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To anyone who has ever been at war with
themselves or lost in the abyss
of grief.

And to Krista, who stayed through it all.




“Who controls the past controls the future; who controls the present controls the past.”

George Orwell, 1984
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Day 100,

Do you ever wonder what you would do if someone—god, the universe, whoever—gave you the ability to undo just one thing? What would you choose? How would you decide?

These thoughts have haunted me since this became my new way of life.

Before, I had a whole host of things I would change—so many that it’s hard to know where to start. Maybe I could have convinced my mother to hang on in the end. Perhaps she wouldn’t have given up. But I think of my father leaving. Maybe I would have made him stay, and things would have been different. Maybe I wouldn’t have kept my anger locked up all these years.

Maybe I’d take back all the hateful things I said when everyone I cared for seemed to just give up. There are lighter things too. Like being embarrassed in middle school for liking art. Or for having a crush on Sam. Seems stupid that I ever cared what anyone thought.

Then the world fell apart—my world fell apart, and there’s no going back. Now all I can think about is that one moment . . .

There are so many things I could have done differently. The things I should have said torment me day and night. Those terms don’t mean anything now, anyway. Nothing means anything.

I’m just trying to survive.

Maybe that’s why I find myself writing in this damn journal all the time. Trying to hold on to memories that I know will fade with time. Would it be a mercy to forget? I don’t know.

I can’t say I’ll be sad when my time comes to be buried beneath and return to the earth, or what’s left of her.

Maybe I would have said what I felt. What I wanted. What I needed.

I would have said I love you more.

I think that would have made all the difference.

But then, I’ll never know.
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I FUCKING HATE HUMANS.

Sirens pierced the air all around me.

Maybe that’s a bit harsh. Fine, I just hate humans.

The wailing sirens filled the tunnels, a deafening alert of yet another nuclear storm raging on the surface. We all huddled hidden beneath the ground like ants. What was left of us, anyway.

The last storm trapped us down here for months—or moons, as some people had taken to calling our survivalist passing of time. I just called it hell. But even that meant less and less as religions disappeared. I didn’t blame anyone for forsaking any of the gods they had once worshipped when not a single one had come to our aid.

Rations had diminished to crumbs in order to preserve provisions. I wasn’t exactly looking forward to losing the essential weight I had just put back on. I picked at my still-loose pants; at least I had a belt this time. I grimaced, remembering how I had come by the belt. The deceased patient I had taken it from. Survival. I twisted the black identification band around my left wrist.

You have to survive now, little flower. I doubted my father would still call me that if he had seen what I had become. The things I had done to survive.

Across from me, a little girl let out a small whimper, staring at me with wide, dark brown eyes, almost the same shade as mine. A green identification band glinted as she covered her ears. A man and a woman—her parents, I assumed—wrapped their bodies around the little girl—shielding her.

She couldn’t be older than three. Maybe four. The woman ran a comforting hand through her daughter’s hair. A family. An anomaly these days. A relic of life before the war; a life that little girl wouldn’t have been alive to see.

We had been dwelling almost entirely underground for six years now. The message auto-repeated on the radio along with the coordinates as the end approached.

All are welcome in Haven, humanity’s last hope!

I had delayed coming, the distrust and fear overwhelming. That had been a mistake. The idea of never seeing the sky, of being shut up with others who might have been an enemy . . . I hadn’t been able to stomach it. I fought against it, until I had no choice. Until I found myself sprinting here, desperate. Then, the reason for my desperation died.

I stayed simply because I had nowhere to go. No one and nothing.

I had been right to be wary; it was always dark. There was no tracking time besides the noises: bells, buzzes, and alarms. We were left to believe the sounds represented the passing of time. It was disorienting.

Now, it felt normal. That frightened me. But what other option did I have? The land above was uninhabitable, decimated by the war.

I was fifteen when the war started. Tensions worldwide had been on edge for some time, felt by all regardless of nationality. Then it happened; it had been a Monday. I was dressed for school, complaining about a math exam I didn’t want to take. I had pinned back my long, dark auburn hair with a pink bow to garner a reaction from my mother.

She told me the bow looked lovely while tending to my two younger siblings. I still remember her distracted smile.

Then my parents’ cellphones had started dinging. My father had read the screen before grabbing the remote. The news filled our home, and everything shifted. A permanent fracture in my life.

I hardly understood the gravity of it, but sometimes, those first harrowing images still drove me from my sleep all these years later. No one had been prepared for how quickly the war escalated. Technology broadcasted every moment across the entire world, into everyone’s homes and phone screens, the coverage inescapable. It felt like no time at all until those broadcasts reached our backyard. Until it was our towns and cities being shown, and the next, and the next. One endless live stream of humanity obliterating itself.

In two years, humans destroyed the planet, countries, hope, and one another. Fueled by anger and fear, the media our endless food source. The enemy had seemed faceless initially, some faraway assault threatening our safety; that had been easier. Once food and resources became scarce, neighbors became the enemy. Then illness turned loved ones into the enemy. I had kept mine alive while terrified I too would fall ill. I never caught it, but they didn’t get better.

Now, I was alone. I wiggled my cold toes in my oversize boots.

There had been billions of people before the war. Here at Haven, the population was a tiny fraction of that. It had felt like a lot in the beginning, each day bringing droves of people. The tunnels had felt cramped. Sleeping arrangements were scarce. But the nuclear storms picked up, and the doors closed. Those left above died. The supplies dwindled, and people began to starve. Cramped places bred disease. Suddenly, sleeping arrangements became available again, this time assigned by the leaders who implemented a rudimentary social system to help us survive.

The family across from me should ignite some hope for humanity—that they had found a way to carry on and bring more life into a world hell-bent on dying. That alone should reignite my desire to keep fighting.

Fight who, though? The enemy had been everywhere. It had worn many faces and appeared in so many forms until it destroyed everything.

I didn’t know what I was still fighting for or what we were fighting against. I couldn’t change the broken earth, the raging storms that made life almost impossible, the radiation that blanketed the planet. I couldn’t change that the remaining survivors were direct competition for the resources, including the little girl in front of me. Where did it end?

The sirens stopped, my ears ringing in the sudden silence. Lights flickered on along the walls. The tunnels were better provisioned than I had imagined before arriving, outfitted with electricity and plumbing.

The anxious sounds of my fellow tunnel dwellers filled the air, then a loud buzz signaled that the tunnels were officially sealed. Lockdown had begun.

I rose to my feet, dusting off my pants. I had been on my way to the mess hall for the evening meal, but that would be strictly rationed now. I glanced at the little girl one last time as her father scooped her up and continued toward the cafeteria. She smiled sheepishly at me before disappearing into the throng of people. She would eat, and I would not. As it should be, even as my stomach protested.

I pushed against the current of people still making their way toward the cafeteria. They would be turned away; only the young or elderly would eat tonight. The Kitchens would run inventory before providing rations tomorrow. Pieces of conversation met me as I was jostled side to side.

“Another fucking storm. The last one ended not even two moons ago—”

“I don’t care what they say. I’m getting food. They can’t starve us again—”

“I hope the Force all got in—”

My stomach swooped at the last comment—but I ignored it.

Our underground society contained five sectors: the Kitchens, the Force, the Hospital Ward, Sanitation, and Expansion. Every person in Haven belonged to a sector. The assigned sector determined the color of an identification band we were all given when we arrived at Haven: dark blue for the Force, white for the Hospital Ward, green for the Kitchens, black for Sanitation, and gray for Expansion. An identification number was assigned and written on the inside of the band—a primitive system for our survivalist way of life.

The Force was an allied group of mostly men and some women who maintained the peace below and scouted above, looking for resources and carrying out patrol. Early on, they had searched for survivors, which wasn’t necessary anymore. It was the group Tristian kept pestering me to join, telling me my talents were wasted on Expansion. He had a point, but swinging a pickax at a dirt wall was soothing and predictable after five years in the Hospital Ward.

Now, I was twenty-three and felt more comfortable with death than life. In the Ward, I had learned how to recognize certain illnesses, the signs of infection, the look of death. Every illness and injury someone contracted or obtained was documented in the health score system, which measured one’s ability to perform in specific sectors. Health scores were our only currency. Mine was extraordinary. No matter the illnesses people brought in as others caught them, I didn’t. It was why I had been handed a white apron in the first place.

Shortly after I joined, they brought in a two-year-old boy who had fallen sick. When he didn’t improve, the doctors decided to cease treatment. But I couldn’t walk away. I sat at his bedside until death took my seat. Next, they brought in an elderly man, covered in the dreaded skin disease that had swept through the tunnels. No one would touch him, but I stayed by his side. His last wish had been for me to look for the arrival of his wife and tell her that he loved her and had tried to find her. Again, I took death’s seat until it arrived. An hour later, I sat next to a woman who had been stabbed over a bowl of broth. And so on, and so on. Their faces burned into my mind. One never-ending procession of death.

Families, friends, companions—the war had stripped so many of us of such things. People were often brought in alone. No one came for them as death hovered—so I remained, taking on many of the hopeless cases. Righting wrongs. Eventually, rumors began to spread.

People murmured throughout the sectors of the girl who could sit next to death and not die. They became fearful when I tried to care for them, afraid I might bring death to their door too.

Death’s Angel, they called me.

But now, Death’s Angel was no more. Six months ago, when reassignment petitions came out, I had been first in line, demanding to switch to Expansion. If I had been smart, I would have put down the Kitchens, but those spots were coveted and nearly impossible to get. Plus, all the children were housed, taught, and kept there. I didn’t want to be responsible for any more kids. Even if I had been able to get in, I would have walked alongside death again. People would come to me for food, and I would be left to turn down starving people. After years of near starvation, I couldn’t do it.

I was assigned to the Expansion Sector the following week. I grabbed my issued brown jacket and hard hat and reported to my new sector commander, who replaced my white band with a gray one and placed a pickax in my hands. I never looked back.

Every day since, I swung my ax against endless earth. In the beginning, I would tire quickly—the ax too heavy, my arms too weak. Life in the Ward involved physical labor, but it was different. Six months of swinging the ax had left me stronger. Striking dirt relentlessly, falling into a rhythm until the rest of the world quieted. Each night I turned in my ax only to retrieve it again the next morning. A wonderful, monotonous existence.

My feet slipped in my boots as I turned down the most direct route to the Expansion sleeping quarters when voices caught my attention. Three men stood toward the end of the tunnel.

Great. Lockdowns always brought out the worst in people, not that they needed much motivation.

“Where you going, sweetheart?” the tallest of the three called to me, strolling into my path. His identification band was black. They were members of Sanitation.

“Bed,” I said dryly.

“Care for some company?”

“I’m all set, thanks,” I said. The shortest man circled around, boxing me in. The tallest stayed against the wall, his arms crossed.

“Come now, don’t you need someone to keep you warm through the storm?” the one before me taunted, closing the space between us. He was disheveled and pale, his greasy blond hair tied back. I widened my stance, holding my ground. “With a face like that, you shouldn’t be going anywhere alone, babe.” His stale breath, seeped in booze, hit me.

“Move,” I demanded.

“It’ll be easier on everyone if you just go along with it. Especially you,” he said. The man behind me chuckled. “If not, poor Terence over there is going to have to hold you down while I take my turn—”

“Hey, you went first last time, Tate,” said the man behind me. My stomach turned at the knowledge that they had done this before. That some other woman had been held down between them. Anger grew in my chest, but my heart remained steady.

Tate rolled his eyes. “Fine, I’ll go last. That way, every time she thinks of our time together”—he moved closer to me, reaching for my face—“I’ll be the last face she sees. Get her, Chuck.”

The guy behind me lunged.

My right hand flew to the pistol at my hip as my left grabbed the knife stashed in my waistband. I spun, flinging the knife into his thigh. The sickening sound of metal hitting flesh filled the tunnel, followed by screaming. Good, others would hear. I grabbed my second knife from my boot, bringing it up to hover at Tate’s crotch. My pistol pointed at Terence, who had frozen against the wall.

Tate smirked. “You don’t have the balls.”

I yanked the knife up until the fabric split.

“I’m bleeding,” the short one squealed. “The bitch got my fucking leg.” One glance at the knife buried in the man’s quad was enough reassurance to turn my attention entirely onto the other two.

Terence bolted, sprinting down the tunnel. Only one to worry about now.

“Fucking coward,” Tate called.

I laughed, my pistol steadily pointing at his head. “Apparently, your friend likes having balls,” I drawled, bringing the knife up a bit more until he squirmed. “If I hear even a whisper about this happening to another woman, I will find you, Tate, and I will be the last face you see.”

“Fuck, fine, you fucking bitch.”

“Take your pathetic friend and go.” I moved in the opposite direction Terence had run, though I doubted he was coming back. I knew a coward when I saw one. I kept my pistol pointed at the two remaining men. “I’d go to the Ward to remove that knife, or he might bleed out.”

Tate hoisted up his sobbing friend, blood soaking his pants. Another unintentional lesson from the Ward: I knew where to aim to cause the most damage. I had always been gifted with a knife and gun. My father had thrust them into my hands at fifteen, and I hadn’t put them down since. I looked at the knife buried in his right thigh.

I would miss that knife—it was impossible to replace. But I would figure it out. I always did. They took two steps before Tate glowered back at me.

“I love a moving target,” I told him. They took off, turning right at the end of the tunnel. If they went to the Ward, I could find their names; if they were dumb enough to pull it out themselves and the bastard bled out, I’d be able to read the death roll.

Usually, it took a couple of days for people to go nutty down here during lockdowns. I sighed, attempting to place the larger knife in my sheath in my waistband. It was difficult; the fit was snugger. Taking it out unnoticed would be more challenging. I’d likely nick myself. I should have killed them and been done with it. But I knew the toll it took on a person to end a life, even when there was no other option. Even when it was in self-defense or in defense of someone you loved.

Quick footsteps approached. I shuddered and held my pistol steady, clicking off the safety. A tall, broad-shouldered man rounded the corner, his forest-green eyes shining like beacons in the dim light. I clicked my safety back on.

“Sasha, there you are.” Commander Tristian Hayes halted, noting my weapons, his fierce gaze scanning me head to toe. “What happened?”

“I lost my favorite knife,” I said plainly, returning my pistol to the holster. Tristian strode past me, and I turned to see the puddle of blood from Chuck’s leg. Now there was no chance of keeping this to myself. Tristian rounded on me and planted his feet, crossing his arms. He stood a full head and a half taller than me, his broad shoulders blocking my way. He was in his dark blue Force uniform, his chocolate-brown curls a tangled mess from being above, his cheeks flushed pink from sprinting back to Haven.

“How exactly did you lose your knife?”

I knew I wasn’t going anywhere until I told him what happened. He always demanded the truth, some foolish thing of his because he spoke it so freely.

“Some guys tried to get handsy,” I said. “I handled it at the expense of my favorite knife.”

“Guys, plural?”

“Yeah, three,” I told him, walking toward the Expansion living quarters.

“Did you get their names?” Tristian asked, falling in step beside me.

“I did.”

“Are you going to tell me?”

“I handled it.”

Digging into the pouch on his chest, he handed me a tube of nutrient paste, and I grimaced—a disgusting, sticky concoction with crucial nutrients, electrolytes, and other things that tasted like hell and stuck to my mouth. The Force took it with them above. I detested the stuff, but I had eaten worse.

“Thanks,” I said begrudgingly. Our deal might have ended six months ago, but still, during lockdowns, Tristian would appear with paste and attempt a conversation. I ignored the reoccurring relief that he had made it in every time he found me. The paste was appreciated. It helped me survive. The conversation, on the other hand, did not.

“You’re avoiding the question, Sasha,” Tristian told me as we turned down another tunnel, leading us away from the Force where he belonged.

“You missed your turn,” I said.

A group of people walked past us, giving us a wide berth. “I’m escorting you back.”

“That’s unnecessary.”

“I disagree. The Expansion Sector had two deaths just yesterday,” Tristian said, undeterred.

I snorted. It had been a horrible way to wake up. All the screaming. “That’s what happens when you steal from someone else’s cot. The guy had it coming for months. Fucking with Travis was stupid.”

“You shouldn’t—”

“Is anyone hurt?” I cut him off. I didn’t want a lecture.

“No, we’re all fine. We didn’t even make it to Outpost One before we got the emergency call to abort the mission.” Unit Seven was safe. My relief grew. “Which is probably best,” he continued. “Ingrid was at the new recruit’s throat. I can’t seem to find a suitable replacement for Lily.”

My insides turned to lead. This had gone on long enough. “If no one’s hurt and I’m not needed, then I think I can manage the last hundred feet, Commander Hayes. Night.”

“Sasha, wait.” A strong hand gripped my shoulder, the warmth foreign. I hadn’t realized I was cold. “You are needed. Join my unit as a medic. Please, reconsider it. You don’t understand what’s at stake—”

“I don’t care what’s at stake, Hayes.”

“You don’t mean that,” Tristian said. I met his emerald gaze, brimming with life.

“I do,” I snapped, shaking him off. “Good luck replacing Lily.”

Before Tristian could respond, I slipped into the bustle of the Expansion Sector.

I stopped myself from looking back, pushing past two men in an altercation. My hand brushed against my pistol, waiting.

I was right the first time. Their shouts escalated as fists went flying.

I fucking hated humans.
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TRISTIAN WAS RIGHT, OF COURSE; THERE WAS NO RELAXING IN Expansion. No security and no privacy. The Expansion and Sanitation Sectors were notoriously dirty and overcrowded, crimes easily hidden in the masses. They were the sectors reserved for the leftovers, people deemed worthless to the other sectors due to past ailments. No one cared about your health in Expansion, only your ability to work. I weaved through the earth-covered people.

No one talked to me, thankfully. Not a soul had approached me outside of giving me my crew assignment. My former mentor, Dr. Kumar, had seen to that, sending Owen, another member of the Ward, here to ask around for Death’s Angel, spooking everyone. When he finally found me, he told me Kumar demanded I come back. I hadn’t. I couldn’t, not after losing Lily.

I entered the oversize sleeping porch—a long, rectangular room with low ceilings, filled with rows of cots that stretched from wall to wall. I had lucked into a corner one. The occupant before me had died from a tunnel wall collapse. I grabbed my bag from under my cot and headed toward the communal shower.

Big enough for ten people, the square shower was occupied by three other women. My usual showerhead remained empty. It had the best water pressure, but that wasn’t why I used it. I disrobed and shoved the clothes into my bag, stashing it in the corner, then covered it with a tattered scrap of a medical tarp I had stolen and placed my remaining knife on top of it. I turned the water on, locking on the mirror that was nailed to the wall, cracking the tile and the mirror itself. Once I might have thought someone had placed it here for vanity. I didn’t now. It was angled so the person could see the entire shower, eliminating the vulnerability of showering with your back to the entrance.

I set to unbraiding my auburn hair. Slowly, it tumbled down almost to my waist, surrounding my sharp, angular face that hadn’t filled out since the last lockdown. One of the women shut off her water and left. My rich brown eyes watched her before taking in my pale skin. It had been sun-kissed and tan once when I lived above the surface. My father had always told me I was beautiful like a flower. My mother had bought me skirts and dresses—anything to accentuate my femininity, countering my rigid demeanor. Now, no softness remained. Everything was honed from the years of survival.

I started the water, unfazed by the frigid temperature, grabbing a bar of soap wedged behind the mirror. Two more women entered, not looking my way. I rinsed the soap from my hair and scrubbed my body like I could erase the greasy feel of the three men circling me in the tunnel.

When my skin started to prune, I turned off the water and grabbed the sweater I had been wearing, flipped it inside out, and dried myself off. I donned my only other clothing: a thick blue wool sweater, a bra, a pair of brown pants several sizes too big, and a pair of cotton underwear. I strapped on my pistol and knife, then set to washing my dirty set of clothes in the bathroom sink. I could have sent them to Sanitation, but I had no desire to fight through the massive piles of clothing they returned monthly. This was easier.

Finally, I tumbled onto my cot. But all I could picture when I shut my eyes was a searing emerald gaze.

I had met Tristian Hayes three years ago. He had been brought to the Ward after picking up something from above. A living inferno to the touch, he had been drenched in sweat, incoherently muttering. The other medical workers avoided him, terrified they would fall ill. The Ward had its fair share of educated doctors, but most of us were just assigned there, learning on the go. Dr. Uri, the Ward leader, had done a quick assessment before shaking his head.

“You can give him some penicillin, but the rest is up to you, Death’s Angel.” Dr. Uri walked away, dismissing him. I gritted my teeth at the nickname, mocking my immune system’s refusal to contract the diseases that claimed so many. I hated it.

The tunnels had been thoroughly stocked. No one seemed certain who exactly was responsible for them. As droves of people raced here, no one cared who put out the message that granted us safety, only that there was hope. I accepted it at the time, but sometimes I wondered who had predicted we’d destroy ourselves into needing Haven. The Ward had a plethora of antibiotics, common medications, and other necessities as long as your health score was high enough to receive care.

All care was predicated on health scores. If a patient’s health score was low enough, and the odds were against their surviving, medical care moved to the next person. If you miraculously survived, your score dropped more. Drop low enough and you were discarded to Sanitation and forgotten. I didn’t know what happened to those people; no one talked about them once they hid them away.

It was cruel, but war had made cruelty the norm. If the patient had a history of illness since coming to Haven, was too old, or failed to recover significantly in forty-eight hours, treatment was discontinued and the people dressed in white moved on to the next person who might stand a chance. The Ward preserved our stock and hand-selected survivors.

I hated that in renouncing our gods, we had decided to play them. I knew the resources would eventually run out. We needed the surface to stabilize enough to sustain life again. Some people had made projections on how long the nuclear winter would last, but they were just predictions. Regardless of how much they varied, the prognosis was the same. There was a countdown on this way of life. But the clock stopped in the presence of the man before me.

Chocolate curls stuck to the stranger’s slick forehead. His health score was excellent—minor injuries but rarely any illnesses. Things were dire if doctors were giving up on a unit commander. But at least he wouldn’t die alone.

Determined, I moved the man to the isolation area, his weight crushing mine. I stripped him of his sweat-drenched clothes to reveal several tattoos spanning his chest and left arm. I squashed my curiosity and administered the antibiotics, then waited in death’s seat.

“Hang on, Tristian,” I urged. “Stay with me.”

I remained by his side that night, repeating the words, watching for the moment his chest stopped rising. But it never came. Slowly, the color returned to his pale face.

I constantly checked on him in the following days. I wasn’t the only one; multiple members of the Force came to the Ward demanding updates. He had people who cared for him. On day five, he opened his eyes. Within seconds, he was trying to sit up, sweeping the area, taking in the isolation curtains.

“You stayed,” I whispered, barely audible.

The world fell quiet as his gaze found mine. His staggering deep green irises, the color of grass and trees—something we no longer had—stole my breath.

“You asked me to,” he said.

My stomach fluttered. I had asked him, relentlessly, to stay. I didn’t tell him he was the first to have ever listened.

“I expected Death’s Angel to be much more frightening.” An air of levity graced his face, chasing the pallor away.

I gathered my equipment to run his vitals. “How do you know I’m Death’s Angel?”

“I was dying, and I woke up to you.”

“And that means you’re with Death’s Angel?”

He surveyed me, an admiring light in his eye. “I don’t know many brave enough to stay and face death.”

“It isn’t bravery.” I cleared my throat. “I need you to sit up so I can evaluate you.”

He rose, the sheets falling to a pile in his lap, exposing his tattooed arm, muscled chest, and strong back. My eyes ran over him, my heart hammering pathetically. His body in motion—alive, I couldn’t look away.

“Looking for something?” he asked, a knowing glint in his eye.

I jolted, clearing my throat. “It’s miraculous you’re alive.” Which was true. “May I?”

“Of course.”

My hands went to his neck. The lymph nodes were swollen but not like before. He watched me as if he were studying me. I unwrapped my stethoscope, placing it on his heart, before moving it to his lungs.

“Deep breath.”

He obliged before asking, “How’d you get the name?”

“I’m sure you’ve heard the rumors.”

His face tilted up toward me. The pressure of my stethoscope dissipated as I took him in. His shoulder-length curls fell away from his stunning face. “Yes, but I’d like to hear your version,” he said. “I doubt many of your patients get to ask.”

“I can’t listen if you talk.”

He fell silent. I moved around the bed, coming up behind him. A long scar ran along his right shoulder blade. The injury was noted on his chart, dated over a year ago. Knife to right trap. Required sutures. One day in Ward. I had been shocked he’d received the injury after the war. The Force’s only enemies were the elements and our dwindling resources. What had warranted a knife in the back? I placed the stethoscope on his back.

“Your lungs sound better,” I said. “The Ward isn’t at capacity right now. I advise you to stay for several more days.”

“How long have I been here?”

“Five days.”

He swore. “Which bell are we at?”

“Thirteenth,” I informed him, grabbing his file for the hundredth time. A twenty-seven-year-old unit commander. It seemed too young, but the war had wiped out most of the fighting-age men, an entire generation gone.

“I’ll give you until the next morning bell. Then I need to get back.”

“I’d like two morning bells, Commander Hayes,” I said, closing his file.

“One: I don’t need my health score to drop. Two: I prefer Tristian. Should I call you Death’s Angel?”

“I prefer Sasha.”

“Do you have a last name, Sasha?”

My family’s faces swam before my eyes. I shook them away. They weren’t here; my family name didn’t matter anymore. “It’s just Sasha.”

His green eyes locked with mine. I didn’t know what he saw as he said, “Maybe you are frightening, Sasha.”

I had spent the rest of the day being pestered by Tristian and his endless questions, filled with an optimism I thought the war had destroyed. He was completely undeterred by my reputation; maybe that was why I lingered. Maybe it was the life that radiated from him. Or maybe it was the way his eyes lit up when he smiled.

I stayed long past when I should have left.

He asked my age, about the Hospital Ward, my medical knowledge, then turned to mundane questions about my favorite food and activities before the war. He told me he chose the Force because he had enlisted during the war. He’d been told he was good at fighting and leading. He must be in order to be a commander already. He loved something called chicken-fried steak with potatoes and gravy. I had asked what that was and instantly regretted it as he went into a long-winded explanation.

Then he asked, “Is any of your family still here?”

Everything ground to a stop. My insides seized up as walls slammed down. “I . . . have to go get more stuff,” I said lamely, ducking past the isolation curtain.

I avoided his area for several bells. Eventually, another white apron found me, saying my patient needed me. I returned to his bedside and found him sitting up in bed, his curls messy, like he might have slept. Good, he needed it.

“Death avoiding me would normally be a good thing,” Tristian commented with a smile. “But I’d like to be bothered right now.”

“You should be resting.”

“I don’t rest.” He shifted over on his bed, as if he was giving me room to sit.

“You should.” I took his temperature, leaning into the space he had created for me.

“Do you like to rest?” he asked.

No, but I couldn’t say it. To rest was to let the events of the war catch me. To see my family’s faces. I spent most nights by patients’ bedsides.

“Is that a no?” he asked, observing me.

I stepped away. “My shift is ending, Commander Hayes.”

“Tristian.”

“I will see you tomorrow,” I said firmly. “Stay alive. Good night.”

It wasn’t until I returned the following day, prepared to be bombarded with more questions, to find an empty bed, the sheets neatly folded, that I realized I had been looking forward to being bothered by him. I stared at the bed for several long minutes, then carried on, convincing myself I was thankful for his absence, until that tiny bubble of something long forgotten ruptured. I fell back into a routine and the safety of aloneness. Each bell closed off that part of me that he had helped reignite.

I had lost count of the passing moons before he reappeared.

“I’ll only see Death,” I heard him saying to the front desk worker. “She and I are friends.”

I rounded the corner, my arms filled with supplies, and came face-to-face with a fully healthy Tristian Hayes. He towered over me, his strength restored. His hair was pulled back, exposing his devastatingly handsome face that shone with a fierceness I had only glimpsed when caring for him. He had an untamed wildness, too free to be stifled underground. His forest-green eyes found mine, and his white teeth flashed in a smile. “Hey, Death, remember me?”

I was certain I’d never be able to forget him. I swallowed, nodding my hello.

“I’ve been looking for you,” Tristian said before leading me to a bed in the back of the Ward, where a Force member, a Black man, sat clutching his left leg, face pinched in pain. His pant leg was a deep burgundy.

“Can you help him?” Tristian asked after I had removed the man’s pants to reveal a nasty gash on his left quad.

I cleaned the man’s wound. “Stitches aren’t really my forte. I’m just an assistant. I think one of the actual doctors would be best for this. I’ll likely leave a scar.”

“I don’t care about the scar. Just do what you did for Hayes’s score,” the man gritted out, steel determination etched across his tense jaw.

Shock shot through me. I hadn’t realized he would notice that I lied on his forms, cutting his time spent here in half, saying I gave him bed rest orders instead. I had made the marks against his health score as insignificant as possible. It was dishonest, and a complete abuse of the system, but the fear of a dropping health score usually caused people to avoid the Ward until it was too late. I knew the consequences of waiting. So, occasionally, I would lie. No one had noticed before, or if they did, no one had bothered to say anything.

“Yeah, I noticed that, Death.” Tristian smirked, his eyes flashing. My breath stilled. He was radiant fully healed.

“Have you told anyone else?” I whispered.

“Only those I can trust. Levi’s a steel trap,” Tristian told me. They both had that matted look to them like they had just descended from above. “Can you help?”

“I can’t numb it,” I said. “I’d have to get permission for those medications.”

“Don’t care. Just patch me up,” Levi said determinedly.

“It’ll hurt.”

Levi smirked at the challenge. “Try me.”

So I did. Twenty minutes later, Levi’s thigh was properly stitched; to my disbelief, it looked better than I thought it would. Perhaps it was not the cleanest closure, but it lined up, and the stitches were uniform. To Levi’s credit, he remained quiet. He joked through gritted teeth until Tristian laughed, his fingers slowly turning white as Levi squeezed desperately. I saw them out and marked no significant injury to Levi’s form. I deposited the documents and carried on.

Several weeks passed. No one questioned me, and I assumed the sutures had healed since I hadn’t heard from Levi or Tristian. I was walking toward the cafeteria during a lockdown to be first in line when quick footsteps caught my attention. As they got too close, I grabbed my knife from my left side and whirled toward the sound.

Tristian raised his hands, looking between the knife and me. “Fuck, Death, what’s with the knife?”

“What’s with running up on a woman in an empty tunnel, Commander?”

“I was coming to thank you. I saw Levi’s file.” He zeroed in on my pistol, also concealed on my other side. “How many weapons do you have on you?”

“Enough to eliminate whatever threat presents itself,” I said, sheathing my knife and pushing past him.

“Why aren’t you in the Force?” Tristian asked, keeping up with me.

“I believe you said you’re here to thank me,” I stated, brushing aside his question.

“I am, thank you. Levi’s leg looks great.”

“Great,” I responded, continuing toward the cafeteria. Tristian kept up with me. I could feel his eyes on me. “Looking for something, Commander Hayes?”

“Tristian,” he corrected, a smile playing across his lips.

I stared at him, my spine steeled. Tristian’s eyes swept over me with a meddling glint.

“Do you need something?” I asked, irritated. So much for being the first in line.

“My unit has an assignment”—he looked around, but no one gave us a second glance—“a rather strenuous mission in unknown territory. It would be helpful if, when one of my soldiers got injured, they didn’t fight medical care. If they knew they could be seen without it hurting their score.”

“You’re asking for me to break the rules?”

“Aren’t you breaking them already?” he challenged, his brows raised as he smiled fully. He was gorgeous.

“That’s different.” I made to leave.

“Wait, don’t go. Look, I don’t want my unit scared to execute this mission for fear of some stupid score. I don’t want to lose any of them to actual illness or lose them because their score drops too low. I’m asking for your help. Please.”

Only those with elite scores could serve in the Force. If their score dropped low enough, they would be kicked out.

More people pushed past us. At this rate, I would be one of the last in line, but I found it hard to walk away from the resolute look in his eyes.

“There’s a room near the Ward,” I said finally. “The first tunnel on your right, third door down on your left. As long as I can safely do so, I’ll see your unit there.”

“Does anyone else know about the room?” Tristian asked.

“I don’t think so.” Except for my co-worker Owen, but after I broke things off, we hadn’t had a tryst in that room since. We had never been discovered there.

“It’s a deal then,” Tristian said, extending his hand. “If you ever need anything—”

“I won’t.”

“But if you do,” he pressed, “I’m at your disposal.”

I didn’t take his hand. Instead, I retreated to the Ward, saying over my shoulder, “I don’t make deals with people, Commander.”

And yet, for the next two years, I found myself summoned to that room to tend to an array of injuries: A dislocated shoulder. Stitches above a brow. A high ankle sprain. An infected cut. A concussion. A ferocious stomach bug that resulted in half his unit coming in. Tristian himself had wound up in the small room, pale and clammy, complaining to me between retching that he didn’t understand how I wasn’t sick.

Tristian always brought his unit members in himself, reassuring them that I was the best. Caring for them, checking in on them. On me. They all looked at him with that same reverence. They raved about him in my care like he was one of those lost gods. How lucky they all felt to be in his unit. How just and considerate he was as a commander. How he refused to ever leave anyone above. They bombarded me with stories of his risking himself for them. How he was always honest. He was a good person, Tristian. I knew that before they sang his praises, but still, hearing them . . . Maybe it made me work harder.

I found a purpose in the work, enjoying the aspects of healing them, observing the love they had for one another. Their faith in their mission, their unit, and themselves. They had found something that resembled happiness—an ease among them. Until six months ago, when a woman in his unit named Lily fell ill. She had gone above sick, and by the time her partner, Ingrid, rushed her to me, no medicine I stole helped. She continued to worsen. Then she told me about her life, her secrets, her wants, and I knew. It was her time, even though the rest of them seemed determined to deny it.

I didn’t blame them. No one wanted to accept the end. The dying always did before their loved ones. I had been there once with my own sister, denying the inevitable, the obvious.

I took Lily to the Hospital Ward, even as Ingrid begged me not to. I took death’s seat, skipping my day off. I had gently stood when death finally came. Delivering the news had broken everything. Ingrid’s screaming face twisted with rage and pain. Levi and Tristian held her back from attacking me. The other unit members gathered around, most sobbing by the time I left. I had severed their happiness and fractured whatever thing I had built with Tristian’s unit. I had failed.

* * *

THE MEMORIES CRUSHED ANY HOPE FOR SLEEP. QUIETLY, I slipped on my boots and set off in search of a distraction. I left the masses that were tossing and turning in their cots for the night, some making noises I didn’t want to examine too closely.

The tunnels were quiet as I ventured away from Expansion to the main entrance of the Force Sector.

“Sasha,” greeted a man heading out for the witching hour patrol, a golden cross on his chest.

“Patrick,” I returned as I passed him. Patrick McMurphy was a member of Tristian’s unit. A year ago, I had put Patrick’s shoulder back in the socket. Even with the stolen muscle relaxers I had given him, Tristian and Patrick’s partner were forced to hold him down.

I wound through the Force tunnels until I came to a hall lined with doors. I stared down to where Tristian’s unit lived. The thing I had broken between us when Lily died pulsed in my chest. I turned away. The closet—the deal—was done. I knocked on the door of my current distraction.

Jaxon opened the door, smirked, and pulled me in. I had met Jaxon in the tunnels as I wandered aimlessly, unable to rest in the crowded living quarters until the habitants were all mostly asleep.

Jaxon and I hadn’t wasted time with pleasantries. He was cocky and annoyingly good-looking. He had short black hair, a damning smirk, and a swaggering demeanor that worked for me. It was always the same clashing of teeth and limbs. A frantic coupling that sprinted to the finish line. Jaxon’s complete uninterest in anything besides my body kept me coming back. If he knew what people called me throughout Haven, he didn’t mention it. He had no desire to get to know me, which happened to be my favorite thing about him.

Thirty minutes later, I shimmied back into my pants, tightening the belt.

“You want these?” Jaxon asked, grabbing my knife and pistol from the small table. He held them out apathetically as he lay naked on his bed. His bunkmates had all disappeared when I arrived.

“Yeah, thanks.” I returned the knife to my waistband.

Jaxon watched me. “It’s been five moons, Sasha. You still need weapons when you come here?”

I couldn’t believe it had been five moons; somehow, I had lost track of time. The idea of one-night stands had lost its appeal, so here I was.

“I like being prepared,” I stated, donning my sweater.

“Do you even know how to use them?” Jaxon taunted, his brow raised.

“Pointy end goes in first, right?” I shot back sarcastically.

“Something like that,” he said lazily, stretching his muscular body. I watched him momentarily before putting my damp hair into a low bun. Jaxon tracked my lingering gaze. “Same time tomorrow?”

“Sure,” I said, slipping on my boots. I walked out without a backward glance. Jaxon didn’t stop me.

The tunnels were silent. I turned the other way and allowed my feet to follow their favorite path in the dark.

I didn’t know how long I walked. Only when the silence felt impenetrable did my feet lead me back to Expansion. I was greeted by a medley of deep breathing, light snores, and the rustling of sheets.

I fell into my bunk, sleep finally claiming me.
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“WAKE UP. COMMAND WANTS TO SEE YOU,” A HARSH VOICE barked. My hand darted under my pillow, knife drawn on the figure above me within seconds.

Ingrid stared between me and the knife, unimpressed. She was fully dressed in her patrol uniform, short blond hair pulled back with a scrap of fabric.

“I said, move,” she bit out.

I sat up, fully clothed. “Why would Command want to see me?”

“Some of us are trying to sleep,” someone snapped.

“Fuck if I know,” Ingrid said, heading toward the entrance where Patrick stood waiting. I slipped on my boots and grabbed my father’s pistol.

“Are you sure?” I asked.

Ingrid whirled, glaring at me. “I don’t make mistakes and poor decisions, unlike you. They requested you come to the Gym.”

My heart steeled over as her shot landed. I hadn’t seen Ingrid since Lily’s passing. She wasn’t telling me anything I didn’t already know about myself.

“Grab your belongings,” Ingrid continued.

“Why?” I demanded. What could Command want with me and all my things? Had someone reported me for stabbing that man? It seemed unlikely, but there were consequences for violence, depending on the sector.

“Take it to the hall. It’s only the fifth bell,” someone shouted, others grumbling in agreement.

I grabbed my items and followed her out. Patrick fell in line with her as he clutched a steaming drink to his chest. He nodded at me, and we left Expansion.

“Where’s Rumi?” I asked once we were in the empty tunnel. Rumi was Patrick’s partner, and they were usually inseparable. I had learned they both loved the witching hour shift while I cared for them in that closet.

Ingrid’s shoulders went rigid as Patrick said, “She’s been off the witching hour shift for a couple of moons.” There was no mistaking the bitterness in his voice or the look he threw Ingrid. We walked in silence the rest of the way. Ingrid wasted no time with goodbyes as she pushed open their living quarters door and disappeared within.

“They’re waiting in the Gym. That way, two rights. Godspeed,” Patrick said, following Ingrid in.

As I got closer to the Gym, more and more people in blue filled the tunnels. My anxiety grew.

Command was a group of five leaders, one elected from each of the five sectors. Each leader oversaw their own sector—setting its rules, selecting the best candidates, and monitoring health scores from the Ward’s reports. Some rules spanned all five sectors, such as outlawing murder. However, it was up to each Force commander, the title the Force gave each sector leader, to report the violence and to seek justice for the victim. Some sectors were stricter about this than others.

Six months ago, I would have known why I was being called down. They would have discovered I had been forging health score documents. Now, though, I was a model member of the Expansion Sector. Stabbing that man had been self-defense. I knew Command headquarters were located in neutral territory within the tunnels. To be called to the Gym, the training ground of the Force . . . nothing good could come from this.

A clamor of noise hit me as I entered a set of double doors. I took in a sea of dark blue uniforms spread throughout the Gym. It was a sweeping, cave-like room, two stories tall, almost as large as the cafeteria, broken into sections. A gun range ate up the entire left side, a group within practice-shooting at various targets. In the weight area, another group performed a series of exercises. Others powered through an obstacle course. Lastly, a group sparred on mats spread out on the floor. A flash of dark brown curls caught my eye. Tristian took someone down on the mats, muscles gleaming with sweat under the bright lights.

I halted, entranced. Tristian captured his opponent in a headlock, the man’s face going pink as Tristian increased his pressure. The man tapped. I hated that I stared, but Tristian was a sight. He was everything Jaxon wasn’t. Jaxon, while muscular, was lean, a sly look about him. Tristian was a raw, brutal force, like a clash of thunder that rattled the earth.

“Don’t drool.” I whirled to find Levi smirking beside me, dressed in his patrol uniform. He nodded toward a door behind him. “They’re through that door. Good luck, Death’s Angel.” He walked past me to a small group of Force members nearby.

I had gotten this far. I ignored the eyes that followed me as I moved through the sea of dark blue. Placing my hand on the handle, I took a deep breath and came face-to-face with Command.

“Ah, Death’s Angel.” A smooth voice greeted me. “Come in.”

In the middle of the room stood Lyssa Burdon, the most prominent Command member, known in all sectors. A slender woman with jet-black hair and cunning sapphire eyes, she was beautiful, but people whispered about her viciousnes, which had propelled her through the ranks of the Force at an alarming rate until she stood atop them all as the youngest Command member.

I recognized the man to her right. Dr. Uri Foster leaned on a cane, his spine curved with old age. He was the most senior commander and the head of the Hospital Ward. I avoided his gaze.

“Hello, Death’s Angel.” Leon Terral, the leader of Expansion, smiled at me, his white teeth a shocking contrast to his rich, light brown skin. The commanders of the Kitchens and Sanitation weren’t present. “Thank you for joining us.”

“Have I done something wrong?” I asked, my hackles rising.

Burdon smiled, her stare hawklike. “Your time in the Expansion Sector has been cut short.”

Confusion rippled through me. “What?”

The door behind me opened, and sure footsteps filled the room, stopping next to me. “Unit Commander Hayes, welcome,” Burdon said.

Tristian stood to my left, his hair pulled back. He had donned a shirt, but the sweat caused it to cling to his muscled chest.

I froze, my heart beating wildly. This wasn’t a cage—this was a trap.

“You looked good out there, Hayes,” Burdon said, her eyes lingering on his sweat-drenched shirt. “Hayes is my best unit commander. You two know each other, yes?” She gestured between us.

“We do,” I gritted out.

“She treated me in the Hospital Ward several years ago,” Tristian said simply.

“Good. We reviewed your notes from your last mission above, Commander Hayes. We feel you are getting close. We decided your relentless petitions for a medic were valid. Dr. Uri has assured me that you were correct; Death’s Angel is a competent candidate. She was an excellent assistant in the Ward.”

My stomach dropped. The time, medications, and extent of injury I had left off people’s charts had made me look like a competent medical practitioner.

“Dr. Kumar personally saw to training her and remains convinced she is the Ward’s biggest loss. That Haven is in good hands if she was on this mission,” Burdon continued. My heart twisted. “Dr. Uri also reassured me that she is unfazed by death and does not get ill.”

The hair on the back of my neck stood on end as my stomach bottomed out. Unfazed.

“You mentioned she has some physical training. Is that correct, Unit Commander?” Burdon asked Tristian.

Lie, I thought desperately. Lie.

“That is correct,” Tristian stated, looking straight ahead.

“I have reread your impassioned requests.” She waved a pile of reports at us. “I have reconsidered. Seeing as it is the midyear petitions and your vacancy qualifies as an immediate need, Death’s Angel is all yours, Commander Hayes,” Burdon stated. Shock rooted me to the ground. Most changes only happened at the yearly petition, but after a virus that had wiped out droves of people in Expansion, leaving them undermanned, they enacted an emergency midyear petition. “Unless there’s someone in the Force who is an adequate replacement.”

“There isn’t,” Tristian said.

“You’re certain?”

“I am.”

Commander Burdon appeared disappointed. “Well, then, let’s see what she’s made of,” she said. “Tell me, Death’s Angel, can you shoot as well as you save people?”

“I don’t know,” I lied.

“Let’s find out.”

* * *

“PLEASE HIT THE TARGETS.”

Minutes later, I walked up to the firing line of the third shooting range lane, a Force pistol in my hand. I secured the eye and ear protection as those around me did the same. The sleek Force pistol was nicer than the one in my waistband. The Command leaders and Tristian stood to my back. The units at the range paused to watch me. I refused to look at any of them. My heart felt like a growing war drum as rage coursed through me.

Please, reconsider it, Tristian had told me yesterday. Had he already planned to force me into this?

“Any day now, Death’s Angel,” Burdon prompted. I was surprised I could hear her through the ear protection headset, crystal clear in the earpiece; our headsets were connected.

I took a breath as my anger battled my pride. I could blow this. Aim like shit.

I gripped the pistol tighter than I should have. My father’s voice cut through. You have to survive now, little flower. I aimed, pulling my arm down just enough to miss.

“Jax, isn’t that the Expansion slut you’ve been seeing?” a Force member drawled.

Fury dripped down my spine, my aim righting itself without a thought from me. We had destroyed humanity, yet the patriarchy had survived as I was slandered for something a man would be congratulated on.

I glanced to my left, locking eyes with Jaxon, surrounded by his unit. Tristian shifted behind me, like he might say something. That pissed me off more. I gathered all my anger in that glance at Jaxon. His eyes went wide.

I clicked off the safety and emptied the magazine into the target, my arm barely feeling the recoil.

Dropping the magazine from the gun, I cleared it safe and returned the pistol to Tristian, who reloaded it and replaced it in his holster.

Burdon smiled as she peered at the target. “What’s next?” I challenged, yanking down the headphones and eye protection.

“Don’t you wish to check your shots?” one of them said.

“No. The one on the bottom left isn’t dead-on. It’s slightly to the right.” I knew that because Tristian had exhaled loudly between the shots, pulling my focus from the target for the space of a heartbeat.

“Fetch the target,” Burdon instructed Tristian.

“Cease fire!” someone called out. The shooting range went quiet as a red light illuminated above the targets. Jaxon drifted toward me, trying to catch my attention. I ignored him. I shouldn’t care what he told his unit about me. There was nothing between us. He had never shown any interest in knowing me. It was why I had chosen him.

Tristian returned, holding the target, something like admiration on his face. I couldn’t stomach it.

Terral whistled, looking at me. “We shall miss you in the Expansion Sector.”

“Welcome to the Force, Cadet Cadell,” said Burdon.

Everything went quiet. I stared at her, my family name disarming me. Distantly, I heard Burdon continue, “She’s all yours, Unit Commander. She will replace your vacant position.”

“Yes, Commander.”

“There’s still a vacancy in your unit’s bunk, correct?” Burdon asked, watching me. “Cadet Cadell will take it.”

“Yes, Commander.”

This couldn’t be happening. I looked toward Tristian, anger roaring. He had gone behind my back. He met my stare, his face impassive.

“I shall see you tomorrow for the start of your training, Cadet Cadell,” Burdon said. “Be in Formation by the fifth bell. Commander Hayes, she is your responsibility. She should be ready to go above when the storm ends. I do not need to tell you—time is of the essence. If she fails, we all fail. Haven is in your hands.”




[image: ]
4

I LEFT THE GYM ALONE. TRISTIAN HAD GRABBED MY BAG AND offered to escort me to my living quarters, but I refused. I didn’t want to be near him. My feet carried me down random tunnels, thoughts lurking a step behind me. My feet grew tired as bells passed, and my stomach growled incessantly. Eventually, I trudged back to Unit Seven’s living quarters. Thankfully, it was empty.

My eyes swept over the common area. There were two worn sofas and a chair positioned around a rickety wooden table covered in papers, a deck of cards, and someone’s ruck. In the left corner was a mat, Unit Seven’s sigil tacked on the wall above it. Their insignia, a fabric flag, was dark blue with a raven in the center surrounded by seven stars, Ubi Vita ibi spes written on it. I didn’t know what that meant. Three doors lined the back wall.

I didn’t know where to sit—what to do. I was alone in someone’s home. My thoughts pounced.

I fell into the sofa, clutching my bag to my chest. Cadell. I stared at the front door and lost track of the bells, my last name reverberating among my bones, leaving me raw. As if hearing the name I had shared with my family brought them back from the dead. The name on the letter delivering the news of my father’s death that sent my mother reeling. The heartbreak killed her. I had been left to care for my younger siblings. The last fragments of a family. The measures I took to destroy myself to keep them alive.

Only to fail.

If she fails, we all fail. I knew how this would end.

At some point, Patrick emerged from the room on the right. He stared at me, confused. “What are you doing here?”

“I don’t know,” I mumbled. Patrick spared one more puzzled look before he left. Probably in search of answers.

My stomach gave a brutal growl, the ache jarring me to my core. I forced down more nutrient paste. I hadn’t consumed real substance in a while. Once, I would have been clawing at the walls, desperate for food, but years of near starvation had changed how I saw hunger. I could go for another full bell rotation. My stomach protested. I ignored it, curling into a ball, closed my eyes against its distressed pleas. My family’s faces greeted me immediately.

I fought the ache in my chest, as hollow as my stomach. In the varying years since seeing them in person, I somehow remembered every detail and none at all. I didn’t know which frightened me more—seeing them every time I closed my eyes or not being able to see them at all. To be haunted or to forget.

I pushed myself up, desperate for a distraction—to be anywhere but trapped in my own mind. I needed to leave before anyone returned.

The door creaked opened, ruining my plans. The unit filed in. They all looked at me, too coordinated to be a coincidence. I did a quick head count—Levi, Patrick, Isla, Rumi, Ingrid, Damien, and—entering last—Tristian. The room felt too full. I was used to cramped spaces, but those places were filled with strangers. This was totally different. I had healed these people, covered for them, talked with them. And I had run from them.

Now, I had to face them again, and it was all Tristian’s fault.

“Welcome to the unit, Sasha,” Isla said, smiling. “Usually, we all take our boots off to keep the quarters clean.”

Her long, bright red hair was braided, displaying her freckles and the scar above her left brow I had left after stitching her up. Out of everyone, Isla had tried the most to be my friend in that closet.

Everyone huddled near the door as they removed their boots, except Ingrid. Her sharp blue eyes locked on me. I saw the hatred there. I knew it and gladly welcomed it.

“Ingrid, leave it,” Damien advised, plopping down on the other sofa as Rumi made her way to the corner of the mat. Her inky black hair flowed freely as she rolled her neck, sitting cross-legged, and closed her eyes as if none of us were here. “Rums, you really going to meditate and miss this?”

Rumi said nothing.

“I hear you’re supposed to take Lily’s spot,” Ingrid shot at me.

“Ingrid, boots,” Isla called, lining up the shoes according to size.

“We all knew our rent-a-cadet would run its course,” Patrick said, crossing the room. “We have to replace Lily. It’s the logical thing.”

Ingrid whipped her head toward him, furious. “It’s not your partner we’re replacing, Patty. So I don’t want to hear it from you.”

“Ingrid, it sucks,” Damien said. “We all miss Lily, but we need a full team. The vacancy is holding us back. If you didn’t want it to come to this, you shouldn’t have chased all the other cadets away with your stellar attitude.” Damien shook out his wavy black hair as he rested his head against the back of the sofa, exposing the light brown skin of his neck.

Levi and Tristian remained by the front door, conversing under their breath. Patrick shook his head as he entered the middle door, clearly wanting none of this. The door shut and water started. They had their own shower.

“They were incompetent, and she won’t be any better,” Ingrid said, glaring, but I matched it, more than ready for a fight, to release the things that were destroying me.

“I didn’t ask to be here. This is your commander’s doing,” I fired back, ignoring the pain in my chest. Fury flashed across Ingrid’s face like the night I had told them about Lily’s death, as if no time had passed.

“Bullshit. You sure you didn’t join the Force to get closer to Jaxhole?” Ingrid sneered. “He brags about it at the Gym.”

The room fell silent.

“That’s none of your damn business,” I snapped, cheeks burning. I couldn’t look Tristian’s way.

“That’s how you operate, right?” Ingrid spat. “Bretta’s friend from the Ward told her all about Death’s Angel sneaking off with another Ward assistant. And then a guy from Expansion. Is that why you went there? Just chasing the latest guy? What’s next, the Kitchens? Sanitation? It’s the place everyone’s trash goes. You’d be at home.”

Ingrid’s sister, Bretta, worked in the Kitchens. Ingrid was the only one among them who still had living family. I didn’t like how much she knew. The guy from Expansion had been a one-night distraction. It had been fast and forgettable, just something to chase away the death. I hadn’t realized anyone knew. I didn’t like how bare that left me feeling.

Yet I recognized the hurt in Ingrid’s eyes. I knew exactly what she was doing. If I were a better person, I’d have told her I understood, but I wasn’t. I stepped closer to Ingrid, dwarfed by her. “You could give it a try instead of living vicariously through my sex life. Maybe then you won’t be such a hateful bitch.”

“Oh shit,” Damien chirped from the couch, where his elbows now rested
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