “It’s risky.”

“We owe this to our mother,” I whisper. “I have to punish Warrick and the Supreme Director for what they did to her. I have to go to the Forge. I have to be at the heart of it all.”

I had applied to join the Forge for the last three years, back when Commandant Breckin was in charge. After completing the one-year program, the Commons join the Garrison. They patrol the boroughs, maintain checkpoints along the main roads, and enforce curfews to keep the population in line. Meanwhile, the Gifted serve in the elite corps, headquartered at the capital, and are mainly focused on taking down the Resistance.

If I got into the Garrison, I would be able to learn what happened to my mother and move freely across the Continent, which would give me the chance to learn about the Resistance. If my mother did, in fact, serve them, I want to know why.

“She was a rebel,” Mercy says softly. “Article V of the Code states that to shelter, assist, or sympathize with the Untamed is to commit treason.”

I recoil at her words.

“Did you just quote that dumb book of horseshit?” I ask.

The Code is the closest thing we have to a religious text. There was a single, unified faith before called the Church of the Forgotten Light. But ever since the regime was established, it became forbidden to worship as per Article III, subsection 4.

All religious practices and doctrines are hereby dissolved. Any expression of spiritual devotion will be prosecuted.

I snuck into one of the old chapels, years ago, with Grayson. We broke down the boards that sealed the door and stared at the mural on the wall. There was a bunch of angels and saints, candles and fireflies. It tore the breath out of my chest. Beauty like that had faded a long time ago. It felt like we had fallen into an old world.

“I don’t mean she deserved it,” Mercy says quickly. “I just… understand why it happened. Even if it was a tragedy.”

“Do you think I should be killed?” I ask.

The question hurts more than I expected. I never thought I would have to ask my own twin, but if she can condemn our mother so easily, then I must be on par with the rebels. Because they are not the only ones evading the Bind. I cheated the system too.

I may not be with the Resistance, but I am a criminal.

When we were six, the enforcers came to our house along with a lab technician to test us. I had just begun to show signs of my gifts. Mother said I was a Timebender who was able to stop and control time.

The lab technician had drawn Mercy’s blood first, and she had been identified as a Common. When it was time for mine, Mom asked me to freeze time so she could make Mercy and me switch places. Mercy’s blood was drawn twice that day.

Mother never wanted me to reveal the truth. I didn’t understand it then, but I do now. All of the Gifted are classified as either Class One, Two, or Three. And all Class One powers are illegal. They are deemed ‘too dangerous’ by the regime. Those who possess these abilities are called Untamed.

I am an Untamed. I wouldn’t even qualify for the Bind, because I am not supposed to exist.

I leap out of my bed, refusing to hear what Mercy says next. I know her thoughts on this. I’ve heard it a million times.

“I just don’t understand, Haven,” Mercy whispers. “This…this secret is dangerous. If they ever learn that you hid your powers, then they will execute you. Maybe Warrick wil—”

“Warrick will protect me?” I laugh dryly. “Like he protected our mother?”

“Mother lied to us,” Mercy says, frustrated. “There is so much we did not know about her.”

Our mother never told us the whole truth.

Warrick rarely spoke about her at all, as if saying her name might fracture something he’d sealed shut a long time ago. Sullivan told me once that she had been a researcher in Division Two and had been working on an advancement to the Bind. Sullivan says she was forced to step down, that she was too curious for her own good, and misused her clearance badge.

“She fought for me, and I’m certain that if she joined the Resistance, it was because she believed in their purpose,” I say.

“Why can’t you see that you are taking the same path that she is?” Mercy says desperately. “I can’t lose you, too, Haven. I can’t watch another person I love die.”

Mercy’s face is pale, and I can hear the stuttering sound of her waning breath. She curls into herself, as if that will stop the burgeoning attack.

I race to her side, watching her eyes widen in horror.

“You are okay, Mercy,” I say gently. “Remember what I taught you. Inhale. One, two, three. Exhale. One, two, three.”

Mercy struggles to follow my instructions, and I grip her hand tight.

“You can do it, Mercy,” I say encouragingly. “Just follow my lead.”

Mercy inhales, and by the third try, she looks fairly better, and my shoulders drop in relief.

“I’m sorry,” I whisper. “I thought those didn’t happen anymore.”

“They don’t,” she says, avoiding my gaze. “I’m just scared that I’ll lose you and be all alone.”

“Nothing will happen to me, Mercy,” I promise. “I’ll be careful. Always.”

I wrap my arms around her. A sob escapes her, and I feel terrible for being harsh to her. I forgot how sensitive she is.

Just like I blame Warrick for her death, Mercy blames our mother. Mercy doesn’t like the fact that she broke the rules, knowing the consequences of opposing the regime. To Mercy, it feels like a betrayal. Like she purposely chose to abandon us.

“Don’t leave me, Haven,” she pleads. “You’re all I have.”

“Everything will be fine,” I say, shushing her. “I swear it.”

It feels insensitive to bring this up when she’s so upset, but in a few days, Ender Vale will come to drag me away from everything I’ve ever known, and I refuse to be trapped in another gilded cage.

“Mercy, we need to switch places,” I say, drawing back to look her in the eye. “I have to go to the Forge and you…well, you have to go with Ender.”

Mercy stiffens.

“Warrick will kill us,” she says. “I don’t know anything about Ender Vale, but if he’s anything like his father, he’s probably frightening. What if he finds out we deceived him?”

“Do you want to shoot people instead?” I ask. “Do you want to be knocked around by a bunch of wild-eyed recruits with nothing to lose and get maimed in the process?”

Mercy flinches. I feel an inkling of guilt for frightening her, but Grayson spoke often about his time in the Forge. He called it a ‘hellhole’ designed to break the strongest person. It will eat her alive, and as much as I want to run away from my destiny, I also fear for her. Warrick wouldn’t blink an eye if they returned her corpse in a few months.

“Of course not.”

“Then this is the only way,” I say firmly.

Her expression is resigned. She doesn’t want to marry the Commandant any more than I do. But at least this way we’ll both have a chance of surviving. I can face whatever torment the Forge has in store for me, but I know nothing about marriage.

“How do we do this?”

I smile.

“Leave it all up to me.”




chapter three Ender

The sky rumbles, lightning cutting through the dark like a silver blade. Trees flash past the window in a verdant blur as I speed towards my future.

My gloved hands tighten on the wheel.

An engagement.

The thought is laughable. I never imagined myself settling down, but I should have known better. After all, I am the son of Malric Vale, the Supreme Director, who has been carefully grooming me to take his seat when his term ends.

The regime hadn’t always been in power. Before they established the Director’s Office, the Continent had been trapped in chaos. It had been run by a long line of weak presidents who fought for states like a bad game of tug-of-war until it turned nuclear. In the span of days, entire pieces of land had sunk into the ocean bed, and radiation consumed the ones that remained, except for one.

Bane Vale, my grandfather, and a coalition of military leaders who served the president of Foundry––now called New Foundry––had led the Great Coup, liberating us and establishing the new regime. Statues of the old leaders were torn down, their names removed from the records, and the people were taught to view them as a distant memory.

Over the years, the Code was published and amended. And then came the establishment of the divisions, erasing the old state names. Military power increased, growing like smoke from a burning city.

The Council doesn’t approve of me as a candidate; they claim I am intimidating and menacing. That I am far too much of a soldier than a politician. So, the brilliant solution to this problem is for me to take a wife, to soften my image.

“She’s pretty,” Knox says, flipping through his tablet. “Nineteen. Likes cooking, dancing, and reading. A Common. Born in Division Eight, Oracle, to be specific. Mother was executed for treason and conspiracy,” he reads aloud.

His head is bent over the screen with fascination. His dyed azure-blue hair falls into his eyes. The silver piercing threaded through his brow winks under the light.

“Why did my father choose her?” I ask. “She sounds unimpressive.”

“She’s the High General’s daughter,” Knox says. “Your father must owe the old man a favor.”

I grunt.

Orson Warrick and my father are more reluctant allies than friends; both of them are curt and detached. And in my opinion, far too similar to breed any goodwill.

“You think she’ll like you?” Knox asks. “You’re not exactly warm and fuzzy.”

“We are not required to like each other,” I say. “Obligation comes before sentiment.”

Knox leans out the window, grinning.

“Sounds like you’re quoting the Code.”

The next checkpoint is 120 miles away. In a matter of a few hours, we’ll put this entire dreadful business behind us.

Knox sighs theatrically when I don’t respond, before he finally goes quiet.



By the time my truck rolls into the High General’s driveway, I am raw with irritation. I storm out of the vehicle and rap my fist against the door.

“You should’ve brought flowers,” Knox says.

I glare at him.

“Girls like them,” he adds defensively.

The door opens. The housekeeper’s eyes widen in alarm at the sight of me. He presses his fist to his chest, doing the customary greeting intended for high-ranking officers.

I step inside, boots tracking dirt across the white floor. There was no time to change out of my black fatigues, but it doesn’t matter; I’m not here to impress anyone.

“I don’t have much time,” I say. “Where is the girl?”

“I will summon Ms. Warrick right away,” he assures.

Orson Warrick descends the stairs in a midnight-blue suit. His lips ease into a practiced smile under his mustache. Silver speckles thread his raven hair at the temples. I’ve seen him before, years ago, at one of my father’s dinners. He’s grown a name for himself in the army. He earned his rank in Division Seven when the Resistance had made its first appearance. They had hacked our servers and spoken to the public, faces covered in masks, spreading their vitriol to the masses.

Warrick had hung the corpses of the accused on the watchtowers, and they floated there for seven days and nights. The crows had picked at their entrails, drawing their intestines out like rope.

“You’ve grown,” Warrick comments.

I’m taller than him. I don’t think he likes that.

“Impatient,” I end. “Where is the girl?”

He blinks before an unexpected laugh escapes him. He claps a jovial hand on my back and guides me into the sitting room.

“How was the journey?” he asks.

“Uneventful. This is my second-in-command, Knox Fraser.”

“Welcome,” Warrick says briefly, before turning back to me. “You must be excited to meet my daughter. Haven can hardly contain herself.”

“How delightful,” I say flatly.

Knox snorts, then covers it up with a cough when Warrick glances at him.

“Since you’ll be returning to the Forge, my other daughter, Mercy, was conscripted,” Warrick adds. “I was hoping you could take her with you. Since you live near the Forge and are heading to North Mire.”

My patience thins. I don’t want to ride in a vehicle with the bride herself. What makes him think I want to be saddled with a second girl?

“That won’t be a problem,” Knox answers.

The reason I drag Knox along is for reasons like this. To keep the peace. Without him, I would have ended up making an enemy of my future father-in-law.

Warrick gestures to a guard who hovers by the wall.

“Find her,” he grinds out. “The Commandant is a busy man. He doesn’t have all day.”

The guard vanishes. A few minutes later, a pair of voices drifts in from the foyer, tinkling like wind chimes.

“You go in first,” one says softly.

“No, you,” another says. “I look ridiculous.”

“We look the same.”

“Exactly.”

Two girls step into the room after they’ve concluded their bickering.

I blink in surprise. I hadn’t expected twins. Identical, nonetheless. They have long jet-black hair, vibrant green eyes, and olive skin. Loose bangs fall into their eyes, giving them an innocent look. Both girls are dressed in a matching powder-blue gown that brushes their kneecaps.

“Which one is mine?” I ask.

The girl on the left frowns. The one on the right stiffens, anger flashing across her face.

I know without a doubt that Warrick paired me with the difficult one.

Unfortunately, things rarely work in my favor.

That must be Haven.

She moves slowly like a prisoner making their way to the execution block. She lifts her head when she stands before me and meets my eyes. People usually avoid my gaze.

“Nice to meet you, Bender,” she says bitterly.

“That’s not my name.”

“Haven,” Warrick warns.

I glance at him. “Is she always like this?”

“No,” he says tightly. “She’s nervous.”

“Do not speak of me as if I am not here!” Haven exclaims.

“I don’t know if I want her,” I mutter. “This was a mistake.”

She laughs. A harsh, mocking sound. One that is completely unladylike.

“You’re one to complain. Your father had to buy you a wife. Do you know how much I cost?”

Her gaze jerks to Warrick.

“I know about the credit transfer by the way,” she says, with a poisonous smile. “Thanks for selling me.”

“We signed an agreement,” Warrick says through clenched teeth.

He leans in and whispers something in her ear. Her shoulders drop, and the fight drains from her small frame, but her eyes remain cold.

Whatever threat he issued had its desired effect.

“I don’t care anymore,” she mumbles. “Let’s go.”

She turns and storms out. Her sister is hot on her heels.

I nod at Knox, signaling him to follow them.

There is something off about those two. I just can’t put my finger on it.

“Is she going to give me trouble?” I ask Warrick.

“You’ve handled worse, I’m sure,” he says. “She will come to heel. She just needs discipline.”

“I am not her father,” I say. “Discipline was your job.”

Warrick doesn’t like that.

“I have friends on the Council,” he says. “I intend to put a good word in for you when it comes time to vote.”

The Council is an assembly of the eight division governors hand-selected by the Supreme Director, who, in return, pick the next Supreme Director, ensuring that the regime’s power is preserved and unchallenged.

Warrick’s message is clear. Quit complaining about the girl, and he’ll vouch for me to become our next leader.

As much as I want to tell him and his daughter to shove it, I bite my tongue. The repercussions from my father are not worth it.

“I appreciate your support,” I say with a forced smile.

He offers his hand, and I reluctantly shake it, before stepping outside.

A guard brings their belongings out a moment later. They are standard regulation-issue travel cases.

I’m surprised Warrick doesn’t watch them leave. But I do not blame him; the girls seem to be a handful. Especially, Haven.

Haven stops abruptly, arms crossed tight over her chest. Her sister lingers half a step behind her, hiding in her shadow.

Haven’s attention is fixed on the house behind her, jaw set as if she is resisting the urge to burn it down. I get it. The place is depressing, and this is coming from someone who grew up in a military institution for most of his life.

When Knox slams the trunk shut, the sound echoes, ringing with a finality that shakes the sisters. And they slip into the vehicle without a second glance.




chapter four Haven

It is almost time for the switch.

We need to stop before we reach Division Two so Mercy and I can change into our clothes and settle into our new roles.

Mercy will be going to Ender’s house, which is near the Forge. She will reside there until the public marriage ceremony that will occur in three months. And I will be off to the Forge to train as a soldier.

We kept our disguise for the benefit of Warrick, but now that we are far from the house, it is time to change and put our plan in motion.

We’ve passed through four different boroughs. I peek at the digital map on the console. Our vehicle is a small, green blip. We’re nine and a half hours from North Mire.

White oak trees flash across the window. They are full and bushy like a thick beard, unlike the lank and rangy vegetation of Oracle. Most of the foliage in Division Eight is sallow and blanched from the pollution.

Ender keeps glancing at Mercy and me in the rearview mirror, lips pressed thin, as if we are cargo he regrets agreeing to transport.

The feeling is entirely mutual.

“We need to take a break,” I say. “I can’t feel my legs, and my back hurts.”

“Not my problem,” Ender says.

“It will be when I am pregnant with your offspring, and my body gives out,” I threaten.

Knox chokes on his spit. Ender doesn’t react to my outlandish statement.

By my tenth complaint, he finally assents to a break.

“Fine,” he barks. “We’ll stop if you shut up.”

The truck turns off the main intersection, sliding down the dark throat of an empty road, tires crunching through dirt and roots. Pines crowd close, their branches knitting together overhead, blotting out the moon like smudged ink on paper, pulling us deeper into the shadows.

The gable-front house emerges slowly, cropping out from the soil like a mushroom. It’s built of weathered wood and pale stone. Narrow windows are carved into the sides, revealing an unlit interior. The roof sags slightly at one corner, ivy crawling up the walls, thick enough to disguise the security sensors embedded beneath the leaves. But a small red flash gives away their presence.

This has to be a military safe house.

“Is it okay to stay here?” Mercy asks. “What if something eats us?”

Ender turns around to pin her with a piercing stare.

“The only thing you should fear in this place is me.”

Mercy shivers at his words, quickly averting her gaze.

“Don’t scare my sister,” I snap.

He ignores me and cuts the ignition while I study my new enemy.

Ender Vale is a terribly beautiful man. Tall, big, and built for war. His raven hair is cropped on the sides and slightly thicker on the top. Dark stubble frames his mouth, softening his pretty lips. A scar cuts along his jaw, old enough to have faded to a milky-white line.

At his neck, just beneath the collar of his jacket, I catch the faint nick of his implant. Every few seconds, the blue light stirs beneath his skin like a trapped moth.

Months after the regime seized control, a mysterious plague swept across the land called the Red Fever. It earned its name from the bloodshot eyes that marked the first wave of the infection. A noxious chemical had seeped into the waterways, poisoning the water supply. It was how Redwater got its name in Division Three. The laboratory stationed there had suffered an incident, though the chemical was never disclosed.

Entire boroughs fell silent within days. There had been fifteen divisions before, and now only eight remained. Some people perished immediately, others lingered in delirium, and a small fraction of those who lived were altered.

It was around the time the first few powers began to crop up. Some could manipulate elements, bend metal, or read thoughts. These powers were feared and revered in equal measure.

The Director’s Council blamed the old president, claiming that he developed a bioweapon because resources were dwindling after the war, and he wanted to reduce the population.

Bane Vale immediately established control over those they called the “Gifted”. Survivors of the plague who were modified were registered and trained, with dangerous abilities eradicated before they could be misused. At first, military service was mandatory, but over the years, it became optional for the Gifted. And only the Commons were forced to serve.

“What are your powers?” I ask, unable to stop myself.

Knox shifts beside him. He has the Bind, too, which means they are both Gifted.

He’s different than Ender. His hair is dyed a vibrant blue, and his left brow has a silver barbell stretching across his dark brows.

“I can turn invisible,” Knox says with a boyish grin. “Want to see?”

Before I can answer, he vanishes.

I clap at his performance. That was quite impressive.

Knox reappears in the same spot, bowing slightly.

“Ender can—”

“None of your business,” Ender cuts in. “Do not speak with her.”

The word her slips past his lips like venom.

“Am I your wife,” I ask evenly, “or a prisoner?”

“I haven’t decided yet,” he says.

He opens his door and steps out into the dark, slamming it shut behind him before I can respond.

“Come on,” Knox says with a warm smile. “I’ll show you, girls, around.”

“Is he always like that?” Mercy asks.

“You mean, is he always so charming and polite?” Knox says. “Every day of the week.”

I snort, and Mercy smiles.

“It takes a second to adjust to Ender, he’s…guarded,” Knox explains.

The door is a reinforced steel frame disguised with wood paneling, and the windows are all barred. They went to great lengths to keep this place a secret.

The lamps are fitted with bare bulbs, and the floors are scuffed with boot marks. Mercy peeks into the cabinets, revealing a row of preserved rations.

Maps are pinned to the walls, layered over older ones, their corners curled and annotated in different hands. It’s strange to see paper instead of a digital grid. The reception here must be terrible. Old beer bottles are lying in a pile, their logos peeling off the glass, revealing the sticky residue underneath. Dust-covered military coats are draped across the old couches.

Knox opens the door to our bedroom. The space is small. There are two narrow beds along with a single window boarded from the outside but cracked just enough to let in a thread of frosty air.

Knox returns shortly after with our travel cases, setting them side by side at the foot of the beds.

“In case you wish to change,” he explains.

“Thank you,” Mercy says.

“Let me know if you girls need anything,” he says.

I look at Mercy the second the door clicks shut.

“Why couldn’t he be the husband?” I sigh. “He’s so much more tolerable than that brute.”

“You shouldn’t goad Ender,” Mercy says. “He is frightening.”

I roll my eyes. I lived with Warrick for twelve years. Nothing scares me anymore.

“I’m not afraid.”

I sit on the bed, the springs digging painfully into my thighs.

“Do you think everyone will fall for it?” she asks.

I nod. They will. This plan is foolproof.

“Let’s get some rest,” I say, lying down on the hard mattress. “Tomorrow everything changes.”



Light filters through the window in ribbons of gold. A bird trills on the ledge, and I blink at the unfamiliar surroundings until it hits me. Today is the day I go to the Forge. For years, I prepared for this moment, and now it is finally happening.

I owe it to my mother to become a weapon strong enough to take down Warrick and the Supreme Director one day.

Knox raps twice against the door.

“Up and breathing,” he calls. “It’s a great day to have a great day!”

I groan at his cherry voice. The sun hasn’t even fully risen.

Of course, Ender refuses to let us sleep in after the long drive from Division One to Division Two. We took the transit road that cuts through the territories like a scar. It is a six-lane stretch of pavement that runs from the capital to the farthest division.

Even though Ender took the express route reserved for military personnel, we still had to stop at two checkpoints, presenting our Smart Card––which carries our identification, credit balance, and travel clearance––before we could proceed. Each card has a matte-black surface with a white sun etched on an iridescent circuit, while the fingerprint sensor flags any unauthorized use.

The border patrol studied Mercy and me the longest, seemingly disturbed by our similarities. I guess he’s never seen a pair of twins before.

I slip into my favorite cargo pants. The fabric is heavy against my skin. The holster settles against my hip like an old friend.

My fingers brush the grip of my gun, feeling something dangerously close to affection.

My hair is plaited, bangs drifting along my eyes like a hazy dream. Our mother always cut it for us when we were young. She’d sit us on the floor and warn us not to squirm, or we’d regret it when we looked in the mirror. That was a long time ago. Mercy and I kept the style ever since.

Behind me, Mercy adjusts the folds of her dress, smoothing the canary-yellow fabric and adjusting the matching ribbon in her hair. It suits her well. Soft and dainty. She looks like she belongs in a fairytale, sliding between meadows and chasing white-speckled gazelles.

“Remember,” I murmur, tightening the end of my braid, “insult him often, but be creative or you’ll ruin my reputation.”

“And you?”

“I’ll say as little as possible.”

That earns me a smile.

I soften my face, erasing my hard expression, and then we descend the stairs together. Halfway down, I lean closer.

“Why are you grimacing?” I ask.

“I’m smirking,” she hisses back. “The way you always do.”

I swallow back a laugh and resist the urge to fix her expression myself.

Knox is waiting near the door, arms folded across his chest. His blue hair is lazily ruffled, and his mouth is drawn in a crooked smile.

His gaze drops immediately to my hip.

“Well.” He whistles. “We didn’t reach the Forge yet, darling. No need to dress for battle so soon.”

I open my mouth, ready to respond with a sarcastic retort, but I stop myself. Mercy wouldn’t rise to the bait.

“Where’s that… idiot?” Mercy asks, pitching her voice just slightly too high.

I resist the urge to remind her that our voices are identical, and she doesn’t need to change her cadence.

“Watch your mouth,” Ender barks.

He steps out from beneath the archway, moving like a shadow. His gaze fixes on Mercy first. I watch her cheeks flush, and her eyes drop instinctively.

That is not good. I would never turn away first. But Ender just met us, so he might not have picked up on the nuances of our personalities.

Ender’s brow lifts, just a fraction, before his eyes jerk to me.

I do as Mercy did and lower my gaze. We may as well both play at being coy.

“No weapons unless I permit it,” he says.

I stiffen at his demand.

His hand is open, palm facing up. “Gun. Now.”

Every instinct in me screams to resist. Instead, I slide the weapon free and place it in his large hand.

Mercy and I exchange a glance. Her eyes flick to the holster, then to my face. That gun was a gift from Sullivan after I passed my first obstacle course, and Mercy knows it. Ender seems like the type to not return the objects he confiscates.

I smile at her softly, assuring her it’s fine. I’ll find my way back to my gun even if I have to steal it myself.

“What are you both saying?” Ender asks firmly. “Speak aloud.”

“Nothing,” Mercy says quickly.

“Nothing,” I echo.

“Kinda wish I had a twin,” Knox comments. “Seems like a lot of fun.”

Just before we step outside, Ender’s hand clamps around Mercy’s elbow.

“You,” he says. “Front seat.”

He turns to Knox. “Take the back.”

“Yes, sir,” Knox replies easily.

Ender’s jaw tightens as he looks at us. He knows something is amiss, but he can’t tell what. He’s going to be keeping a close eye on us. And we can’t let him suspect our deception.



Ender’s house rises from the mist like a specter. Dark stone walls reach towards the plum sky, and charcoal bars cover the windows. A balcony juts over the entrance door, supported by a row of black beams. Symmetrical hedges line the path to the doorway, their vibrant green shade marking them as artificial.

The tires roll over the wet cobblestone, drawing us into a looping driveway, as the gates grind shut ominously behind us.

Ender cuts the engine and faces my sister.

“You’ll live here,” he says, in a disinterested tone. “My staff will escort you inside and see to your accommodations.”

Sympathy pricks at me when I look at my twin. Her eyes are filled with dread, and her fingers are tangled in a despairing knot. I wouldn’t subject my worst enemy to Ender Vale’s sour personality, and now my sister will be forced to co-exist with him. He is about as fascinating as a wet brick and about as kind as our father.

“And you,” he adds, turning to me, “Knox will take you to the Forge.”

Mercy and I will be separated for the first time in our lives.

The air rushes from my lungs. I’m not ready to say goodbye to her. My sister’s eyes meet mine, and I can tell she’s just as reluctant as I am to be parted. She is frightened, and I can’t comfort her with so many eyes on us.

“I’ll miss you,” she whispers.

“Everything will be okay,” I say softly. “I promise.”

Mercy nods shakily and opens her door.

A woman in a pristine white uniform waits by the entrance. Her posture is stiff, her expression unreadable. She takes Mercy’s arm without preamble and guides her toward the house.

Mercy glances back, her eyes wide with fear, and I give her a reassuring smile. At least, I hope it looks that way.

Ender steps out of the car and vanishes down the side of the building.

Knox gestures toward a second truck. A standard military-issue vehicle with blacked-out windows. He loads my travel case in the back.

Once the door clicks shut, I turn to face him. I have a few questions, and Knox seems like an open-book. Or at least more friendly than the Commandant.

“How long have you known Ender?” I ask curiously.

“Oh, so you do speak.” He raises a brow. “Did Ender just make you nervous?”

“A little,” I lie. “Haven usually talks enough for both of us.”

“Ender will have his hands full with that one,” Knox says with a smirk. “Is it bad that I kind of like that she’s busting his balls?”

A small laugh escapes me. “He is insufferable.”

“He’s an acquired taste,” Knox says.

“You didn’t answer my question,” I say.

“We were assigned as roommates when we enlisted,” Knox says. “Of course, now the spoiled Gifted cadets get their own private quarters, but at the time, it was normal to share.”

“That beast was your roommate?”

“He isn’t that bad,” Knox says. “He’s intelligent and insanely loyal. If one is lucky enough to fall under the short list of people Ender Vale cares about, no force in this world will ever dare to hurt you.”

I glance out the window, tired of hearing about what a virtuous person Ender is. I’ve already made up my mind about him, and no amount of praise will alter my opinion.

“Any advice when I go in there?” I ask.

The Forge looms in the distance. It is a twenty-minute drive from Ender’s residence, which gives me hope that perhaps I’ll be permitted to visit my sister during my days off. I can see the watchtowers in the distance and the silhouettes of the enforcers.

“Don’t fail,” he says. “The Common soldiers are treated as replaceable assets. There are casualties often during their one-year conditioning circuit. It is intimidating at first, but once you get your footing under you, it’s not so bad.”

A shudder slides down my back. I cannot imagine leaving Mercy here. It would be like abandoning her in the woods right by a pack of wolves.

“But you will be protected,” Knox adds, to ease the tension. “You’re the High General’s daughter, and your sister is engaged to the Supreme Director’s son. That gives you some leverage.”

The iron gates groan open, and we roll into the grounds. The Forge looks like a prison. Smoke-stained towers are sparsely laid around a barren ash-green field. Floodlights line the perimeter where enforcers make their rounds in their slate-gray uniforms while their hawk-like eyes scan for intruders.

Enforcers are low-level military officers tasked with guarding key facilities and maintaining security. All of them are Commons except for the capital enforcers.

I step off the truck, boots sinking into the gravel.

“Let’s get you to the Intake Hall for registration,” Knox says.

He leads me through a series of walkways and corridors. We pass the barracks, mess halls, training yards, dormitories, and shooting ranges, which are all arranged in a strict, regimented layout. It is suffocating here. The constant surveillance will drive me insane. I thought Warrick had me on a tight leash, but this is a whole other level.

The Intake Hall is a bare, clinical room. There is a single service counter where a woman sits behind the plexiglass window. Her bored eyes gaze at the row of recruits lined up.

The Commons faces are hollow and dirt-streaked. Unlike the Gifted, who serve for glory and the military benefits, the Commons are conscripted. They are pulled from the factories and farmlands and forced to survive because they were unlucky enough to be born without powers. In return, they are provided with accommodations during their stay and a paltry credit is uploaded directly to their Smart Card.

Knox ignores the line and leads me to the front. Every head turns at his presence. I feel the weight of their curiosity, as their dull eyes trace my every step.

“State your name,” the woman asks in a nasally voice.

“Mercy Warrick,” I say.

Keys click as she enters it into the system, her fingers precise and mechanical.

She slides a package across the desk.

“Uniform,” she says. “You will wear it at all times.”

I glance inside the package. Brown pants and a second-hand matching coat. It smells like old sweat and cheap detergent. It most likely belonged to the conscript before me. There is a tablet inside. I slip it out and tinker with it for a bit. My schedule is programmed already, along with a map of the facility. The call function has been disabled, which is unfortunate. I had been hoping to use it to speak with my sister.

Knox gives me a small nod. “Everything you need is here. Let’s get you settled in.”

I look back at the other recruits. Some glance at us openly, but most look down, resigned. They are curious about Knox, whose uniform marks him as one of them. The Gifted. They don’t understand why he is bothering to help me out.

Knox leads me to an angular building that hosts the Common dormitories. He explains that the Gifted dormitory is on the opposite side.

Inside, the hallways are long and slender, the walls painted a stone-blue.

Knox cracks open the door at the end of the corridor, revealing a row of six metal-frame bunks, each identical and covered with a thin, scraggy mattress. A coarse wool blanket is folded at the base, and a locker is planted at the foot.

“Pick one,” Knox murmurs.

I chose a bunk in the middle. It gives me a good view of the door, and it’s near enough that I can dash out if any issue arises.

“I’ll have your belongings brought in shortly. Let me know if you need anything,” Knox says. “Good luck, Mercy.”

“Thanks, Knox.”

He retreats, leaving me alone with my thoughts. It takes a few minutes for an enforcer to climb up with my travel case. Once it’s settled on the ground, I begin arranging my uniform and gear in the locker. Footsteps sound, and I glance up to see a girl around my age. Her mousy-brown hair is braided into two pigtails, and she clutches a small black tablet.

“You’re new,” she says, studying me with curious eyes.

A few of the beds have jackets draped on the rail. The second batch of conscripts was signing up at the Intake Hall today. This girl and a few of the others must have been part of the first batch.

“I just got here,” I say.

“You look like you’ve been here longer,” she says. “Most people are trembling or gagging over the thought of what training holds.”

I can’t help but laugh. “I’m too cool to tremble or gag.”

“That is obvious,” she says, sitting up on her bunk. “My name’s Sora. What division are you from?”

“Division Eight.”

I don’t want to be known as the High General’s daughter or reveal that, unlike all the other conscripts, I grew up in Division One. In these halls, it will sow resentment rather than admiration. And, besides, I am more than just that monster’s spawn. I am my mother’s daughter.

“I’m from Division Five,” she says. “The Flatlands.”

Division Five is nothing but mines and back-breaking labor. They dug deep shafts into the earth and dragged coal from it, much like squeezing water from a rag. Prisoners are sent there
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