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I’ve lost track of sunrises. I used to count them.

The first one I really remember was on the winter solstice when I was ten. My mother woke me by running a finger down the bridge of my nose, a spark of excitement in her gray eyes as she urged me out of bed, and my dad helped me into my puffy coat. I shuffled behind them, tired but curious, as we stepped onto grass made crisp by frost and looked up.

“That,” my mother said, her voice alive with admiration as she pointed to a speck of light, “is the planet Venus. She’s brightest at dawn and dusk, the between times.”

The planet hung low against the horizon, heavy with a cool white light that seemed to grow brighter as the rising sun teased the black sky into blushing shades of crimson and pink. My father brought out steaming cups of hot chocolate that warmed my fingers and nose as we watched.

They were assassinated two days later.

Today, the sun is rising without any fanfare. Gunmetal gray giving way to steel and ice. All the slush and grit colors of early spring in Kansas City.

“Hi, Mom. Hi, Dad.”

I crouch before a pair of padlocks snapped around the links of the fence guarding the Missouri Riverfront viewing deck. As far as I know, the river didn’t mean anything to either of them. Which is part of the point. No one would ever think to look for me here.

“Nothing much to report,” I say, hooking one finger into the lock I think of as my dad’s. I always imagine him squinting at me for some reason. Like I’ve said or done something that has brought him to the edge of a laugh without toppling over into it. It’s not an expression I thought I associated with him, but sometimes grief doesn’t make sense, and the father that lives in my brain will apparently squint at me forever.

Mom’s lock has a little gouge running through the metal of the front plate. Just like the tiny scar that speared her upper lip.

“Today’s the last day of school before spring break. The big Underhill Gala happens next week. Don’t worry. I’m not going, obviously. Logan would crack a joke before he let that happen.”

I try to imagine my rock-hearted, stern-faced protector loosening up enough to try humor on for size. It makes me laugh. Which I also can’t imagine Logan doing.

“Embry invited us all on a spring break cruise because he doesn’t want to go to the gala. Four days on a private yacht floating around the Caribbean. But Logan was even less enthused by the idea of sending me on a trip funded by Boss Acosta, even if she wouldn’t be there, than by the idea of sending me to the gala.” Logan has a hard enough time letting me be friends with the son of one of the most powerful people in the country. I think the only reason he lets it stand is that there’s no love lost between Embry and his mom. I’ve never even met her.

I shiver against the creeping cold of morning, the sweat I worked up on the way here forming icy crystals against my skin. Below me, the river is sluggish and muddy, the banks scabbed over with ice that’s gone brown in the early spring thaw.

“I’ll keep you posted,” I say, pressing a kiss to my index and middle fingers and planting it against the cold metal of the padlocks. “Love you.”

Turning away from the river, I slip my fingers back into sweat-soaked gloves and begin the six-mile jog home. No music, because music blocks the senses, and no meandering thoughts, because that’s how people like me get dead. I jog the way Logan taught me: as though danger lurks around every corner.

Kansas City rises before me, redbrick and sandstone buildings surging out of the bluffs and lining the rolling hills that slowly climb higher and higher. Beneath them is a labyrinthine network of tunnels and grand meeting rooms that house Underhill, Inc. Ruled by none other than Boss Acosta, Underhill is responsible for establishing and maintaining order and peace between talented folk and everyone else. We call anyone without a talent topsiders for no other reason than Underhill is based underground and it sounds better than “talentless.” Having this kind of infrastructure is the reason Kansas City became the primary hub for talented folk. It’s the safest city in the nation for people like me.

Which is saying something.

I vary my path according to Logan’s instruction, making sure my steps are as difficult to track as possible as I turn toward home. Today, I cut straight through downtown, past Union Station and the vaulting tower of the World War I memorial. Then south, wending my way back around Loose Park toward the Brookside shops. A petite woman emerges from a delivery van, carrying several heavy boxes. Thinking no one is watching, she hands them down to her dolly as though they weigh nothing, her strongarm talent evident by the unstrained smile on her face.

I feel a swift and fleeting pang of jealousy for the easy way her talent blends into her life. She doesn’t have to worry or pretend. Even if a topsider witnessed her incredible strength, they’d hardly bat an eye. She doesn’t have to vary her path home or run without music, and she definitely didn’t have to create a shrine for her dead parents at the riverfront because visiting their actual graves might get her kidnapped or murdered. She gets to live her life out of the spotlight. Let her talent make things a little bit easier without making her a target. It doesn’t seem fair.

But that’s the way it is.

I shake off my jealousy and continue home. Up the final hill to the last house on the row, with its cracked concrete drive and garden beds that only look intentional in the winter, when everything is dead. Logan says he prefers it this way, that one way to ensure you don’t attract too much attention is to be neither the nicest nor the trashiest house on the block, but I suspect he really hates yard work. Which does make sense.

He didn’t become the nation’s most feared assassin by pulling weeds. And I would much rather he taught me how to snap someone’s neck than mulch a garden.

I run past the house once, searching for any of the signals Logan sometimes plants when I’m out. Some small thing out of place that would suggest I should enter the house on my guard and prepared to fight.

I’m a little disappointed when I come up empty, but I’m already treacherously close to running late, so it’s probably for the best.

“Greetings, this house is equipped with a security system,” an automated voice warns as I approach the back door. “Your presence is being recorded.”

I recite the words with it, nudging open the storm door and propping it with my butt as I shove my key into the lock. Plenty of people give their sec systems names or refer to them as Little Syster, but Logan has always warned against forging unnecessary emotional connections. Especially with things that cannot form emotional connections with us.

He barely tolerates the fact that I have more than one friend, but I told him that going through school without forging a single unnecessary connection was going to make me stick out more than being a lackluster bullseye.

“Welcome home. You have thirty seconds to enter your personal security code before authorities are notified.”

“Twenty-nine, twenty-eight,” I count, locking the door behind me before entering my code.

“Hello, Tru,” the system says. “Confirming that you are home alone. School starts in thirty-two minutes. You need to leave in seventeen minutes to be on time for first bell.”

“Thanks,” I say.

It responds with a swift “You’re welcome.” Just one of the many ways sec systems are designed to put you at ease.

When I first met Logan, he didn’t use a sec system at all. He thought they dulled the senses and left him open to attack, but something about adopting a ten-year-old girl who’d just witnessed her parents’ murder changed his mind.

I toe off my shoes and hurry upstairs for a quick shower and change of clothes, barely remembering to grab my phone. It pings with reminders, letting me know that I’m almost late and also that I have a test in AP Government because Mx. Woodley has a reputation to uphold and never misses an opportunity to throw a test at us when we are least likely to care about it. Like the Friday before spring break.

I fly out of the house and into my trusty Chevrolet Caprice Classic, which is really a boat on wheels, and make it to school with three minutes to spare. A small miracle, to be honest.

Sage Morgan is at her usual post by the front door, blond curls tumbling down to the middle of her back and brown eyes twinkling. She grins at the sight of me, pushing away from the wall and hopping to a stop in front of me.

“Good morning. I have two questions for you.” She holds up two fingers wrapped in glossy scars from a kitchen accident when she was in eighth grade. “One: Which court case established the power of judicial review?”

We spent a lot of time on this in class. The power of the Supreme Court to decide what the law is and isn’t was a disaster from the start, and it’s only getting worse.

“Marbury versus Madison,” I say.

“Very good,” Sage says with an encouraging nod. “Question two: Do you have plans tomorrow night?”

There are two things to know about Sage. The first is that she is kind. Not just nice, but kind. The second thing to know about Sage Morgan is that she has never met a day she couldn’t plan, or a situation she couldn’t untangle with a few well-placed words and a smile. Right now, that smile says she already knows the answer.

“I . . . do now?” I ask as students stream around us. About a third of them are conspicuously dressed in Underhill colors, or the colors they hope to wear if they become Underhill Associates. Gold for Executives, blue for Operations, and the deepest black for Enforcers.

This time of year, there’s more excitement than usual because the Underhill Gala is next week. The gala is the first opportunity for under-eighteens to impress Underhill and become an Apprentice. It’s basically prom with superpowers.

From the outside, St. Isidor’s High might look like a normal Catholic school, but the parents who send their children here aren’t paying for religion so much as discretion. Everyone who walks through these halls is a talent of some sort. Strongarms, bullseyes, wingtips, bombshells, and me.

“Correct!” Sage claps her hands and then steers me into Mx. Woodley’s classroom, where everyone is furiously cramming.

Of all the talents that are surely represented in this room, there’s not one that increases intelligence. Strongarms have enhanced strength, bullseyes have incredible aim, wingtips unparalleled speed and grace, and bombshells basically explode, but when it comes to history tests, we’re equally screwed.

“What are my plans for tomorrow night?” I ask as I slide into the desk next to Sage’s.

“Well, first of all, you should know that I already asked Embry and Amie, and they both turned me down, so you kind of have to come.”

I raise a suspicious eyebrow.

“You could have said no if you’d been here on time, but . . .” She shrugs as if to say that ship has sailed. “I know you have that murderous wake-up call on weekends, but the job has a hard stop at ten p.m. You’ll be home by ten thirty at the latest. In bed by eleven. That gives you at least four solid hours of sleep.”

“Sage,” I say, understanding dawning.

“Yes?” She bats her eyes sweetly.

“Babysitting?”

“Yup,” she chirps. “Easy-peasy.”

“A regular job?” I ask, but I can already tell by her expression that it’s not.

Sage loves finding jobs through BountyApp. The one-stop shop for Underhill Associates looking for sanctioned bounties . . . or in need of a childcare while they chase those bounties. Which may or may not include killing people. Because even assassins have families.

Sage purses her lips and shakes her head. “But the kid seems super great.” She tries to shift her attention to Mx. Woodley, who’s standing at the head of the class with arms crossed, ready to start the exam the second the bell rings.

“Uh-huh. How old are they?”

“Hmm?” Sage’s eyes cut back to me briefly. “Oh, like thirteen, I think?”

“Years?” I press.

The bell rings as Sage answers, “Months. Please, please, please come with me!”

There is a third thing to know about Sage: she’s terrible with babies. She wants to be good with babies, but experience has taught me that wanting something doesn’t always make it real.

“Okay,” I agree, and Sage beams.

Sage may have a babysitting mission tomorrow night, but as much as I adore my friend, I know that I’ll be on a rescue mission.
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One of the main reasons I lost track of sunrises is because of croissants.

Very early on in our admittedly strange relationship, Logan told me that if I was going to learn how to kill people, which I’d made very clear that I was going to do with or without his help, I was going to need a hobby.

I was ten. Vibrating from the trauma of losing my family and still unsure of my future with the person I’d only ever called the Ghoul of Kansas City until my mother sent me to his house. But I already knew that, in addition to maintaining a reputation for moving through the city like a shadow and taking a life as easily as he took a breath, the Ghoul liked to bake.

The first morning after I landed on his doorstep, smelling like smoke and sorrow, he baked chocolate chip cookies. Bursting with semisweet chocolate chips, the scent of them perfectly balanced between salty and sweet.

They reminded me so strongly of my father in the kitchen on Saturday afternoons that I wanted to vomit. I couldn’t eat even one.

The next day, he baked plain bread. The loaf was perfectly browned on top, the bread itself fluffy and primed for slabs of salty butter and heaping spoonfuls of fresh lemon curd. But my stomach pinched around memories of making sandwiches with my mom for picnics.

It was croissants that finally broke through. I’d watched him labor over the dough. Folding it again and again, rolling it out, and placing it in the fridge, where its layers could slowly build. A day later, they emerged from the oven like little mysteries. Coiled and glossy and structured, with crispy shells protecting soft, buttery layers. Delicious.

So when Logan asked me what hobby I would pursue, the decision seemed obvious. I asked him to teach me to bake.

He answered exactly as he had when I asked him to train me to kill the way he did.

“Is this something you truly want?” He spoke without any hint of emotion in his flat black eyes. His mouth barely moved, but his voice resonated in my chest. Rumbling there like the purr of an engine.

“It is.”

He studied me for a long minute. Quiet. Unmoving. Completely full of intimidating killer energy. I wasn’t used to him yet, but I was bolstered by having absolutely nothing else in the world.

After a long minute, he nodded. “As you wish.”

He says that kind of thing all the time. I think it’s because he doesn’t talk to anyone but me. And before me, who knows? There’s a decent chance his primary means of communication with the outside world was through BountyApp.

After that, I learned to bake. For more than seven years, my alarm has sounded at 3:30 a.m. every Saturday and Sunday morning. I don’t remember it ever being hard to wake up. I guess that’s the benefit of mind-numbing trauma: in some ways it was easier to obliterate anything that reminded me of the time before my parents were murdered than it was to cling to any part of my past, like sleeping in.

It does mean no one ever wants to stay over at my house. Which isn’t necessarily a bad thing.

A few years ago, we turned our extreme family baking time into a modest business, and by six a.m., we’ll be ready to deliver baked goods to every coffee shop from Prairie Village to Brookside.

This morning, my alarm sounds once before I turn it off. The house is quiet and dark as I pad down the hall to the bathroom and then downstairs, but that never means anything. It’s been years since Logan Dire was active, years since anyone knew his true whereabouts, but he’s never broken his habit of moving in near perfect silence.

My first job of the morning is to fetch one of the fifty-pound bags of flour we keep in the basement, so I flip on the lights in the kitchen, set the double ovens to preheat, and head downstairs. It’s a quick trip, even with the extra weight, but by the time I make it back to the kitchen, the coffeepot is burbling, and Logan is zesting lemons into a bowl.

“Good morning,” I say, lowering the massive sack of flour to the floor next to the kitchen island.

“Morning,” he manages. An improvement over the many years of responses that ranged from blank stares to possibly friendly grunts.

The blue gingham apron I bought him for his birthday three years ago barely covers his broad chest. When I first met him, I thought he was a beast, with mountainous muscles and teeth made of stone, capable of crushing me with one tap of his meaty fist. I assumed that was part of what had brought me to his doorstep in the first place. I didn’t know how my mom knew where to send me, but it made sense that the only person who could protect me from the assassin who had darkened my door and murdered my parents was the person even assassins feared.

After nearly eight years, I can admit that Logan is less a beast and more a man made ominous by a terrifying reputation. He’s tall and lean and hides the hardened muscles of his body beneath bulky sweaters and jackets. He’s old enough to be my real dad, which is good, and anyone who isn’t trying to find our differences probably won’t. We both have white skin that tans easily, dark-brown hair with just enough of a curl to be annoying, and sharp jawlines. But his eyes are so dark I’m not sure he has pupils, while mine are muddy brown and gray, and I’m nearly a full foot shorter than he is.

I double-check that the ovens are set to the correct temperatures —  350 degrees for cinnamon rolls, 425 for croissants —  then I rip open the bag of flour and begin measuring it into smaller containers and bowls, all of which will be used this morning.

“Do you want to do the roll-out or grate the butter?” he asks the minute I’ve finished with the flour.

I crack the knuckles of each index finger and consider. Logan never misses an opportunity to make a single task do double duty. The roll-out must be completed with an additional weight layered over my shoulders, and there’s a deadline on grating the butter.

If I were a wingtip or a strongarm, the choice would be obvious.

“Roll-out,” I say.

He nods, and his eyes flick to the corner of the room where my trusty thirty-pound weight is draped over a wooden stand. It slides onto my shoulders easily, and I fasten the strap around my chest before I begin the work of rolling the four-inch brick of dough down to a thin, pliable sheet, which Logan will expertly slice into triangles. It’s the first of four, each of which will produce a dozen beautiful, buttery croissants.

I keep my focus on the task and my breath, and before I know it, the first sheet is ready for cutting.

“You’ve outgrown it again.”

Logan’s hands never stop moving. He’s traded the lemons for frozen butter. The sticks whisper across the blade, his movements so swift his hand is a blur. Here, in the privacy of our kitchen, when it’s just the two of us, is the only time I ever see him use his talent so freely. The rest of the time, he pretends to be middling. No better or faster than most of the wingtips in my class. But Logan has the kind of speed and grace most can only dream of, the kind that are impossible to fake.

The kind that made him a legend before he gave it all up to take care of me.

“Outgrown what?”

His eyebrows arch over flat black eyes. “The weight,” he answers.

“But look.” I raise my arms and let the effort show in a barely there tremble in my hands. “My arms are shaking.”

“Your brow is clear, and your breathing is even,” he says. “Add another three pounds.”

“Three?!” The protest is out before I can stop it.

“Five,” he says without breaking stride. “Strength is not gained by —”

“Staying comfortable,” I finish for him, already moving back to the rack to reshuffle the weights in my shrug. “Okay, but you’re taking the blame if we’re late with Ms. Devlin’s delivery. I can’t be held accountable for this talentless body.”

“We won’t be late,” he says with the kind of surety that is part confidence in my abilities, part challenge. I can see the manipulation at play, but it’ll work anyway. I hate disappointing him.

So I won’t.

“Hmm,” I say, speaking his language.

By the time I finish the second brick of dough, I’m feeling the burn every time I lift the rolling pin. I’m not actually talentless. But I wasn’t born with the near-magical strength of a strongarm or the speed of a wingtip; I don’t have the perfect aim of a bullseye or the destructive capabilities of a bombshell. What I have is somehow worse, even though it feels mostly useless by comparison.

I’m a bastion, which means I’m nearly impossible to hurt. Or to kill. And if anyone in Underhill knew I existed, I’d be locked away in a bunker so deep I’d never see the light of day again.

So as far as the world of talented folk knows, I’m an exceptionally mediocre bullseye. Daughter of an exceptionally mediocre wingtip. Apart from our unbeatable baked goods, there is nothing special or noteworthy about Tru and Logan Stallard.

“I’m going to hang out with Sage tonight,” I say. Intentionally phrasing it so I’m not asking permission. “But I’ll be back by ten thirty, so you don’t need to wait up or anything.”

Logan takes a paring knife and cuts the fresh sheet of croissants faster than I can track, then rolls them up, tugging their arms around into the traditional crescent shape.

“Where are you going?” he asks, and I wish that just once his instincts would steer him in the wrong direction.

“I’m not sure,” I admit. “I’m going to help her with a babysitting job. Easy-peasy,” I say, parroting Sage’s words as I swivel to grab a hot tray of cinnamon rolls from the oven without a mitt. I feel warmth but no burn.

We do this all the time. Sage needs the cash, and she’s aces at finding babysitting jobs. The rest of us sort of fall in and out of her designs. Usually it’s not an issue, but every once in a while a BountyApp gig pops up, and they’re impossible to turn down because the money is triple what we make on a typical job.

“Tru,” he says, a warning in the rise of his tone.

I sigh. Because he knows. He always knows.

“Okay, it’s a BountyApp gig. And I know,” I say, throwing up a hand to silence his protest. “I know you don’t want me on the app, but my name isn’t on the contract. I’m just along for the ride because no one should ever trust Sage with any kid too young to say when they have to go potty.”

“So it’s an actual baby?”

Logan is always catastrophizing, playing out the ways a simple babysitting job might lead to disaster, but I can feel the ground this has gained me. Babies are safer than older kids who not only have mostly developed brains but are also on the brink of coming into their own talents. Prepubescent strongarms, in particular, have a habit of hurting others when their talents arrive. He’s more likely to say yes if there’s basically no chance our charge can learn what I am.

“Yep, it’ll be an exciting night of drool and diapers.” I give a hopeful smile. “Okay?”

Logan’s expression doesn’t change. Flat as the Kansas prairie. But finally he nods. “Okay. But I want the family name and address before you leave, and I’m waiting up.”

“Deal,” I say, feeling like I’ve won more than a babysitting gig.
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I asked Logan to teach me to kill the same night he took me in.

I asked him again one month later.

And another.

Six months later, I asked him to teach me to take revenge for my parents’ murder.

“No,” he said.

At the time, I felt it as a true rejection. Of me. And of my parents.

Still, I swallowed my tears and responded, “I’ll do it anyway.”

He stared at me. Dark eyes turning cold and terrifying. I could feel the tears streaming down my cheeks, but I didn’t look away. The only way I knew how to show him the depth of my commitment was to show him the knife of my grief.

After a long minute, he blinked, releasing me. He didn’t nod or frown or shake his head in disproval. He simply said, “Why?”

“Revenge.” I carved the word from the tears and snot leaking down my throat.

This time, he shook his head. “Revenge is not a reason. It is an act. One I will not prepare you for.”

“You can’t stop me,” I said, so full of rage that I believed it.

His answer was so soft it was almost tender. “I won’t have to.”

I went away angry, sure he was mocking me. Calling me too young and too weak to do the things I wanted to do.

One month later, I asked him again. I didn’t ask him to teach me to kill or to take revenge, but to do what he did.

“Why?” he asked.

I found the answer much faster than he expected. “Because my parents died to protect me,” I said. “And now it’s my job to protect myself. I need you to teach me how.”

“Hmm” was all he said for a long time.

We sat facing each other while the clock on the wall ticked away the seconds and the air conditioner cycled on and off three times. Then, finally, he nodded.

“Do you understand the danger you will be in the moment anyone discovers what you truly are?” he asked, leaning in to gauge my reaction. “The moment he discovers you are alive?”

I didn’t. Not really. But I knew Logan was afraid, and that was enough to make me afraid, so I nodded. “I understand.”

He sighed, displeasure written clearly on his face, but I could sense his resignation lurking beneath that scowl.

“I will teach you if you promise you will do everything I ask of you. Without question. Without protest.”

My relief was so powerful that fresh tears rolled down my cheeks. I wanted to hug him, but I needed to look him in the eye when I answered.

“I promise.”

“Then the first lesson is this.” He pinned me with his gaze before continuing. “Never tell anyone what you truly are.”
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At 5:25, I park in front of a house that looks like a cross between an English country cottage and a teeny-tiny château, with arched front windows and a garden that wraps around to the backyard. This is the home of Karla and Maxwell Henry, where Sage and I will spend the next four and a half hours babysitting their daughter, Thea, while they go off on a sanctioned bounty.

“Fancy,” Sage says with approval. “Definitely beats the dorm, but that’s a low bar.”

The dorm attached to St. Isidor’s High is where kids without parents live until they turn eighteen. Talented kids who were orphaned by official or unofficial Underhill activities. Kids like Sage.

“This is what being an official Associate will get you,” Sage continues. “Anyway, first impressions: What kind of bounty do we think the people who live in this little gem are taking tonight? I’m going to go with . . . guard.”

Bounties sanctioned by Underhill are divided into five major categories. The first four are common enough that the BountyApp listings are long and deep. Find bounties apply to finding people or things; guard bounties can also be for people or things; capture bounties require that the target be charged with some sort of crime even if they haven’t yet been found innocent or guilty; and traitor bounties are like capture bounties, but there is an assumption of guilt, and targets can be returned dead or alive. The preference is for alive, though, and the pay is cut by fifty percent if they’re dead.

Kill bounties are different. And rare. They have to be vetted by Boss Acosta herself, and when they’re announced, all kinds of rules go into effect. No one is allowed to pursue any other bounty when a kill bounty is open, and hurting topsiders is expressly forbidden. Only talents registered with Underhill are allowed to pursue kill bounties, and if they step out of line, their own lives are forfeit. Kill bounties —  and badly executed kill bounties —  are why Enforcers like Logan exist. It’s the socially acceptable term for sanctioned assassins.

Under-eighteens like us are limited to smaller jobs like maintenance bounties, which can be anything from cleaning up after a fight to sharpening a set of knives, or tend bounties, which is basically high-stakes babysitting.

“I don’t know,” I say, studying the uniformity of the hedges, the way the grass is thick even in March. “This place is too perfect. I’m going with traitor.”

“That’s dark.” Sage climbs out of the car. “Oh! I bet they’ll have good snacks for us.”

“I’m sure the snacks will be out of this world,” I confirm, locking the door to my less-than-out-of-this-world car. “You don’t think anyone will give me a ticket, do you? For being criminally unfancy?”

Sage laughs, looping her arm through mine and pulling me toward the house. “C’mon. They can’t arrest us for being poor teenagers. And if they do, Embry will bail us out.”

“He would kind of love that,” I say, imagining the satisfied grin on Embry’s lovely face. “An opportunity to rescue us and piss his mom off?”

“Oh my gosh, we should get arrested!” Sage says, eyes suddenly alight. “But for something really minor and easy to expunge from our records.”

“You know, for someone who has really great ideas, you also have some really bad ideas,” I say as we climb the front steps and the sec system smoothly greets us, introduces herself as Charlotte, and tells us to “Please wait while I notify the household.”

“You know I wouldn’t really do that,” Sage says, suddenly serious.

“Get arrested as a prank? Yeah, I know.”

Sage bobs her head, blond curls bouncing up and down the middle of her back. “Just making sure.”

One of the reasons Sage and I became such fast friends is because we both knew what it was like to lose a parent. I’ve never told Sage the truth about my parents —  she’s never had any reason to believe Logan is anything but my bio-dad —  but I’ve never had to. She doesn’t like talking about her dad’s death any more than I do.

Right before she and I met, a traitor bounty was placed on her dad. He was a bombshell, and he lost control in the Power and Light district, killing a dozen people before anyone could stop him.

Sage doesn’t say much about it, but I’ve heard the stories. They say he was an alcoholic. That he was reckless and selfish and put innocent lives in danger for the sake of another drink.

There’s no way Sage would ever do anything as careless as get arrested for fun.

The door opens, and a man I assume to be Maxwell Henry is standing there with a baby on one hip. He’s dressed casually —  a plain black T-shirt tucked into jeans —  but I can see the faint outline of a gun hidden in an ankle holster beneath the fabric. So, casual but not.

“Sage Morgan?” he asks, checking the photo on his phone against Sage’s sunny face.

“Yes, sir,” she answers, hands politely folded in front. “Is this Thea?”

“It is.” He gives the baby a little bounce as she reaches toward Sage’s outstretched fingers, but he doesn’t invite us in yet. “And you must be Tru Stallard? Sage said you would be coming. I’m sorry, I couldn’t find your profile in the app. Are you registered?”

I give him a reassuring smile and shake my head. “No, sir, my dad doesn’t want me to have the app until I’m over eighteen,” I say with a calculated roll of my eyes. Just enough to invite him into my teenage struggle, not so much to be obvious about the charade. “But I do have my Red Cross credentials that I can share.”

I start to dig into my bag, but he shakes his head and steps back to let us into the house. It works every time.

“No need, I just wanted to be sure. We don’t usually do this. Use the app like this, I mean. I mean, we have a regular sitter, and this is, well, unusual,” he stammers.

“Is that them? Oh hello, dears.” Karla Maxwell hurries down the stairs, fastening her earrings in a cloud of lavender perfume. I spot her weapons as easily as I spotted her husband’s: a row of throwing stars creating a faint impression against the drape of her skirt.

I keep myself positioned so they can’t see my back, where the hilts of twin daggers sit beneath my oversize T-shirt. It’s not illegal for under-eighteens to be armed, but it’s bad form to show up to a babysitting gig with deadly weapons unless specifically requested.

“Thank you so much for being on time,” Karla continues. “Thea always does so much better if we’re not racing out the door. Ah, looks like she’s taking to you already.”

I turn in time for Thea to attempt a neck-breaking swan dive out of her father’s arms and into mine. He maintains his grip, but I end up with her top half anyway, and he releases her into my custody.

“Yes, well, the first thing to know about Thea is that she has no fear,” he says nervously. “Please keep a close eye on her. She’s not even walking, but she’s . . . Well, I’m glad there’s two of you.”

His eyes dart from me to Sage, then back to his wife. I see his jaw clench and Karla blink in response. The continuation of some discussion or argument I can’t begin to fathom, but I get the sense that he, at least, is not entirely comfortable leaving his daughter with us.

“Mwawp bop!” Baby Thea reaches for my hair and lands on my ear instead. Razor-sharp nails dig into my earlobe and tug. I feel the pressure, but her nails glance off my skin without leaving a mark.

“Gentle, gentle,” I say, keeping my voice light as I catch her tiny fingers in mine.

“Right,” Karla says with a bright smile. “Let’s go through the routine, shall we?”

Twenty minutes later, the Henrys are gone, and Sage and I have already had to change a diaper, which means I changed a diaper while Sage stood at a safe distance. We raid the cabinet for snacks, which aren’t as great as we’d hoped, then pile onto the sofa and queue up some cartoons.

I sit cross-legged with Thea in the well between my knees. She melts against me, her little legs draped over mine, occasionally reaching for the screen with a garbled sound that might be a word.

“You want me to take her for a bit?” Sage asks, and she’s genuine. But we both know where that road leads, and it’s a place filled with shrieks and tears.

“I’ve got —”

“Oh, hang on.” She whips her phone out and scans the screen, eyes widening as she reads the message. She flips the phone toward my face so I can see whatever she’s so excited about. Baby Thea reaches for the light, and Sage rolls her eyes.

“Just tell me,” I say.

“It’s Lila.”

My stomach pitches at the name. Sage’s older sister does things to my insides I’ve never been able to control. Not since the first time I saw her on the front steps of St. Isidor’s, helping a freshman wingtip to her feet after some bully knocked her down. One look from Lila, and the bully backed away, almost as intimidated by her as the freshman was of him. The girl hadn’t even thanked Lila before running away, but that didn’t seem to bother Lila.

I had the unshakable impression that she hadn’t done it because it was the right thing to do or anything so noble. She’d done it because that was who she was.

And I’ve been helpless ever since.

“What about her?” I ask.

“She’s on a find bounty, and she wants to know if I want to go with!” Sage pauses long enough to give baby Thea a guilty look. “Um, but like, right now.”

Sage isn’t old enough to take bounties, but Lila is an Associate. She attended the Underhill Gala when she was only sixteen and won a mentorship from Ms. Jones, Underhill’s chief of Operations and the first bombshell to rise so high in the ranks. As chief of Ops, Ms. Jones is responsible for everything from ensuring that talents join the official register when they turn eighteen to BountyApp, and Lila is her protégé.

And Sage might not say it, but she’s desperate to do just as well as her sister, to prove to the world that neither of them are their father. She was born to be Executive branch, and Lila’s offering an opportunity for Sage to learn the ropes off the books.

“Go,” I tell her.

“Really? Are you sure? I won’t go if you don’t want me to.” Every word of it is true, but I can see how much she wants the experience of a real bounty.

“No, I want you to go. I can handle a baby.” I give Thea a little bounce as proof. Thea flaps her tongue at Sage. “I’m certified in infant CPR and everything. Besides, if you wrap up fast, you can come back. The Henrys will never know.”

“I think they like you better anyway. Thankyouthankyouthankyou!” She’s on her toes, already typing a response to her sister.

In the short time it takes for Lila to arrive, Sage texts Embry and Amie to inform them of her good luck, switches between three different hairstyles, and changes her shirt twice from a stash she always brings when babysitting anyone younger than eight. At the end of it all, she glances down at her shoes in despair. The strappy sandals were fine when all she was going to do tonight was pad around a carpeted house after a one-year-old, but they aren’t suited to bounty work.

“Take mine.” I point to the tennis shoes I left by the front door. They’re a half size too big for her, but they’ll still be better than two strips of leather and a thin cushion sole.

“Papa Stallard strikes again,” she sings, but she’s already lacing her feet into the shoes Logan deems suitable for a young assassin in hiding to wear.

“You must always be prepared to run,” he warned me when I was ten and we were charting the new, uncomfortable territory of shopping together. He rejected anything that was even remotely sandal shaped. Or pink, which he deemed “unnecessarily flashy” and for which I deemed him “unnecessarily fascist.”

It’s better now that I’m allowed to shop on my own, but he still narrows his eyes at anything louder than a rich burgundy.

“You can thank him later,” I mutter.

There’s a knock at the door, and just as Sage is pulling it open, Thea sneezes. A hot spray of clumpy yellowish goo slimes down my chest and onto my shirt. The scent rises a second later. Slimy and viscous and —

“Gross,” Sage announces.

I look up. Straight into the stormy gray eyes of Lila Morgan.

Her eyes are always what catch me first. Somehow warm and sharp at the same time, dangerous and utterly irresistible. Her golden hair is swept up in a soft bun, exposing the long line of her neck. She’s dressed in a sleek blouse and a fitted blazer in Operations blue, the pale pipping at the collar indicating her novice status. Completing the ensemble are dark-gray pants that dip into black boots laced up to the middle of her shins.

In spite of being one of her little sister’s closest friends, I can count on one hand the number of times I’ve been this close to Lila, and I wish, I wish I were wearing anything but baby snot right now.

“Hey, Lila,” I say, forcing a casual smile as embarrassment warms my cheeks.

Her eyes glide over me like wind over water, her expression cool and impervious and revealing nothing. Which leaves my mind free to infer absolutely everything from disdain to abject disinterest. In this way, and nearly every other, Sage and her older sister are polar opposites. They are the sun and the moon. Standing next to them, I feel like a shadow.

“Ready?” Lila asks, turning to Sage.

“Almost.” Sage darts away, leaving me alone with Lila, Thea, and every jittery thought in my head.

I shouldn’t say anything, but if I don’t speak, I’m going to stare at the elegant slope of her shoulders, the way her blouse skims against her body, the curves of her hips and thighs.

“It’s really nice of you,” I say, feeling a familiar shiver when Lila tilts her chin down and regards me with the full force of her gaze.

“Nice?” Lila’s voice is polished and heavy, like a stone worn smooth by a river.

“Taking Sage with you, I mean. I wish I could go on hunts like this.” Her expression narrows ever so slightly, and I realize it sounds like I’m asking to go with them. “Not that you need to take me with you. Just that Sage is lucky, and it’s . . .”

“Nice,” Lila repeats in that same smooth tone in a way that suggests she means something else. Or maybe something in addition. Or maybe I’m overthinking everything because the shape of her lips is so distracting.

I’m spared from having to respond when Sage bounces back into the room with a burp cloth to clean up the mess on my chest.

“You promise?” she asks as she reaches for her bag. “You’re okay with me going?”

“I promise,” I tell her.

“Don’t forget to set the sec system after I leave,” she adds as though we haven’t all been setting sec systems in our own homes our entire lives. Underhill code may protect any talent under eighteen, but not everyone abides by Underhill code. A fact I am too familiar with.

“I promise,” I repeat. “Go before someone scoops your bounty.”

With a blinding smile, she follows Lila to the car. I watch them go with a pang of jealousy. They lost their father, but they have each other.

When they’re gone, I set the sec system, then flip the TV to a soft rock station that seems agreeable to Thea. We dance around the room until her eyes begin to droop, and I set her on the sofa, boxing her in with soft pillows near a basket that holds an assortment of baby things, from stuffed animals to the sling carrier the Henrys told us to use if she got particularly fussy.

In no time, she’s asleep.

“Easy-peasy,” I say softly.

I pad over to the bookcase and browse the Henrys’ collection. It’s an odd assortment of self-help books, old Westerns, and a surprising number of books about birds. If I’d known I was going to be on my own before I left the house, I would have stuffed a romance novel into my bag.

Just as I decide a book on common backyard birds is the best the Henrys have to offer, the lights and the TV flicker once. Off, then on. And there’s a very soft, unmistakable click.

It’s a sound most people wouldn’t recognize. But I do. Logan made sure I do. And it means only one thing.

Someone is breaking in.
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The lights go out, and the room is plunged into darkness. I duck down next to Thea, letting the sofa shield us from view. Panic is a shock to my system. It pierces my veins, shooting straight into my lungs and my head. For a few precious seconds, I can’t draw a breath or think clearly. My mind spins around old memories, calling up the tortured screams of my parents, the scent of lavender, the heat of fire. All I can think is He found me.

But that isn’t right. It can’t be. He has no reason to think I was at home that night. No reason to know that I heard his voice clear as a bell. And he certainly he has no reason to know I was going to be babysitting for the Henrys tonight.

This isn’t about me.

Whoever is here, they’re after the Henrys. And they’re obviously not very good at this, because any assassin worth their salt would know the Henrys aren’t here. As soon as they realize their mistake, they’ll probably leave.

But just in case . . . I take a deep breath and let my training kick in.

I blink, giving my eyes time to find layers of dim light that filter through the curtains. I mark the two doors out of the family room: one leads to the foyer and front door, and the other leads to a hallway from which I could reach the kitchen. There is a door back there, but it’s so far that I could be forced toward the bedrooms if I wasn’t fast enough, and that would leave me trapped. I glance around the room again, noting the windows not six feet from where I crouch. If I were a strongarm, I could easily break them and make a run for it. Maybe I could anyway, but not with Thea.

Front door it is.

But the easiest exits are also the expected exits, and until I know otherwise, I have to assume that there are multiple people currently sneaking into the Henry house, and they’ll have every exit covered.

Movement in the kitchen hallway catches my eye. One shadow slipping into another. My time is up.

I reach for Thea, adrenaline making my fingers clumsy as I snap her into the sling and strap her to my chest. She murmurs quietly as I pull the fabric tight to her head, securing her firmly against me. I mark each exit as I work, keeping my activity quiet and small.

Another movement. This one by the front door. There are at least two of them. And, as expected, they’re blocking me in.

I squeeze my fingers into fists to sooth my nerves and try the direct approach.

“The Henrys aren’t home,” I say, a slight tremor in my voice. “I’m just the babysitter. And I’m under eighteen.”

I hold my breath and wait to hear the whisper of their retreat, but it never comes.

Instead, a voice in the dark says, “Give us the child and you can go.”

For a second, I’m certain I misheard them. What could they possibly want with Thea? Even as the question occurs to me, my mind generates a number of unsavory answers, from blackmailing the Henrys to the underground trade for talented babies. Whatever it is, it means that these two aren’t registered with Underhill. They’re they reason Underhill exists in the first place.

And either I give up the child, give up Thea, and go free, or I don’t, and they kill me.

Try to, anyway.

Every one of Logan’s lessons has prepared me for this moment. He just forgot to include the possibility of a one-year-old strapped to my chest.

I raise my hands slowly above my head and stand. I can feel the fear and adrenaline in my body. My legs are numb and weak, my stomach twisted, my fingers cold. My heart thrashes wildly out of control.

“Okay,” I say, my voice tight and trembling. “I’m bringing her to you.”

There’s a flicker of movement from the one nearest the front door. A twist of the head that suggests their instinct is to look for confirmation from someone else. Not the leader, then. Good.

Thea’s breath is hot against my chest, her little arms heavy and limp. She’s still asleep, and I hope she stays that way for as long as possible.

I move forward with cautious steps, as though there is nothing more terrifying than the idea of getting close to one of these two. Which is both true and false. I feel too awake. Too alert to everything around me, and in spite of my training, I feel a sliver of uncertainty. But my best hope is to get close, so I keep walking. Slowly. Steadily forward.

“Hurry up,” the one in front of me mutters, and it strikes me that they’re as nervous as I am.

“Please don’t hurt me,” I say, taking my time.

My eyes fall to Sage’s strappy sandals on the floor right next to my purse. Inside the purse are my car keys. The car is parked on the street, a quick sprint from the front door. I can do it without shoes.

When I’m close enough, I gesture to the sling.

“I need to unstrap her.”

They nod, and I lower my hands, pretending to fiddle with the strap around my waist. This close, I can see that they’re not much taller than I am. They sigh impatiently, and a plan clicks into place like the tumblers of a lock.

In a single movement, I close the remaining distance between us and tug one of my knives free. I have a grip on their shirt, and my blade pressed into their chest before they know it.

They fall back with a stifled grunt, one hand clutching at the wound I’ve left behind. Blood pumps between their fingers, brilliantly red even in the dim light.

I swivel, snatch my purse, and am out the front door in an instant. Thea is awake now, whimpering with confusion and discomfort, but she’s alive, and it’s up to me to keep her that way.

My car sits against the curb thirty yards away. If the other kidnapper is a wingtip, they’ll have me before I’m halfway there.

I sprint so hard my feet barely seem to touch the ground. I’m nearly there, I’m nearly —

Something crashes against my back. Dead center. I don’t have to turn to know it was a knife meant to kill. To pierce the narrow space between my vertebra and slice through the nerves of my spinal cord. And if I were anyone else, that’s exactly what it would have done.

I reach the car, and now I do turn. I see a dark figure in the doorway. A blade clutched in their hand glints the orange glow of the streetlights. The figure turns and I realize they’re staring. At me.

Shit.

I fumble in my purse and find the keys in the little zippered pocket on the side. Getting the car in gear gives me enough time to worry about the safety of driving with an infant strapped to my chest, but in this exact moment, I can’t care.

The engine rumbles, and I hit the gas, peeling away from the curb as another knife thunks into the trunk of my car.

But when I look in the rearview mirror, my pursuer is gone.
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An hour later, I finally pull onto my street. My hands haven’t stopped shaking, but at least Thea stopped crying as I took the longest, most chaotic path from the Henrys’ house to mine. I followed every rule. Avoided highways, fought my own instincts, drove the speed limit, and checked my rearview for any signs that I was being tracked. I even pulled over once or twice and waited to see if anyone else did the same. Only when I was convinced there was no one on my trail did I aim for home.

Streetlights paint the residential roads in splashes of orange and black. The houses are aglow with warm lights, the families inside them safe and unaware that there is a girl trembling outside with a baby strapped to her chest and a target on her back.

I park at the end of our driveway like always, and it takes all my willpower to open the car door and step into the dark night.

The March air is cutting. I didn’t notice it when I was running for my life, but now I shiver so hard Thea stirs against me.

“Almost there,” I murmur, bouncing a little as I ease the car door closed. Focusing on her instead of me makes this a little bit easier.

The door opens before I can reach for it. Logan’s eyes move from me to my car to the road, assessing more about the situation than I could tell him in the same amount of time. Then he steps forward and sweeps his arm protectively around me, scooping me into the house and shutting the door firmly behind.

The tension I’ve been carrying in my body begins to unstitch itself until I’m shivering all over. Logan leads me into the warmth of the kitchen, one arm fixed around my shoulders like a shield, and I lean my head against his chest until Thea protests too much. Reluctantly, I pull away.

“Are you injured?” Logan’s voice is deep and dangerously level.

“We’re fine.”

I begin to undo the straps of the sling, but my fingers tremble and fumble ineffectively with the clasps. Logan covers my hands with his and takes over, catching Thea up in his arms.

The second she’s gone I gasp. My chest feels cold and too vulnerable without her little body glued against it. I don’t think I realized how quickly I’d adapted to having her there.

Logan’s scowl deepens. He holds Thea between massive hands, away from his body like he’s never even seen a baby before. Which maybe he hasn’t. But Thea wriggles and whimpers helplessly, little hands pinching at the air.

“She’s not a bomb, Logan,” I say.

He looks at me uncomprehending.

“Hold her like you’re hugging her.” I mimic drawing someone close to my body. Skeptically, he does the same until Thea is pressed flat to his chest with his massive arms wrapped around her. “Almost. How about, hold her like you would a sack of groceries.”

At this, Logan shifts her around to one hip. Thea settles in instantly.

“Yeah.” I wince as I take a deep breath and feel the beginnings of a bruise in the center of my back. Knives may not be able to kill me, but anything that hits me with enough force will still leave a mark.

“Tell me,” Logan commands.

I sink into a chair and recount exactly what happened. I start with Sage’s departure and end with the knife thrown at my back.

“It struck you?” he asks, and if I didn’t know him as well as I do, I might miss the note of alarm in his otherwise even tone.

“It did.”

Logan meets my gaze. “And you’re certain they saw it?”

I wish I could give him another answer. I wish I could lie and say I didn’t undo years of careful planning in a single instant, but that won’t help either of us.

“They saw,” I say. “I’m sorry.”

Whoever that bullseye is, they saw their blade strike do no harm. And while it’s possible to deflect a blade like that with the right kind of armor, it is extremely unlikely that I, an under-eighteen, would be wearing anything as fine as silver skin.

We have to assume they know I’m a bastion.

Logan’s eyes return to baby Thea. She’s tired, but some part of her is also alert. Alarmed and trying to stay aware.

“You did well,” Logan says to me, though his eyes remain on Thea. “Protecting her was the right choice. No matter the cost.”

The knot inside my chest loosens enough that I can breathe easily. There are a million reasons for me to be upset right now, but at least Logan doesn’t blame me. He’s not disappointed in me.

“And you saw nothing that could identify your attackers?” Logan asks.

“It was dark, and I made my move before the first one could even demonstrate a talent. All I know is that one of them is a bullseye,” I explain with a sigh. “Other than that, and Thea, I’ve got nothing.”

“Not nothing.” Logan looks down at my hands.

I follow his gaze and am a little surprised to find that the rusty brown of dried, flaky blood darkens my cuticles and is caked in the webs between my fingers. I remember the gush of hot liquid. The sudden metallic bite to the air. And my knife.

I stand and reach around to the knife at the small of my back. I don’t even remember sheathing it, but my fingers find the hilt, still sticky with blood. I try to trace it back. It wasn’t in my hands when I got inside the car, so I must have done it been before. It couldn’t have been while I was running. Sitting here now, I can’t clearly visualize any single second of the encounter. It’s all blurring together.

Tugging the blade free, I offer it to Logan. Within Underhill, blood is traceable. Every talent who enters must offer a tithe. Of money and blood. Allegiance and loyalty. If my attacker works for Underhill, the blood on the knife is enough to identify them in an instant.

And if not, Underhill keeps a library of known offenders. Unassociated talents who refuse to live by Underhill code. The people who see their talents as giving them a divine right to do whatever they please. They are ruthless. Selfish. And worth being afraid of.

The sort of people who would sneak into a house and murder my parents in cold blood.

But Logan left Underhill eight years ago, and he’s kept us both out of its line of sight.

Logan reaches for a Ziploc bag, opening it between us. I dump the knife inside and seal the top.

“Is there anything else you haven’t told me?” he asks.

I think back. Review the incident in my mind once more. “No. They cut the sec system and boxed me in, then offered my freedom in exchange for Thea. I stabbed one and ran. That’s it.”

With a nod, he transfers Thea into my arms, then scoops up the bagged knife and tucks it into his belt.

“You stay here,” he tells me. “Don’t talk to anyone. Don’t do anything except keep your head down until I get back.”

“Where are you going?” I ask, terror cinching my throat. He can’t be going to Underhill. Not after everything.

Logan crosses to the back door and rips his leather jacket from the hook on the wall. “To see an old friend.”

“You don’t have friends,” I remind him.

He grimaces. “Just the one.”

The only person Logan has ever mentioned from his past, apart from my mother, is another Enforcer who tried to kill him at least once and failed. “You mean the Saint? Have you even seen him since you left him for dead on the riverbank?”

“I didn’t leave him for dead, I left him alive,” he says, vanishing inside the closet where our few guns are kept inside a safe. He returns a moment later. “And he owes me.”

“What can he do?”

“Trace the blood,” he says, zipping up his jacket in a single swift move. “I need to know more about who we’re dealing with before I deal with them.”

The words are so clean. So open and simple. As if he’s discussing the state of a dirty kitchen before washing the dishes and not hunting down and killing the person who attacked me and Thea.

“I’ll go with you.” I grab a jacket of my own, jostling Thea fully awake.

“No.” The single word stops me in my tracks. “I need to know you’re somewhere safe.”

“I’m not afraid,” I say, even though part of me shouts that I’m a liar.

“Tru.” Logan’s expression softens now. The lines around his eyes crease, making him appear a little helpless as he looks between me and the baby. “The only place I know I can keep you safe is here.”

I open my mouth to protest, but he shakes his head.

“But . . . why?” I say instead.

He places a hand on my shoulder, worry driven so deep through his dark eyes that I feel tears pinch in the back of my throat. Suddenly, I’m ten years old again. Covered in ash and dirt and standing on the stoop of his old apartment in the West Bottoms. When he opened his door, he was so radiantly angry, I thought he was going to kill me on the spot. Then he saw the note I was holding, his address in my mother’s handwriting. He swallowed hard, and his anger melted into the same expression he wears now.

Worry. Helplessness. And, if it’s possible, love.

“Do you trust me?” he asks.

“Always,” I say without a thought.

He nods as though it was the answer he expected. “Your trust is the most precious thing in the world to me, and I will always honor it and you.”

“Why do you always sound like you’re a knight in some old fairy tale, Logan?” I ask. Mostly because I don’t know what else to say in response.

“Bah bah baaa.” Thea reaches for Logan’s hair, and he catches her hand gently in his.

“Someone knows you exist now, Tru. They might not know who you are or where, but the fact that they’ve seen you is enough. I need to know that you’re safe.”

“Okay,” I say. “I’ll wait here.”

Logan nods and holds my eyes for another moment before stepping into the cold night. The door locks. The sec system clicks on. And Thea begins to cry.
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The day after Logan Dire agreed to teach me how to kill, we started at dawn beneath a sunrise that was, fittingly, murderous shades of red and orange.

After a five-mile jog that took us up the hills of Loose Park and a round of resistance training, Logan pushed a water bottle into my hand and let me drink my fill. I’d never trained so viciously in my life. My parents had always told me to avoid physical activity, especially in public, because the danger of being discovered was so much more real when I was running or jumping or doing any of the things normal kids got to do. All it would take was one tumble in which I miraculously avoided a scraped knee or a busted lip, and the questions would start.

Before I could drain the bottle dry, Logan crouched in front of me and said, “Now it’s time for your second lesson.”

I was already exhausted, but I was determined. Curling my fingers into fists, I moved to stand up, but he shook his head.

“This is something you must hear and learn,” he said.

“Okay,” I said when he paused for too long.

“The second lesson is: know when you’re beat.”

I scowled at him. It seemed too simple to be a lesson for killers. “Doesn’t everyone know when they’re beat?”

“When is that?” he asked.

I knew it was a test. But I also knew the answer. I sat up —  shoulders back, chin up. “When you’re on the ground and can’t get up again.”

He shook his head. “No. That is when you’re dead.”

Understanding washed over me, and I gulped. “So when am I beat?”

Logan reached out and hooked one finger beneath my chin, leveling his hard, black eyes with mine. Then he said, “You are still a child. You are always beat.”

Before I could protest, he added, “But even when you are not a child, there will be times that someone gets ahead of you. You must be willing to recognize this, and when it happens, do only one thing.”

Sunrise spilled over his shoulders so that I was caught in the full embrace of his cool shadow.

“What?” I asked.

“Run,” he said.
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It hits me within moments of Logan’s departure. Thea has nothing to eat, nothing to play with, and not a single fresh diaper.

Though it’s ten on a Saturday night, my friends respond instantly to my SOS text. I only sent it to Embry and Amie, because Sage was supposed to be on the hunt with Lila, but all three show up anyway. Thea has been screaming so hard I barely check the screen before switching the sec system to standby and flinging the door open.

The sec system will record the entry, and Logan will know I had friends over, but even he will have to admit that the circumstances were extreme.

“Food,” I say to Sage. Then I turn to Embry, which involves looking up. “Diapers.”

“On it.” Sage hands three of four grocery sacks to Embry and makes a beeline for the kitchen while Embry and Amie follow me into the living room.

By the time Embry’s sorted through the collection of diapers, baby wipes, and creams they clearly bought in a rush, I’ve got Thea de-frocked and ready for a change.

Amie keeps her distance, watching with only vague interest from her perch on the arm of the sofa. She’s short with rich brown skin and hair shaved close to her scalp. Tonight, she wears a pink satin bomber jacket embroidered with ruby-red wings and black skinny jeans tucked into black combat boots. She’s the only one who refuses to help Sage with babysitting, even though she has three younger siblings. Or maybe because she has younger siblings.

Embry crouches next to me. For a strongarm, he’s surprisingly agile, folding his long limbs until he is deceptively small. With golden-tan skin in perfect contrast to black hair that curls softly at the base of his neck, he’s dressed in blue pants and a plain white T-shirt with suspenders cutting down his chest in two dark lines. He quickly and calmly unpackages everything, supplying each item to me in the order in which I need them. At the end, he offers a fresh set of clothing for Thea with a little shrug.

“Your text was a little unclear about what, exactly, you needed, so we thought better safe than sorry.”

“What about ‘bring me all the baby things right now please and hurry’ was unclear to you?” I tease, gratefully accepting the clothes.

“He was this close to getting one of those portable cradle things,” Amie says, amusement evident in her dry tone. “He shops like a rich white woman. Doesn’t even look at the price tags.”

Embry shrugs. “I’ll pay attention to price tags when my mom notices the credit card bill.”

Amie and Embry have this very specific relationship in which Amie pokes and prods and Embry takes it in stride. It’s not something I entirely understand, but it seems to work for them.

Sage appears with a little bowl of something that might be oatmeal in one hand and a sippy cup of water in the other.

Thea grunts and reaches for Sage, wiggling incessantly from where she sits on the floor.

“Well, don’t you look hungry.” Sage drops down in front of Thea and begins spooning oatmeal into her mouth.

The sudden silence is such a relief I sigh out loud.

“Thank you,” I say, rubbing my temples.

For a second the only sounds in the room are Thea’s slurps, but a second is all they give me.

“What’s going on, Tru?” Sage asks.

Now that Thea has everything she needs, and my friends are here to take up the slack, exhaustion settles in. I want to sink down into the carpet and stay there until Logan returns with answers. But that isn’t going to fly, so I tell them the story of what happened tonight. I include every detail with the single exception of the knife that was thrown at my back. Not even my friends can know what I am.

“Sheesh, I leave you alone for five minutes!” Sage waves the spoon in the air, oblivious to Thea’s attempts to grab it. “But I guess at least the Henrys won’t have any room to complain about me ditching you. Actually, your babysitting reputation is about to take off. We need to be prepared to capitalize on that! Do you know what we can charge after this?”

“That . . . was not my first thought,” I admit. “But world domination is usually much farther down my on list than it is on yours.”

“Who needs the world?” she asks, ripping the spoon from Thea’s mouth in her enthusiasm. “All we need is that sweet, sweet Underhill Associates market and we’ll be set. Even Amie might join us for a cut.”

“What kind of cut are we talking? I don’t get out of bed for less than fifty percent. Also, it’s Amethyst now, please.”

Amethyst does this. She cycles through names and pronouns without any explanation or fuss. On the hunt for a good moniker for when she becomes an Associate herself, for which she will first need to become an Apprentice, but she’s not worried. She and Sage are a year behind me and Embry and they made a deal a long time ago that they would attend the gala together during their senior year.

“I like it. Still she/her?” Sage confirms.

“Yep.”

“Mmm,” Thea says, sticking her hand straight into the bowl and grabbing a fistful of oatmeal while Sage is distracted.

“What are you doing here, anyway?” I ask Sage, grabbing a cloth to wipe the mess from Thea’s hands before it winds up in her hair. “What happened to the find bounty?”

“We had to bail. Lila got called in right before I got the SOS from Embry, so Lila dropped me off at his place on her way to Underhill.”

“So your dad has gone in to report it?” Amethyst cuts in to ask me. “Why didn’t you go with him? Take Thea?”

“Even better, why didn’t he report it through the app?” Sage adds, remembering to spoon another bite into Thea’s mouth.

My heart skips a beat. Lying to them has never been easy. It’s hard enough letting them think I’m a bullseye. But I had to tell them Logan went somewhere, and telling them he went to Underhill was as close to the truth as I could get.

I open my mouth, still searching for the best answer, when Embry reaches out and places a hand on my knee.

“Hey,” he asks, concern melting in his big brown eyes. “Are you okay?”

Embry is always the one to see through the mess and the chaos to what is actually going on in the moment. It’s my favorite and least favorite thing about him.

“Just, you know, worried.”

“You’re looking a little pale. Have you had anything to eat since you got home? Anything to boost that low blood sugar?”

This is another lie I’ve told my friends.

When I asked Logan to enroll me at St. Isidor’s, his immediate answer was no. Not surprising, since our entire modus operandi for the previous four years had been to stay as far off the radar as possible. When I asked him how he expected me to survive the world if he didn’t even think I could survive ninth grade, he relented.

But there was one condition: I had to avoid any and all activities that might result in the revelation of my real talent. That included sports, theater or any extracurriculars in which tools are used, and gym.

For our entire friendship, Embry, Amethyst, and Sage have believed that due to perilously low blood sugar, I do not run, jump, or sprint, and my talent is nothing to rave about. I’m the least likely of all of us to have eluded an attack like this.

“We’ve still got some croissants in the kitchen,” I say, letting him help me to my feet. “And fresh apple butter.”

“Why is it always apple butter with you?” Sage asks, cleaning oats from Thea’s face and chest. “Why can’t you convince Papa Stallard to get some Nutella or basic grape jelly? I know he was born back in the days of high-fructose corn syrup, but things have changed.”

Amethyst laughs. “I can just imagine Papa Stallard holding a jar of Nutella.” She frowns, perfectly imitating the way his eyes narrow and his lips pucker. “The amount of sugars in this spread is . . .”

“Unnecessary,” the three of them say in unison.

“I made some fresh lemon curd this morning?” I offer.

“Shameful,” Sage mutters.

We migrate into the kitchen. I start with water, certain that the knots in my stomach won’t allow for even that much, but quickly realize Embry was right. I’m starving. Three croissants and half a jar of apple butter later, I feel human again.

Sage finds an empty cardboard box and lines the bottom with towels and a soft blanket before laying Thea down on her back. She falls asleep almost instantly, but without any kind of baby monitor, we opt to keep her on the kitchen table, where she’s always in our line of sight.

“We don’t even know what her talent is,” Sage murmurs. “What do you think they want with her?”

“Parts. Blood. Power. Breeding, eventually.” Amethyst names the possibilities like she’s reading a list of ingredients, and we’re honestly lucky she’s chosen single words instead of more-specific descriptions. “Sometimes all they need to know is that a child’s parents are powerful enough to be associated.”

“I know, I know it happens, I just . . .” Sage presses the heels of her hands into her eyes. “I didn’t expect it would happen here. In Underhill’s backyard. They can’t really think they’ll get away with it, can they?”

“That’s not a real question, right?” Amethyst asks. “They only tried because they thought they’d get away with it.”

“Little did they know our very own Tru Stallard is a stealth badass,” Embry says with a proud smile. “Looks like a high school career of avoiding the mile run didn’t do much harm after all.”

“It was just luck.” I try to brush it off with a laugh.

“An obscene amount,” Amethyst says. “You went up against two rogue talents and not only lived to tell the tale, but got away. That’s serious.”

Their collective gaze is approving but also appraising in a way that makes me squirm. Like they’re reevaluating what they know about me.

Before he gave in and let me enroll at St. Isidor’s, Logan suggested I attend a topsider school instead. He argued that I’d be safer in a school where no knew about talents and wouldn’t be looking for mine. But I’d countered by reminding him that it was better to hide in plain sight than in the most obvious place, and no one looks twice at a bullseye.

Now, though, my friends are doing exactly that. I scramble for a topic.

“The really bad news? There’s no way my dad’s going to let me go on that cruise now.”

There was no way before, but they didn’t know that.

Embry and Sage groan in unison, then begin to strategize. Sage argues that this should prove I’m capable of taking care of myself, therefore I should be allowed to go on the very safe, very private cruise with them, and Embry adds that this incident is a good reason to get out of Kansas City for a while. Wouldn’t it be safer to be miles out to sea where kidnappers couldn’t reach me?

They’re good arguments. I almost start to wonder if they might work.

The next time I look at my phone, it’s nearly midnight. I frown, trying to recall when Logan left, and pull up my frantic text to Embry to find the time stamp. 10:08 p.m.

Logan should be back by now. He should have at least texted.

I look up, ready to voice my concerns, but as one, their phones give five rapid knocks. The sound of a BountyApp alert.

“What is it?” I scoot in closer to Sage to see her screen. She taps the notification, and a picture of Logan appears.

He looks the same as he did two hours ago. He’s looking straight at the camera. Like he knew his picture was being taken. His eyes are hard and angry, his jaw tight.

My mouth goes dry.

Directly beneath his picture are words I don’t understand at first. I read them. And then again, before understanding sinks down to my toes like lead.


KILL BOUNTY: LOGAN DIRE

For the unsanctioned assassinations of Karla and Maxwell Henry and their infant daughter, Samanthea, Logan Dire has been named in this bounty.

REWARD: $100,000

SPONSOR: Underhill, Inc.



My world narrows on the words “kill bounty,” and a cold kind of panic starts to pinch its way up my throat.

“Tru.” Amethyst’s voice is firm and familiar.

I look up and find their eyes on me. My lips are too numb to speak.

“Tru?” Sage’s brown eyes are wide with betrayal. “What is going on? Isn’t that your dad?”

“I . . .” I stop. I don’t know what to say first. Explaining who he is seems so inconsequential when he’s been accused of three murders he didn’t commit. “Something is wrong.”

“I’ll say. How could they think Papa Stallard is the Logan Dire? I mean, no offense, but his talent isn’t even that strong.”

“Sage,” Embry’s voice is low with warning.

“What? It’s not a judgment. It’s a fact. There’s no way he can be who they say he is.”

Their phones emit another quintuple knock. On the screen, the bounty has been raised to $200,000. Enough to get every talent in a hundred-mile radius to the city within the hour.

“Shit,” Amethyst breathes. “This is not good. The Henrys are dead.”

“I’ll call my sister,” Sage says, always ready with a plan. “I’ll tell her they’ve got things twisted up. It’s Papa Stallard. And we’ve got Thea right here. It’s an honest mistake.”

“Underhill doesn’t make mistakes,” Amethyst says, a hint of sarcasm to her tone.

Embry’s expression hardens, but Sage keeps talking.

“They clearly have in this case. I have to call Lila.”

“Wait.” I catch Sage’s phone before she can call her sister. I rise to my feet, only half certain my legs are still connected to my body. But I don’t know where to start, or how to explain this feeling I have that something is very wrong.

“It’s not a mistake, is it?” Embry asks slowly. “Logan Dire, the Logan Dire, is your father.”

It’s more complicated than that, but I nod. “He is.”

“But . . . he . . .” The air leaves Sage’s lungs in a rush. Her eyes unfocus, and she finishes with “bakes.”

I nod again and say, “He does,” because that, at least, is an easy truth.

“You think he’s being set up?” Amethyst asks in her shrewd, succinct way. Her gaze shifts to Embry, then back to me. “You think someone in Underhill is setting him up?”

My eyes fall on the cardboard box in the middle of the table and the baby still asleep inside. Logan always said one of the reasons he kept me hidden was because my death was reported along with my parents’. And the best way to cover up a murder that hadn’t been committed yet was to pin it on someone or something else. In my family’s case, a house fire.

Is what happened to me happening to Thea?

“I think it’s possible,” I say.

I take another look at Sage’s phone. This time, I let the sight of the kill bounty reassure me. Logan is alive. He’s alive, and this —  surviving —  is what he’s good at. Even if they’ve blasted his face out to everyone in the city. He knows how to hide in plain sight because he’s done it before. He did it for me.

And suddenly, my relief vanishes in a vicious, nauseating twist. Because he won’t do that, and I know why. I know what will keep him out in the open too long. What he’ll risk everything for.

Me.

I grab my phone and send him a single word: run

A second later, a response arrives and my insides crumble.

never
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The next message arrives a second later: get safe

My mind whirls. He’s telling me to get out of the house. To meet him at the safe house. He’s telling me that things are absolutely as bad as I think they are.

The Henrys are dead. Murdered. The blame has been pinned on Logan. And the baby on the kitchen table is a loose end. But for who?

Unimportant.

Every single one of my questions is irrelevant. I can only do exactly what Logan has told me to do.

I need to get Thea and —

Suddenly, I remember that I’m not alone in this kitchen. My friends are here and they’re arguing around me.

“. . . of all people should know that Underhill isn’t always fair.” I catch the end of Amethyst’s point.

“What is that supposed to mean?” Sage demands, pain seeping into her startled expression.

“Tru,” Embry cuts through their argument. His too-observant eyes fall to my phone. “Hey, Tru? Is that him?”

I lick my lips. There’s no point lying, but what am I supposed to do? They can’t come with me and they can’t know where I’m going. But I have to get out of the house.

I nod.

“What did he say?” Sage asks, still next to me.

I flip my phone over, letting the screen go dark. “You guys need to go.”

“Go? Are you kidding?” Sage rounds on me, blond curls swishing around her shoulders. “There’s a kill bounty on your dad, and you’re harboring a baby who’s supposed to be dead. The last thing we’re going to do is leave you alone.”

“Right, but what are we going to do?” Amethyst asks. “It’s not like we can just call Underhill and explain things.”

“I still don’t see why not.” Sage gestures at Embry, but he’s shaking his head.

“No way.” Embry throws up his hands. “I’m sorry, Sage, but I’m with them on this one. Something is deeply wrong here, and I’m afraid you are vastly overestimating the relationship I have with my mom.”

“No, I mean, you have to go because I have to . . .” I pause. “Run an errand.”

Now they all stop talking. They share a knowing look and then spring into action.

“Where are we going?” Sage asks, then realizes her mistake. “I mean, never mind. I’ll get Thea’s things.”

“Weapons still in the back closet?” Amethyst chimes.

“I’ll grab first aid and some extra clothes.” Embry bounds upstairs.

I look around the kitchen, completely unmoored as my friends get us ready to leave. The second sack of flour from this morning still leans against the island, half full. There are fresh batches of croissant dough resting in the fridge. And a bowl of lemons waits on the counter. Everything is as it should be. Ready for me and Logan to repeat our weekend routine. Ready for the life we’ve built together to continue.

A small voice in my head whispers that all of that is over.

A louder voice tells me I’ve wasted enough time. I don’t even know how much time we had to begin with. Maybe none.

I pull Thea’s sling over my shoulders and cringe at the still-tacky splatter of blood across the back.

“We can wash it when we’re safe,” Sage says softly, returning with a backpack of everything they bought for Thea.

Embry reappears a second later, my old Patagonia duffel bag hooked around his arms.

“Ready.” Amethyst drops a sack of weapons on the table, startling a cry from Thea.

Gingerly, I gather Thea from her makeshift crib and begin to snap her into the sling. Except one of the clicks didn’t come from me.

“Get away from the door,” I whisper an instant before the back door opens and Logan steps inside.

I have only a second to take him in. Blood paints one side of his face and leather jacket in crimson streaks that drip down his hand and onto the floor. Not his. A gash on his pants leg is wet and dark. His blood, but the wound is superficial. That’s all I see before he hits the lights, plunging the room into darkness, then crosses to the sec system and taps in a code.

“Defense mode activated.” The sec system’s voice is softer than before.

Logan is beside me a second later. One hand on my cheek. The smell of blood tempered only by his sweat.

“What happened? Why is there a kill bounty on you? The real you?” I take his hand, fingers sticky with blood. “Are you okay?”

“No time.” His words are clipped, brisk, even as his hand squeezes mine. His gaze flits to the others in the room and back. “You’ve got to get out of here.”

“But why are you here?” I demand. “I know what to do. I was coming to you.”

“Couldn’t risk it.” The urgency in his voice puts me on edge.

“They’re coming.” I realize it as I say it. “They’re coming here. That’s why you didn’t go to the safe house.”

“They had a tracker on you,” he explains sadly. “They knew where you were before I even left the house.”

I open my mouth to deny it. They didn’t have a chance to put anything on me. Then I remember the blade. Not the one that bounced off my back. The one that’s still stuck to the hood of my trunk. I forgot about it.

“I messed up,” I admit, tears brimming in my eyes.

“I missed it too.” He shakes his head and tugs me against his chest. “I was too worried about what was right in front of me. The second I told them the child was alive, they had a kill order on me.”


I was too worried about what was right in front of me. He missed it because of me. And instead of running, he came back here to protect me.

“Who?” I ask. “Who did this? Was it your friend?”

“I couldn’t find him. I had to go to Underhill.”

The sec system chirps, its gentle voice piping into the dark, “Movement detected in quadrants one and three. Estimate six individuals. Please confirm engagement of defensive measures.”

“Confirm!” I say.

Three phones knock five times, and Amethyst lets out a low whistle. “Up to three hundred grand. We’re about to have way more people at this party.”

“We can take six,” I say, decisive. “Tell us what to do.”

“Tru.” Logan’s voice is a stone fixed into the earth.

“Seven individuals detected,” the sec system says. “Activating perimeter defense.”

There’s a muffled grunt in the distance. But only one. No two sec systems are alike and they aren’t allowed to kill, but they can get close. Our perimeter defense is a row of automated, extremely sharp traffic spikes that will cut straight through the sole of a boot and do serious damage to a person’s foot.

“We can take seven,” I insist, ignoring the pressure of Logan’s hand on mine. “You can take seven in your sleep. The sec system can take half on its own!”

“Eleven individuals detected now in quadrants one, two, and three. Deploying tranquilizing darts.” The system falls quiet for three seconds. “Nine individuals remaining.”

“Tru,” Logan says again. And I know his voice so well that I feel it in my bones. “We are beat.”

“No,” I say, equal parts angry and terrified.

“They will keep coming,” he continues. “They will hunt me for that bounty. And as long as I am by your side, you will be in danger.”

“No,” I say again, more firmly this time.

“This was not what we planned, but you are prepared for it nonetheless.”

The air in the kitchen changes ever so slightly. A whisper of motion as a door or window opens somewhere in the house.

“I think they took out the sec system,” Embry reports, voice low.

“They’re upstairs,” Amethyst adds, head tilted to listen.

“I can give you a few minutes,” Logan says.

“No.” This time my voice breaks. Tears squeeze at my throat.

“You must get the child away from here and keep her safe. Do not —  under any circumstances —  trust Underhill. Do not trust Underhill. I . . .” A pale light shines in his dark eyes, softening them. “I love you, Tru.”

I start to shiver. I can count on one hand the number of times I have heard Logan utter those words. I don’t even need any fingers for it because the number is zero. Zero times.

He thinks this is the end. Of this. Of us. Of him.

“No,” I whisper, unable to find any other answer.

“Movement in the backyard,” Sage announces, voice razor thin.

“I will contact you when I can.” Logan sweeps his arms around me and pulls me into a hug. “You know what to do.”

I want to close my eyes and stay in the safe cradle of his embrace. I want this all to go away. I wasn’t ready for this kind of change. And I don’t want it.

But there is no stopping it.

Logan steps away, the tension in his body transforming him into something dangerous. He scoops up the bag of flour from the floor and places it on the kitchen island. Then he points at the door, snatching a knife from the block on the counter as he glides silently toward the living room. “I’ll draw them to me. You go through the back.”

A bullet hits the door frame near Logan’s head. He doesn’t flinch.

“Shit,” Amethyst breathes.

Logan vanishes into the dark, and for a second all I do is stare after him.

There is a hiss and a snap. A garbled gasp and a thud. All too quick for anyone but the Ghoul of Kansas City.

“Hey!” Sage slaps my cheek once, forcing me to focus. “Snap out of it, Tru! Now is no time for emotions! You remember what happens to people with too many emotions?”

“They explode,” I answer automatically.

“Ka-boom,” she confirms.

Thea struggles against me, starting to whine and fuss a little too loudly for comfort. The world reorients itself in a rush. I reach for a pacifier and shove it in her mouth, tightening the last of the straps around my shoulders.

“I’m good,” I say, thinking. A car would be fastest, but between eleven Underhill assassins, at least one of them would have slashed the tires. We’re on foot. Which means we need cover. “We make for the woods.”

“I see two in the backyard,” Amethyst says. “And they’re definitely not waiting for an invitation.”

Something shatters in the front room. There are more gunshots, more grunts.

Embry reaches for the doorknob. “You first,” he says to Sage. “Ready?”

Knives appear in her hands and she nods. “Ready.”

Embry opens the door, and Sage springs into action, throwing her knives with perfect bullseye accuracy. One of the figures goes down, but the other dances out of the way as only a wingtip could.

A scatter of bullets hits the house as we dash through the yard, aiming for the woods. For a second, it seems that our attacker has chosen Logan over us. I dare a glance over my shoulder and discover that I’m wrong.

Our pursuer reaches out and snatches Sage by the hair, dragging her to a stop with a knife at her throat.

“We’re under-eighteens!” Sage cries. “You can’t do this!”

“Hand over the child,” they say.

Their facial features are obscured by a standard scrubber. The fabric pulls energy from the sweat on your skin to create a disorienting visual. Everything about them from their gender to their skin color is a mystery. The only thing we know for sure is that they are a wingtip.

Sage’s face, on the other hand, is clear. From her wide, frantic eyes to the gritting of her teeth. And I realize it’s because there is light coming from the house. The fight has moved into the kitchen, and Logan is surrounded by at least six others. There is fresh blood on his face, and this time I’m certain it’s his.

“The child!” Sage’s captor says again. The knife draws a thin line of blood from Sage’s neck, and she winces, then takes a deep breath, doing her best to stay calm.

Beside me, Embry shifts his weight to the balls of his feet, and Amethyst spins a knife around her fingers, waiting for their opening to attack.

Thea’s awake now. I can tell by the way her hands grip my shirt, but she doesn’t make a sound.

“Now,” the wingtip growls, pressing the knife deeper into Sage’s skin.

“Okay, okay,” I say, raising my hands in surrender. “Give me a second.”

“Should I make a run at him?” Amethyst asks in a whisper meant just for me.

She’s fast, but not fast enough. We need some way to distract Sage’s captor long enough for her to escape.

Through the kitchen window, I catch sight of Logan once more. He holds a gun, but he isn’t firing. He’s letting his assailants surround him, filling the kitchen with them. I start to panic, but then I see it. The flour is still on top of the island and I know exactly what he’s going to do.

I catch Sage’s eye and hold up one finger. She nods, waiting for my signal.

“I have to undo these latches,” I say, pretending to struggle with the sling for the second time tonight, one eye on Logan.

With one swift kick, he nails the sack of flour. White powder erupts, filling the room with an opaque haze.

“Run,” I say to Sage as Logan fires a single shot and the cloud of flour, as flammable things will do, ignites.

Fire engulfs the kitchen. It flares violently orange against the night sky. It rolls through the house, catching anything and everything.

I scream, instinct driving me toward the house instead of away. Amethyst catches me, holds my hands firm in hers.

Sage uses the distraction to slip from the wingtip’s grasp. Embry steps in a second later and drives a formidable fist into their chest, throwing them back several meters, clearing the way for us to run.

The woods are close. Embry’s in front, having shouldered all three bags so the others can run unhindered. I am a few steps behind. Slower with Thea on me.

The night air is cold, the fire making it garishly bright. My friends disappear into the trees ahead of me. I’m almost there when I hear a gunshot behind me. Too close.

I turn, and my eyes lock on to those of Lila Morgan.

She stands between me and the house, her golden hair flickering red, orange, black like the flames behind her. Her expression is cold, all her focus for once on me.

I shiver, drawn in by that gaze.

She holds a gun. And it’s pointed at me.

“Tru!” Sage calls, emerging from the woods behind me. “Oh my god, Lila.”

Lila’s eyes shift from me to her sister and back.

For a moment, she doesn’t move. Just stares into me as though seeing me for the very first time. I am locked in place, frozen by the weight of her attention.

Then she lowers the gun, and we run.
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It may seem counterintuitive, but food was a big part of my training with Logan. And it was a study in contradiction.

At home, it was nothing but fresh fruits and vegetables. Homemade bread, of course. And meat from the quarter of a cow we purchased straight from the butcher and stored in our deep freeze all year. Everything we ate at home was freshly sourced and unprocessed.

At school, though, there wasn’t a day when I wasn’t forced to put together something decent from the offerings in the cafeteria. Some days it wasn’t so bad, but there is nothing as terrible as cafeteria meatloaf.

When I finally asked him why I couldn’t pack my own, better lunch at home, he looked at me calmly and answered, “Because food tells you where you are.”

“What does that mean?” I asked, uncomprehending.

“It means that if you want to learn what I do, then you will need to learn to straddle two worlds. One in which you can take your time and one in which you cannot. The fastest way to get killed is to convince yourself the two can coexist.” I stared up at him, trying to understand, when he added, with nothing but deadly sincerity, “Nobody likes meatloaf, but it won’t be what kills you.”
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The woods pass in a blur. Anger and grief and confusion sharpen against the adrenaline in my blood, allowing a single purpose to guide me: Get safe. Get safe so Logan can find me.

I picture the explosion once more. The way my kitchen erupted with crimson flames so hot I could feel them from where I stood. I picture the way that fire lashed out of every opening, consuming, unrelenting, and vicious. It would have killed anyone in the room.

Except for Logan. His talent is legend. If anyone could outrun fire, it’s the infamous Ghoul of Kansas City, Logan Dire.

I run with my arms clasped around baby Thea, careful not to jostle her too much. A hand on my shoulder pulls me up short.

“Tru.” It’s Embry. Voice soft, eyes liquid, a thin line of sweat sliding down one cheek. “Where are we going?”

Behind him, Sage and Amethyst have paused to watch for signs of danger while Embry talks to me. I blink. The three of them have been following me as I ran on instinct. Following the path Logan laid out for me. The one I was only ever supposed to take under the worst of circumstances, sticking to the neighborhoods until we hit the Plaza, then wending our way through downtown.

Logan used to say that there was no use trying to prepare for specific circumstances. “You’ll never anticipate everything, so it’s best not to try. Adaptation is the key to survival.” He’d said it in his somber, knowing way. All because we’d run out of buttermilk, and he’d had to use vinegar to curdle regular milk to make biscuits. As if running out of buttermilk were something we couldn’t see coming. As if we couldn’t just go to the store and get more. At the time, I thought it was lacking as metaphorical lessons went, but he was right. In my nightmare scenarios, I never imagined this.

“We’re almost there,” I promise.

Embry searches my face for a second before nodding. He doesn’t need to know the destination, only that I have one in mind, for which I am so grateful my head feels momentarily light. My eyes start to burn, and Embry’s mouth pinches.

“Not yet,” he warns, then adds, “I’m so sorry, but not yet.”

“Not yet,” I repeat, swallowing the lump in my throat to focus on my task.

We travel the rest of the way in silence. Except for Thea, who whines and wiggles against me, her little hands gripping my shoulders. I’m no expert on one-year-olds, but I know we are intensely lucky that she’s not screaming her head off.

The safe house Logan set up for us isn’t some underground lair or off-the-grid country house or a condemned property at the edge of town. He said those options had merits, but they were ultimately expected. And therefore easier to find. The best safe houses are places people assume they don’t have to look. Places we see every day. Places so permanently fixed in people’s minds that their eyes skate right over them.

Like the Sizzle Griddle.

The old railcar-style restaurant sits at the corner of 17th and Walnut, tucked into a row of bars and restaurants that serve a wide variety of clientele. In its heyday, the Sizzle Griddle was decked in ribbons of teal chrome and red fluorescent lights advertising everything from eggs and bacon to burgers and malts. It shut down almost a decade ago, but even I remember coming here with my parents.

Now the windows are painted over, the fluorescent sign is missing most of its letters, and there’s a “For Rent” sign plastered to the front door with a phone number so illegible no one can call it.

I am supposed to wait across the street and watch the Sizzle for at least twenty minutes to make sure the coast is clear and I haven’t been followed. But Thea’s whines sound more like they’re winding up than down, and I’m so afraid our quiet-baby luck is about to break that I only manage fifteen minutes before I lead the others down the dark alley to the back door.

“It’s locked,” Amethyst whispers, giving the doorknob a shake. “You got a key?”

I pry a brick from its spot on the wall by the door. Sage gives a small gasp as I reach one hand inside and press my fingertips to the lock pad. The lock gives an almost inaudible hiss, and the door swings open. I can see the questions in Sage’s eyes, but she doesn’t ask.

A few hours ago, this kind of revelation would have been cause for immediate discussion. Tonight, everyone files inside without a word.

But as soon as the door is locked behind us, Sage says “Tru.” I can hear the sympathy in her voice and the pain, and I stop her with a firm look.

“Not yet,” I say, echoing Embry’s words from earlier.

Instead, we do a quick survey of the safe house, but there’s not much to see. It’s half old diner, half makeshift bunker. There are red Formica-topped tables that stand between teal booths, a long bar that runs along the front of the kitchen, and there’s even an old jukebox set against the wall.

And there are two cots with sleeping bags and pillows, a pallet of canned goods that will outlive us all, and several trunks containing everything an assassin on the run could possibly need: medical supplies, fresh clothes, weapons.

Amethyst glares at the pallet of cans. “I know we’re on the run from . . .” She stops and reconsiders her words. “Well, Underhill, I guess. But eating that stuff is going to kill us faster than anything.” She picks up one of the massive cans and reads, “Beef Stroganoff? I thought Papa Stallard had better taste than this.”

The room goes quiet, and three pairs of eyes fall on me. My friends’ silence is a gentle kind of probing. An opening for me to offer answers to any of their questions.

Who is your dad?

What did he do?

Who are you?

The questions are simple enough, but the answers are anything but.

“I’ll go out for something fresh in the morning,” Embry says when I don’t take the opening. “We won’t starve before then.”

“There’s that market on Main,” Sage suggests. “It’s always busy. We can get in and out without being noticed.”

Embry nods in agreement. “That’s a good idea. Amethyst and I can go. You stay with Tru and the baby.”

I feel my control receding. Now that we’re not running and my adrenaline isn’t pumping, I can feel the reality of what just happened edging in, chipping away at the cold focus that made getting here possible.

Their phones ding in unison. My head clears at once as Sage glances at her phone then holds it out to me.

I read the words and I read them again. I hear a ringing in my ears, and somewhere beyond that the sound of Sage’s voice. Muffled and cottony. The world blurs in front of me, and then I see Embry’s face peering down into mine, his mouth moving soundlessly. Soundlessly.

I close my eyes, but the words are still there, inscribed on the insides of my eyelids, I think, perhaps, forever.


The kill bounty on Logan Dire has been claimed.



Logan Dire is dead.
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I don’t sleep. That’s not accurate. I do sleep; it just doesn’t feel like sleep. It feels like loss, like the world was holding me in its grasp and it suddenly let go. I’m almost relieved when morning arrives and I don’t have to pretend anymore.

Stretching carefully, I disentangle myself from Sage’s arms. She refused to sleep anywhere except with me on my cot. Last night it felt good to have someone to lean into while I cried every tear my body could produce. This morning, though, I don’t want to be touched.

Quietly, I go in search of a shower. I’ve been here once, but that was before the renovations were finished, and everything looks a little different now. Logan transformed the old stalls into an updated bathroom complete with a shower. A teak cabinet is fully stocked with soft white towels, a selection of toothbrushes, floss, toothpaste, soap, and shampoo.

It takes a second before I realize that the brands are all different from the ones we used at home. A reminder from Logan that this isn’t home.

Hot tears flood my eyes. I’m not sure where they’re coming from at this point. Moisture squeezed from my very blood. Everything hurts. My chest, my throat, even my teeth, ache with a pain that is at once so foreign and so familiar to me.

I strip out of my clothes and crank on the shower. I try to let the scalding water drown out my thoughts, but my mind moves in a relentless swirl.

I lost him. Just like I lost them. And now I am alone, and I don’t know what to do. I don’t know what to do. I don’t know what to do.

By the time I get out of the shower, my fingers and toes are pruney my skin is red, and I’m starting to sweat. I don’t know how long it’s been, but the room is choked with steam. I crack the door so I can breathe while I climb back into my dirty clothes. There’s a small hole in the back of my shirt where the knife tried to kill me and a tear in one of the legs of my jeans. I should have grabbed something from one of the trunks, but I didn’t think about it.

My body feels a little sore all over. As if I’ve been wrung out like a wet towel, and there’s a tender spot on my calf, but before I can investigate, Sage’s voice comes from the other side of the door.

“You okay in there?”

“Yeah,” I answer, realizing that I’ve been hogging the only bathroom for four teenagers and a baby. “I’m almost done. Sorry for taking so long.”

“Take your time. Embry is still asleep. Or he’s trying to be. Thea is up, playing with her toys. Amethyst is making breakfast from a can, and it actually smells kind of good.” She pauses. I know she wants to ask how I am, and I brace myself. “I found some fresh clothes in the trunks,” she says at last. “Do you need anything?”

I swallow, grateful for the mundane topic of conversation. “Yeah, actually. Could you bring me some jeans and fresh underwear? And a shirt,” I say, looking down at my chest. “I think I’m still wearing Thea puke from yesterday.”

“Gross. On it.”

She must have had a change of clothes ready, because it takes Sage only a hot minute to return with a full set. She blinks when I open the door and schools her expression. Not quite quick enough to hide her concern at my appearance. I can only imagine what I look like after hours and hours of crying and poor sleep. Lucky for me, the mirror is still too fogged up to see it myself.

“Your neck,” I say, noting the fresh bandage. “Is it —”

“It’s okay. Not too deep. At least Amethyst seemed confident that I don’t need stitches, but she sealed it up with some sticky stuff from the first aid kit anyway. Here. It’s all in your size.”

She hands over the stack with a strangled smile. I can see how much she wants to reach out to me. With her words, her hands, her heart. And I love her for understanding that right now I need a little space.

“Thanks,” I say.

This time her smile is warmer, and she bobs her head once before spinning on her heel and leaving me to finish getting ready.

Embry is awake when I finally emerge. He’s doing his best to distract Thea with videos on his phone. The two of them are cuddled up on the cot like this is just a sleepover. The urge to keep Thea safe is so overpowering that for a moment I can only stare at her, head tipped back onto Embry’s chest, eyes focused on the screen. She has no idea that her parents are never coming back for her.

Or maybe she does on some level, and this is her way of coping.

“Morning,” Embry says softly, drawing my attention from her face to his.

“Thank you,” I say, and his lips quirk up in a sad almost smile.

“Breakfast!” Amethyst calls, ringing the little bell on the counter for emphasis.

Thea gasps in surprise, her eyes zoning in on the new toy. She climbs out of Embry’s embrace and sort of scoot-crawls toward the counter, pausing to sit up straight and clap her hands for more.

“Oops.” Amethyst winces. “Sorry, kiddo. That was a one-time thing. It’s broken, see?” She clamps down on the dome so it won’t make any more noise, then demonstrates for Thea. Hitting it again and again to prove that the sound is broken. “See? All done.”

Thea reaches up with one hand, clasping and releasing her little fingers with a deep scowl on her face and tears welling in her big brown eyes. We’re balanced on the same sharp edge of sorrow, Thea and I. And Thea doesn’t understand why she’s in a strange place with people she hardly knows, with a bell that once made a beautiful sound and is just out of reach.

I rush forward and scoop her up, bouncing her on my hip and distracting her with one of the random toys Embry grabbed at the store, before the tears can evolve into a crying fit. She should be allowed to cry if she wants to cry, but this place isn’t soundproofed.

It takes Thea a moment to decide if she’s going to melt down anyway, then she drives the toy into her mouth and settles down.

Crisis averted, Amethyst serves up an incomprehensively appealing breakfast of powdered eggs, biscuits, and white gravy, along with instant coffee and orange juice from concentrate. My stomach wrenches painfully at the scents.

Logan insisted that I knew how to find or prepare food under any circumstances. That I knew how to source protein and fiber. That I knew how to treat food as a resource when necessary. He stocked the diner with the same food we ate during countless camping trips in the Ozarks, cooking up powdered eggs on an open fire, breaking bits of beef jerky into it for a little extra protein. It wasn’t good. In fact, it was terrible, but my heart squeezes around the thought that I will never eat powdered eggs with Logan again, and I have to clench my jaw against the swell of nausea.

After a few careful breaths, the sensation gives way to hunger, and I dig in, smothering salty gravy over my biscuits and bolting an entire mug of instant coffee.

“I can’t believe I’m saying this, but this is almost good.” Embry slides a bite of egg into his mouth and grins at Amethyst, who gives him a clear view of her middle finger.

“I don’t have to make enough for His Highness if he’d prefer to eat straight from the can,” she warns.

Embry laughs and takes a big bite, making of show of how much he enjoys it. “Fit for a queen,” he says.

“It is good,” I say, though my stomach has suddenly informed me that I have reached my limit and should stop putting things inside it. “Thank you for cooking.”

“You’re welcome,” Amethyst says with a modest grin. She turns to Embry. “See, that’s how you say it.”

“Cooking? Is that what this is?”

Amethyst selects a bit of bright-yellow egg from her plate and flicks it into his juice. A perfect shot. “Egg ceviche,” she says with a small bow of her head.

Nothing fazes Amethyst. A brown recluse spider could drop onto her plate, and she would calmly crush it in a napkin. I’m pretty tough, but she’s the real rock of our group.

Embry, however, rises to her challenge by picking up the glass and drinking it down in one long sip. He replaces the glass on the table and politely dabs the corners of his mouth with a napkin before announcing, “Delicious.”

The whole thing is painfully normal. So much so that for a second I forget.

Then I inhale. My throat is tight and raw, and I remember that there is nothing normal about today.

“So we definitely need to discuss next steps.” Sage cups her hands around a steaming mug of coffee made honey pale by powdered milk and sits up, as if by making herself taller, she can command more authority. “We need to make a plan. Even if it’s just for today. What’s for dinner. Thea’s nap schedule. That sort of thing.”

How am I supposed to plan for anything when everything has gone so wrong?

“We don’t have to think about the bigger picture yet if we don’t want to,” Sage hurries to say. “But we do need to decide what the two of you are going to say to your families.”

She directs her last comment at Amethyst and Embry.

“My parents won’t even notice anything is wrong,” Embry says with thinly veiled disdain. “By tomorrow, they’ll assume I took the yacht. Won’t even bother checking if it leaves port. Dad is in Dallas on official Underhill business, and as long as my mom has no reason to think of me, she won’t realize I’m involved or call out the guard or something.”

He says it casually, but I know it bothers him that she has time for everyone except her son.

“I called my mom this morning and told her we decided to leave a day early for the cruise.” Amethyst shrugs and doesn’t meet any of our eyes. “She was mad, but what’s she gonna do?”

The muscles in Embry’s jaw flash, but he doesn’t say anything. Their parents are polar opposites: his pay too little attention to him, hers too much. But unlike Embry, Amethyst won’t stand for anyone criticizing her family.

“What about you?” I ask Sage. “Lila saw you with me.”

Before anyone can say anything more, their phones ding.

Embry has his phone up in a flash. “It’s an Underhill Special Bulletin.”

I step in close to him. The screen fills with an image of Underhill reporter Peggy Spivak, her hair piled atop her head in glossy black curls. Sharp cat-eye glasses make her cheekbones look severe, and she stares into the camera as though she’s looking directly into our eyes. As with all Underhill broadcasts, the whole thing is in black-and-white, making it clear at a glance that this is not topsider news.

“Good morning, good folk,” she begins the way she begins every special broadcast. “Late last night, we learned of the gruesome, unsanctioned kill of Karla and Maxwell Henry along with their one-year-old child, Samanthea. Even more shocking is that this murder was committed by the renowned Ghoul of Kansas City, Logan Dire, who seemingly surfaced after an absence of nearly eight years for this one purpose.”

Peggy’s image shifts to the right side of the screen as the picture of Logan from last night fills the left. He glares into the camera, daring them to come for him.

“What I am about to tell you was previously unknown to any but a very few with Underhill. Immediately preceding Logan Dire’s disappearance eight years ago, there was another brutal murder that bears striking similarity to last night’s slaughter of the Henry family. Just before Logan Dire vanished from Underhill record, another small family, Amelia and Carter Grey, along with their ten-year-old daughter, were murdered in their home. At the time, the deaths were attributed to a house fire, but we have learned that the Enforcement division of Underhill has concluded that Logan Dire, for reasons known only to himself, murdered both of these families in cold blood. A kill bounty was issued last night and claimed. The danger has passed, but the questions remain.”

As Peggy speaks, the black-and-white image of Logan moves into the center of the screen. The camera slowly zooms in until all that are visible are Logan’s eyes.

“Where was Logan these past eight years? And why did he reappear now, and to such devastating end?”

Logan vanishes, replaced by Peggy, who braids her fingers on the table in front of her and tips her cat-eyes toward the camera. “Rest assured, we are investigating and will report back as the story develops. For now, good day, good talents.”

The video ends, and all eyes in the room land on me.

“Is it true?” Amethyst asks. “If he did murder that family eight years ago, did he murder the Henrys too?”

“No,” I say, nearly knocking over Sage’s coffee with the firm sweep of my hand. “He didn’t murder anyone.”

There’s a second in which none of us says what we’re all thinking. That Logan Dire was the Ghoul of Kansas City because he killed people efficiently and well.

But those were bounty kills. Ordered and condoned. The people he killed had broken laws, had probably committed murderous, unspeakable acts themselves. The very significant difference between a bounty kill and a murder is that one is sanctioned and the other isn’t. Logan never crossed that line.

Did he?

“How do you know that?” Embry is more gentle with his question, but it still stings.

“Because I was at the Henrys’ house when it was attacked. I stabbed one of them. When I got home, Logan was there. There’s no way he —” I stop myself.

Concealing the truth is such a reflex that I do it without even thinking. But these are my friends, and now that they know the truth about Logan, I can tell them the truth about my family.

“Tru?” Embry asks, concern shining in his eyes.

I nod to tell him I’m okay and take a deep breath. “I know because my birth parents were Amelia and Carter Grey. My name,” I say, gripping my coffee mug so hard I’m surprised it doesn’t shatter, “is Gertrude Grey.”

Everyone stares at me. They stare so long that I start to wonder if I said the words out loud or just thought I did.

It’s Amethyst who recovers first, but she doesn’t say anything. Just exhales in a way that expresses disbelief and a little bit of wonder.

“This is . . . a lot,” Sage finally says. She presses her palms to the table like she’s holding it in place, and I can practically see her mind putting the pieces in order. “Okay, so, your parents were killed eight years ago, and Logan —  Wait, how does he figure in?”

“He and my mom were friends,” I say, surprised at how difficult it still is to think about. “When they were attacked, she sent me to him.”

“That’s when you both changed your names,” Sage continues.

“Mostly,” Amethyst interjects. “Why did he keep his first name if he wanted to hide? And Tru is only a stone’s throw from Gertrude. Doesn’t seem like the best way to be stealthy.”

“That’s exactly why we did it,” I say, remembering Logan’s answer when I’d asked the same question years ago. “No one looks twice at a Logan or a Tru when they expect you to be hiding.”

“But why did you need to hide at all?” Sage asks.

“For the same reason we’re hiding out now,” I say.

Sage catches on fast. “Because Peggy reported that in both cases, the kids were murdered along with the parents. And we have Thea right here.”

As if on cue, Thea pumps her arms up and down and gives a little shriek from her spot on the floor, then butt-scoots toward a toy lying six feet away.

“Exactly. And whoever is after her also put the kill bounty on Logan,” I say. “They don’t want anyone else to know she’s alive.”

“All for one baby,” Amethyst mutters.

We turn to stare at the child now rolling around on the floor. Her little legs are sticking straight up in the air, and she’s making a gargling noise in the back of her throat, a small stuffed duck lying on her face.

“Well, the proof is in the baby, right? Why don’t we go straight to the top with this?” Amethyst tips her head in Embry’s direction. “We have a direct line to the queen of Underhill sitting right here.”

“She’d probably answer my call.” Embry crosses his arms over his chest. Defensive but willing. “Though I can’t promise she’ll be thrilled to learn that I’ve been friends with Logan Dire’s adoptive daughter for the past three years. Or to find out that you’ve been concealing things from Underhill for more than that.”

I open my mouth to protest, then shut it again. I can’t argue with any of it.

“She doesn’t appreciate when people make her look a fool,” he adds. “Especially if I’m the ‘people’ in question.”

Sage’s phone chimes. “Lila wants to know where we are.”

My instincts kick in, and I snatch Sage’s phone away before she can do anything. “Don’t answer it!” I snap, getting to my feet and backing away.

“What? Why?”

Shock and confusion expand in Sage’s eyes, but Logan’s final command still rings in my ears. Do not —  under any circumstances —  trust Underhill.

“She works for Underhill,” I say, trying to figure out how to explain without coming right out and saying she might be involved when that’s exactly what I mean.

“And?” Sage demands, anger sparking in her eyes.

“And whoever is trying to cover up the fact that Thea is alive? They work for Underhill too.”

“He basically is Underhill.” Sage points at Embry.

“I’m Underhill adjacent,” Embry protests. “My mom has made it clear that unless I’m ready to attend the gala and prove I’m strongarm enough to be her rightful heir, I’m to stay as far out of the spotlight as possible. Plus,” he adds, darting forward to catch Thea before she can scoot her way into the kitchen, “whoever it is, they’ve got power. Enough to set a kill bounty with false information, then feed that false info to a reporter as well-established as Peggy Spivak. That’s a scary amount of influence.”

“Okay, but not Lila. We can trust her. She’s my sister.”

“It doesn’t matter who she is,” I say, holding my ground.

“It always matters,” Sage answers, and I abruptly see that without meaning to, I’ve pressed on an old wound. The fear Sage carries with her every day that people are judging her and her sister for what their father did.

“That’s not what I meant,” I say, but it’s too late.

“I trust her, Tru. I trust her more than anyone. Or did you miss the part where she let us go last night?”

I hear the gunshot again, see Lila holding the gun, pointing it at us, lowering it. I’d assumed it was because she saw Sage. But when I picture it again, Lila’s eyes never leave mine. They don’t even flick toward her sister.

She was staring only at me.

Even the memory of it is enough to send a shiver coiling down into my belly. My cheeks warm slightly, and I can’t believe I’m crushing on Lila Morgan at a moment like this.

I clear my throat and shake my head. “It doesn’t matter. She’s too close. We can’t trust anyone in Underhill.”

“Anyone?” Sage looks horrified. Like I’ve stripped away the last of her hope. Maybe I have.

“Lila’s not in any trouble yet, but if we communicate with her? Tell her where we are, and the wrong person finds out that she’s their best lead on a loose end? That could change in an instant,” Amethyst adds.

I grab on to Amethyst’s point. “You can’t answer her. If you want to keep her, and us, safe, you can’t.” I hold the phone out between us.

Sage looks at it like it has betrayed her, which is better than her looking at me that way. She takes the phone and slouches back into the booth. “Okay,” she says after a moment, so softly it’s hard to hear her. “What do we do next?”

“Right now?” I look around and see that Thea has escaped from Embry’s arms and is doing a truly impressive army-crawl toward the kitchen. Where there are all kinds of fun things babies should not play with. I turn back to my friends and answer, “We babysit.”
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We spend the rest of the day distracting ourselves with any kind of task we can find.

We take an inventory of the assortment of trunks and discover that we not only have dozens of weapons at our disposal, but keys to six vehicles parked around the city. We do a similar inventory of food and find that in addition to all the prepper canned goods, Logan saw fit to stock this place with the makings of chocolate chip cookies. We design a makeshift playpen for Thea out of the trunks. We stick her in it and quickly discover its many weaknesses.

Lila texts twice more. First to tell Sage that she didn’t have to say where she was, only that she was safe. Second to say that if she didn’t hear from her soon, she was going to put a find bounty on her. Sage read both with the same strained expression on her face and didn’t answer.

Amethyst’s mom texts once to ask where the extra laundry detergent is.

My phone is surprisingly active with customers texting or calling to find out where their morning delivery of baked goods is and one from our neighbor, Ms. Gran, who noticed the commotion and wanted to know if we were okay. I answer each one mechanically with apologies and an explanation about kitchen troubles. Just enough that they won’t come looking and won’t expect to see me for a while. I tell Ms. Gran that it was a small grease fire that got out of control and it looked a lot worse from the outside, but we’re moving out temporarily while we deal with repairs.

Then we tuck our phones into the Faraday box Logan left among the supplies and break out four brand-new burner phones. We agree to check messages once every twelve hours and otherwise to leave our phones where they can’t be used to trace our location.

By the time we get Thea down for a nap, I’ve effectively disappeared from my own life, making sure no one has a reason to suspect anything is wrong. No reason to report that Tru Stallard is missing or in trouble.

It feels horrible. Especially when I have nothing else to focus on except the thatch of grief and rage nesting in my belly.

Altogether it takes us about three hours before we’re out of things to do.

“You’d think Papa Stallard would have put some books in here or something.” Embry spins slowly on one of the chrome-plated barstools.

“You don’t even read.” Amethyst calls him on the lie.

“I could start,” he suggests, then laughs. “Who knew life-threatening danger could be so dull?”

Thea chooses that moment to come awake with a cry that winds up like a siren and a very full diaper. Sage springs from her post on top of the bar, where she’s been seated cross-legged as she lazily scrolls through her new phone, monitoring for any morsel of information that might be useful to us. She scoops up Thea and tells us she’s got this, which we believe.

Our mistake doesn’t reveal itself until two hours later, when Thea pees in my lap. Not into her diaper. My lap.

There’s a fraction of a second in which my mind attempts to convince me that the hot liquid is not, in fact, baby pee, but it doesn’t last long.

“I don’t want to freak anyone out,” I say, lifting Thea. “But I have a situa —”

“Is that pee?” Sage flings herself away from us, shocking a cry from Thea.

“Sage, come on. Was that necessary?” Amethyst chides, seeming to conjure a towel out of thin air.

“Yes, actually,” Sage insists, moving to put the bar between her body and the rest of us. “That’s alarming.”

Amethyst rolls her eyes and reaches to take Thea from me as I carefully stand, trying not to drip anywhere.

“Honestly, this is so unsettling. How were you holding her, Tru?” Sage asks. “Because I want to never make that same mistake.”

“I wasn’t holding her any particular way,” I protest, not sure how this became my fault.

“You must have been,” Sage insists. “Think. This is important. You must have —”

“The diaper’s on backward,” Amethyst announces.

We all turn to Sage with triumphant humor simmering among us. Sage flushes, eyes going wide and guilty, then she whispers, “I’ll find the bleach,” and sinks to the floor behind the bar.

We laugh. All of us. The sound breaking through the shell of anxiety and grief that had hardened around us. Pretty soon, Thea is shrieking too, full of joy even if she doesn’t understand why.

I never thought I’d be grateful for baby pee, but in this moment, I am.

I retreat to the bathroom with yet another fresh set of clothes and decide that being covered in urine calls for another shower. By the time I return, everyone has settled down again, Sage to her endless scrolling, Embry to entertaining Thea, and Amethyst to the camp she has set up on one of the booth benches, lying flat with legs stretched up the wall and her pink satin jacket bunched beneath her head. She has one earbud in, her feet bouncing in time with the rhythm of her music. Unbothered and relaxed.

It feels peaceful. It even starts to feel safe, but then I remember that safety is a lie. No one is coming to help us. We are completely on our own.

“I have to do something,” I say when I can’t take it anymore.

“Like what?” Sage looks up from her phone and locks eager eyes on me.

“I don’t know. There has to be something, though. We can’t sit in here forever.”

“They’ve announced the funeral,” Embry says, holding up his phone. “Tomorrow. At Hill Grave.” He clears his throat and reads, “Given the scope of his crimes, the talent known as Logan Dire will be interred outside the city in Hill Grave Cemetery. In keeping with tradition, Boss Acosta has called an official truce for the duration of the ceremony meaning no bounties may be enforced until after the funeral, which will begin promptly at eleven a.m. All are welcome.”

Burying him in Hill Grave is an insult. Marking him as a traitor for all to see. It hits me in a way the news story didn’t. I could dismiss Peggy Spivak’s words as false, but this will be set in stone. They are planting his body where criminals and traitors rest. Where anyone can come and spit on his grave.

“I’m going.” I say it almost without meaning to.

No one argues with me, which isn’t exactly a good sign. I see Embry and Sage make eye contact, deciding which of them is going to speak first.

Embry takes the lead on this one.

“I get why you want to. We all want to, but is it really the best idea?”

“No.” There’s no point trying to spin it into something it isn’t. “But we don’t have any best ideas right now. All we have are bad ones. Staying here is just as bad as going there, and given the choice, I —” I trip over the word I was going to say: want. I don’t want to go to my dad’s funeral. But I didn’t get to go to the first one. And that’s a wound I’ll carry for the rest of my life.

That first week I was with Logan is a blur in my memory. I remember trying not to cry because I wanted Logan to think I was brave. I remember crying anyway and thinking he couldn’t hear me because I had the covers pulled up over my face. And I remember feeling so tired and so awake and so exhausted. I remember the smell of freshly baked bread and mugs of hot chocolate.

Most of all, though, I remember Logan lighting a candle in a dark room and taking my hands in his. “Your parents are being buried today,” he said. “And we can’t be there, but we can still honor them.”

“How?” I asked, throat scratchy.

I remember how still he was in that moment. He didn’t shift in discomfort or search for something kind or soothing to say. He’d produced two padlocks and held them out to me in his big, rough hands. They were simple. Brass casings with elegant steel arms rising in two long loops.

“What are those for?” I asked in confusion, taking one of the locks in my own hands. It was heavier than expected, the metal warmed by his touch.

“A grave is a memorial, but we can create another. When you’re ready, we will find a place where you can go to remember them.”

Logan would tell me not to go to his funeral either.

“I need to go,” I finish.

“I hear you, I do, but just because all we have are bad ideas doesn’t mean we need to be reckless. People are after Thea, Lila could put a find bounty on Sage any minute, and we have no idea who knows that Logan Dire has a daughter.” Embry raises a finger with each point. “There are lots of really good reasons to stay away from the funeral.”

“Lila does,” Sage volunteers. “Lila knows Logan had a daughter. And if she believes that he was a murderer —  which she probably does, since you haven’t let me tell her otherwise —  she might have told Ms. Jones already.”

“If that’s a possibility, then what are the chances she’s also told Ms. Jones that we have Thea with us? She knows, right?” Amethyst flips her feet over her head and lands on the floor in a crouch. “That seems like a crucial piece of info it wouldn’t hurt to know.”

“She does know,” I confirm, suddenly on full alert. “And if she tells Ms. Jones —  if the wrong people inside Underhill find out —  then we’re —”

“Screwed,” Embry finishes for me.

“I’ll go.” Sage says. “I’ll go and find out what Lila has said, if anything, to anyone. Maybe I can even convince her that Logan was innocent and the real killers are still out there.”

“And how do you think you’re going to get back here with any of that information?” Amethyst asks. “Big sister is going to zip you up and drag you home the instant she lays eyes on you, and you know it.”

“I’ll go,” Embry offers. “No one has any reason to be looking for me, and thanks to my mother’s practiced disinterest, hardly anyone knows what I look like. I’ll go and talk to Lila.”

“No offense, but Lila probably isn’t going to talk to you, Em,” Sage says with an apologetic frown.

“She’ll talk to me.” Saying it makes everything inside me rebel. Never in all my years of knowing Sage and Lila Morgan —  in all my years crushing on Lila Morgan —  have I claimed to be on speaking terms with Lila, but something has changed. I feel it even if I don’t understand it.

Sage considers me for a moment. I don’t know if she saw what I saw last night, but she nods reluctantly. “Yeah, I think she might.”

“Are we actually considering this?” Embry asks.

“No,” I say, decisive. “I’m doing it. I’m going to the funeral. If I find Lila there, that’s a bonus. But I’m going for Logan.”

Embry nods and slides off the counter. “Right. And I’m going with you.”
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“What happens if you fall down on cement?” Logan asked one morning over breakfast.

“Nothing,” I answered with confidence. “I’m invulnerable, remember?”

“I do. What about if you are burned by a flame?”

“Nothing,” I repeated, shoveling a bite of eggs into my mouth.

“And if you are cut with a knife.”

“Nothing,” I said once more, becoming bored with the line of questioning.

“And if you leap from a great height?”

I thought of the night my parents had been murdered. How my mother had ushered me out the second-story window with instructions to find Logan, certain I wouldn’t be harmed by the fall. I’d been terrified of leaving, but I did as she said. I leapt and don’t even really remember hitting the ground, just running. Did that count as a great height?

“Nothing . . . I think.”

Logan nodded.

“And if you are held under water?”

This time I didn’t answer. The very thought of being under water for longer than I could hold my breath was terrifying.

“And if you are poisoned?” he continued. “Or struck by lightning? Or shot?”

“I don’t know,” I answered slowly.

He nodded again as if this was the answer he’d been expecting. “In order to train you properly, we must determine the answer to these questions. You yourself must know the answers.”

“To all of them?” I asked, eggs forgotten on my plate.

Finally, he looked up at me. “More or less,” he confirmed. “But I’ll let you select which we start with. Height, water, or poison.”

“Poison?”

“A gentle one. For which I have the antidote,” he answered without missing a beat.

A small, willfully naive part of me hoped he was joking, but twenty minutes later, I was standing on our rooftop, facing the backyard, where the neighbors were less likely to see. As far as tests went, it wasn’t much of one. I was pretty sure I’d be fine, but that didn’t make the prospect of the jump itself any less terrifying.

Logan stood on the ground. He radiated patience as he waited for me to gather my courage. I told myself that if he thought this jump would result in a significant injury, he wouldn’t let me do it. Whether or not that was true, it helped. I jumped. And I landed without an ounce of grace, but nothing broke.

“Good,” Logan said, reaching down to help me to my feet. And before I could enjoy even a second of my success, he said, “Let’s go find something higher.”

Here are all the things I knew about myself a few days later:


• Falling won’t kill me, but anything over fifty feet will hurt.

• Anything that hits me with enough force —  by which I mean a bullet or a car or something equally awful —  is going to leave a bruise. And also hurt.

• I am not immune to illness, poison, drowning, or anything else that tries to kill me from the inside out, and those experiments were the actual worst. For both of us.
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Despite what I said, as Sage styles my hair the morning of the funeral, it’s not Logan I’m thinking of. It’s Lila.

We were a grade apart, so I only ever saw her between classes, striding down the hallway at school. It didn’t take long before I noticed how other people treated her. How whispers of “Ice Bomb” and “Tick Tick Boom” trailed after her any time she passed. But she always kept her head up, never giving the satisfaction of her attention.

Sage later told me that Lila had been different before their father’s accident. She’d been fun and outgoing. She’d had friends. No one cared she was a bombshell. Because no one cared about bombshells. As far as talents go, it’s considered the least useful. It’s difficult to train and even harder to use and most of the time not that impressive. Most bombshells struggle to do more than work up a good sweat, much less go nuclear. The other kids at school probably pitied Lila’s bad luck more than anything.

After their father’s accident, all of that changed.

Lila closed herself off so severely, she essentially became a different person. She went cold and distant, and seemed to be making a point of never getting worked up, of proving that she wasn’t like her dad. But several parents petitioned to have Lila removed from school anyway. They claimed she was a hazard to their children, that having Lila in class was akin to having a live bomb in the school that could go off at any moment.

It almost worked. But Ms. Jones swooped in out of nowhere, and the petition vanished, and Lila was allowed to stay at St. Isidor’s High through the end of her senior year.

I’ve never been ostracized, but I know what it’s like to lose my parents and cut myself off from the world. I might be as isolated as Lila if not for Sage.

I would be completely lost right now if not for Sage.

The thought bunches up in my throat, and I swallow hard as she puts the finishing touches on my hair.

“Do you really think she’ll be there?” I ask, trying to meet Sage’s eyes in the bathroom mirror. We dragged a stool in here so I could sit while she worked her magic.

“Lila?” She looks up, startled. “She’ll be there.”

“But she didn’t know him.” She knew about Papa Stallard, but of all the times Lila dropped Sage off at my house, she never came inside. Never even came to the door. She was always on her way somewhere else. “She’ll be there,” Sage repeats.

“How do you know?” I ask.

“Because,” Sage says coolly. “There’s a chance you’ll be there.”

I stop asking questions, and Sage steps back to inspect her work. She has teased my hair into a dramatic wave that peels away from my forehead and lands in a bun. Somehow, the whole thing looks both smooth and disheveled in a way that works.

“On target.” Her smile is tired, and her eyes the slightest bit red. I’m not the only one crying in my sleep, and it makes me want to reach out and hug her. I don’t, though. If I lose it now, I’ll never make it through the funeral.

“You ready in there?” Amethyst calls. “I’ve done all I can with this one.”

For reasons I can only imagine, Logan included two sets of formal wear for both of us in his stash of emergency clothes. Mine, of course, fits perfectly. But Embry is two sizes thinner than Logan, and getting him dressed involved a lot of creative folding, pinning, and belting.

Still, he looks incredible. Dark-gray suit pants, a crisp white button-up, bloodred suspenders, and a jacket that drapes just right. It complements his sepia brown skin perfectly, and it all looks completely natural on him.

“Damn,” Amethyst says when she sees me.

“I was going to say the same thing,” Embry murmurs.

Their attention is enough to make me blush, but I have to admit I look every bit as good as Embry does. I’m dressed in a pair of fitted dress pants with a single perfect break over black ankle boots. An eggshell button-up cinches at my neck in a delicate cravat that ruffles down my chest and dips into a black satin vest. With my hair coiffed on top of my head and a swipe of garnet lip gloss, I look ready to for an audience with Boss Acosta, which if it isn’t what Logan intended is probably close.

“You can admire each other on the way,” Sage says, giving me a small shove from behind. “If you don’t leave now, you’ll be late.”

“Let’s go.” Embry grabs the keys to the nearest car, which turns out to be a retrofitted Charger in sky blue that glitters when the sun hits it right. It looks sleek and small, but the second Embry revs the engine, I can tell that there is nothing small about this car.

We hit I-70, and the miles start to melt away beneath our tires. Before I know it, the city has vanished in the rearview and fields of ripening grain open to either side of the highway.

For a while, everything is fine. I watch the hills rolling toward the horizon, dotted with newborn calves trotting awkwardly after their mothers, and black ponds winking at the sun. The sight sooths my mind, giving me space to think of nothing.

“So,” Embry says so loudly that it startles me out of my funk. “Should we take bets on whether or not the two of them survive Thea?”

“Amethyst will always be the last one standing,” I say.

“Usually I’d agree with you.” Embry taps his fingers against the steering wheel as he considers. “But that Thea is a survivor. We’re only safe until she nails the walking thing, and from what I know about babies —  which admittedly isn’t much beyond where they come from —  they advance in the blink of an eye. One minute, they’re peeing on you, the next, college.”

I laugh. “I’m really glad we figure that peeing thing out before college.”

“Most of us.” A grin dimples his cheeks, and he takes his eyes off the road for one second to look at me. “So.”

“So?” I repeat.

“This is the part of the drive where we get serious,” he says. “And I, well, I wanted to ask about eight years ago.”

“Eight years ago,” I repeat. Again.

“Do you,” he starts and stops. Then he tries again. “Do you know why your parents were killed?”

“Murdered,” I correct, and then I hesitate. I do know. My parents were murdered because I am a bastion, but this is the thing I can never say. Not to Embry or Sage or Amethyst. Not to anyone, because there is nothing talented people fear more than a bastion. Still, I don’t want to lie to my friends. “Logan had a theory but never any confirmation.”

“What was his theory?” he presses.

And that is something I cannot answer. I ask a question instead.

“Why don’t you trust your mom?”

Embry’s mouth tightens in response. His frustration with his mom has always been there. Casual and completely understandable, he hardly batted an eye when I said we couldn’t trust Underhill. Whatever is there between him and his mom runs deeper than I thought.

“Honestly?” he starts. “It’s because of Sage and Lila’s dad. When the accident happened, and everyone hung him out to dry. No one stood up for him. Not even my mom. She put out a statement all about how the tragedy demonstrated the reason we have Underhill. That we needed to empower our Associates to enforce regulations to keep things like this from happening, blah blah blah.” He shakes his head. “She has her reasons, but I don’t always trust that they’re good.”

“I’m sorry,” I say, and he shrugs.

This more than anything makes me want to tell him the truth. Makes me think that I could. But I swallow the urge. Now is not the time.

Embry switches on the radio, and we drive the rest of the way to crooning love ballads and sugary bops.

When the navigation system tells us to pull off the highway and onto a gravel road, I almost tell Embry to turn around. We pass over a little creek and leave a smattering of maple trees behind, then we crest a windswept hill where dozens of cars glitter in the morning sun.

Embry chooses a spot at the very end of a row, positioned for easy escape should we need one, and I climb out of the car like a wooden marionette. Clumsy and resistant.

“We don’t have to.” Embry appears at my side, a hulking, protective shadow between me and the sun. Narrower than Logan but taller. If I said the word, he would sweep me back into the Charger and take me away from here. The hard look in his eyes suggests he’d like to do just that.

“Let’s go,” I say.

We climb the short distance to the top of the hill. Before us, the prairie spills away in all directions. It is an endless sea of soft winter grasses, their bearded heads honey gold beneath a dome of blue, edged by a spread of gravestones. Rounded tops hunched against the elements. A field of traitors’ graves.

Clustered to one side is a growing crowd of people. They loom over the short gravestones, a collection of bowler hats and veils blowing in the constant wind. There are dozens of them. Dozens, when Logan kept his life purposefully small. Most of the people here didn’t know him. They’ve only come to gawk or marvel. To be part of Logan’s death.

A rush of anger stalls my feet as I think of something horrible.

“Embry,” I hiss. “Do you think that the person who . . .”

My throat tightens around the rest. Embry glances at me, and I can see by his expression that he has already considered this possibility. He gives me a tight nod. “Maybe. But try not to think about it.”

I grit my teeth and swallow hard, following in Embry’s wake as he expertly navigates the crowd. I look at the faces, searching for any that seem familiar. For Lila. Or for some hint that I’m looking at Logan’s murderer. I see faces young and old, every gender and race, and none of them looks familiar. They wouldn’t. Logan made sure the denizens of Underhill are as unrecognizable to me as I am to them, and Logan didn’t have friends.

Except he did.

His voice comes back to me: Just the one. The Saint. I wish I knew what he looked like.

A violin begins to play, drawing the crowd toward the freshly dug grave that is a pale gash in the soil. And just beyond it, pressed against the dusty blue sky, sits the black moon of Logan’s coffin. Unadorned and sealed tight.

The sight is a punch to my gut. My eyes blur, and I’m not sure I remember how to breathe.

Somewhere, someone has started to speak, their voice indecipherable through the ringing in my ears. Around me, people listen with rapt attention, their expressions ranging from soft sorrow to some sick kind of triumph. Here for the voyeuristic pleasure of witnessing the final resting place of the Ghoul of Kansas City, when I’m not allowed to see him at all. To touch his hand. Once again, I am burying a parent from a distance. From hiding. Without knowing who is responsible.

My chest aches. My head aches. I’ve lost Embry in the crowd, and I think that coming here was probably the worst idea I’ve ever had.

I am on the brink of screaming when cool fingers curl around my wrist and someone whispers in my ear.

“Where is my sister?”

There is no mistaking that voice. Even at a whisper, I know her. Sage was right.

“I can’t tell you.” She’s so close that I can’t turn my head, but from the corner of my vision I see how intently she watches me. Studying every bit of my face from my eyes to my mouth.

“Are you holding her hostage? Is that why she isn’t answering my texts?”

“No.” I might laugh if I wasn’t also the slightest bit terrified of the way Lila’s nails press into my skin. “She’s not a hostage. The worst thing that has happened to her since you saw her last is sharing a bathroom with Embry.”

“Embry’s with you too?”

Shit. I hear Logan’s voice in my mind telling me to Never volunteer information. Big or small. It’s such a basic lesson and I blew it.

“Your sister is fine,” I whisper.

“I should take you in right now,” she says, trying another angle.

Truce or not, she could. Though she’s only recently become an Underhill Associate, as Ms. Jones’s protégé, Lila is probably the most powerful eighteen-year-old in all of Kansas City. Not officially, but not all power is official.

“For what?” I ask, turning toward her.

“You are Logan Dire’s daughter, apparently, and you were at the Henry house. When I came to pick Sage up, you had that baby in your arms. Do you really expect me to believe you had nothing to do with this? You were working with him.”

Working with him?

In a rush, I realize that she thinks Logan killed the Henrys while I kidnapped Thea. But does that mean she believes Thea is dead? That I killed her?

We assumed that Lila saw Thea in her carrier that night, but maybe she didn’t. It was dark. Thea was so quiet. And I was running away.

“I —  that’s not what happened,” I protest, finding it difficult to put my rushing thoughts into words. I search her face for any sign that she knows what she’s saying is wrong and find none. “Thea is alive.”

Lila’s eyes narrow in disbelief. “I saw the report, Tru. You can’t lie to me.”

“I’m not lying.” I pause considering my next words carefully. “Thea is alive, and she’s with Sage right now.”

At the front of the crowd, the speaker sounds like he’s winding down, which means I’m running out of time. I need Lila to believe me.

“I know what the report said, but the report is wrong. Someone wants people to believe Thea is dead.”

“Why would they do that?” Lila asks, still skeptical but listening. Her eyes search mine, the conflict in them so open and so honest it makes me want to give her the truth. Now and always.

“Why does anyone steal talented children?” I ask, and a dark cloud falls over her face.

She doesn’t say anything, but I can see that my argument has gained me a little ground. She might not believe me, but she’s not convinced I’m lying either.

“Sage says we can trust you,” I say. “Is she right?”

Lila tips her head to one side, considering me the way she did that night, as though seeing me for the first time. No: as though she wants to truly know me, her gray eyes so clear and deep I will fall into them if I’m not careful.

“You probably shouldn’t.” Lila’s fingers tighten around my wrist. “Who are you?” she asks. “Really?”

My answer is breathless, halfway between fear and excitement. “I’m no one.”

She shakes her head once, gaze dropping to my mouth before it tracks back to my eyes. “I may not know exactly what’s going on, Tru Stallard, but I’m sure that isn’t true.”

A cold wind snakes between us. The force of Lila’s attention is immense. I tremble from the effort it takes not to give her everything she wants.

“Come in with me,” she says. “If Thea is alive, then she’s in danger, and you should bring her into Underhill.”

I step back. Her grip loosens, but her fingers stay curled around my wrist. Her skin is warm where it brushes mine, sending starburst shivers skittering up my arm.

In that second, I want to tell her everything. I want to trust that she will help us.

“Have you told anyone at Underhill about me?” I ask.

“No,” she says, stepping away, leaving the narrow space between us cold and empty. “But I can’t promise to keep it that way.”

As quickly as my hopes rise, they are dashed again. “Thank you for being honest,” I say, starting to turn away.

“Tru,” she calls softly, luring me back. “You may be involved, but Sage doesn’t have to be. Tell her to come home, and I won’t say a word.”

“I’ll tell her.” I swallow hard and try to ignore the sting of her sudden dismissal. “But she won’t come.”

If I thought Lila’s attention couldn’t get any more intense, I was wrong. She looks at me like she is fixing every detail of me in her mind.

“Then you’d better keep her safe,” she says.

In the next second, the ceremony is over. People spill between us, and Lila Morgan vanishes in the crowd.
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“Why are people afraid of bastions?” Logan asked as he set a series of small jars on the table before me.

“Because a long time ago, there was a child born to talented parents who once stumbled on the hearth rug and pitched straight into the fire. Though both his hands landed directly on hot embers, he was unscathed. At first, they were relieved that he was uninjured, but they soon realized it was more than that.”

My parents had told me this story, and about the days of the Wild West, when a talent named Void brought the midwestern states and territories to their knees.

Logan knew the story as well as I did, but I was invested in impressing him, so I gave him all the details.

How at seven years old, well before puberty, Void’s talents began to appear. He became impossibly strong and swift, able to hit any target and emit explosive bursts of fire and energy on a whim. He possessed all four talents and couldn’t be harmed. As an eighteen-year-old, he took down the strongest strongarm, the fastest wingtip, the sharpest bullseye, the most destructive bombshell, without ever breaking his stride.

People so feared him that they gave him anything he wanted. Eventually, the only way to live a peaceful life was to tithe to him. The stories say he is the reason we have Underhill today. Because when he finally died, he left a terrifying mess behind that people have been trying to clean up ever since.

That was the power of a single bastion.

“But I don’t have any other talents,” I added, not sure if I was disappointed or relieved.

“We cannot make assumptions about what will or won’t happen to you in the future.” Logan pushed one of the jars across the table to me. “What do you smell?”

I leaned in and sniffed, wrinkling my nose at the sharp perfume. “Lavender. My parents used to make me drink lavender tea when I was little.”

“Do you know why?”

When I shrugged, he reached for a second jar. This one was filled with small purple candies. He offered me one, and I took it, popping it into my mouth obediently. It was honey sweet and effervescent, the lavender scent conjuring memories of being snuggled in bed with my mom or dad as we sipped lavender tea.

“Finished?” Logan asked when several minutes had passed.

When I showed him my tongue, he placed a knife on the table between us. “Attempt to prick your finger.” I reached for the blade, and he caught my hand. “Don’t use too much pressure.”

“It won’t work,” I said.

Then, with all the confidence of someone who never learned to fear injury, I dragged the blade across the pad of my thumb.

I felt the sting before anything. The knife clattered to the table as blood welled up in three fat drops.

“A bastion’s talent is unique not only because it is rare, but because it is the only one that can be quelled,” Logan explained. “Lavender is the one thing that can temper your talent. You must always recognize it, by scent and by taste, no matter what it’s mixed with.”

“But why?” I asked around the thumb in my mouth. “And how?”

“I’m afraid I don’t have answers for you,” he said. “I only know what it does.”

I thought about that while I sucked on my thumb. My parents had known. So did Logan. But it wasn’t in any of the stories I’d read about Void.

“Why doesn’t everyone know?” I asked.

Logan nodded as though my question echoed his own deep concern. “Because knowledge is power, and there are people in this world who want to control both.”
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It’s midafternoon by the time we make it back to Kansas City, partly because we took a detour to gather supplies far enough out of town that there was almost no chance of us getting caught. Embry went straight for the fresh produce, muttering about the travesty that is canned vegetables, and I hit up the baby goods aisle to stock up on necessities.

We met again at the front of the store and picked one of every book from the spinning rack by the greeting cards. An assortment of crime novels and romances that Sage will only pretend to complain about. We all know she has a secret stash of them under her bed. She loves stories where the law-abiding detective with a traumatic past falls for the criminal with a heart of gold. I add a few bags of candy for good measure, and Embry puts the whole purchase on his credit card, saying, “Mom can’t accuse me of going off-grid if I rack up charges the whole time I’m gone.”

He says it with a flashy grin, but there’s real hurt in his tone.

Stashing the car in its spot near the convention center, we lug everything back to the Sizzle. This time, we wait the appropriate amount of time before we cross to the alley and enter the code.

Instantly, I can tell something is wrong.

Sage and Amethyst are there. So is Thea, who is happily drumming an empty cardboard box in her makeshift playpen. But Sage looks like she’s seen a ghost, and Amethyst looks mad.

“You two okay?” Amethyst asks the instant we lock the door behind us. Embry nods, and she continues. “Good, because we have some bad news.”

“Not that kind,” Sage says when Embry raises his phone. “It’s about Thea.”

“Is she sick?” Embry asks, peering for a better look. But other than her incessantly ruddy cheeks, she looks as healthy as ever.

“Nope.” Amethyst hops up from where she’s sitting, swipes a knife sitting out on the counter, and crosses over to Thea so quickly I don’t have time to react. She places the blade against Thea’s chubby arm and slashes it across the skin.

Embry and I cry out in unison before realizing what Amethyst and Sage discovered in our absence.

There’s no blood. No mark on Thea’s arm.

“Oh, shit.” Embry falls back in surprise. Or maybe he steps back in fear. The expression on his face is slack. Hard to read.

Thea is a bastion.

Amethyst tosses the knife back on the counter. It lands with a clang that startles a small yip out of Thea. Sage has her knees drawn up to her chest, and she chews nervously at her fingernails.

All three of them are looking at Thea like she’s turned into some kind of monster, and Thea is starting to pick up on it. She drops her cardboard box and turns her big eyes around the room, attuned to the shift in energy. When her lower lip begins to tremble, I dart forward and scoop her into my arms.

“Careful!” Sage throws out one hand but doesn’t move to stop me.

“She’s a baby,” I say, more aggressively than I meant to.

“She’s more than that,” says Amethyst. “And someone else knows it.”

This one missing piece explains why someone came after the Henrys. Thea is special. She’s a bastion, the rarest of talents. Just like me.

The similarities are suddenly all too present. All too obvious. Someone killed Thea’s parents because they were after Thea. Like someone killed my parents because they were after me.

“Well, this definitely makes things a whole lot worse than they already were.” Embry keeps his distance from me and Thea as he talks. “If someone knows and they’re willing to do all of this, then they definitely don’t want her for good reasons.”

“Are there good reasons to want a bastion?” Amethyst asks. “I mean, they are usually bad news. Three people have already died because of her.”

They bob their heads in agreement.

The only other bastion they’ve ever heard of is Void.

They believe that bastions deserve to be locked away where they can’t cause trouble.

“This isn’t her fault,” I say. “She doesn’t even know what she is yet.”

“I’m not so sure that’s true.” Amethyst gestures to the kitchen. “We figured this out because we were making soup for lunch. I was cooking, and Sage was standing next to me holding Thea, and all of a sudden Thea reaches out and sticks her hand right in the boiling pot.”

“And I screamed,” Sage says, jumping in. “Because I thought she’d been burned, and she yanked her hand away, but when I looked, there was no burn. Nothing. I thought we’d gotten lucky or something.”

“So I did what you do with babies and held my hand close to the soup then snatched it back.” Amethyst holds her hand out to demonstrate. “Oooh, hot! I told her. Hot! I’ve got three little siblings, so when I tell you that all it ever takes is one burn at the stove for them to never do it again, I’m not lying.”

“But Thea just giggled and stuck her hand right back into the soup.” Sage shakes her head at the memory. “I screamed again, but she laughed and waved her hand like she was proud.”

“She may not know exactly what she is, but she knows boiling liquid doesn’t hurt her,” Amethyst says.

I think of the times I came close to accidentally revealing my own secret. I don’t know how my parents kept me safe all those years, but I can see how hard it must have been. And ultimately it didn’t work. Someone found out, and my parents died to protect me.

Just like Thea’s parents.

Just like Logan.

Sage turns to me, her gaze focused and curious, and for a second I am terrified that she’s made the same connection I have. That she’s put all the pieces together and realized that I must also be a bastion.

I squeeze Thea a little too tightly, and she whimpers.

“Did you guys have any luck?” Sage asks hopefully. “Did you find Lila?”

“She found me,” I admit, trying very hard not to blush at the memory of her hand on my wrist. Her breath on my cheek. “And she hasn’t told anyone about me. But she thought that Logan and I were working together to murder the Henrys and Thea. That I took Thea to kill her.”

“That must be why she fired that warning shot,” Sage murmurs.

I didn’t realize how heavily that one thing was weighing on her, but she looks relieved.

I nod. “I told her you were okay, but she still wants you to come home.” Sage gives me a warning look, and I raise my hands. “I know, I know. You’re staying. It’s just . . . We have to do something.”

I think of Lila’s parting words. Her not-so-subtle threat that I keep Sage safe.

The best way to do that would be to take Thea on my own and run. Find someplace else to lie low so my friends wouldn’t be in danger. At least with me, Thea would be with someone who isn’t afraid of her.

“Whatever we do, we can’t keep her here with us,” Sage insists. “She’s dangerous. She could —”

“What? Kill us all?” I can’t help but be angry. Thea is just a baby. The worst she can do is throw up on us or pee on us —  both of which she’s already done —  or stick something up her nose.

“Yes!” Sage throws her hands out in frustration. “She is a bastion, Tru. What don’t you get about that? She could develop new talents any moment. We have no idea what might trigger them. A burp? A sneeze? A laugh? The slightest thing might ignite her!”

“You mean the way strong emotions can set off a bombshell?”

That pulls Sage up short. I see the hurt in her eyes, and a little of the fight goes out of her.

I try to keep my voice even, but I feel the tremble in it. “You can’t judge her based on one story about one bastion that happened a million years ago!”

“What else am I supposed to base it on?” she snaps back.

“Okay.” Amethyst steps between us, hands out to either side.

Sometime during the argument, Sage got to her feet, and we’re facing off in the middle of the room like two old gunslingers. Thea has one hand clasped around my earlobe again, like she needs to hang on to something. I dislodge her fingers and spin away from Sage.

“I’m not trying to dismiss your points, but this isn’t exactly helpful,” Amethyst says. “The big thing here is that Thea may or may not be dangerous to us; we don’t know. We can’t hand her over to Underhill, because someone there definitely has it in for her, and we can’t just sit here because obviously. So, what do we do?”

For a moment, no one speaks. The room echoes with distant sounds of cars passing and Thea’s gently anxious coos.

“I have an idea,” Embry says. Up to this point, he’s been watching everything without comment. It’s hard to say whether he agrees more with me or Sage. “Whoever is after Thea wants everyone to think she’s dead, right? So let’s make sure everyone knows she’s alive and well.”

“How do you propose we do that?” Amethyst asks.

Embry shrugs. “Peggy Spivak. I’m sure she’d take a call from the son of Boss Acosta. We give her the story, she reports it, and boom! Thea is safe. Can’t steal a child if everyone knows to look for her.”

“Not a bad idea,” Sage says. “It could work.”

“Sounds good to me,” Amethyst agrees.

They all turn to me.

“Do you actually know Peggy?” I ask, every nerve in my body alight. “Can we trust her? What if she takes the information straight to Underhill?”

“She’s a reporter,” he says. “She has to be unbiased. They’re not supposed to be censored by Underhill.”

“Supposed to,” I repeat. “That’s the problem.”

“How?” Embry asks.

“People aren’t supposed to fabricate kill bounties.” Amethyst tips her head in what almost looks like sympathy. “But they do. And it doesn’t happen by accident.”

It takes a beat for her meaning to sink in, but there’s only one person who can authorize a kill bounty. Justified or not.

“You think Boss Acosta is behind this?” Sage asks, horrified.

“It’s not as wild as it seems,” Amethyst says. “Especially if she’s looking to consolidate power. You know there’s that whole movement to abolish the legal authority of Underhill to manage its own affairs.”

“The Society for Equal Means,” Embry says without inflection.

“Them. They basically don’t think Underhill should exist. Boss Acosta could be looking for ways to shut them down.”

“And what better way than by finding your very own bastion and proving to the world they exist.” Embry frowns. “People would be terrified.”

“Because they don’t know any better,” I say.

“They should be terrified,” Sage snaps.

“And they’ll beg Mom to stay right where she is. Maybe even give her more power,” Embry finishes.

“You think your mom would really do that kind of thing?” Sage asks.

We all turn to Embry. With his arms crossed tightly over his chest, he’s a column of tension. Every muscle in his body is upset.

Finally he nods. A single sharp movement of his head. “I do.”

“This is not making me feel better,” I mutter.

“Is that what we’re supposed to be doing?” Sage asks, sarcasm thick in her tone. “I thought we were facing reality and realizing that the baby is even more dangerous than we thought.”

“Yeah,” I bite off the word. I want to tell her that the baby isn’t the danger, she’s in danger, but she won’t hear me.

I bounce Thea on my hip and take her into the kitchen. Away from the others. She needs dinner, and I need space.

If my friends are willing to walk out on a baby, what would they do if they discovered I am also a bastion?
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Baking has always been my safe space, and right now, I could use a little safety.

In the morning, I take Thea into the diner kitchen and spread a blanket on the floor. I don’t bother setting up a playpen or anything. It’s not like she can get hurt. And everyone inside these walls already knows what she is, so there’s no point spending energy trying to keep it secret.

My secret, on the other hand? The only people who knew it are dead, apart from the person who killed them, which is a pattern I can’t ignore. Even if my friends weren’t terrified of bastions, I wouldn’t tell them. I like them better alive.

I start off with my comfort bake. A batch of blueberry scones with lemon zest.

Which turns out to be a colossal mistake, because the instant the scent of lemon zest hits the air, my eyes flood with tears. It’s impossible to escape the tumult of memory —  Logan sitting at the kitchen table morning after morning, his hands a smear of yellow as he expertly stripped the skin from dozens of lemons.

I scrub at the tears. Angry that I can’t plan for this kind of thing and also that I can’t seem to stop it from happening. I don’t remember being so emotionally volatile when my parents died. I remember the fury that kept me going, the cold certainty that Logan Dire was the only person in the world I could trust, the constant ache of my muscles as we moved from one place to the next, searching for a new, safe place to stay. I was grieving, but it took a back seat to the primal instinct to simply survive.

This grief is all unpredictable crests and valleys. I feel like I’ve been tossed on an ocean, unable to keep my eyes on any one point. Before this, I had a purpose, and that purpose was to train hard, be smart, be safe so my parents’ sacrifice would mean something and this kind of thing would never happen again.

But I wasn’t good enough, so it has happened again, and more people have died. And I’m not sure what to do with the mess on my hands.

It’s happening again, and this time I truly am alone, and it’s all too much. A tugging at my leg brings my attention to the floor, the world and my heart still bobbing and disoriented, but I look and Thea settles in place like the sun. A burning spot of clarity that sears through the riot of emotions inside me. Keeping her safe is the right thing to do. It’s the only thing I can do.

I dimly recognize that she’s standing up on her own and can’t recall if she’s always been able to or if this is new. Her parents would know. Should know. And never will.

She reaches up and says, “Bubey bey yee.” She repeats the words, pinching her hand in the air, then loses her balance and falls back on her behind.

“She wants a blueberry,” Amethyst translates.

I didn’t hear her come in, but that’s not surprising given the state I’m in. She stands inside the swinging doors, one hip leaning against the counter.

I hand two blueberries to Thea, who instantly attempts to pop them both into her mouth. The result is squishy and honestly pretty cute.

“Thanks,” I say. I reach for a paper towel and blot my face, then blow my nose. “Sorry. I’m just . . .” I stop because what can I say, really? Sorry, this is all my fault and I need to fix it but I don’t know how? Even in my head it sounds indulgent.

“Sad,” Amethyst finishes for me and, yeah, that works.

“Sad,” I agree.

“You don’t have to apologize for that.” She doesn’t elaborate. She gives me the grace to be sad.

“Did they send you in to talk to me?”

“Nope. I’m a free agent.”

Of the four of us, Amethyst is the straightest shooter. Not that I think any of my friends is hiding who they really are or anything. It’s just that Amethyst doesn’t seem to be afraid of talking about things that might be painful. She’s the one we usually lean on when conversations get tough.

The first time she did it to me, I thought I was going to be sick. She leaned against my locker and told me that I needed to fix my face when Embry was complaining about his mom, because my judgment was coming through loud and clear.

“Whatever baggage you’re dragging around? It isn’t about Embry and his mom. Let him have his issues without having to cater to yours.”

I hadn’t even realized that I’d been making a face, and I couldn’t explain that it wasn’t about Embry and his mom as much as it was about the fact that I didn’t have a mom to complain about. But after that, I made sure it never happened again.

Amethyst crosses the room but hesitates a few feet from Thea, who is still happily chomping on her berries. “You really aren’t afraid of being around her?”

I draw a deep breath, reminding myself that bastion life may be old hat to me, but as far as my friends know, they’ve never seen one before.

“I’m not. No reason to judge her for something she hasn’t done and may never do,” I say.

“Fair.” She steps a little closer to us. “It still feels strange that all of this is over a baby. Someone powerful must be really afraid of her. Or believe she has something to give them.” Amethyst reaches out and nudges a slimy chunk of berry from Thea’s chin into her mouth. “Babies are so gross. Even all-powerful ones.”

“She’s not all-powerful,” I say faster than I should have.

Amethyst raises an eyebrow. “Not yet.”

I bite my tongue as Amethyst straightens, then hops onto the counter at the edge of my workspace. “I wanted to talk to you,” she says.

“Okay,” I say, cautiously getting back to my scones. “About what?”

“About you, actually.”

“What about me?” I drop two more blueberries into Thea’s open hands, set a small collection aside for future offerings, then begin to fold the remainder into the soft dough.

“Mostly, I want to talk about how no one is talking about you.” Before I can ask, she continues, “There are multiple stories running about Logan Dire, a few about the Henrys and poor baby Thea, but you haven’t been mentioned once. And I find that odd. Don’t you?”

“Is it? No one knew Logan Dire had a daughter,” I say, but Amethyst is already shaking her head.

“All anybody had to do was look around your house and they’d know Logan wasn’t living there alone. And even as brilliant as he was, I can’t believe no one in all of Underhill made the connection between Logan Dire and Logan Stallard. Especially once they chased him back to his house.”

“They were tracking the knife —” I start, but Amethyst doesn’t wait.

“And once they made that connection, it would have led them straight to Tru Stallard, who, as far as I know, is a registered student at St. Isidor’s High.” She taps her bottom lip with one cherry-red fingernail. “So that got me thinking: Why is no one talking about Tru Stallard?”

She’s looking at me like she knows. Like clever, observant Amethyst has figured me out and is toying with me. Except that’s not her style. Right?

“And?” I ask, focusing on sliding a tray of scones into the oven so she can’t see the panic in my expression.

“And I’m thinking that since they didn’t find the kid, maybe they assume you have her. Logan made the report, but you have Thea, and if Underhill gave your name to the public, they risk someone else getting to you first. Then who knows what happens to her? The plot moves out of their hands.” Amethyst glances down at Thea, who is lying flat on her back and slapping her hands against the floor, delighted by the sound they make.

I can’t tell if Amethyst is suspicious of me or if it’s just the situation. Either way, her point is a good one. Why didn’t Peggy Spivak report on Logan’s assumed identity? Why didn’t she mention his now-missing daughter? The explanation seems simple: someone is hiding the fact that I exist.

“Hang on.” Sage pushes through the kitchen doors, not even bothering to hide the fact that she’s been listening from the other side. “You think that someone has it out for Tru because no one is talking about her?”

“It’s true.” Embry follows on her heels, head down as he scowls at his phone. “BountyApp only mentions Logan Dire. It doesn’t say anything about him using the name Stallard or about a daughter. I can’t even find anything on the web about an explosion or a fire in your neighborhood. It’s like it didn’t happen. To you, at least. That’s weird.”

“Really weird,” Sage agrees. “You live in Brookside; there should at least have been something in the Kansas City Star.”

“Which means someone is definitely keeping this quiet,” Amethyst adds. “And it’s spring break, which means that apart from our parents, there’s no one around to notice that the four of us are missing.”

Amethyst purses her lips in thought. “Did Logan have any friends? Anyone he trusted? Other than you, obviously.”

I start to shake my head before I remember. There was one person Logan trusted enough to reach out to the night we were attacked.

“What?” Amethyst asks. “You just had a thought. What is it?”

“Yep, I had a thought,” I say, and I pause, playing the idea through in my head. “And not only that, but I think I have a plan.”

Amethyst leans in with a grin. “I’m all ears.”

I take a deep breath. “The Saint.”

“The Enforcer?” Sage and Embry blurt in unison, eyes wide.

I nod. “He was the only person Logan trusted, and he’ll be at the gala, right?” I aim the question at Embry, who knows more about the gala than any of us. Not by choice.

Embry confirms it with a slow nod. “He’s Mom’s most, oh, what’s the word she likes to use? Efficient. He’s the most efficient assassin in the city. He’s always at the gala.”

“So, hang on.” Sage holds her hands out in front of her the way she always does when she’s putting things in order. “Your plan is to go to the gala, find the Saint, and ask him for help because he was Logan’s one and only friend in the world?”

“That is my plan,” I answer.

“You think you can trust him?”

I know how it sounds. It sounds like the definition of a shot in the dark. And I can see how hard Sage is working not to seem hurt that I’m willing to reach out to someone I’ve never met over her sister.

“Logan did. And if someone out there has an interest in making me disappear on top of everything else, then we need the kind of help Logan would have looked for.”

“Yeah, well, I don’t disagree with you there.” Sage furrows her brows and chews on one side of her bottom lip, searching for a better plan than mine.

The oven dings, and I pull out the scones, setting them aside to cool. Thea reaches for them, and even though they wouldn’t burn her, I offer her the last remaining blueberries instead.

“I guess I shouldn’t go with you,” Sage says, disappointment clouding her words. “Lila will be there for sure, and now that she knows we have Thea, there’s no way she’d miss a chance to take me away.”

“Are you willing to watch Thea?” I ask, keeping a hard edge in my voice.

Sage wrinkles her nose, but Embry raises his hand like we’re in class and says, “I’ll stay behind too. Mom never misses a gala, so I should miss her.”

“I guess it’s you and me, then,” Amethyst says to me, turning a wry smile on Embry. “We’re going to need something to wear. Any idea where we can find someone with deep pockets and low inhibitions?”

Embry flashes a conspiratorial smile and digs a golden credit card out of his pocket. “I love when you sweet-talk me.”
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We have one day. Sage creates a master schedule and a shopping plan that send Embry and Amethyst north of the river and away from potentially prying eyes to acquire what we need for the gala. Embry supplies the credit cards, and Sage sets herself up by the front window to keep watch whenever anyone leaves the Sizzle. Amethyst works wonders keeping our bellies full with our stash of canned food. And I am on babysitting duty.

In spite of the constant dread, the diner starts to feel a little like home.

After dinner on the night before the gala, we find ourselves in the middle of the floor, surrounded by every blanket and pillow we have, with a plate of cookies between us, when something magical happens: Embry voluntarily picks Thea up.

“I feel like I’m holding a volatile nuclear reactor.” He keeps her away from his body, scrutinizing the drool sliding down her chin. “A really slimy one.”

“She’s not a —” I start, and then I stop. My friends may be wrong about Thea, but they’re also smart. They’re afraid of her because they have no reason to think the stories about bastions aren’t true. I can’t change their minds without evidence. “Okay, let’s assume she is exactly what the stories say, and she possesses all five talents.”

I’m met with flat looks that suggest this assumption has already been made.

“What I mean is, bastions are still talents, and most talents don’t emerge until kids hit puberty, right?” It’s a rhetorical question. I know I’m right. And they do too. “So we have every reason to believe her additional talents, if she actually has them, won’t suddenly erupt for a few years.”

“But she has at least one talent that’s presented early. Doesn’t that suggest her others might too?” Sage asks.

“They might,” I concede. “But even in the story about Void, he was seven before any of the other talents showed up. Not thirteen months.”

Amethyst is nodding like she agrees with me. Embry draws Thea closer to him, the wariness in his expression easing. Sage still eyes her skeptically. It’s surprising that she’s the one least willing to give Thea a chance. Then again, she has more reason than any of us for doubt.

“I guess her parents wouldn’t have left her with you if they thought she’d go full bombshell,” Embry says as Thea thwaps a hand on his face and giggles.

I remember the nervous look Mr. Henry gave his wife as he passed Thea over to me, the nod she’d given in return, and the lavender in the air. I’d thought it was Ms. Henry’s perfume, but they’d given Thea lavender. There was essentially no risk of discovery while it was in her system.

“I’ve seen her get upset when the blueberries are gone,” Amethyst adds. “She’s had plenty of opportunities to lose it on us.”

I wish I could tell them that they can trust her because they trust me. I’m seventeen and haven’t developed a single extra talent.

And maybe I could tell them. They’re still here. They’ve allied themselves with me and Thea against Underhill. Don’t they deserve to know?

I open my mouth, but before I can say anything, Sage mutters, “She’s still dangerous, though. The sooner we can find someone else to take her, the better.”

The morning of the gala, I wake up with every nerve in my body on edge.

The memories I have of Logan mentioning the Saint are sparse. He’s a wingtip. Like Logan. And accomplished —  efficient, as Boss Acosta would say —  which was the only reason he could compete with Logan for bounties. But losing eventually made him reckless, and he got hurt.

They were on a kill bounty, going after a bullseye who had killed one of Boss Acosta’s advisers. The chase took them from the Bottoms through the River Market to the river itself, where the Saint was shot. And because they weren’t enemies, Logan paused long enough to call it in and make sure the Saint wasn’t going to wash away in the river before he left to pursue to killer and collect the bounty himself.

The only other thing I know about him is that he’s still an Enforcer. Still part of the web of talents that work to keep Underhill in power and the rest of the world safe. And that Logan trusted him enough to seek him out.

Do not —  under any circumstances —  trust Underhill.

Logan’s warning is as clear now as it ever was. And I’m not trusting Underhill. I’m trusting him.

The day crawls by. Every minute is another chance for me to question the plan, another moment for me to imagine that whoever is after Thea is waiting for me to walk straight into Underhill and give myself away.

I remind myself that the gala is designed to be an opportunity and not a requirement. It’s where talents go to demonstrate their skill and, if they’re lucky, win a mentor. It’s a rite of passage for most, but for me, it’s never been in the cards because until now, my one goal in life was to go unnoticed.

But just because I attend doesn’t mean I have to demonstrate a talent. Until I declare my intention to test, I’m a faceless, nameless under-eighteen. Nobody will have a reason to look at me twice, and it’s the chance I need to find the Saint.

It’s dangerous, but I don’t see any other options.

After hours of quietly stressing to myself, it’s time to get ready.

Sage guides me to the bathroom and begins issuing orders, starting with my hair, then makeup, then finally how to insert myself into the fancy suit Embry and Amethyst picked out for me.

“I don’t know why we have to bother with makeup,” I complain. “The mask covers everything except my mouth. We could have just gone with lipstick and the effect would be the same.”

It’s tradition for young talents to come to the gala masked. Not only does it protect our identity, it ensures that potential mentors judge us based on our merits and not our connections.

“A real ensemble is about layers. The outside is what everyone else sees. That layer is just for show. Everything beneath it is for you.” Sage says it all in a quiet voice, keeping her hand steady as she draws a long, dark line over my eye and toward my temple. “I know Papa Stallard —  I mean, should I still call him that?”

“It was his name,” I say. “Ours, I mean.”

“Is it okay that I talk about him?”

I nod, unable to say anything around the lump swelling in my throat.

“Okay.” She exhales carefully. “I know Papa Stallard didn’t like you dressing up, and I’m sure he had his reasons for forcing you into a perpetual autumn palette, but you, Tru Stallard, should give yourself permission to indulge in a jewel tone now and again, because these eyes of yours shine like smoky little gems.”

By the time she’s done, I hardly recognize myself. My face looks like a piece of art, and for a second I can’t speak. My eyes are outlined in shimmery lines of dark blue and silver, with small coiling fronds twisting over my temples and diving into my hair. My skin is dusted with a hint of pale glitter, and my lips are lightly glossed pomegranate red. All of it is designed to complement the blue-gray jumpsuit Embry and Amethyst picked out for the occasion.

I gasp, and Sage turns to peer over my shoulder into the mirror. She plants a chaste kiss on my cheek. “Be careful tonight, okay?”

“I will,” I promise, meeting the reflection of her gaze.

“I’ll keep an eye on her.” Amethyst leans around the door frame. She has transformed as well, her eyelids painted in shining silver with small purple jewels placed at the outside corners. Her full lips are wine dark, and I gasp for a second time, eliciting a small laugh from her. “What? I clean up.”

“Make sure you stay close to Amethyst,” Sage says, every ounce of humor gone from her voice.

“I will, but why aren’t you telling her to stay close to me?” I ask.

“Because she’s the wingtip and you’re the hypoglycemic bullseye,” Embry says, stepping into the bathroom behind Amethyst. “We can all do that math.”

I force myself to smile. In our group, I am both the least talented person and the most. I can’t do any of the things they can.

“You know what math you can’t do?” I ask, and when Embry raises his eyebrows in response, I say, “Five minus one.”

“What’s your point?” he asks, not comprehending. But a split second later, he gets it. “Oh shit, Thea!”

We all pile out of the bathroom and into the main room, where we find Thea in the middle of the floor, her face covered in wine-purple lipstick.
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For a long time, I didn’t think anything was strange about having four pairs of the exact same tennis shoe and nothing else. My parents had always grumbled about how quickly I outgrew my shoes anyway, so having several of the same seemed practical.

But around the age of twelve, I started to understand that Logan wasn’t buying the same shoe because it was something he didn’t have to think about. He was doing it because he was thinking about it.

He ordered them online like clockwork, noting when my feet were ready for the next size almost before I did. And when I asked him for a pair of sandals I could wear in the summertime, he answered with a surprising and decisive no.

Thinking that maybe I’d picked something too expensive, I pulled up another pair that weren’t as pretty but were half the price. “How about these?”

“No,” he answered without looking this time.

“What’s wrong with them?” I demanded.

“Everything.” He kept his gaze on his old fantasy novel, the cover sporting a woman in a luminous white gown standing on a beach with a sword in hand and tall cliffs at her back. Moon Dark Smile, by Tessa Gratton. He was always reading those things.

“Could you be more specific?” I asked, feeling my irritation start to build.

He nodded, his eyes never leaving the page. “I could, but it won’t change my answer.”

“Why?” I threw my hands out in exasperation. “Can you use more than five words and explain it to me, please?”

Finally, he closed his book and turned his attention to me. “You can’t run in sandals,” he said, then added, “well.”

Six words. I glowered at him. “I bet I could,” I said, then left him to his book.

Two days later, the first pair of sandals I’d asked him for arrived on our doorstep. I was so excited that I put them on immediately. I stood up to admire them and hugged Logan around the neck.

“Thank you!” I said, stepping back so he could see how good they looked. They were as perfect as I’d hoped. Rainbow in color, with straps that arched over my feet and hooked around my ankles.

Logan nodded and crouched to lace up his usual sneakers. The boring black ones that matched mine in every way except size. “Let’s go,” he said, straightening.

“Where are we going?” I asked, still too excited by my present to see what was coming.

“You said you can run in sandals.” He pulled open the front door and held out a hand. “Time to prove it.”
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In the heart of Kansas City, the tall tower of the Liberty Memorial stands at the top of a seamless hill. It stretches toward the sky, buttressed by twin sphinxes with their wings drawn over their eyes in sorrow, overlooking the valley where the old railway station stands guard above the tracks.

The station itself is grand, drawing tourists and travelers alike to visit its museums or catch a train, but it also hides the entrance to Underhill.

My stomach skitters as we approach, and I reach for Amethyst’s hand to calm my nerves.

We park in the garage, which won’t be the best place if we have to make a quick getaway, but once we’re deep in the belly of Underhill, that will be all but irrelevant. We follow a steady stream of smartly dressed revelers through the grand doors of Union Station and head for the Grand Plaza.

“Masks,” Amethyst reminds me, and she tugs her own into place.

Hers is molded in the Venetian style, with smooth features painted to look like the rough gray surface of a stone. On one cheek, the stone facade shatters around a cluster of purple gems that crawl around one eye. On the other, the mask is smooth and unbroken. She’s dressed in a classic style, a pale-purple blouse that tucks into a full gray skirt swirled around her knees in layers of dark-purple tulle. Elegant purple pumps complete the ensemble. She’s the perfect tribute to her new name.

My mask is feathered in every shade of blue imaginable, the end of each feather gilded in gold. It tickles as I pull it down over my face, and I resist the urge to sneeze. I wish I could see the completed effect, but Amethyst looks me up and down, taking in the sharp plunge of the jumpsuit’s neckline with a raised eyebrow.

“It’s perfect except for the shoes,” she says, glancing down at my feet.

“I really tried.” I follow her gaze to the rounded tips of my black flats. They bought the perfect booties with a modest two-inch heel to match my outfit, and I had every intention of wearing them tonight, but when it came time to put them on, I couldn’t do it. Instead, I put on the pair Logan had prepared for me, which have no heel, excellent tread, and won’t slip off. “You can’t run in sandals,” I mutter.

“If we have to run tonight, things have gone seriously off the rails.”

The Grand Plaza is a long marble-lined corridor with walls that vault toward a ceiling painted in sepia and washed-out blues. It is a glorified hallway to nowhere, the end of it marked by a single door. Usually, it attracts only the most curious of tourists, and even they tend to give up halfway. Tonight, though, we are not the only ones making our way to the far end.

Footsteps and excited chatter echo around us as we approach the little door. A sign posted in a light box to the right of it declares that we have reached the Model Train Gallery, open daily for any and all model train enthusiasts to enjoy.

We pass through the small museum, where glass enclosures protect miniature re-creations of American landscapes. Tiny train tracks dive in and out of rocky canyons or Old West towns, over bright-blue rivers and through mountain tunnels. At the very back of the exhibit is another set of doors, but where the previous ones were wide open, these are shut. Next to them sits an old man dressed in an old-fashioned conductor’s uniform complete with a black cap and a gold pocket watch.

He smiles at us as we approach, pushing dozens of wrinkles into his cheeks. “My, aren’t you two a sight. Is there something I can help you with this evening?”

“We’re here for the gala,” Amethyst says as if it weren’t obvious.

“I thought that might be the case,” he says, clearly enjoying his role. “And you both look very smart this evening, if you don’t mind my saying it. Might I see your invitations?”

Amethyst pulls out her phone and opens BountyApp, where red curtains rise to reveal her invitation. It’s a simple black screen with the Underhill, Inc., sigil in the center —  four overlapping circles representing the four main talents —  beneath which is the date and time and nothing else. The assumption is that if you have access to the app, you know where to go and if you don’t, you don’t need to.

The conductor smiles a knowing smile and presses a button on the wall. The doors open into an elevator, and the old man ushers us inside.

“Good luck, young talent,” he says as a bell chimes and the doors close between us.

The elevator car is lined in crimson velvet, the floor matte black. It feel like we’re standing on a little stage. Soft music pipes into the room, and the dial perched above the doors arcs downward as we start to drop at a rapid pace.

My stomach flutters, as much from the movement as from the situation, and my ears pop as we descend beneath Union Station and all of Kansas City.

“He’ll be here, right?” I know Amethyst can’t answer this any more than I can, but it feels good to let some of my uncertainty out.

“He’ll be here,” Amethyst says, doing us both a favor by sounding certain.

It takes less than a minute for the elevator to slow its rushing descent, but I know we are deep underground. Underhill is named for its location. There are miles and miles of tunnels beneath the hills of Kansas City, and every inch of them is owned and controlled by Underhill.

When the doors open, we’re greeted with a rush of cool air and the overwhelming scent of wet stone. A wide corridor stretches before us, almost an exact replica of the Grand Plaza that now sits stories above our heads. Here, the hallway is hewn from bedrock and lit by long rows of neon lights. They glow in electric blue and white, giving everything a silvery hue.

The people who entered the elevator ahead of us are already halfway down the long hall. They look small and shadowy at this distance, and even though I can see them, it feels like we’re all alone.

“My mom used to tell me that coming here felt like she was entering another world,” Amethyst says as the elevator doors close behind us and we start to make our way along the long hall. “I thought she was exaggerating, but this is something else.”

“Did she come here more than once?” I ask.

Amethyst generally doesn’t say much about her mom.

“Yeah,” Amethyst answers, and it feels like she’s going to end the conversation there, so I’m surprised when she doesn’t. “She’s a wingtip. Like me. Or, I guess it’s more accurate to say that I’m like her. My dad was a bullseye, which he was always mad about.” She shakes her head. “My mom attended the gala when she was sixteen and did so well they fast-tracked her. She took her first bounty only a year later, had her second in the bag a few months after that. Didn’t try for her third one, though, so per Underhill policy, she didn’t become an Associate.”

This is more than I’ve ever learned about Amethyst’s mom.

“Why didn’t she finish?”

“She got pregnant.” Amethyst flashes me a humorless smile. “She got me. And then she got Jake and Ash and little Filly. She says that all of this”—  she gestures to the high ceilings and long ribbons of neon — “didn’t hold a candle to the life she had with us. She wanted something else.”

My image of Amethyst’s mom is professionally cranky, always frowning about something her kids have or haven’t done. That woman takes full advantage of her eldest child, so much so that Amethyst has almost no time for herself. She gave up being on the volleyball team because her mom needed her home after school to watch her siblings; can never go out on Sundays because her mom needs her to prep lunches for the week; she has her own car but only so she can run countless errands. And she never complains.

It’s the reason Embry is so protective of Amethyst. The reason we all are, if I’m being honest. But this isn’t the mother I thought she had, and I feel like maybe I’ve made assumptions about Amethyst too.

“So why do you want to be here?” I ask.

“Right now, I’m here for you. But after tonight? Next year? I’m coming back for me. I’m coming back here to prove that I’m a talent worthy of becoming an Apprentice. I’m going to knock everyone’s socks off, join Underhill, and make so much money that my mom never has to skip meals so her babies can eat again.”

I think of all the times we went to Amethyst’s house so she didn’t have to ask permission to leave. All the times Embry ordered more dinner than we could possibly eat, then casually filled the refrigerator with the leftovers.

For a second, I’m stunned. Amethyst is ready for the gala. She has a clear vision of the future she wants and how to get there. And she’s putting all of that at risk to help a baby she didn’t know a week ago and who she has every reason to fear.

“I appreciate you being here,” I say.

She rolls her eyes. “Unfortunately, our time for emotions has run out. We’ll have to revisit this later.”

We’ve reached the end of the long hall. Tunnels split off in either direction, while ahead of us, three sets of ornately carved wooden doorways open on a room teeming with light and movement.

We step through and pause to give our senses time to adjust.

Like the hall we just left, this room is hewn from the bedrock beneath the city, only instead of rough chisel marks in the stone, here the walls are smooth and polished. They reflect the electric blue and gold lights burning inside massive sconces, gleaming like the placid surface of a lake.

At the farthest end, tall columns drive up into the ceiling on either side of a raised dais, behind which red velvet curtains are draped to give the appearance of a proscenium arch. In front of the curtains, a band is already in the full throes of their set.

“There’s the dispenser,” Amethyst says, pointing to one side of the dais, where dozens of people our age are waiting to take the ticket that will secure their spot in the testing ring. Each one dressed in finery with masks obscuring their identities. I wonder how many of my classmates from St. Isidor’s High are here tonight.

I can feel Amethyst’s whole body leaning in that direction.

The room is alive with laughter and music and the occasional chime of glasses clinking together. It’s a wonder we couldn’t hear any of the noise in the hallway, but this far underground, everything is muted. As though the weight of rock and earth and cement depresses the sound of our voices.

“Over here.” Amethyst tugs me off to the side, where tables dressed in crisp white tablecloths present a truly impressive assortment of treats.

There are multicolored Jell-O molds shaped like jewels, teeny-tiny hamburgers that you can eat in a single bite, demi-teacups filled with frosty chocolate malts, and buttery crackers layered with Walsh BBQ’s signature burnt ends and a crisp green pickle. In spite of the nerves twisting my stomach into knots, my mouth waters.

We take up a position at one end of the buffet, where we’re out of the way and can see everything, but there are so many people here. Half of them are in masks like ours, which means they aren’t the person I’m looking for, but that leaves dozens of others to consider.

I snag two of the chocolate malts and offer one to Amethyst. “This is going to take a while.”

I sip and briefly close my eyes as the earthy rich malt flavor melts over my tongue, which is why I don’t see the person moving to my side until she speaks.

“Tru.”

Lila’s voice.

Lila’s voice.

Will Lila’s voice ever not send debilitating shivers down my spine?

“Lila,” I say, trying to ignore the thrill I feel that she recognized me so quickly. Mask and all.

“You shouldn’t be here.”

“I know,” I say, hoping my voice doesn’t betray my nerves as I search for somewhere to set the rest of my malt.

“Amie,” Lila says, her voice an unbroken plain.

“Lila,” Amethyst answers just as smoothly. “It’s Amethyst now.”

Lila nods in acknowledgment, then shifts to stand in front of me. “I thought you were keeping your distance from Underhill.”

She’s in a formfitting dress in Ops blue that ends midthigh. It’s simple and sleek, and her hair is pulled into a bun as it always is, but it doesn’t matter what she’s wearing, because it’s the way she looks at me that ignites every cell in my body. My skin hums, and I feel the warmth creeping into my cheeks because Lila Morgan is looking at me in a way she never has before.

“You aren’t planning to test, are you?” she asks.

“No.” I say, and do I imagine it, or does she look relieved? “But there’s someone I need to talk to.”

“Oh?” She lets the question linger, inviting me to tell her more.

I want to. And I think I can. Lila could have sounded the alarm after the funeral. Could have shared our names and faces with everyone in Underhill, but she didn’t. Even now, she came to talk to me instead of reporting my presence.

“I need to talk to the Saint. Do you know where I can find him?”

“I do,” she says without offering a real answer. “Is Sage here?”

Of course. She’s only looking at me because I am standing between her and her sister.

“No. She’s with Thea,” I say. “I told you she’d be safe, and she is.”

Her eyes flick from me to Amethyst and back, considering. Then she nods. “He’s with Ms. Jones.” She tips her head toward the stage, where the band is clearing the dais. “They’ll be interviewing the talents before they test.”

As if on cue, the room echoes with the sound of a chime. Seven people dressed in the plain black suits of the waitstaff appear, dragging dollies weighed down with large items draped in black velvet. These they place in a wide ring on what had been the dance floor, removing the drapes to reveal massive crystal columns, their insides a swirl of cloudy white. It takes three people to lift each one from the dollies and set them on the floor in a perfect circle.

A tall woman with vibrant brown skin, dressed in a sweeping gown in Executive gold, climbs the steps of the dais and takes the microphone. She needs no introduction. Everyone knows Boss Acosta.

Even though I’ve never met her, I know her.

“Good evening,” she says, and the crowd simmers into silence. “Welcome, honorable talents, to the event we look forward to all year.”

A few excited whispers ripple through the crowd; every eye is on her.

“As you are all aware, Underhill exists to fulfill a single purpose: to ensure that talents and topsiders exist in harmony, to ensure that we never again return to the ways of the lawless west. Everything we do is in service of that goal. Tonight, we will bear witness to the future of our society as the next generation demonstrates their talents for us. Not all will be chosen to become Apprentices, but there are many ways to serve our community, and we commend the bravery of all who join us here tonight.”

She pauses for the applause that follows. All around the room, the masked talents stand at rigid attention, determined and hopeful and anxious.

“Now, young ones. As is tradition, once your number is called, you will join my chief of Ops, Ms. Jones, for your Declaration of Talents before you return to the ring.”

Ms. Jones steps up behind Boss Acosta and nods smartly at the crowd. Ms. Jones is the kind of person who seems tall even though she’s shorter than me. She has the kind of complexion that’s so pale it’s nearly translucent, and pale brown hair that curls around her chin. She is an austere, intimidating woman, and even at this distance everything about her is sharp, from her cheekbones to the line of her skirt hovering exactly above her toes.

When she steps back, she’s joined by a man who looks so much like Logan that I have to remind myself to breathe. He’s tall and densely muscled, with dark hair and a square jaw. I swallow hard, searching for all the ways he isn’t like Logan. The heavy brow, the width of his nose, the way he stands rooted to the ground. Dressed all in Enforcer black, this must be the Saint.

Boss Acosta holds her hand out and dips it into a giant fishbowl filled with red slips of paper. There’s a small whisper of movement in the crowd as every aspiring talent raises the matching red tickets in their hands.

“Our first talent tonight will be number eight twenty-four.”

I watch Ms. Jones and the Saint exit through a door behind the dais. A moment later, number eight twenty-four follows them, surrendering their ticket to the man who guards the door.

“Change of plans,” I say.

Looks like I’ll be testing after all.
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The ticket dispenser stands by the stage beneath a curtain of gold light, its bronze casing polished and gleaming and stamped with the insignia of Underhill. Its mouth points toward the floor, and a little crank sits ready for someone to turn it and reveal a ticket. There’s a facsimile of it in St. Isidor’s. We pull tickets to determine which team goes first in a game, or the order of a talent show, or when there’s a raffle. All of it practice for this moment.

Standing next to the dispenser is an attendant clad all in black but for crisp white gloves.

There’s no line by the time I reach it.

I know the risks. Someone out there, maybe someone in this room, killed my parents to get to me. Someone killed Thea’s parents to get to her. One wrong step, and everyone here will see who —  what —  I am. If I’m exposed in a room like this, I’ll end up in a very dark, very deep cell.

But I’ve trained for this. Logan made sure that if pressed, I could pass as a bullseye.

I somehow thought he’d be here when I did it. To make sure nothing went wrong.

“Tru.” I hear Lila’s voice behind me.

I’m afraid that if I stop to talk this through, I’ll lose my nerve. I can do this.

I reach for the crank. There’s a clicking sound, and the dispenser spits out twin tickets like a tongue. I take them and look down at my number. Eight thirty-six.

The attendant steps up, and I rip the two tickets apart, placing one in their outstretched palm. With a short nod of acknowledgment, they turn and step onto the stage to deposit the ticket in the glass bowl at Boss Acosta’s side.

“Tru.” I’m surprised when Lila’s hand closes around my wrist. “What have you done?”

Her voice is low and urgent, and when I turn, I see that her eyes are wide with something like alarm. I can’t make any sense of that, so I pull my hand out of her grasp.

“It doesn’t concern you,” I say.

She opens her mouth to respond and shuts it again. I can’t help but notice the way she tugs her bottom lip between her teeth. She doesn’t say anything, but abruptly turns on her heel and leaves.

“What was that about?” Amethyst watches her go.

“I’m honestly not sure,” I say.

For the next hour, Boss Acosta calls number after number. We watch as hopeful talents disappear through the door behind the dais, then return and take their place in the ring. Props are brought in as needed, and once they reach the center, a force field hums to life, sending a dome of steely blue arching over the entire ring.

At first, I think it’s to force us to finish our tests, but I see my error when a strongarm tosses an old jukebox toward the crowd. The force field sings in protest but prevents the heavy machine from crashing into the crowd.

No two tests are alike, though each test is catered to one of the four talents. Strongarms are given tests of strength, like the jukebox. Wingtips are tested on their agility and speed, bullseyes on their precision. If there were a bombshell in the mix, I presume they’d be tested on their control, but none are announced tonight.

I’ve heard stories about Lila’s test. I think everyone has. It was a few months after her father’s accident. Ms. Jones stepped into the ring with her. At first, it seemed that Lila had lost her nerve. She just stood there, staring at her new benefactor. The crowd began to murmur, and even Boss Acosta seemed poised to fail Lila on the spot.

Then Ms. Jones rushed forward. She attacked, darting across the ring with enough force to knock the unmoving Lila flat but without using her own talent. Lila tried to defend herself, but it was no use. Ms. Jones was relentless, attacking without remorse or sympathy. Lila was knocked down again and again, her temper flaring each time. Everyone thought they were about to witness the death of Ms. Jones, that Lila was going to follow in her father’s footsteps and lose control.

The crowd moved back from the ring. Despite the protective force field. They say some people even left the room, sure the test would end in disaster.

But Lila kept her cool. Climbing to her feet again and again until she did something truly remarkable.

They say she took three steps back from Ms. Jones and went very still. The room fell silent but for a hum coming from Lila herself. When Ms. Jones rushed her again, Lila pulsed as though she were a star. A single, controlled burst of sound and force that knocked Ms. Jones flat on her back and secured Lila’s place among the Apprentices.

Everyone at school couldn’t stop talking about it. How insensitive it was of her to show up to the gala in the first place. How Underhill shouldn’t allow bombshells to be Apprentices at all, much less Associates. How it wouldn’t be long before Lila lost control like her drunk of a father had.

I wish I could have seen it.

Boss Acosta calls another number and another. I try to ignore everything except the activity in the ring.

I wonder how they would test a bastion. It’s not as if it takes any kind of skill to drag a blade across my palm. There is no way to maximize my talent through practice or diligence. Compared to something as impressive as a wingtip, bastions are next to useless.

“Hey.” Amethyst gives me a surreptitious nudge.

I blink and realize that Boss Acosta has called a number. She rakes her eyes over the crowd and tries again. “Number eight thirty-six,” she says, holding the red ticket out. “Going once?”

“Me.” I clear my throat and try again. “Here. I’m here.”

Boss Acosta gives me a sympathetic smile and gestures toward the door.

“Good luck,” Amethyst mutters.

I take a deep breath and start for the door. My head feels airy, and my skin tingles as my body processes the unique stress of this moment. It’s a chemical response. And it’s necessary.

Don’t resist that feeling, Logan told me on more than one occasion. That is your body giving you everything you need to survive whatever comes next. It’s fuel. Just remember to breathe.

I breathe. In and out. It doesn’t seem like enough, but it’s all I have. In and out. One breath and another.

“Wait.” For the third time this evening, I hear Lila’s voice. She catches my hand and presses something cool and hard into my palm. “Drink this.”

I glance down and see that I’m holding a vial of purple liquid. “Is this . . .?” I turn my eyes back to Lila, not sure what to think.

“There’s no time, Tru, just drink it.” There’s sweat at her temples. She ran for this. This is why she left so suddenly. For me. “Please. I know this is the single most ridiculous thing I’ve ever said to you, but, please, trust me.”

Her expression softens, and for an instant I see the sincerity that haunts her. The part of Lila Morgan that she keeps locked away behind heavy steel doors because opening them means getting hurt by whoever is on the other side.

“Lila, I —” I start, but she cuts me off.

“You kept my sister safe,” she says. “Now let me do the same for you.”

We know so little about each other, but I know her panic is real. And it’s for me.

With my eyes on hers, I empty the vial onto my tongue. It’s floral and a little astringent and exactly what I expect it to be: lavender.

Lila relaxes visibly and takes the empty vial from me as we reach the door. The waiting attendant holds out a silver tray with a sleek gold pen resting on one side.

“Write your name on the back of the ticket, then place it in the slot.” The attendant gestures to what looks like an old-fashioned mail slot in the wall. “Tickets will be collected after the test is administered and determinations made. Your name and identity will remain a secret until then.”

I do as I’m told and add my name to the back of the ticket, then drop it through the slot. Unless something goes very wrong, I’ll be long gone before anyone reads the name Tru Stallard.

The door opens, and I turn to give one last look over my shoulder. Lila is a point of light in the swirling crowd, her eyes fixed on me with an almost furious focus.

And I realize now why that gaze has felt so different recently. Why it’s felt like she sees me more than she used to.

It’s because she does.

The real question is: How does she know?
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With the taste of lavender on my tongue, I pass through the door and find myself in a narrow hallway. A single light glows at the end, and I move toward it. The walls are close enough that I can skim my fingers over them on either side. I’ve been underground for hours, but this actually feels like it. Almost like I’m being buried alive.

The tunnel deposits me in a dimly lit room shaped like a cave and lined with soft-looking chairs. In the middle of the room are two people.

“Welcome, Talent.” I recognize Ms. Jones’s voice right away. “I am Ms. Jones, and this is the Saint.”

The Saint doesn’t even look up. He bobs his head in greeting.

“In order to protect your anonymity, please do not offer your name,” Ms. Jones adds.

“Okay,” I say, staring at the Saint, trying to convey how desperately I need to talk to him. Hoping he will look up and see the urgency in my eyes. “It’s nice to meet you.”

Ms. Jones extends an arm toward me, and I move closer, stopping just out of her reach. “Before you enter the ring, you must declare your talent. This is separate from the official registry, which you must still complete when you turn eighteen. Do you understand?” I nod, and she continues. “Which talent will you declare?”

“Bullseye,” I state, trying to sound sure of myself.

“May your heart be as true as your aim,” she says, quoting the familiar bullseye motto. “And if you are selected to join the ranks of Underhill Apprentices, which branch do you hope to serve?”

“Enforcement.” I say it without thinking, but the Saint finally looks up. At me. His eyes hard and penetrating.

“And what is it you hope to achieve by serving Underhill?” Ms. Jones prompts.

“To ensure peace and friendship between talents and topsiders across the nation,” I say, echoing the promise Boss Acosta made earlier tonight.

“Excellent. Please hold out your hand.”

I do as I’m told. The Saint catches my hand in his. He glowers the way Logan glowered, as though by hardening his expression he could dissuade anyone from talking to him. But I need to talk to him, and terrifying assassin scowls have never worked on me anyway.

I lean in, trying to think of the thing to say that will let him know I need his help without coming right out and saying so. Sage would tell me to trust Lila and by extension Ms. Jones, and maybe I should.

“Is it true that you were Logan Dire’s friend?” I say, hoping that invoking Logan’s name is enough to get his attention.

The Saint glares at me and doesn’t answer. In his other hand, a penknife flashes in the dim lighting. At first, I’m confused. We aren’t supposed to offer our blood tithe until we are selected and become sanctioned by Underhill. There’s no reason for them to take my blood right now.

I start to pull away, but the Saint holds on, and Ms. Jones smiles calmly. “Blood is often spilled in the pursuit of peace,” she explains, her voice heavy with notes of ceremony. “Will you demonstrate that you are willing to give your blood in service to Underhill?”

This is why Lila gave me the lavender. Because this is part of the ritual, and it would have exposed the truth of me.

“I will,” I say, hoping the lavender has had enough time to work its way into my system.

The Saint adjusts his grip to my thumb, bends it back slightly. My world narrows to the nearly invisible scar on that same thumb. The one I gave myself the day Logan introduced me to lavender and I cut too deep. How fitting that of all my fingers, the Saint has selected the same one I did.

The blade pierces my skin.

A cold sweat breaks out over my entire body as a line of red wells up and perches there. I stare at it, feeling faint with relief and confusion.

“We thank you for your sacrifice and bravery,” Ms. Jones says with approval.

I raise my injured thumb to my mouth on instinct. Apart from my cycle, this is only the second time I’ve seen my own blood. It feels strange and intimate. It makes me feel alive and vulnerable all at once, and right now, I am both of those things. But I am also safe. Lila made sure of it.

She knew. What I am. That I was going to be caught. And how to prevent it. The sequence of realizations breaks over me like waves.

The Saint gives me a nod of dismissal. Panic pinches my throat. I need his help, but I don’t know how to get it. I don’t know what else I can say to subtly communicate that we have a mutual friend, but I do know that if I say nothing, I gain nothing.

Then he leans forward and says, “Logan didn’t have friends.”

The sound of his voice rakes down my spine with unexpected intimacy. My head rings. Every muscle in my body locks up. I feel his hand on my elbow and nothing else.

I know that voice. I heard it once, but I have carried it in my heart for eight long years. It’s the voice that crawls through my worst dreams, that echoes through my worst memory, that whispers in the back of my mind every single day.

It is the voice of my parents’ killer.

I take a stumbling step away from the Saint. My body flushes hot to cold. I am standing mere inches from my parents’ murderer. I can still feel the echo of his fingers on my elbow, the warmth of his hand as it held mine. He is right here.

I’ve imagined this moment. Practiced it in my head. How I would take a knife and drive it into his neck. Or, if I had no knife, how I would use whatever was at my disposal —  a shoelace, a pencil, a teacup —  to efficiently end his life.

I have spent so much of my life wanting this man to die, and he is right in front of me.

And there is nothing I can do about it.

Except this. I let the shivering anger inside me harden to ice, and I lean toward him. “He had one,” I say. Venom in every syllable.

Something shifts in his face. He looks at me with sudden interest and suspicion, peering into my eyes for the clue he missed.

Logan told me more than once not to mistake anger for confidence. Clarity of purpose can be a double-edged sword. It will give you focus and make you vulnerable.

I rolled my eyes whenever he said it, but he was right. I let my anger lead me, and I see the moment the Saint weaves together threads of memory and knows me for who I am.

“Grey,” he says, the quiet rumble of his voice only for me.

My gut sours at the sound of my last name. The one I shared with the parents he murdered. I should deny it, but some part of me is glad he knows. Part of me wants him to see that he failed and I’m alive.

“It’s time,” Ms. Jones announces suddenly. “They’re waiting for you.”

The Saint never takes his eyes off me. The expression on his face isn’t furious or confused or anything like that. It’s wonder. Sheer joy at having found me.

And even though I like to think I’m unshakable, there’s something about that expression on the face of a trained assassin that chills me to the core.

Mistake, I think. I’ve just made a massive mistake.

With stilted steps, I turn and step back through the door into the silver and gold lights of the ballroom.
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“The best way to hide the secret of what you are is to convince people they already know the truth.”

We were inside Logan’s apartment in the West Bottoms, a series of targets arrayed before me.

“Better to have an unremarkable talent than a remarkable one,” I said. This was something my parents had taught me from a very young age. My talent was a secret, and the best way to keep it was to pretend that I had another, and the easiest one to fake was also the most common. “I can hit all of those.”

“I believe you can. But a true bullseye needs to see the target only once to hit it, even if their eyes are closed.”

My stomach dropped. “I can’t do that.”

“Not yet,” he said, and his words were so open, so inviting, that I believed him.
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I feel electric. Effervescent with rage. And weak in every part of my body.

There is a blur of motion. The crowd applauds, and I am ushered into the ring. I hear someone call out my number and inform everyone that I am testing in the bullseye track, but the room is still swirling around me.

I skim the crowd for any sign of my parents’ killer. I know his moniker. And his face. For the first time in my life, I have a target.

But I’m pretty certain I also just became one.

I blink and try to clear my head. The ring is empty except for a table upon which are rows of delicate throwing stars, each small enough to fit in the palm of my hand. Small, light, and flat, they will be incredibly difficult to throw accurately. Even for a bullseye. A real bullseye.

Failure is one thing. Plenty of people fail to perform to Underhill’s standards. The test isn’t designed to be easy; it’s designed to evaluate how we perform under pressure. It’s designed to determine who among us is most worthy of carrying the seal of Underhill. Plenty of people don’t achieve that rank.

But when you are standing in the heart of Underhill, there’s a world a difference between having a weak talent and having no talent, and one will bring more attention down on me than the other.

The force field snaps, and a glowing translucent dome appears above my head.

“Candidate eight thirty-six,” the announcer’s voice echoes through the room. “Your test begins . . . now.”

For a second, the ring remains empty. Then a minuscule drone drops through the force field, silver pale and making no sound at all.

I reach for one of the throwing stars. It’s cold to the touch; the edges are hard and sharp. But it is featherlight. Susceptible to the smallest shift in the air. There’s no way I can hit the drone with it. There’s no way.

Panic lodges in my throat. I swallow hard and tell myself that I’m as prepared for this as I can possibly be. I have years of training under my belt. But I was training to pass. To hide in plain sight. Not to show off for all of Underhill.

A second drone drops through the force field, followed by a third. They zip around one another in a frenzied dance I can’t track. They’re moving too fast, and I am not a bullseye.

My breath quickens, and sweat slicks my palms as the full weight of what I’ve done settles firmly over me. In another minute, everyone in this room will know that I’ve been pretending. My secrets will be revealed, and Boss Acosta will lock me away. My parents will have died for nothing. Logan too. All because I was reckless.

Don’t overthink it. Logan’s voice is in my head as I shift my grip on the throwing star and try to focus on one of the three drones.

I take a deep breath, and before I can think too hard, I pull my arm back and throw. The star flies wide.

The crowd sighs in disappointment, but I reach for a second star and fire again.

Again, my star misses, colliding with the force field instead of a drone. The audience shifts and whispers. I can feel their concern, their curiosity tipping over into suspicion.

Even a weak bullseye should be able to get close once. If I miss again, they’re going to start asking questions, start looking closer. My anonymity only extends so far.

Directly across from me, movement catches my eye. Someone steps closer to the ring. It takes me a second to realize that it’s Lila.

She stands with her hands folded calmly before her, a single still point in the swirl of the room. Her eyes lock onto mine with such calm focus that the vise around my lungs loosens.

I take one breath and then another, letting my breathing create an internal rhythm. Exactly as Logan taught me.

Everything in this world breathes, he said. Before you aim for any target, you must first breathe with it.

The drones zips from one side of the ring to the other, the whir of their propellers nearly inaudible. Nearly. I slow my breathing so I can listen to theirs, and gradually the pattern of their dance emerges. I can see it, predict it, and before I can overthink anything, I grip the star between my thumb and forefinger and take aim.

The star sings as it flies through the air and pierces the drone’s side with a metallic crunch. On instinct now, I reach for another star, listen, and throw. I don’t pause before reaching for another star, letting my senses guide my muscles as I loose another star. My aim is good and the second and third drones fall in quick succession now, crashing to the floor at my feet.

The crowd offers polite applause letting me know that my performance was far from perfect, but it was passable. No one gives me a second glance as Boss Acosta’s voice over the microphone congratulates me on my demonstration. “Thank you for sharing your talent with us, eight thirty-six,” she says, dismissing me.

The force field snaps off. In an instant, Lila is by my side.

“We should get you out of here,” she utters the words softly, but I can hear the intensity in her voice. She’s worried. About me, I think.

That makes two of us.

“Where’s Amethyst?” I spin, searching the crowded room for her.

Instead of my friend, I spot the Saint. He stands inside the ring where I was a moment ago, scanning the room for me.

“I’m right here,” Amethyst says, stepping up on my other side. “Am I reading things wrong, or do we have a problem?”

“Is it that obvious?” I spare a glance over my shoulder, but the crowd is too thick to see much of anything.

Amethyst gives a dry laugh. “When you came out of that room, he was two steps behind you, looking particularly deadly.”

Of course he followed me out. I was too overwhelmed to notice.

“This way.” Lila cuts toward the side of the room, angling temporarily away from the doors.

The crowd chatters happily as everyone awaits the next demonstration. They drift away from the ring, spreading out and giving us cover as we try to hurry without looking like we’re hurrying.

I catch sight of the Saint again. He walks calmly toward us, appearing and vanishing between gaps in the crowd, pacing us as Lila angles back toward the doors. Stalking us. And even though he can’t do anything to me while we’re inside Underhill, his attention is a threat.

“We have to go faster,” I say.

Lila and Amethyst follow my gaze.

The Saint vanishes behind a cluster of revelers and doesn’t reappear. This is a trap. He wanted me to see him. He wants me to know that he’s on my trail and we’re in his territory. He may not strike until we’re clear of Underhill, but he’ll be waiting for us the second we cross the threshold.

“Please tell me you have a way out of here that isn’t the way we came in,” I say to Lila.

I have no idea what she understands or knows, no idea why she helped me before the test, but she did. I can trust it without knowing the reason.

She nods. “Follow me.”

She leads us into the main corridor, instantly cutting left, away from the elevators. After a few feet, she ducks through a narrow doorway that deposits us in a tight circular room. A single light glows beside the door, revealing a ladder that climbs up one side and disappears into the darkness above.

Amethyst groans at the sight. “I cannot believe you’re going to make me regret wearing heels.”

“At least they aren’t stilettos,” I offer.

Amethyst grumbles in response then grabs ahold of the first rung.

“This will take you to the west side of Union Station,” Lila says.

I hesitate. I have so many questions, but there’s no time for any of them. “Thank you,” I say, hoping she understands that I’m thanking her for more than our escape.

She nods once. Hesitates, like she wants to say more, but she decides against it and takes a step back, giving me room to climb. Above me, the purple layers of Amethyst’s tulle skirt catch what little light there is, fluttering like petals. I can hear her small grunts echoing up and down the long shaft as she climbs.

I pull myself onto the first rung, and before I can reach for the second, Lila’s hand is on my arm.

“Tru,” she whispers, and even though her voice is soft, I hear it like the clear tone of a bell. “Tell me what this is about,” she says. “Why is the baby so important?”

Her fingers curl around my forearm, the pressure light but insistent. A silent plea to trust her.

“Thea is a bastion,” I say.

Her eyes widen, and her hand falls from my arm. I sway toward her without meaning to.

“Both of you?” She glances up to where Amethyst is still climbing. “Do they know?”

“About Thea,” I say, letting the rest go unsaid.

Lila raises one hand to her mouth, pressing her knuckles against her lips in thought. She stares into the middle distance, the outline of her shoulders barely visible in the dark.

After a moment, she drops her hand and looks up into my eyes again. My heart stutters.

“The lavender will wear off soon,” she says. “But if someone knows —” She stops as the realization hits. “He knows, doesn’t he? Despite the lavender. What did you do?”

I bristle at the implication that I made a mistake, even if it’s maybe a little bit true. But mistake or not, tonight wasn’t a complete waste. I know more than I did before. I know that the person who killed my parents is inside Underhill, and I know that Lila Morgan has been keeping my secret.

But there is still one thing I don’t know.

“How did you know what I am?” I ask, shifting my grip on the ladder.

She blinks, her expression shuttering closed. Her cool exterior slides into place like a vault door, sealed and locked, and I’m half convinced she’s going to walk away without answering me.

Then she leans in, closing the distance between us until I can feel the warmth of her body on the bare skin of my shoulder. She tilts her head to look up, her mouth so close to mine.

“Because you were shot.” Before I can voice my confusion, she explains. “That night at your house. You were shot but you weren’t injured.”

“I wasn’t,” I protest. “You’re the only one who fired at us that night. And it was a warning shot.”

Even as I say it, I recall the sound of gunfire and the hole I found in the leg of my jeans the next morning. Just a random rip that could have come from anywhere. But now I remember.

I was running when the gun went off, and I felt a faint pressure in my leg. There and gone so fast I didn’t even think about it. There must have been a bruise. Healing even as my heart was breaking and too small to for me to notice while Thea demanded every spare bit of my attention.

“Was it a warning shot?” I ask.

Even though I know the answer, I need to hear her say it.

“No,” she says plainly. “I shot you.”

“You shot me?”

Her smile spreads. “Just a little. I was under orders to keep the situation contained, so I fired. And I hit you in the leg. You stopped because you heard the gun, and then you turned around, and there wasn’t any pain on your face. You had no idea that you’d been hit. And I knew instantly what you were.”

She looks at me now the way she did that day. With the softest kind of curiosity and wonder. She looks at me like she never wants to look away again.

“Tru!” Amethyst’s voice comes from far above, hissing down the corridor. “Where the hell are you?”

“Coming!” I call, even though I want nothing more than to stay here, hanging on the bottom rung of this ladder, looking into the deep pools of Lila Morgan’s eyes.

Lila steps back, leaving too much space between us. “Go,” she says. “Wherever you’re staying, stay safe.”

“I will,” I say, and then I force myself to look away and climb up after Amethyst.

When we finally reach the top we’re panting and covered in sweat. We find ourselves in another small enclosure with a single door that opens onto the train tracks behind the station. After a survey of the surrounding area, we make a run for it, not stopping until we reach the car.

Amethyst must decide to save her questions for when we’re with the others, because she doesn’t talk on the ride home. I take a circuitous route, making sure to check for any signs of pursuit before finding a new spot to park the car. Then we spend our prescribed twenty minutes watching for unusual activity around the Sizzle Griddle before we make our approach.

We spill through the back door with twin sighs of relief. Amethyst has her shoes kicked off and is already unbuttoning the back of her skirt before we notice that something is off.

The lights are on. Not a few, all of them. Every single light in the Sizzle is blazing, when at least half should be off for the night. Sage has created a strict schedule to ensure that Thea gets enough sleep and doesn’t wake us up at three a.m., and the lights over the cots and Thea’s bed should be dark. But they’re on, and Thea’s bed is empty.

Sage is seated at the counter with her hands clasped tightly in front of her, a stricken expression on her face.

“What is it?” I ask, crossing the room in three strides. “What’s wrong? Where’s Thea?”

“I’m sorry,” Sage answers, shoulders climbing up toward her ears. “I’m sorry. It’s not my fault. I tried to stop him.”

“Tried to stop who?” I demand, panic driving my voice higher. “What are you talking about?”

“It’s Embry,” she says. “He took Thea.”
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We started delivering pastries the year I enrolled in high school. Despite visiting the same shops over and over again, Logan never let us stay any longer than was required to make our delivery.

“Why can’t we stay for lunch?” I asked the third time Ms. Devlin, who ran the First Cup, extended the invitation.

“On the house,” she said, trying to tempt us into staying.

“We have lunch at home,” he answered.

I liked Ms. Devlin. She always had a hot chocolate ready for me and never asked about my mom. Other people did. Not unkindly or in a prying way —  they just saw a young girl with the person they presumed to be her birth father, and they wondered where the other parent was. I got used to the spike of sorrow that pressed into my heart whenever someone asked if she was home or if these were her recipes or commented on how lucky she was to have two such bakers in the house. They didn’t mean anything by it, and even though the answer I gave them was a lie, it still pinged against a painful truth.

But Ms. Devlin seemed to sense it wasn’t a topic I wanted to discuss. Instead, she smiled and asked which pastries were my favorite to make and which classes I was enrolling in at school. She teased Logan about having only one shirt when she knew he had many versions of the same shirt, and she never pressed for any information we didn’t offer first.

Yet every time she invited us to stick around for breakfast or lunch or tea, Logan politely declined.

“I don’t understand,” I protested. “She’s nice, she’s not nosy, and she sells every single croissant we bring her. Why can’t we sit down and eat some food? She’s our friend.”

“That’s why,” he said as we climbed into the car parked right out front.

The First Cup sat on an out-of-the-way residential street that coiled through the Fairway neighborhood. The strip of businesses had been designed to look like a fairy-tale village. Stonework walls with tiled slate rooftops, every window decorated with flower boxes just now filling up with the first green shoots of spring.

“We can’t stay because she’s our friend?” I asked, more confused than before.

“Right.” Logan started the car and pulled onto the road.

“Are you about to tell me that we can’t afford to have friends? Because you never know who you can trust?”

Logan cast me a sidelong look that very clearly accused me of being obnoxious. “I am not.”

“What, then?”

“Trust is dangerous. I’m not saying you shouldn’t do it. But you should never believe that trust is fixed in place. It is as fluid as anything else: anger, love, sorrow.”

“But trust isn’t an emotion.” The world according to Logan Dire was never quite what I expected it to be, but this was strange even for him.

“Maybe not, but it also isn’t a promise. It’s a state of being; it expands and contracts depending on myriad circumstances. Placing trust in a person is like placing trust in the ocean. It will change from one moment to the next in ways you can never anticipate.” He turned onto Ward Parkway, zipping past the bustling shops of the plaza, every building sporting a fancy Spanish facade. “Even if that person is a friend.”

“Are you saying that we can’t eat Ms. Devlin’s food because we can’t trust her?” I asked, exasperated.

“No,” Logan answered solemnly. “I’m saying we can’t eat her food because it will make us want to. You will make friends, Tru. I want you to, but you must never fool yourself into believing that you can trust them.”
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“What do you mean he took Thea? He took Thea where?” I barely avoid slamming my fist on the counter.

“He said that tonight was too good of an opportunity to waste. While everyone was in Underhill, he could sneak Thea into the broadcast studio because who’s going to stop the son of Boss Acosta?”

“To do what?” I ask.

“To do what he said: announce to everyone that Thea is alive so no one can try to steal her.” Sage looks deeply apologetic, and I know this isn’t her fault, but it’s hard not to seethe in her direction.

Their phones buzz with a notification from BountyApp. I know what it will be, but I’m still disappointed when Amethyst holds her phone out for me to see.

A special message from Underhill Studio flashes bright red against the golden icon. She taps it, and Embry’s face appears in the center, the image in the usual black-and-white cast. He dressed in one of Logan’s suits for the occasion, and it’s easy to see why he has been elected class president every year of our high school career. He looks smart and serious and capable. He gives the camera a stern nod and begins to speak.

“Good evening. My name is Embry Acosta, and I am coming you tonight in an unconventional way with an unconventional message. Several nights ago, there was a horrendous attack on Underhill Associates Karla and Maxwell Henry. The couple was murdered while on assignment, allegedly by the notorious Logan Dire, who was also accused of killing their infant daughter, Samanthea Henry.

“As a result, my mother, better known as Boss Acosta, placed a kill bounty on Logan Dire, which was successfully executed. Logan Dire is dead, but I’m here to tell you that at least some of the charges brought against him were false, and I can prove it.”

Embry pauses here and ducks briefly off-screen. When he returns, Thea is in his arms. She squirms and babbles, completely unaware of what is going on. My heart seizes. I want nothing more than to fly out the door and to her side.

“This is Samanthea Henry,” Embry says. “The night her parents were murdered, two assassins broke into her house and attempted to kidnap her. They were unsuccessful, yet her murder was reported as fact and attributed to Logan Dire.”

Thea reaches for the camera, entranced by the lights and desperate to put her mouth on it the way she does with everything else.

“Idiot,” Amethyst grumbles, handing the phone over to me and ducking into the bathroom. I can hear her shimmying out of her dress and into what I assume are clothes more appropriate for running. “Tru!”

I turn in time to catch a sports bra and a T-shirt.

“The only explanation is that someone wants Thea for themselves. For pretty effed-up reasons, if you ask me. And they wanted everyone to believe she was dead so they could get away with it.” Embry says it all while absently bouncing Thea on one knee. “But we’re tired of hiding. We want everyone to know that Thea is alive, and since Logan Dire was framed for her murder, Underhill should open an investigation into the murder of her parents.”

As quickly as I can, I strip out of my jumpsuit and dress in the clothing Amethyst throws my way.

“Thank you and, um, good night.”

Embry and Thea are briefly replaced with the Underhill Studio logo before the screen goes dark.

“What are we doing?” Sage asks, reaching for her shoes.

“We’re going after his dumb ass.” Amethyst pries open the weapons trunk and reaches inside for a brace of knives, which she fastens around her waist. “Hopefully we won’t be too late.”

“Too late for what?” Sage asks.

“To get to him first,” I say, lacing my sneakers and joining Amethyst. I scan the trunk for the belt of throwing daggers and slip it over my shoulder.

“How do you know anyone is going to go after him?” Sage isn’t this naive, but she’s scared, and some part of her is holding on to the hope that Embry hasn’t just stepped into a world of danger.

Their phones buzz again. A green exclamation point appears next to the gold BountyApp icon. Sage taps, and a picture of Embry appears at the top of the screen. Immediately beneath it is the bounty.


CAPTURE BOUNTY: EMBRY ACOSTA

For the kidnapping of an as-yet-unidentified child and the spreading of misinformation.

REWARD: $70,000

SPONSOR: Underhill, Inc.



“Seventy thousand?!” Sage nearly gags. “For a capture bounty?”

She reaches for her jacket, then dips into the weapons trunk for the first thing she sees. She comes up with a small bag of marbles, which seem innocent until they’re thrown at your head by a bullseye. Logan always kept them around for me. Mostly for practice, but they make excellent weapons.

If we’d lacked evidence that Underhill was somehow involved, this would have sealed the deal. Mere moments passed between Embry’s broadcast and the posting of the bounty. The only reason for a bounty to post that fast is if the sponsor has more information than everyone else. For example, if they knew for certain that the baby in Embry’s arms was exactly who he claimed she was. A capture bounty will ensure that Embry, and presumably Thea, end up in Underhill’s hands.

“We need to move,” Amethyst says.

We pick the nearest car and pile inside. Sage climbs in the back, Amethyst into the passenger seat, and I take the wheel.

“What if he leaves the studio?” Sage asks.

“I’m texting him,” Amethyst reports as I race in the right direction. “But he’s not answering.”

“Not a good sign,” I mutter, taking a turn so sharp the tires squeal.

“I guess it’s not hard for anyone to figure out where he is right now.” Sage leans forward, hands braced against the front seats. “Still no answer.”

We fly down Main Street, and it’s pure luck that there are no cops around to see. Hopefully, everyone else pursuing Embry right now is either more concerned with red lights or much farther away than we are.

I slow as we approach the turn onto Ward Parkway, because even under pressure, there’s no way I’m speeding through the plaza. The fountain is bright, with spotlights on the horses rearing out of the water. Before us, the plaza streets open wide and groups of pedestrians trickle out of restaurants and bars as they shut down for the night.

We cruise through in silence, pausing at every stop sign and pedestrian crossing, increasingly anxious that any one of these people might be headed to the same place we are. Finally, we’re through, and I park the car a half block from our destination. We hurry out of the car and jog the rest of the way.

The Plaza Vista building rises ten stories high, each layer walled with glass panes that reflect the warm glitter of plaza lights. It sits at the far west end of the row, towering over everything like a proud monarch. It houses a few restaurants and one fancy law firm, and somewhere, in its floors above, KC Nexus Studios. It’s the kind of place that always looks closed even if it’s open. Right now, only a few of the glass windows are illuminated.

“So, what’s our plan?” Amethyst scans the building as we pause across the street. The front door stands in the center of a courtyard, boxed in on three sides and looking a lot like a trap. “That way looks like a really bad idea.”

“If he’s in the studio, then we need to go up,” Sage reasons. “What about the parking garage?”

“We have to assume we’re not the first ones here,” I say automatically. “And that Embry would have seen the bounty just like we did and started moving.”

“Are you saying you don’t think he’s here anymore?” Sage asks.

“I’m saying Embry knows his exits, and he’s probably headed for one right now.”

Just then, there’s a crash above us. I look up in time to see Embry hurtling toward the ground, Thea clutched in his arms, and a second-story window shattered in his wake.
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He hits the ground feet first, momentum sending him into a forward roll. Thea tumbles with him, her little body locked in the strong cage of his arms.

“Thea!” I reach for her, my heart thumping hard in my throat.

“She’s fine,” Embry manages as he climbs to his feet. Thea whimpers and squirms, proving him right. While Embry is covered in little cuts and bruises, she is completely uninjured. “She’s indestructible, remember?”

“She’s still a baby,” I say, pulling her into my arms. “She’s terrified.”

“I’m fine, too, by the way,” he says, but that’s all the time he gets before a figure appears in the busted-out window above.

They are dressed for the hunt. Their dark clothing fitted, their face an eerie blur behind a face scrubber. A blunt cudgel gripped in one hand. They pause at the edge of the gaping hole and seem to be preparing to make the leap.

Sage doesn’t hesitate. She dips into her little sack of marbles, takes aim, and nails the would-be bounty hunter between the eyes. They fall back and out of view.

“Come on.” I turn toward the car, but at that moment, two more figures appear, one at each end of the street, their faces hidden behind the blurs of their face scrubbers.

The second they see us, they begin to run. In an instant, our path to the car is cut off. Our only way out is the narrow street leading into the plaza.

“Go!” I shout.

I hardly register the moment Embry plucks Thea from my arms, but I’m grateful for it. She may be a baby, but she’s still heavy, and I can run much faster without her, while Embry hardly notices the extra weight.

We sprint toward Brush Creek. Once we’re in the plaza, the streets are wide and the alleys nonexistent, which seriously limits our options. I try to come up with a plan, try to remember what Logan would say other than run.

“A strongarm and a bullseye,” Amethyst reports, having twisted to look over her shoulder as only a wingtip could. “What about the one Sage hit?”

“Wingtip,” Embry says darkly. “I was out of options. Hence the window.”

“We’re about to be out of options again,” Sage says.

Brush Creek appears ahead of us, a deep canal bordered by four-lane thoroughfares on either side. It’s a wide-open space, and as soon as we hit it, we’ll be five little fish in a great big barrel.

Logan made me memorize the maps of every neighborhood in the city. We’re caught between Mission and Ward Parkway. Giant neighborhoods of mostly affluent folk with big houses, great sec systems, and not a lot of great places to hide. Our best bet is to circle back to the car and get the hell out of here.

Before I can say it, there’s a whistling sound. I feel a gust of wind, then Sage grunts and hits the ground, her feet twisted up in a bolas.

I turn, and instead of two pursuers, I see four figures converging on us. No, five.

We skid to a halt, and I can see everything clearly. By the time Sage is free, we’ll be caught. This is the clutch point.

Some of us can run, but not all of us.

“Amethyst, you and Sage take Thea and get back to the car,” I say hurriedly as I kneel next to Sage and cut through the tie of the bolas. She winces and rotates her foot. The dense rubber balls on either end of the line did some damage to her ankles. She won’t be able to run for very long.

“What are you going to do?” Sage takes my hand and holds on tight.

I look up at Embry.

He nods, having come to the same conclusion. “We’re going to hold them off. The bounty’s only on me, right? It’s capture, not find. If they want the money, they’ll follow us instead of you.”

It hadn’t occurred to me, but he’s right. The bounty is only on him. In the case of a kidnapping —  a real kidnapping —  there would have been dual bounties. A capture on the perpetrator and a find on the kid. The fact that no Find bounty was issued makes it even more obvious that whoever’s behind this wants Thea to disappear.

“What?” Sage tugs on my hand, getting awkwardly to her feet. “You can’t! Especially you.” She gives me a hard look. “You don’t even take phys ed!”

I think of all the years I spent avoiding any activity that might give me away to my friends. As far as Sage knows, I have the fighting capabilities of Thea. Less than Thea, because as far as Sage knows, I’m just a mediocre bullseye with low blood sugar.

I search for an explanation that will convince her to go with Amethyst and leave me and Embry behind. “I am Logan Dire’s daughter,” I say.

And with those five words, the resistance goes out of Sage’s eyes. All at once she seems to understand that if there were things she didn’t know about Papa Stallard, there are things she also doesn’t know about me. She nods, then hurries after Amethyst and Thea.

I surreptitiously swipe the pad of my thumb along the blade of my knife and am relieved when it comes away clean. The lavender Lila gave me has worn off.

I turn back to Embry, who is looking at me like Sage did. But there is no time for questions. A small beanbag hits Embry square in the chest, shot from a beanbag gun, and he staggers back in pain. In a way, we’re lucky. Bounty hunters don’t win their bounty if their target turns up dead. Unless that’s the point of the bounty.

For better or worse, our pursuers have an interest in keeping Embry alive.

Still, if he’s knocked unconscious, we’re as good as caught.

We sprint back toward the plaza shops and duck into a parking garage. At this time of night, there aren’t many cars left, but it’s dark, with plenty of concrete posts to provide a little cover.

We make it halfway to the stairwell when the first bounty hunter reaches us. A wingtip. They whisper in like a shadow and sweep a kick at Embry’s ankles.

He goes down, and before he can get back up, the wingtip is there again, knocking him flat.

Instinct kicks in. Long hours of training with the most accomplished wingtip in talent history has prepared me for this exact moment.

Before they can strike again, I draw one knife and step into their attack. Logan’s voice in my head reminds me not to trust my eyes, but my other senses, the ones that know when someone is going to stand up or step right on the sidewalk when I go left, the ones that speak to me every day without my noticing.

A wingtip may have speed and agility, but one well-placed hit will still take them down, Logan would say.

I block their next blow with an upraised arm, then swivel low to avoid their return strike. They do exactly as I anticipated, swinging so hard that they expose their back to me. The second I see it, I slam the butt of my knife into the back of their head.

They crumble to their knees, unconscious.

Embry blinks up at me, but he doesn’t say anything as he pushes himself off the floor. Just as he gets to his feet, another beanbag nails him in the upper arm. He grunts, and together we dart into the stairwell.

“You go,” he says, communicating a plan with two simple words.

I dart up the stairs, making enough noise to draw our pursuer, while Embry plants himself inside the doorway. The bullseye takes the bait and rushes straight through the door. The second they pass the threshold, Embry slams them into the wall. They crumple to the ground.

Two down, I think.

We climb two more levels and emerge on the fifth floor, racing across the empty space toward the opposite stairwell. Before we make it, a blur-faced bounty hunter emerges, blocking our way. We start to turn around, but the fourth hunter has appeared in the stairwell we just exited, trapping us in the space between.

“Run or fight?” Embry asks, pressing his back to mine as the hunters advance from either side. Thankfully, neither of them appears to be a bullseye or we would already be unconscious.

“Fight,” I say.

I feel Embry shift on his feet, adopting a defensive stance. I do the same and notice the way my opponent nods to Embry’s. These two are working together. Not good.

They feint in one direction, then pivot, forcing us to shift around each other instead of with. It’s a subtle trick, but it puts Embry off balance. He stumbles into me, unable to course correct in time.

Our attackers take advantage, moving in fast. A fist lands in my side, the impact so strong that if I were anyone else, several ribs would be broken. As it is, I struggle to suck in a breath.

I recover in time to dodge a follow-up blow aimed at my head. But I’m too close to respond in kind. There is nothing I can do against a strongarm in close quarters other than not die.

I hear a loud crack and a grunt. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Embry’s attacker fly backward across the garage. The movement draws my attacker’s attention long enough for me to make my move.

I duck low and spin around on my knees, driving my knife into their calf. It’s a good wound. Debilitating but far from lethal. They go down with a surprised cry of pain.

The second attacker is up now. Moving toward us with determined, angry steps. I see their path before they’ve fully decided to take it, and I spring into action. They swing, but I’m three steps ahead. I feel the rush of cool air on my face as I evade blow after blow, each one bringing me closer to my moment.

Then, finally, I see it.

I swivel, offering my back to my opponent for a single precious moment, then I’m at their back, and I sink my knife into their upper thigh. Another perfectly nonlethal, perfectly painful wound.

They go down, but before Embry and I can do anything, our fifth pursuer appears in the stairwell. I spot the cudgel in their hand before they sprint toward us.

“Tru!” Embry calls for me. He’s perched on the short wall that marks the end of the garage, one hand reaching for me. We’re five stories up. Even I would take damage from a jump this high, but I trust him, so I run.

I take his hand, and he swings me onto his back as though I weigh no more than a scone. I hold on tight as he drops down the side of the building. My body jars when he catches the lip of the next level, and for a brief second we hang there, four long stories over the sidewalk below. Then he hoists us over the ledge and lands on solid ground once more.

We sprint toward the stairwell and fly down another level, aware that there is a wingtip on our tail. We hear them above us, hurrying down the stairwell. Then we hear something else.

The growl of a car engine through the empty garage.

“That’s them,” Embry says with confidence and almost relief.

We rush out of the stairwell in time to see Amethyst and Sage peel around the corner, tires squealing.

“Run!” Sage shouts, flinging the back door open wide as Amethyst does the same from the front.

We dive inside just as the wingtip bursts out of the stairwell behind us. The car doors are still open when Amethyst hits the gas and gets us out of there.
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The most obnoxious thing about having a formerly notorious, now retired assassin as a dad is that he can’t take a joke. If I wanted to do something as silly and childish as jumping out and shouting “Boo!” I had to expect that he would respond in the natural way, by sweeping my legs out from under me and putting me in a choke hold. I don’t know why it took me so long to learn that lesson.

The second most obnoxious thing is that movie night is almost never just a movie night.

The first time it happened, Logan pretty much told me what he was planning. I was in my classic sci-fi phase and asked him if we could rent Alien that night. He agreed, then he agreed to pizza and store-bought cupcakes, and I thought I had won the lottery. Then he said, “Nights like these are when you are most vulnerable to attack. You should practice remaining alert.”

“Yeah,” I agreed, too excited to really hear what he was saying. “I’ll keep my shoes on so I’m ready for anything.”

That night, we were deep into the movie when Logan went to the bathroom and didn’t come back. I’m still not sure how long it took me to notice, but eventually I hit pause and went to see if he was in the kitchen.

And the second I passed through the hallway connecting the living room to the kitchen, he attacked. His hand shot out from nowhere, gripped me by my opposite shoulder, and spun me into the room and completely off balance. Before I could react, he was on my other side, a knife in hand and driving toward my chest.

Even knowing I couldn’t be hurt, my desire to avoid getting stabbed was well honed. I blocked the knife with the back of one arm, but he had me pinned against the kitchen island, and I had no room to maneuver. He didn’t pull back or hesitate, but attacked with his free arm, this time aiming for my face.

Stay agile.

Keep fighting.

Always know your exits.

I recited those rules every day. Over and over again until they were the first thing I thought when I woke up and the last thing before I went to sleep.

I was pinned and close to giving up and taking whatever consequences that entailed, when I realized I had an exit.

I dropped to the ground and shoved backward off the floor, skidding through the cross section of the island. I tumbled out the other side, awkward and graceless but no longer pinned.

I gave a triumphant cry and completely wasted any advantage I’d gained. Logan sang around the island and knocked me flat on my back, pinning me in place with his knee on my chest.

“Do you want to examine your mistakes?” he asked. “Or return to the movie?”

I coughed and shoved his knee away. I was relatively sure that if I chose the latter, I’d find myself in another practice battle before the night was through. But I was stubborn, and Ripley was turning out to be more awesome than I’d expected of a movie hero from so long ago.

“What’s the point of a movie night if we’re not going to watch the movie?”

He raised an eyebrow and helped me back to my feet. “We are watching the movie.”

“Can’t we take one night off?” I asked.

“This is a night off.”

Eventually, I figured out that that was the point. If I wanted to be as lethal as he was —  and I wanted to be as lethal as he was —  there was no point at which I should expect to have a peaceful movie night at home. Every night contained the possibility of danger.

I don’t know why it took me so long to learn that lesson either.
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For the first few minutes, no one speaks because no one can breathe. Except for Thea, who babbles and chirps next to me in Sage’s lap.

I’m distantly aware that she should be in a car seat, and we have none, which also gives rise to the question, what did Embry do with her on his way to the studio? Stick her in the back seat and hope she didn’t roll off? Tuck her in the wheel well? It’s not important, but I can’t stop thinking about it.

“You have blood on your hands,” Sage says softly. “Are you okay?”

Glancing down, I find that one of my hands is crimson and still clasped around the knife. “It’s not mine,” I say absently, wiping the blade against my pants leg. “We’re fine.”

“Are the —” Sage stumbles over the question she wants to ask next.

“They’re alive,” Embry answers from the passenger seat directly ahead of me. “Tru only injured them.” He pauses, then adds, “She took out three of them on her own.”

Sage’s mouth drops open. I can guess what she’s thinking, but the good thing about Sage is I don’t have to. “This whole time. You could do that? And you didn’t tell me?”

“I couldn’t,” I say. As far as excuses go, it’s weak, but it’s also not a lie.

“So, he trained you, then?” she asks. “In secret? Why?”

“If you were Logan Dire, wouldn’t you make sure your kid could fight?” Amethyst asks without taking her eyes off the road.

We’re not in the city proper anymore. She took a circuitous route through the UMKC campus and toward Troost until she hit the highway. I can’t tell where we at the moment, except I can see the gold-and-red neon sweep of the Western Auto sign hovering above the city so I know we’re somewhere east of downtown.

“I’ve never seen anything like that, Tru,” Embry says, quiet and tense. “Those were sanctioned bounty hunters, and you took them down like they were just some kids at school.”

I’m not sure how to react to that, so I don’t.

“I had no idea. You just —” He pauses as though not sure of the right words, then shakes his head. “You’re a bullseye, right? But —  and no offense —  you’ve never been a standout talent. You didn’t even take a single shot back there, but you moved like a wingtip. I had a hard time tracking you.”

He isn’t wrong. I felt it. The way my body moved a hair faster than I expected it to. The way I effortlessly dodged the swing of a blade. Those were wingtip traits. And just as I am not a bullseye, I am also not a wingtip.

Amethyst meets my eyes in the mirror. Her gaze is too shrewd for comfort.

“I’m an average bullseye at best, but I was trained by the most lethal wingtip around. Plus, you did take a blow or two to the head,” I add, trying to deflect. “It’s hard to track anything when you’re fighting with a concussion.”

“I have a deceptively hard head,” he says, humor sinking into his voice.

“What’s deceptive about it?” Amethyst asks. “You literally broke a plate glass window with that thing. It’s basically a rock.”

“It’s still so weird to think about,” Sage says, the tension in the car thawing slightly. “You were trained to fight by the Logan Dire. Are you keeping any more secrets?”

“You mean like am I secretly a blond? Nope, this brilliant brunette is one hundred percent me,” I tease, hoping she doesn’t press.

Sage watches me for a beat. Just long enough that I think she knows it was a lie.

“Speaking of secrets.” Amethyst whips a hand at Embry, smacking his arm so suddenly he jumps. “Do you want to tell us what the hell you were thinking? Or do you want us to say we told you so?”

“Is neither an option?” he asks, rubbing his arm. “Because I still think it was a good idea, and I thought I could do it without getting any of you in trouble.”

“You mean you thought you’d get away with it because your mom’s the boss.” Amethyst takes an exit off the highway onto dimly lit backstreets.

“Yes, actually,” Embry answers. “Imagine my surprise.”

He says it flippantly, but Amethyst cracks up, and suddenly all four of us are laughing. Now that we aren’t desperately fleeing at least five sanctioned bounty hunters, relief bubbles out of us in fits of giggles.

“Imagine my surprise,” Sage parrots with a British accent even though Embry is one hundred percent American Midwest polite, and we laugh even harder.

“Thank you, though,” he says when we’ve recovered. He looks down at his hands, then swivels in his seat to face us. “For the rescue.”

Amethyst rolls her eyes. “You should be apologizing. You know, for making this twice as hard as it was? We had to rescue you so we could be mad at you!”

Even seated behind him, I can see the smile that dimples his cheeks when he looks over at Amethyst. He loves her, I realize. He loves her so much, and she’s either pretending not to notice or genuinely hasn’t.

“Go on, then,” he says. “Be mad at me.”

“Don’t rush me.” Amethyst sniffs. “I’m busy trying to get us home in one piece.”

By the time we park the car and hike back to the Sizzle, the adrenaline rush has worn off, and we are dragging. None so much as Thea, who is passed out in Embry’s arms, her little arms and legs dangling bonelessly in the air.

And I wish could say that we forget to follow the rules and sit tight for twenty minutes while we survey the area for signs of danger, but we don’t forget, we just don’t. We go straight for the door, all four of us dreaming of showers and bandages and something hot to eat. When Sage fumbles with the keypad, I step up and enter the code. When we step inside, our defenses are so low they might as well be nonexistent.

The room is exactly as we left it, with my and Amethyst’s gala clothing strewn across the countertop. Embry goes to put Thea down, while Amethyst heads for the kitchen and Sage shuffles in behind me.

That’s when I hear it. Or, rather, I don’t hear the click of the door as it shuts, because it doesn’t close. The lack of sound rings an alarm in my mind a second too late.

Sage gasps in surprise, and I turn around to find a blur-faced assassin with one hand around her neck. The other wraps tightly across her shoulders.

“Tru,” she whimpers.

How many nights did I endure surprise attacks when I thought I was at the end of my rope? How long did Logan spend trying to ensure I would be prepared for exactly this moment?

And yet.

“The bounty isn’t on her,” I say, raising my hands to show I’m unarmed. “If you hurt her, you’ll forfeit part of your earnings, even if you take him in.”

I nod over my shoulder toward Embry, though I have no intention of letting this bounty hunter take my friend out of here.

There’s something odd about this one. They took the time to track us, then instead of staking us out until Embry showed his face, they followed us into a place where they have only one exit and are clearly outnumbered. They’re either not very good at this, or the opposite.

Their face is static and light, constantly in motion. It’s a disorienting effect, but it’s meant to be. It’s impossible to see where they’re looking. But I have the feeling that their attention is on me and only me.

“I’m here for you, Gertrude Grey.”

I freeze at the sound of that voice. Before tonight, I hadn’t heard it in eight long years. Before tonight, I was starting to believe I might never hear it again. Now I’ve heard it twice in the span of only a few hours, and I hate how fresh it feels in my mind.

Behind me, I sense Embry and Amethyst moving into position. Freeing themselves to fight if it comes to that. They might not know what’s going on, but they still have my back.

“She isn’t going anywhere with you,” Amethyst bites.

“If she cares about Miss Morgan here, she will.” The Saint shifts, moving his knife to Sage’s throat, where the wound from the last time this happened to her hasn’t even healed yet. He presses, and Sage hisses through her teeth.

“I’ll go with you,” I say, starting forward.

“Stop.” He issues the word like a command, and a thin red line appears against Sage’s pale neck.

He’s hiding behind her. Not because he’s afraid of me, but because he knows he can’t hurt me. A knife to my throat isn’t the same kind of threat to me as a knife to Sage’s. I stop.

That’s when the door behind him shifts inward soundlessly, enough to admit another person.

Over his shoulder, I spy Lila’s face. Her pale skin is effervescent in the dim light of the entryway, but her stormy eyes are shadowed and black. Her gaze meets mine, and in the span of a fleeting second, she tells me to hold on. To trust her.

Whatever Lila has planned, I need to give her time.

“Did Logan know?” I ask. “That you killed my parents?”

“It doesn’t matter.” His response is barely more than a growl.

“It does.” Tears threaten in the back of my throat. “Because if he knew, he lied to me.”

“He lied to everyone.”

Lila moves like a ghost, drawing closer to the Saint and preparing to attack. I have to get him to lower the knife.

“Let her go. I’ll go with you.”

“Good, but stay right there,” he says, pulling Sage back a step. Her eyes pinch closed. I wish I could see his face clearly so I could kick it. “We’ll be doing this another way. Mr. Acosta, come forward and hold out your hand.”

Embry does as he’s told, nervous but without hesitation. He extends his hand toward the Saint and waits while the Saint tugs a small vial filled with purple liquid out of his pocket and drops it into Embry’s palm.

“Take that to your friend,” he says, nodding in my direction.

Confused, Embry brings the vial to me.

“Drink it.” The Saint presses the knife more firmly against Sage’s neck to prove that he means now.

I stare down at the vial.

That’s when Sage surprises us all.

She grits her teeth, leans into the knife, and drives a heel down as hard as she can, crushing the Saint’s foot. Now it’s his turn to gasp, and that’s all the invitation Lila needs.

She darts forward, one hand latching around the Saint’s wrist as she spins into his arms as though this were a dance. She presses her back to his front, then lunges forward and flips him over her shoulder.

But the Saint is a wingtip, and he spins in midair, landing in a crouch. His fingers and toes hardly seem to touch the ground before he’s moving again.

Lila does her best to track him, but he’s a blur of motion.

Embry flies back against the wall, and Sage falls to her knees, both reeling from blows they never saw coming.

“Amethyst!” I shout. “Get Thea!”

She’s moving before I finish, snatching up Thea from her makeshift crib and racing toward the door with liquid speed. The Saint pauses in the center of the room. He watches them go but makes no move to follow.

He’s here for another prize.

“Shall I kill your friends?” he asks casually. “I would prefer not to, but if that is what it takes, I don’t mind.”

“What do you want from me?” I ask. It’s the question that lodged itself in my heart the night my parents were killed. The acorn from which my guilt grew. I could guess at the answer, of course, but only he can give it to me.

He tips his head to one side, considering me in cool silence before he answers. “I want everything you have.”

In that instant I realize two things. The first is that the answer never truly mattered because the result was the same: my parents attacked in their home, their lives snuffed out, a deep pit of grief and fury punched straight through the heart of me.

The second is that this man can’t kill me.

A strange kind of steadiness falls over me, and I attack. I pull from every lesson Logan every gave me and move on instinct.

I absorb a blow to my side, then spin around and aim a jab at his ear, right where his face scrubber sits. It flies off, and his real face is revealed.

“Shit,” Embry mutters, then whips out his phone.

Part of me expects the Saint to run now that he’s been exposed. He’s breaking the law, after all, and Embry has his phone pointed directly at him, making a record of this illegal act.

Video isn’t always as damning as we think, but it would be cause for investigation. And someone like the Saint has a lot to lose.

It would be smart of him to leave now and minimize the damage. So far, all Embry has is a record of the fact that the Saint was here. Nothing actionable. He could get away clean.

But I have the sense that escape isn’t something he’s concerned with.

The Saint redoubles his attack. He’s faster this time. So fast that even Sage’s well-aimed marbles whiz past him. Windows shatter, sending shards of glass exploding into the street. Beyond them, I catch a glimpse of the Charger idling at the curb.

I hear Embry shouting, and I think he’s calling for us to run for the car, but I can’t. I can’t walk away from the person who murdered my parents. Not if there’s a chance I can murder him back.

His fist crashes into my side once more. The force of impact slows him down enough that I get in a jab of my own. And then another, and another as the fight surges through me.

He meets my attack. Parrying each blow as though he can read me like a book. And maybe he can. He knows how Logan used to fight. And if he knows that, then he knows how I fight.

His fist connects with my cheek, and my head snaps left. He follows it with another, more vicious blow. My world spins.

Someone catches me with gentle hands, and the spinning slows. When I blink the stars from my eyes, it’s Lila I see. One hand gripping my upper arm, and the other holding a gun aimed at the Saint’s head.

“Let her go and I won’t report you.” She says it with a cold kind of authority that is both enviable and terrifying.

The Saint gives her a derisive smile. “It’s going to be hard to report me if you’re dead.” It’s a challenge. And before she can respond, his hand lashes out and snatches the gun away.

He slings it around one finger, gripping the handle, and I don’t think. I move. Faster than I’ve ever moved in my life. I dive into Lila’s arms, desperate and panicked as I hear the shot.

We fall to the ground, her body pinned beneath mine, her eyes wide with shock and pain. I didn’t get to her in time. She’s been shot, and when I move, I’m going to find her chest awash with blood, a bullet buried in her heart. A bullet I could have stopped if I’d only been faster.

Then she blinks. Gasps. Reaches one hand to my cheek.

“Tru.” Her voice is a single perfect note in my ears.

I suck in a breath, and that’s when the pain hits me. Sharp and unrelenting, like someone is driving an ice pick between my shoulder blades. My vision blurs and speckles, and I think if I stay really still, maybe it won’t hurt so much.

But then there are hands on my shoulders as Embry hefts me into his arms. “We have to go,” he mutters, hurrying out through the smashed-out windows toward the car.

As the pain threatens to overwhelm me, I glance back at the Sizzle. There’s no sign of the Saint anywhere. That’s the last thing I notice before my vision fades and the world goes dark.
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The sun is shining when I open my eyes again. It streams in through a window lined with gauzy curtains that flutter in the breeze. My first garbled thought is that I’ve been asleep for several months. My second is that whoever left the window open was feeling overly optimistic about the temperature, because even under the covers, I’m freezing.

Logan would do something like this. Sneak into my room in the middle of the night to pop the window open in the dead of winter. Just to see if I could be tricked into shutting it without checking for intruders first.

The thought makes me smile. I can’t believe that kind of thing constitutes a good chunk of my fondest childhood memories, but it does. Logan was always finding new, inventive ways to test me. To give me the chance to be the person I told him repeatedly that I wanted to be. Capable, strong, and smart.

But he’s gone now.

I remember, and then I remember everything else. Thea. The Saint. The gunshot. Lila.

I launch myself out of bed, and every part of me screams in protest. My body gives out, and I land on the ground in a tangled heap.

“Tru!” Sage bursts into the room and hurries to my side. “Tru! Say something. Anything! Oh my god, I knew it. You’re dying, aren’t you?”

“Sage,” I manage, reaching up to grip one of her fluttering hands. “I’m alive. Just not very coordinated at the moment. Help me up, please.”

Slowly, I regain my feet. This time, I give myself a beat to settle into the strange new state of my body. It’s not that I’ve never felt pain before. For one thing, my period is a horror show of cramping and muscle aches every month. I’m used to that kind of grinding discomfort. I’m used to the kind of bruising soreness that comes from catching a powerful fist in my ribs several times a day. Logan made sure of that.

But this isn’t that. This pain runs so deep it turns my body into something foreign. Where every move is a minefield of potential agony and I have to tread with caution.

Sage helps me sit on the edge of the bed and waits while I get my breath.

“Is everyone okay?” I ask.

“Everyone is physically okay,” she confirms.

I give my shoulders a testing shrug, easing them through the movement. It sparks a bright pain that shoots down my spine and makes me gasp. I repeat the motion, pushing my shoulders a little higher and rolling them back because Logan always said the fastest way to ease a pain in the body was to lean into it. To acclimate to it through movement and breath until you didn’t notice it anymore.

Sometimes I’m pretty sure he was full of shit.

“You’re staring at me,” I say.

“Yep,” Sage chirps.

“Are you prioritizing your questions in your head?” I ask. “Because personally, I would really like to know whose clothes I’m wearing and also how I got in them.”

I glance down at the plain cotton tank top and sweats. They’re a little tight, but comfortable enough, and they smell clean, which is more than I can say for the rest of me. I can feel the old makeup crusting around my eyes, and there’s blood caked in every one of my cuticles. The rest of the blood is gone, though, so in addition to dressing me, someone went to the effort of scrubbing the worst of the grime from my hands.

“Hmm. Not sure it’s wise to be telling my best friend something so personal.” Sage gives me a hard look before taking pity on me. “Fine. But only if you promise to fess up.”

“To what?”

“Let’s start with everything and go from there. I’ll be nice and let you do it when we’re all in the same room so you don’t have to say it more than once, but it does have to be everything. Sound fair? Good.” She bounces a little, and the movement sends a shiver of pain across my back.

“Sounds fair. I promise,” I say, overcome with a swell of love for Sage, who could be really, incredibly angry with me right now but was obviously waiting outside my door in case I did something as brilliant as collapsing on the floor when I woke up.

“So, I’m going to assume you remember the part where you threw yourself in front of a bullet to save my sister’s life and start with all the things you didn’t see while you were busy being invincible and heroic.” She purses her lips into something that is halfway between a grimace and a smile before continuing. “It’s actually a pretty good story, because I was also being heroic except no one knew it. After the Saint knocked me down, I realized we needed help, except you can’t exactly call for help when you’re on the run, can you? Then I realized we didn’t have to call for help —  we needed to summon a distraction. And, since there was a bounty out on our good friend Embry, and I’m just a lowly plebian —”

“You sent in a tip!” I say it with more enthusiasm than my body can take, and my eyes water at the stab of pain in the dead center of my back.

The same way we’re allowed to use BountyApp for small jobs like babysitting or cleanup or dog-walking, we can inform on bounties for a small percentage of the take. There’s a whole network of private eyes who have made a career out of tracking down bounties and sending in tips. Safer to point in the direction of potentially dastardly criminals than to go after them yourself.

“I sent in a tip,” she repeats. “It took a minute, but by the time you were stopping bullets with your body, there were at least three bounty hunters closing in on the Sizzle. I told the Saint, and he was not happy about it, but he turned tail and ran off, which is when we got you the hell out of there.”

“That was really good thinking,” I say, smiling at how perfectly Sage that solution was. “You used the app itself as a defense. I love it.”

She shrugs the compliment away, but I can see the satisfaction in her eyes. “It’s too bad I won’t get a cut, though. Twelve percent of seventy thousand would get me one hell of a gala dress next year.”

“Hopefully a lot more than one dress.”

Sage squints at me, expression skeptical. “I think we’re going to have to agree to disagree on this one.”

“Okay, so.” I gesture at my clothes and the room we’re in. It’s so plain that it doesn’t feel like anyone lives here. Apart from the curtains, which are a silvery gray, there isn’t a single color that couldn’t be called a shade of blue. Everything from the bedspread to the paint on the walls to the dresser pushed into one corner is a variation on the theme of blue. Even the soft rug beneath my feet is a dark navy.

“We’re in Lila’s apartment,” Sage explains. “Obviously not the one she lives in. This is her safe house. I didn’t even know it existed until last night. But we needed someplace to go, and she volunteered.” She gives me a halfhearted smile. “Turns out that two of the people I love most in the world have been keeping secrets from me for years. How fun is that?”

“Sage —” I start, but she cuts me off with a wave.

“I’m not mad. Maybe I will be next week, when we’ve all survived this mess, but right now I’m just, I don’t know, a little sad, and I need to think about it before I make any big emotional decisions.”

I can’t help but smile at that. Leave it to Sage to tag and catalogue her emotions in stages. It sounds much healthier than shoving them into the dark well of my heart and hoping they fix themselves.

“For what it’s worth, the only person who knew about me was Logan.”

“And Lila.” Sage gestures toward the door. “She knew. The rest of us were thinking you were dying in her arms, but she knew. She told us to calm down and let you rest and that you would wake up in your own time.”

My mouth goes dry. My brain hinges on the phrase in her arms. Without meaning to, I imagine the scene. Amethyst at the wheel, Sage slipping into the passenger seat with Thea. Lila diving into the backseat ahead of Embry so he could hand me off as he slid in next to her and slammed the door.

Lila drawing me into her arms.

This time the shiver that runs down my spine has nothing to do with pain.

“Excuse me? Are you even listening to me?” Sage waves a hand in front of my face.

“Sorry, yes. I mean, I missed that last part.”

“I said, why did my sister know more than me?”

I know Sage Morgan well enough to know that unless the answer is wildly beyond something she should have seen or could have anticipated, she will either be hurt or blame herself for being a bad friend.

“Because she shot me,” I answer plainly. “And you have never done that.”

She opens her mouth, then closes it. Then opens it again. “She shot you?”

“When we were running away from my house that night. When she thought I might be in on it and she was under orders to keep the situation contained.”

“I thought that was a warning shot! I can’t believe she shot you!”

“Just a little,” I say, coming to Lila’s defense. “And I can’t really blame her. She thought you were in danger, which . . . She was right.”

Sage almost laughs. “Good to know my big sister is willing to shoot my best friend for me. That’s the kind of loyalty money can’t buy.” She pauses, chewing on my explanation. “Okay, I accept that she knew before me. I can still be mad at her for having a secret safe house, though.”

“I can’t defend her there,” I say. “But does this safe house have a shower?”

“I’m so glad you asked, my friend, because you stink. Yes, on account of your injured state, we gave you the bedroom, and that door right over there is the en suite,” she says, adopting a fancy accent. “The rest of us are bunking out there on sofas and the floor, so you’re welcome. Do you need help?”

I rise to my feet, carefully this time, and let all the aches and pains settle into a new configuration before I try to take a step.

“I’m good,” I promise, but even so, she follows me to the bathroom door like I’m a child. “Sage, really,” I say, laughing, but when I turn around to tell her to go already, the look in her eyes stops me dead.

She steps forward and very gently loops her arms around my neck. She presses her cheek to my cheek. Her hair tickles my nose, and she smells like soap and roses. I circle my arms around her waist, and for a moment we stay that way, lightly pressed together.

“I want you to know that it’s okay to hide something you don’t want the world to see. Especially when the world is so shitty about that thing,” she says softly into my ear. “I also want you to know that even if your friends have also been shitty about that thing, it’s worth giving us another chance. Because we love you.”

She doesn’t give me an opportunity to respond, which is good because I’m not sure I could right now. Instead, she presses a soft kiss against my cheek and pulls away.

“There are fresh clothes in the dresser that should fit. And when you’re ready, Amethyst is making biscuits and gravy for breakfast. Oh”—  she pauses with an impish smile on her lips — “and Lila has a plan.”
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By the time I’m showered and dressed, my body has started to feel less like a tube of Play-Doh that’s been squeezed through one of those little pasta makers.

The bruises on my face are hardly visible. The spot on my ribs is a rain cloud against my peaches-and-cream skin, but it’s also fading fast. I manage to get a glimpse in the mirror of the bruise the bullet left, and I’m surprised to find that it’s pretty.

It splays out from a dark point between my shoulder blades, spreading like wings in inky purples and stormy greens. The colors of an old bruise, the healing well under way. Which would be impossible for anyone except a bastion.

It’s unsettling to think it’s not a secret anymore. My three best friends and Lila Morgan all know what I am. After keeping it from them for so long, the idea of walking through that door and seeing their faces doesn’t feel great.

But Sage wouldn’t lie. And I can’t stay in here forever.

Taking a deep breath, I pull open the door to the rest of the apartment. The conversation in the room ends abruptly, like someone turned the volume off on a TV. My stomach growls, responding to the smells of buttery biscuits and coffee.

Little Thea growls in response, then comes toddling toward me with a half-eaten strawberry clutched in one hand —  sometime in the last week, she went from her awkward and adorable butt-scooting to dragging herself up to standing to walking, and she nailed it.

“And we think assassins are scary,” I murmur, scooping her into my arms and turning to face everyone. “Good morning,” I say.

We’re in one of those open-concept spaces that serves as living room, dining room, and kitchen all in one, with the kitchen area at the end farthest from me. Tall windows wrap around two sides, revealing that this is a corner penthouse overlooking the gentle sprawl of Kansas City. It feels like we’re floating up here, disconnected from everything.

Only one door, one exit, but in terms of being able to track what may or may not be coming for you, this place is perfect.

“Afternoon, actually,” Embry says from his position on the sofa. Half of his face is obscured by an ugly bruise, the skin beneath one eye glossy and swollen. He’s holding an ice pack to his chest where the beanbag surely left another nasty bruise.

Sage and Amethyst are at the table with plates of biscuits and strawberries laid out before them. In the kitchen, Lila stands with her back to the room, pouring coffee into a mug.

“Bey yee, bey yee.” Thea reaches toward the table with her free hand, the half-eaten strawberry in her other bleeding juice down her forearm.

Holding her close, I approach my friends. Every step feels awkward and stiff, the air between the four of us unsettled. Something between us has been permanently altered, but it’s amorphous at the moment. Not one thing or another, just different.

“How are you feeling?” Amethyst asks when I join them at the table.

“Better than I was when I woke up,” I say.

“You look okay,” she adds, one eyebrow raised. “Better than you should.”

I swallow hard, but I recognize this as the invitation it is. “I heal quick,” I say. “If I get hurt at all. Which I don’t usually.”

“So why this time?”

“Lavender?” Lila asks from over my shoulder, having approached the table too quietly for me to notice.

“Is that what the Saint was trying to get her to drink?” Sage asks. “But she didn’t.”

“I drank the one she gave me,” I say, turning to glance at Lila as she sets a mug of coffee down in front of me. “At the gala. But, no, it had worn off by then.”

“Wait. Why were you giving her lavender?” Sage asks, then shakes her head, dismissing her own question and pivoting back to me. “No, you know what, you promised to fess up, so fess up. Tell us everything that’s actually been going on this whole time, starting with the first night.”

“I suspect we have to go back further than that.” Embry levers himself off the sofa and makes his way to the table. Every step looks painful.

“To eight years ago?” Amethyst suggests. “And the other family Logan was accused of murdering?”

All eyes turn toward me. I take a fortifying sip of coffee and then I dive in. I start with the night my parents died and how my mother sent me to Logan to ask for help. How I told him what I was, and from that moment on, every choice he ever made was about keeping me safe. How he left his life as an Underhill Enforcer to make sure I had a future. How we lived the lie for so long that sometimes I forgot I was lying. Even to them.

“Low blood sugar my ass,” Amethyst mutters. “But I can’t blame him for keeping you out of phys ed. Mr. Pippin is not the kind of guy you wanna mess with. He’s big mad that he’s not a professional football coach or something.”

“I promise you I didn’t get out of phys ed. I just had to do it every morning before school and every evening after. With Logan. And let me tell you that baking with Logan Dire was a full-body sport.”

Sage raises her hand. “Why baking?”

“Logan said if he was going to teach me how to take a life, I had to have something else.” I pause for a sip of coffee. “I picked baking.”

That gets a little laugh from the group. Even Thea tries to join, laughing because the rest of us are. She bounces in my lap, gleefully pumping her arms.

“So, about the real issue here?” Sage asks, bringing our focus back to the real problem. “The Saint can’t have been in two places at once, right? Which means he’s not alone in this.”

“I am almost positive he wasn’t at the Henrys’ house that night,” I say. “If a wingtip had been there, especially one like the Saint, I never would have made it to my car.”

“What about the person who killed the Henrys?” Embry asks. “That could have been him. He could have orchestrated the whole thing. Maybe he learned from his mistakes eight years ago and recruited some off-the-books types to assist with the job?”

“And who would have guessed it would be so difficult to snatch a baby from the babysitter?” Amethyst stands and piles three biscuits onto a plate, smearing them with sausage gravy. “If you don’t eat this, you’re going to pass out. I don’t care if you are a bastion. All talents have to eat.”

When was that last time I ate anything? Twenty-four hours ago? Thirty-six? Too many is the answer.

I pick up a fork while my mind races. Too full and completely clear all at once.

“Logan walked right into a trap,” I say, feeling sick. I put my fork back down. “They knew I got away. They knew I’m a bastion because they tried and failed to stab me in the back. They knew someone would come to report it to Underhill, and all they had to do was wait to see who showed up.”

Lila shifts next to me but doesn’t speak.

“What do we even do about that?” Sage asks.

“We report him,” Lila says, standing over us, her voice so soft and commanding that we all quiet down to listen. She looks, I can’t help but think, like a queen. “We have Embry’s recording, which is damning on its own. At the very least, an unprovoked assault on a minor will lead to an investigation. All I have to do is upload the video, and Underhill will open the case.”

“But what about Tru?” Amethyst asks. “She’s on that video too. And if they find out she’s a bastion, won’t they . . .”

“Lock me up,” I finish.

“Ms. Jones won’t let that happen,” Lila says with confidence.

“Okay, but Ms. Jones doesn’t control Underhill,” Sage pushes, sparing an apologetic wince for Embry. “How can she promise what they will or won’t do? Someone at Underhill put a kill bounty on Logan and a capture on Embry even though . . .”

Sage stops speaking. Her eyes widen as the final piece clicks into place.

Silence settles between us, but we’re all thinking the same thing.

There’s only one person with the power approve kill bounties. One person with the ability to put out bounties at the press of a single button, and the one on Embry came out too fast for any kind of investigation or approval to have taken place. And if the Saint was busy murdering the Henrys, he couldn’t have been the person Logan met in Underhill.

“Boss Acosta,” I say.

The answer has been right in front of us all along. It’s just hard to see it when that answer is your best friend’s mom.

I glance at Embry. His expression is unreadably hard, gaze pinned to the center of the table. It’s Amethyst who reaches over and slides a hand around his biceps, squeezing lightly.

“You good?” she asks.

A frown flashes across Embry’s face, there and gone again before it can settle into place. He clears his throat. “I’m good.” He raises his eyes to mine and nods. “I’m with you.”

“I’m with you too,” I say.

Sage leans in, a strand of blond hair strangling her fingers. “So, what do they want with bastions in the first place? And why are they murdering people to get them?”

No one answers. It’s the piece of the puzzle that doesn’t add up. I don’t feel special or powerful or like my talent serves me better than any other talent might.

In the silence, I hear the Saint’s menacing words again: I want everything you have.

But what can I possibly give him? I wish he’d been more explicit.

“Our first step,” Lila announces decisively, “is to make sure the Saint can’t keep doing this. Once that’s done, we can figure out what to do about Tru and Thea.”

“And what about you?” Sage says. “For all we know the Saint has been in Underhill since last night, building a defense against exactly this.”

“I trust Ms. Jones,” says Lila. “I’ll go straight to her. Not Underhill.”

Sage stiffens. “I should go with you.”

“No. You stay here.” Lila says it like a command. “No one knows about this place.”

“Not even Ms. Jones?” Sage asks, unable to keep the jealousy from her voice.

“Not even Ms. Jones,” Lila answers without rising to the bait. “You’ll be safe here. Just wait, and I’ll either come back or be in touch.”

For a minute, the sisters stare at each other, their expressions deep with shared history. It’s the kind of look that speaks volumes without requiring a single word, and even though the moment is tense, there is something there that I envy. A kind of belonging that I crave.

“Fine,” Sage says, relenting.

“Fine,” Lila repeats in her soft way, and turns toward the bedroom.

I thrust Thea into Sage’s arms and follow Lila. She heads straight for the dresser, opening the bottom drawer and taking out a pair of black Doc Martens. I have never in my life met anyone who keeps their shoes in a drawer. It’s irrelevant right now, so I tuck it away for later.

“Lila,” I say as she sits on the corner of the bed to put on her boots.

“What?” she asks without looking up.

Everything changed so swiftly that I feel like I’m still catching up to Lila not only being with us but making decisions. Taking action and even control.

Just a few days ago, I would have given anything for this kind of thing, but at the moment, it’s disorienting.

“Are you sure about this? Going in alone is dangerous. You have to be careful.”

“I’m always careful,” Lila answers, almost offended by the implication that she would be otherwise. “If I’m not careful, I hurt people.”

“But Logan went in alone, and he came out with a kill bounty on his head.”

“Logan had been gone a long time,” she says. “And I’m going straight to Ms. Jones. I’ve already told her that I need to meet.”

I hesitate. “He’s killed two people in the past week.”

“Three,” Lila says softly. She looks up with sympathy and I sink onto the bed next to her.

“Two,” I repeat, willing it to be true.

She shakes her head. “I’m sorry, Tru, but he’s the one who collected the bounty on Logan.”

I feel her hand on mine. Her palm sliding over my knuckles. Soft, her fingers curling around my thumb.

“After the gala, I did some digging. They don’t post who collects what bounty publicly for good reason, but Associates have different privileges, and I looked it up. It’s his name on the bounty. He collected the money for killing Logan Dire.”

I forget to breathe. The same person who murdered my parents the first time is now responsible for murdering my dad a second time. He took all of my parents away from me.

“It supports everything you were saying out there. If he was busy killing the Henrys on Boss Acosta’s orders when Logan came in, Boss Acosta would have had a vested interest in making sure Logan didn’t make it very far. She’d have sent her very best after him.”

“Why are you helping me?” I ask when I can draw a breath again.

“Because I know what it’s like to be feared,” Lila answers simply. “I know what it’s like to believe no one in the world will help you for reasons you can’t control. And because if someone took Ms. Jones away from me, I’d do everything in my power to make it right. And because I want to help you, Tru Stallard.”

“But I didn’t even think you liked me. Before all of this, I wasn’t even sure you knew my name,” I say before I can think better of it. I regret it immediately. For ten thousand reasons, the first of which is that my careless words cause Lila to draw her hand away from mine.

“I always knew your name, Tru,” she says, sounding disappointed.

She stands and crosses to the window, where the late-afternoon sun warms her cheeks and gilds her hair in cool gold. She looks ethereal and almost frail. Not like someone who could tear down buildings and lay waste to a crowd.

“I know everyone who is close to my sister,” she says. “Have you ever wondered why someone as kind and openhearted as she is has only three friends in the entire school?”

“No,” I admit, a sinking feeling settling into my stomach.

“You know that right after our father’s accident, when people remembered that bombshells aren’t just a joke, there were some concerned parents who wanted to kick me out of school.”

“They organized a petition, but Ms. Jones got it shut down and you were allowed to stay. What does that have to do with Sage?”

“Nothing,” Lila says. “And everything. Because the children of the ringleaders decided they wanted to help matters along by proving I couldn’t be trusted. They tricked Sage into thinking they were her friends.” She hesitates, and I can see what it costs her to tell me all of this. “They invited her to a party one night when I was in Underhill with Ms. Jones.

“There was a big bonfire at the party. They let her get comfortable and think everything was great, and then they announced to everyone that in order to demonstrate her sincere sorrow at what our father had done, Sage was going to hold her hand in the flames. One second for every person killed.”

The burn on Sage’s palm, the one she said she got in a kitchen accident in eighth grade, flashes in my mind.

“They recorded it. And then they sent it to me while I was at Underhill. They wanted to prove I was like my father, a ticking time bomb, ready to go off at any second.”

For a moment I think she’s going to smile. “The really sick part is that Sage told them where I would be. She didn’t think anything of it. Because she trusted people. Even with all the hate coming at us about our dad, she trusted that when these kids showed her kindness, they meant it.”

She hesitates again, and it’s on the tip of my tongue to ask what happened, when she continues.

“And it worked.” She swallows hard, clenches her jaw. “I lost control. The only reason I didn’t end up hurting anyone is because Ms. Jones was there. She helped me when I needed it most.”

She crosses back to the bed and sits next to me. Her eyes are glossy with tears she is working hard to contain.

“I’m helping you because I don’t know what else to do and because you’re the kind of person who protects a child they hardly know and because as strange as this is, the moment I fired that gun and saw what you were, my entire world changed, and I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you.”

She raises a hand to my cheek. I can’t tell whether it’s the confession or the brush of her fingertips against my skin that summons a dizzying storm in my head. I see her then. I see the fear that runs deep beneath her cool exterior, the way she’s turned control into a shield. All these years I’ve mistaken her distance for disinterest, when it’s actually a terrifying blend of fear and hope. I see her so clearly in this moment that I don’t know what to say.

And then I decide not to say anything. I lean forward and I kiss her. I ignore the part of me that screams I don’t know what I’m doing, that I’m more equipped to slide a dagger between someone’s ribs than I am to kiss them, and I bring my lips to hers. Lightly. It is hardly more than the a whisper of contact, and even that snares my breath in my throat. I’m afraid to move and disrupt this feeling, but I also want to move. To kiss her more.

But she isn’t moving at all. She isn’t pulling away, but she also isn’t leaning in, and for a wild, electric second, I’m afraid I’ve made the biggest mistake of my life.

Then, just as I resolve to pull away and crawl beneath the bed in shame, she exhales. A single, shivering breath that ghosts over my mouth. Her hand sinks into my hair and she presses her lips against mine. Warm and feather light at first, then with a kind of delicious pressure that makes me want so much more.

I kiss her and she kisses me and for that one moment, everything feels right and possible. It isn’t that I’ve forgotten my worries and my grief and my anger, but they don’t feel so brutally heavy with my heart this light.

It’s Lila who pulls away first. Her ability to hold on to her control is so strong she can keep her head even in a moment like that.

“We’ll fix this,” she whispers. “I promise.”

Then she stands and goes.
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There were three topics of conversation that were completely off-limits in the house of Logan Dire: his history as a terrifying, ghoulish assassin; his parents; and my mom.

At first, I figured he was trying to protect me from myself. I was obsessed with her death, and I thought his refusal to talk about her was his way of putting in a few hard stops. But after a while, I realized it was something else. He didn’t clam up when I mentioned my dad, after all. Not that Logan had much to say about him. He didn’t seem to actively shut things down when I brought him up. Not the way he did when I talked about my mom.

So naturally, I mentioned her whenever I found an opportunity. Or whenever I could create an opportunity, which was pretty much whenever I felt like pushing his buttons.

If we were doing chores, I’d tell him how my mom used to turn the music up so loud she could hear it over the vacuum cleaner and I thought it was so cool.

If we were cooking dinner, I’d tell him how my mom never trusted anyone to salt things enough and always wingtipped into the kitchen after my dad to salt the pasta water. Which was fine until the time he decided to surprise her by seasoning the water first, and our noodles came out tasting as salty as the ocean itself.

If we were training, I’d tell him how my mom figured out that I could pass as a bullseye and put targets up all over the house so I could practice my aim.

Eventually, he’d had enough.

We were folding laundry together in the living room, sorting our piles of gray-scale clothing, when I said, “My mom really liked the color gray. Not just because it was our last name, but she said it had so many faces. She loved how it could be cool or warm, light or dark, a color and an idea all at once.”

“Tru, you have to stop.” He said it without any hint of the irritation or anger I’d expected. Instead, I thought he looked a little weary. Sad, even. “I hate to ask, because she is your mother, but I would appreciate if you would stop mentioning her so . . . casually.”

The request was so sincere that it pulled me up short.

“How did you know her?” I asked. “You’ve never said. And I didn’t even know she knew who you were until she sent me to you.”

He set down the shirt he’d been folding, resting his hands on top and shifted his gaze to a point on the wall. He stayed that way for a long moment. Long enough that I thought maybe he’d decided to ignore me in a surprisingly aggressive way. Then he nodded and turned to look at me.

“I loved your mother,” he said.

My jaw dropped. “Did she —  I mean, did you —” I didn’t know how to say my question out loud, and I wasn’t even sure if I wanted an answer.

“It was a long time ago. We were kids,” he said.

Shocked that he was volunteering any information whatsoever, I held perfectly still. I was sure that if I blinked or flared a nostril, he’d remember that I was there and that he didn’t do things like share and he would stop talking.

“I left after my first kill bounty because it was dangerous. I was dangerous. I was becoming an official Enforcer, and I didn’t want Amelia to be . . .” He glared down at the crumpled shirt in his hands. “If you continue on this course, commit to this kind of work, then you must never fall in love.”

“Why?”

“Because.” He turned his heavy gaze on me, his coal-dark eyes boring straight into mine. “I will teach you to be dangerous all on your own, but nothing will make you as dangerous as love.”

“Isn’t that a good thing?” I asked.

“Rarely. Now, don’t bring her up again.” Logan returned to the pile of laundry. Methodically folding the shirt into a neat square and setting it on the pile before adding in a soft voice, “Please.”
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I can’t deal with the torrent of feeling that comes with a first kiss.

Every minute that passes is its own kind of torture. All I can think about is seeing Lila again and what, exactly, this means. Worrying that kissing her was a big mistake and even though she definitely kissed me back, it won’t take her long to remember that before a few days ago, I was just her little sister’s friend and a lackluster bullseye.

I know I have more important things to be worrying about, but I am not as in control of my brain as I like to think. Or my face, as I discover when Embry gives me a knowing wink.

“I have to admit that this is an unexpected turn of events,” he says as I sink into the sofa next to him while Thea runs in circles around the middle of the room.

“I’ll say. I thought it took them at least a year to graduate from walking to running.”

Thea does another lap, launching herself into Embry’s arms at the end. It seems that Embry has turned into Thea’s favorite person. This in spite of his having thrown himself out a window with her. Or maybe because of it.

“I wasn’t talking about the baby,” he says.

“I don’t know what you mean,” I lie. But is it really a lie if he knows I’m lying?

Embry smirks. “Sure. We’ll go with that for now, but I’m warning you, this is a temporary stay of execution in honor of our friendship.”

Thea crashes into him again, and this time Embry hefts her into the air like a doll, flinging her up and catching her before she hits the ground. She giggles like a fiend, and I decide not to worry about her daredevil tendencies until we’ve all survived this.

“Do you,” I start, glancing toward Sage and Amethyst, who are at the dining table googling how to make a sling for a baby when all you have is a bedsheet because you left your good baby stuff back at the safe house when a super-scary assassin attacked you.

I don’t even have to finish my sentence for Embry to understand.

“I don’t know that she noticed,” he says. “But for the record, I think it would make her happy.”

“You don’t think she’d be upset? Or worried that I might mess everything up and hurt her sister? Isn’t this the kind of thing that turns friends into enemies? She’ll probably threaten me when she finds out.”

Embry gives me a gentle smile that’s the slightest bit amused. “When have you ever known Sage to threaten anyone?”

“Never,” I say, heart melting a little as I watch Sage dismantle her stress by planning multiple viable options for our next move. She waves a hand in the air, her scars a few shades lighter than the rest of her skin. Knowing she endured something so terrible and still adopts awkward strangers in need of friends makes me want to pull her into my arms and never let go.

“It’s Amethyst you have to watch out for,” Embry adds with mischief in his eyes. “She’ll definitely cut you if you hurt Sage via Lila.”

“Noted,” I say, but I laugh because even though it’s the truth, it’s one of the things I love about Amethyst. She likes everyone to think she doesn’t care, but her inscrutable exterior is as much a shield as Lila’s icy demeanor or Sage’s defensive cheer, Embry’s practiced nonchalance.

When my burner phone finally buzzes with a text from Lila, we all jump.

The room goes momentarily quiet as we read her message: Coast is clear. Jones can help. Meet us in the West Bottoms. Bring Thea.

I wait, hoping for something more, but all that shows up is an address right in the middle of the warehouse district, near where I found Logan all those years ago.

“What do we think?” Amethyst asks.

“I think that depends on how we feel about Jones,” Embry says with his eyes on Sage. “How do we feel about Jones?”

Sage bites down on her bottom lip, her entire face puckering briefly. “I trust Lila,” she says, avoiding the question. “And if we weren’t going to trust Ms. Jones, then why did we send Lila in the first place?”

I push down my discomfort. This is our best option.

“We’re doing it,” I say. “We’ve already put the play in motion. Either we see it through or I have to take Thea and get out of town. Fast.”

“You sure you’re up for this?” Sage asks, concerned.

It takes me a second to remember how much pain I was in when I woke up. I give a testing roll of my shoulders to ease her concerns. “I’m great. It’s Embry we should be worried about.” I turn to him. “Maybe you should stay behind?”

“I appreciate your concern, but under exactly zero conditions would I leave you three to do this without me.”

“Our hero.” Amethyst clasps her hands and bats her eyes facetiously.

Embry ignores the sarcasm. “And don’t you forget it.”

The West Bottoms spread along the lowest banks of the Missouri River, where it meets up with the Kaw. Old redbrick warehouses rise against the pale bluffs standing sentry over what was once the bustling downtown of the city before the railroad arrived and the people of privilege moved to higher ground. Now the West Bottoms is dominated by haunted houses, wedding venues, and overpriced apartments, but there are still enough not-yet-revitalized buildings to offer cover for those seeking to avoid notice.

The building Lila directed us to is on the edge of the stockyards and looks like it hasn’t seen good days in a very long time. Half the windows are either broken or devoid of glass, and the top three floors look like they were kissed by a tornado. Down low, the walls are tagged in graffiti and there’s a chain-link fence that’s probably there to keep people from straying too close and catching falling rocks with their heads. A small plaque posted near the gate says something about the property being under development.

“Yikes,” Sage murmurs as she parks the car.

“On the bright side,” Embry says, “no one is going to look for us here because no one is going to look for anything here.”

Sage has wandered away from us and is scrutinizing the plaque for no reason I can see.

“Let’s go,” I say, hoisting Thea into my arms and crossing the empty street.

The chain-link rattles as we pass through its gate, and tall late-winter grasses brush our legs. Everything about this place feels abandoned. Dangerously out of the way. As we climb the crumbling cement stairs to what must have been a loading dock at some point, I can’t help but second-guess every decision that has brought us here. This place isn’t Underhill, but Ms. Jones is.

Do not —  under any circumstances —  trust Underhill. Logan’s warning rings in my memory.

I spent so much of my life doing exactly as he said. Believing that he always knew better. But I can’t keep making decisions based on the last things he said.

He trained me. He prepared me to fight and protect myself, but he also prepared me to think. And I know more than he did when he gave me that warning. I know that the Saint killed my parents and Thea’s and that he tried to cover it all up by framing Logan and then claiming the bounty.

Boss Acosta is at the heart of everything, which means Underhill is compromised. If Ms. Jones is willing to acknowledge that or if she already knows, then she’s who we need to see.


When we finally reach the doors, my heart stirs at the sight of Lila, waiting for us as promised.

“Ms. Jones is this way,” she says, pushing the heavy doors open. “Follow me.”

We step over the threshold as the sun slips behind the western hills, washing us briefly in overwhelming shadow.

Inside, the warehouse is hollowed out and cavernous. The ceiling feels like it’s two stories high, lined with stamped aluminum panels, several of which are rusted through. Creaky wooden floors pocked with the occasional hole stretch between the walls, support beams positioned evenly throughout.

It looks about as good from the inside as it did from the out.

“This way,” Lila whispers, leading us toward a staircase that is in slightly better shape, though I’m surprised when she heads up instead of down.

After three flights, we emerge into a different world. Here the floors are sturdy, and sleek chandeliers hang from the ceiling at intervals. The whole level is divided in two, with the back half seemingly walled off into smaller rooms while the front has been shaped into something like a study, with lush rugs and stately high-backed chairs gathered around an elegant glass-topped coffee table.

At the farthest end of the study stands Ms. Jones. She looks exactly as she always does. Short and slender and sharp enough to cut. She takes a few steps toward us, her hands clasped tightly before her as though she’s as nervous as I am.

“Please come in,” she says, gesturing toward the chairs. “We can speak privately here.”

“With all those windows?” Amethyst asks.

“Sity,” Ms. Jones says, tipping her head in the way people do when they’re invoking their sec system, “tint windows to one hundred percent.”

“Tinting windows to one hundred percent,” Sity responds as the windows darken, blocking out everything with a matte-black finish. It reflects absolutely nothing in the room, making it feel secluded and cozy.

“Even with the windows.” Ms. Jones offers a tight-lipped smile and leads us toward the chairs. “I know it might not be very comforting coming from a stranger, but you are secure here. No one gets past those doors unless I want them to.”

“Good to know we’re secure,” Sage mutters, and I see her point. It was a weird way to phrase it, but Ms. Jones has always seemed like the kind of person who might sound more like a sec system than a human.

“I take your security very seriously, Sage,” Ms. Jones answers, sending a flush of embarrassment into Sage’s cheeks.

We each take a chair, and I let Thea slide down to the ground because she’s fidgety and I don’t know how anyone ever manages to hold on to a one-year-old who’s fidgety.

“This is Tru Stallard.” Lila gestures, drawing Ms. Jones’s attention to me.

“Tru Stallard,” she repeats, studying me without an ounce of recognition in her eyes.

It takes me a second to remember that even though I just saw her at the gala —  and she saw me —  I had the advantage of being masked, and we haven’t officially met. “I am,” I confirm.

Her eyes drop to the human squiggle gripping my index fingers. “And this is little Thea.”

It doesn’t seem like the kind of thing I need to confirm, because, really, what other possibility could there be, but I nod. “Yeah.”

“I’m very sorry about your guardian,” she says, returning her strangely intense gaze to me. “And for hers.”

“Thank you.” I manage a weak smile, not sure how to proceed and still not sure I should trust this person.

“And you truly are bastions?” she asks, one eyebrow raised. “Both of you?”

I shift Thea’s grip on my fingers, locking my hands around her wrists in case I need to lift her quickly and run, but Ms. Jones sees my apprehension and smiles.

“I promise I have nothing against bastions.” She presses one hand to her chest to convey her sincerity. “If anything, I am sympathetic to your cause. Bombshells may not be outlaws from birth, but we are very familiar with what it’s like to be feared and punished for reasons that are completely and unjustly beyond our control.”

“Can you help us?” I ask.

“I believe so,” she says, and for the first time, some small part of me begins to relax. “Lila has told me everything you’ve been through, and it is certainly a tangle, especially with Mr. Acosta’s bounty. That should be the easiest bit to unravel. It’s the bounty that was placed on Mr. Dire and the Saint’s involvement that will prove more difficult.”

“Because he’s under Boss Acosta’s orders and Underhill protection?” I ask.

“I’ve known, of course, that Boss Acosta was searching for bastions,” she says without answering my question. “She, like so many others, has an outdated and unfounded fear of them, and it has unfortunately shaped more than a few of her policies. Most people learned the story of Void and his reign when they were children. It can be hard to combat that kind of entrenched thinking. But your situation, tragic though it is, provides an opportunity to do just that.”

Ms. Jones stands and walks slowly toward the flat black windowpanes. I look toward Lila, seated to my right. She gives me a single nod. Encouraging me to hear what Ms. Jones has to say.

“What kind of opportunity?” I ask.

“Bastions and bombshells have more in common than we think. We are both rare talents, both difficult to train, and whereas strongarms and wingtips and bullseyes are skill-based talents —  their capabilities not so dissimilar from those of topsiders —  bastion and bombshell talents are based in raw power. We are so much more than the others. Special and unique.”

Something about the way she says those last words sets an alarm ringing in my head. I shift my feet so they’re firmly planted beneath me and pull Thea into my lap.

Ms. Jones turns back to us with a gleam in her eye that wasn’t there before. “We are so much stronger than the others. We should be ruling the world, not shamed by it. Underhill has curtailed talent activities for far too long. I think it’s time we made a change, don’t you?”

Understanding hits at once. It wasn’t Boss Acosta. It was never Boss Acosta.

“Tru,” I hear Amethyst’s warning a second before I notice that we aren’t alone any longer. Five black-clad figures move to encircle us from either side.

But before we can do anything, there is a pop and a flash of light so bright my vision goes spotty, and I’m knocked off balance. A second later, an astringent cloth is pressed over my nose and mouth, and for the second time in twenty-four hours, I pass out.
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I wake to the cloying taste of lavender on my tongue and a pounding headache. It hurst so much my eyes water and I’m pretty sure I’m about to vomit, but when I try to roll onto my side, I find that I’m strapped in place. If I puke, it’s going to be an exquisite disaster.

It occurs to me that Logan never taught me how not to puke. Right now, that seems like a tremendous oversight.

Blinking, I try to get a sense of my surroundings. That Logan taught me to do whether or not I’d been drugged and strapped to a table. To his credit, it’s probably more important than the puking thing.

I catalogue the room. Sticking to the facts and not the emotions and the wanting to vomit. The walls are lined with pressed aluminum and sprayed a light gray. I appear to be on a gurney. The kind used in hospitals. There are bookshelves lining one wall and a high-backed chair in one corner, along with a lamp and an end table. Apart from the lavender, the room smells like wood and polish, brick dust, and a hint of bleach. I don’t have any means of determining how long I was out, but all of this points to being in the same building.

I hear a soft click from the far end of the room, a door opening. Ms. Jones drifts into view. She’s still dressed as she was when we met, in a steely gray blouse buttoned all the way up and flattened to her torso by a fitted black vest. Her soft brown hair is the only part of her that hints at the passage of time, with a few wisps having broken free of the braided bun that nestles low against her neck.

“You’re awake,” she says, eyes brightening in surprise, then softening with something like satisfaction. “You do recover quickly, don’t you? Remarkable.”

“Where is Thea?” I ask, veering treacherously close to emotions territory.

“She’s safe,” Ms. Jones answers breezily. “She’s with Lila.”

Lila.

Did she lead me here on purpose? Did she know what was going to happen? Of course she did. She’s with Thea right now because Ms. Jones trusts her. Because Lila was working for her all along. Wasn’t she?

I clench my teeth against a renewed swell of nausea.

Lila gave me a draft of lavender that night at the gala and I was so swept up in the romance of the gesture that I failed to ask a single, crucial question: How did Lila know what effect lavender has on bastions?

The answer hits me like a fist to the stomach. She knows because Ms. Jones, who has been hunting bastions, told her.

Bile inches up my throat once more.

“Don’t worry, dear. I don’t want to hurt Thea,” Ms. Jones continues. “I don’t want to hurt you either. I’d much prefer if we work together.”

“Work together?” I ask, distracted by the gross miasma of shame and anger curdling in my guts.

Ms. Jones smooths a piece of hair back from my face. Her touch is soft but cold.

“Bombshells and bastions were meant to work together.”

She walks around the gurney to pluck a book from one of the shelves. It looks old. Like someone’s personal journal from years and years ago. It’s clothbound, with no lettering on the cover or spine, and it’s tall and slim, the edges rounded by age.

“For a long time, I considered doing exactly what you’ve been doing. Hiding my talent because people are cruel. But I was blessed with a contrary nature and a desire to prove everyone wrong. So I worked hard, demonstrated that I wasn’t like other bombshells, and became chief of Underhill Operations.” As she speaks, her voice remains even, and her smile never cracks. “As such, I had access to the entire history of Underhill. There are stacks and stacks of books hidden away down there, and since most people would have preferred if I was also hidden away, no one stopped me from spending as much time with them as I pleased.” She waves a hand, stopping herself before she gets too far off course. “My point is, when our fears are validated by history, we don’t stop to search for new information. We listen to a story about a baby falling into a fire without injury and we don’t question it. But I did, and I learned that the story we tell about Void is wrong.”

“Wrong how?” I ask.

“He wasn’t a bastion,” she answers, pure delight in her eyes.

“Then . . . what was he?” I ask, genuinely surprised by this information.

“Did you know that talent genes are much like any other genes?” she asks, flipping the book open and thumbing through its pages in search of something.

“Yes.” I frown, not sure why we need a freshman-level biology lesson at this exact moment in time. “The bullseye and strongarm genes are dominant. Wingtip and bombshell genes are recessive, which is why we have more of the first two than the second.”

“And did you know that some have theorized that bastions are the oldest of the talents, while bombshells are the most recent?” She continues without waiting for an answer. “That there are those who speculate that bastion blood has the capacity to boost healing in others? Similar to the way a person with type O negative blood can donate to people with any other type because their blood, as the oldest type, doesn’t contain specific antigens like A or A positive.”

I steel myself; she is clearly building to something I’m not going to like.

“And there are even those who suggest that a bombshell who receives the blood of a bastion might gain more than just a bit of healing. That bastion blood, when introduced into the body of a bombshell, might awaken all of their latent talents at once.”

“What does this have to do with Void?” I ask, afraid I already know the answer.

“Well,” Ms. Jones says, pausing for no reason other than dramatic effect. “According to Void himself, he was a bombshell.”

She flips the book around so I can see that it is clearly a journal, Void’s journal, its pages yellowing with age, the grooves of the pen aggressively deep, the handwriting blocky but easy to read. The page she’s selected reads like a scientist’s log, but the salient detail is right at the top: It worked. Bastion blood, when sampled using the following method, activates all other talents present in the blood so long as it is the blood of a bombshell.

She snaps the book shut, sending a gush of ancient air up my nose, then returns it to the shelf.

“We have spent so long being reduced by Underhill. Being undermined or mocked or forced to bind ourselves to the rules of lesser talents. They make us fear each other and ourselves, when we shouldn’t be afraid of anything. Boss Acosta wants to keep us small and contained. She has everyone convinced that all talents are created equal, but it simply isn’t true.” Ms. Jones rounds on me, bending over me so I can do nothing but stare up into her eyes. “And I’m going to prove it.”

She straightens and walks behind me, where I can’t see. I hear a drawer opening and something that clinks lightly. I take the opportunity to test the Velcro bindings around my wrists, but pulling at them does nothing but make the grip tighter.

“You want to destroy Underhill?” I ask, because if I can’t get out of here on my own, then I can at least learn as much as possible.

“Absolutely not.” I hear a light tapping as she speaks. Like she’s flicking a pen against a table. “Underhill isn’t the problem. Boss Acosta and her minions are the problem. I might be able to take them out on my own. Of course, if I do that, I’m just another bombshell going rogue. But with bastion blood . . . they will see me. They will see and understand that my talent has always been great and I am the one they should follow.”

Her voice takes on a dreamy quality as she imagines her rise to power. When she returns, she’s holding a needle filled with faint-purple liquid. She runs an alcohol swab over my biceps, then drives the needle in and depresses the plunger. It stings, but I don’t give her the satisfaction of a reaction.

“Can’t have your cells sobering up too soon,” she says, sliding a cap onto the needle. “I could use Thea for this. She would never know the difference, but it does seem a little cruel to take blood from a baby when she has so little to give. And I would much rather work with someone who is willing.”

“Is that why you’ve tied me to a table?” I ask, voice sharp.

She gives me a patronizing smile in response. “When Lila mentioned she’d found another bastion, I was skeptical. You are exceedingly rare, after all. And how did she expect to succeed where I had failed?”

Cold surges through me, but whether it’s from the injection of lavender or the mention of Lila’s name, I can’t say.

“Of course, not only did she bring me one bastion, but two. It is an exceptional position to be in. Do you know why?”

I swallow the traitorous lump in my throat to answer. “Why?”

“Because now I have options.”

This Ms. Jones is nothing like the one I met previously. That Ms. Jones was all control and ice. The adult version of what Lila is becoming. This Ms. Jones is nearly breathless with anticipation.

“After a decade of searching and waiting, I have options.”

My head spins with the overwhelming sense of my past colliding with my present. After a decade of searching. The Saint killed my parents, but this woman is the one who had my parents killed. Who had the Henrys killed. Who had Logan killed. All because she believes bastion blood will turn her into some kind of invincible talent.

It answers most of my questions.

“What does the Saint get out of this?” I ask, choking on an unexpected surge of anger.

She hesitates, regarding me thoughtfully. “You must hate him.” She says it like she’s only just realized that I might have feelings about the person who murdered every parental figure I’ve ever had, like she’s filing it away as an interesting data point and nothing more.

And then she moves on. “You have a choice,” she says. “You can help me. If you stay here and give your blood, Thea can go free. Or you can go free. Leave here none the worse for wear, and I’ll raise baby Thea as my own.”

“And take her blood,” I finish.

“That goes without saying,” she says. “But she’ll be very well cared for. I have a vested interest in her continued health, after all.”

I picture Thea. Her big blue eyes filling with tears as someone stabs a needle into her arm again and again, force-feeding her lavender decoctions to keep her skin vulnerable to the needle. And I want to puke.

“What about my friends?” I ask. “What happens to them?”

“They’ll have to stay here for a bit, I’m afraid,” Ms. Jones says, not sounding at all apologetic. “But once the dust settles, they’ll be free to go. Once I’ve taken control of Underhill, I’ll remove the bounty on Mr. Acosta and let him take Thea. I’m sure he has everything he might need to change her name and hide her very well somewhere in the world. Somewhere far away. Amethyst can return to her family, and I will make sure they receive an anonymous boon that will make their lives much easier in the future. Sage, of course, can stay with Lila. She’ll have a place of privilege in the new Underhill.”

I clench my teeth against a swell of frustration. She’s presenting it like I have a choice, but I don’t. I couldn’t do anything to help my parents. I couldn’t save Logan. The only thing I’ve ever wanted to do with my life —  keep myself and my loved ones safe —  has ended in failure.

She could be lying. But I know she needs me and she wants my cooperation. At least for now. The only thing I can do is try to make sure Thea’s life will be better than mine.

My friends will have everything they need. Everything they want. All I have to do is agree.

With a hollow feeling expanding in my chest, I turn to Ms. Jones and nod. “Okay,” I say. “I’ll stay.”

A smile thins her lips, the movement isolated and disconcerting. “Then let’s get to work.”


[image: ]

I expected my lessons with Logan to be hard. Brutal at times. I expected things would inevitably take a very dark turn.

What I didn’t expect was for croissants to be that dark turn.

I was thirteen the first time he burst into my bedroom in the middle of the night, and I was ready for him. I’d been ready for him for three nights straight and in truth, I was starting to feel the strain. But he’d turned the sec system off to run a few updates or something else plausible like that and hadn’t turned it back on. Given how often he told me not to trust sec systems over my own senses, I suspected something was up.

Every night, I lay awake for as long as I could, listening for any sound that would give away an approaching attack. I’d mapped the squeaky boards in the hallway and knew Logan could avoid those as well as I could. The hinges on our doors were well oiled, and if there was one thing I knew to be true about the Ghoul of Kansas City, it was that he could move as silently as a ghost. The house wasn’t going to give him away, and he knew it.

What he didn’t know was that before going to bed each night, I slipped a folded piece of paper in the crack between my door and the wall. It was stiff enough and heavy enough that the instant the doorknob turned and released the pressure, the paper would drop and land with a telltale plunk against the hardwood floor, giving me enough time to spring out of bed and prepare for a fight.

Which is exactly what happened and exactly what I did. I even managed to get ahold of the knife I kept stashed beneath my bed.

Moonlight streamed through my bedroom window, glinting off the edge of my blade and painting heavy shadows against the far wall. I grinned, exhilaration and sleep deprivation making me feel giddy and bold.

“Heard you coming,” I said, crouching low.

He nodded, which was as close to approval as Logan ever came. Then he moved. Striking like a viper. Faster than I’d ever seen him move. Before I knew it, I was disarmed and bound. Then he slung me over his shoulder like a sack of flour and carried me down into the basement, where he dumped me in the old cellar.

“Logan? What?” I struggled to my knees, my toes already freezing against the cold cement floor.

“Give me the recipe for croissants,” he said.

I searched his face for any sign that after three years he had finally decided to take a stab at being funny, but he was as serious as ever.

“Um,” I tried to summon the recipe in my head. When we’d started baking, Logan had told me to pick one recipe to master, and, having very little idea what it entailed, I’d picked croissants. Because they were delicious and pretty and I associated them with him. Croissants and apple butter. We ate them together every Sunday. But they were fiddly and precise, and I’d only ever made them with the recipe in front of me. The pages covered in notes and flour and mysterious dark splotches. I couldn’t do it from memory. “I don’t know. Flour. Butter. Lots of butter. Then lots of folding and rolling and refrigerating.”

Logan gave me a dead-eyed stare. Then he repeated, “Croissants.”

Cold was seeping through the thin cotton of my nightshirt and pants, and I was starting to regret dressing for agility instead of warmth. It was late fall and we’d already had one hard freeze and the cellar was frigid.

“I don’t know!” I shouted. “Warm water. Yeast. Sugar. Flour. Butter with flour in it. Then you mix it all up and start folding and rolling so it laminates properly. Is that enough?”

Again, Logan met my frustration with stony disinterest. “Try harder,” he said.

My teeth were starting to chatter, and my toes were definitely going to freeze into little cubes and fall off, but I’d been with Logan long enough to recognize brick-wall mode.

I closed my eyes and drew in a deep breath, counting to five on the inhale and four on the exhale. I pictured the kitchen and where I would stand to start a batch of croissants, then I watched myself go through the motions.

“You have to start with the yeast,” I say. “Dissolve it in water that’s slightly warmer than room temperature with a smidge of sugar and a teaspoon of flour to get it going while you prep the butter.”

Once I’d started, the rest of the recipe rolled off my tongue. By the end, I felt the method and rhythm of my own work. I even felt an echo of the satisfaction I would experience at the end of the process.

“Good,” Logan said, shifting his grip on the handle of the cellar door. But instead of untying me, he began to close the door. “Now do it again. As many times as you need to until I come back.”

“Logan!” I shouted. “Where are you going? Don’t leave me here, Logan! I’m freezing!”

“Croissants” was all he said as he shut the door tight and left me there alone.
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I lose track of time.

There are moments when I’m lucid, when the roiling nausea eases and I can swallow the broth Ms. Jones leaves for me. In those moments, I think of croissants.

The recipe is a familiar road in my head, populated with years of memories lined up on either side like houses. I follow it past the First Cup, where Ms. Devlin stands at the door with an apron tied around her waist and a ready smile on her face. Through the middle of our kitchen, where Logan holds a thirty-pound shoulder weight with my name on it and a rolling pin. All the way down past the house where I lived with my mom and dad.

When I reach the end, I start again. Listing the ingredients in my head and then each step, each fold a shift in my life, layers on top of layers that build to something only I could create.

After the first time Logan trapped me in the cellar for what felt like days but was in reality only a handful of endless hours, he asked me to make a batch of croissants.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I said, half asleep on my feet and still frozen to the bone.

“The kitchen is warm,” he answered. “And I’ve made a fresh pot of coffee.”

So, exhausted to tears, I followed Logan into the kitchen and started the work of making croissants.

It wasn’t long before he joined me. Silent and steady as we passed various tasks back and forth. The blending of the butter, the kneading of the dough, the folding and rolling, folding and rolling, folding and rolling until they were ready to be chilled, then baked.

“Tru.” He placed his heavy palms on my shoulders and turned me to face him. “Tell me how you feel.”

“I . . .” The surge of anger I expected wasn’t there. Somewhere along the way, I’d found a sort of rhythm that left me feeling calm. Like in spite of everything, I was still capable of doing anything. “Oh-kay,” I admitted, surprised it was true.

One side of his mouth inched toward a smile. I still didn’t think Logan had a sense of humor. That little half smile, though, looked a lot like pride.

“There will be times when you have nothing available to you except your own mind,” he said. “When it seems like everything is lost. When that happens, you will need your croissants. Do you understand?”

I nodded like I understood, because I wanted nothing more than to be deserving of that whisper of pride. He pursed his lips in response, a look of sudden concern tightening his features. Then gave a sharp nod and told me to go shower.

The memory perches in the midst of my croissant recipe. Written in pen and underlined three times.

The light never dims and there are no windows, so I have no way of knowing whether it’s day or night or how much time has passed. I have no way of knowing if Ms. Jones has held to her end of the bargain and kept my friends safe.

All I know is that every so often, there are faces around me. I can hear the soft whir and beep of machines that are presumably keeping me hydrated. And sometimes I see Ms. Jones appear with a syringe full of lavender, a syringe full of some kind of sedative, and everything she needs to draw my blood.

I’m not strapped to the table anymore, which is nice, but I’m too weak to do anything but recite the recipe for croissants in my head. One fold after another.

Then, all of a sudden, it stops.

At some point, I open my eyes and the world doesn’t spin or flutter around the edges. It stabilizes one atom at a time. The room around me has changed. The bookshelves are gone, along with the gurney and high-backed chair. Instead, I’m in what looks like a prison cell, with a little cot shoved up against one wall, a toilet plugged into the other, and a wall of bars completing the ensemble. I think I can smell rain on the air.

But there’s a plate of food waiting for me, and my stomach has never been shy about letting me know when I’m starving.

I have time to eat, pee, and start to stretch the tingling sensation from my limbs before I hear a heavy door opening and closing somewhere nearby.

The clip, clip, clip of footsteps echoes sharply down a long hallway. I pick out two sets. One, forward and determined. The other, quiet and almost imperceptible but for the swish of fabric.

I’m not surprised at all when Ms. Jones appears with the Saint at her side.

A tight almost-smile appears on her lips. “You’re awake.”

I don’t bother answering. She can plainly see I’m conscious. Plus, the sight of the Saint makes my heart beat a little too fast, and I’m having a difficult time swallowing past an unpleasant surge of anger.

I glare at him. Wishing I could do anything else. He stares back openly. Unconcerned. His dark eyes empty of anything like feeling.

“Does he have to be here?” I ask, my voice so low it’s nearly unrecognizable to my ears.

“Yes.” Ms. Jones’s answer is light as a breeze.

I hardly know what to do with all the malice inside me. Anger has been my companion since the night my parents died, but it has evolved into something soft and pliable. A stick of frozen butter into a flexible sheet to be layered with dough. Somewhere along the way, my anger transformed from an offensive weapon to a defensive shield. My parents gave their lives for me, and I owed it to them to live however I could.

But my anger over Logan’s death isn’t so tempered. It’s viscous and dark, suffocating. Like oil bubbling up my throat and filling my mouth. When I try to give it a shape or a goal, it resists until all I can demand of it is “Why?”

I don’t realize I’ve spoken out loud until Ms. Jones answers, “Because he has a role to play still.”

“Why did you kill him?” I ask, ignoring Ms. Jones. “He trusted you.”

The Saint narrows his eyes at me in a way that could be derision, or simply how he looks when he’s thinking. Finally, his lips twitch to one side, and he answers, “I was repaying a debt.”

“A debt?!” Anger sears the back of my throat. “He saved your life!”

The Saint gives me a hard look. He steps closer to the bars with a quiet menace, chin tucked low, eyes never leaving mine. My breath catches, but I don’t step back.

“He left me for dead,” he says.

“He left you alive,” I answer.

The Saint doesn’t answer. His eyes bore into mine. In them I find no hint of guilt or regret.

“I hope the money was worth it,” I choke out.

Thunder rumbles outside. Loud enough to rattle the building.

“I thought I would come and give you an update on my progress,” Ms. Jones interrupts as though the Saint and I haven’t spoken at all.

“I don’t really care about your progress one way or another,” I say. It’s not true exactly. I would really love it if she failed miserably. If the ancient story she’s put so much faith in turned out to be nothing more than a fabrication. The delirious ravings of someone several steps into dementia.

She steps toward the bars, her face a mask of restrained pleasure. “It works,” she says softly. Reverently. “I was concerned that using so much lavender to neutralize your bastion talent would render your blood useless, but that wasn’t the case. Even in vials, after a few minutes, your blood begins to clean itself. After that, the rest of the process worked exactly as Void described.”

“Good for you,” I say, letting every bit of the sarcasm I feel ooze out.

Ms. Jones is undeterred. “It is good for me. It’s also, potentially, good for you.”

“Because you’re done taking my blood?” I ask, not daring to be hopeful.

Ms. Jones laughs. A silky sound that’s every bit as curated as the rest of her. “I’m afraid not. The effects of your blood on mine are exquisite but not, I’m sad to say, permanent.”

My stomach roils at the thought of living out the rest of my days in a cell like this while Ms. Jones slowly drains my blood. But better me than Thea, I remind myself sharply.

“Which is why it would be much better if you were a fully willing participant,” she says.

“I’m not interested in making this better for you,” I snap.

There’s a soft sound like a laugh from the cell next to mine. Ms. Jones turns toward the sound, cutting off anything more with a dangerous glare. I’m not alone down here.

Ms. Jones clears her throat and continues. “I have an olive branch to offer you.”

Before I can ask what she means, she draws a knife from the sheath at her waist and backs away from the bars. Then, fixing her gaze squarely on the Saint, she says, “I’m afraid this is where our partnership comes to an end.”

She gives him a full count of five. Enough time to comprehend what she’s said and reach for his weapon. Then she attacks.

She swings her knife toward his throat. Her arm moves so fast I can hardly see it. It moves, I realize, like a wingtip’s.

The Saint’s reflexes are quick. He ducks, swivels on the balls of his feet, dancing beneath her blade to swipe his own across her belly. She dodges back, agile and quick enough that his blade only manages to slash through her blouse.

They dance around each other with liquid speed, their bodies blurring together. With her stolen talents, she’s as fast as he is, but he’s been a wingtip all his life. She’s only been one for a hot minute.

For a second, I think the Saint has gained the upper hand, then, with the amplified strength of a strongarm, Ms. Jones slams him against the bars of my cell. I hear a crack, and blood drains from his nose.

Before he recovers, Ms. Jones is there. She snatches his head by the hair, pulling it back, then she drives her blade into his neck.

Ms. Jones withdraws her knife and crimson blood rushes after it, coursing from the wound like a river that’s been released from a dam. The Saint grasps at it with one hand, frantic at first, then slowly sinking to his knees.

A small sound escapes from his mouth, and his eyes flare wide. I can’t look away. My entire body has become rigid and unmoving, but I can’t look away.

The Saint stares intently into my eyes, like he’s trying to tell me something. His lips move, but no sound comes out. Despite all the specific and vicious ways I hate this man, tears burn hot in the corners of my eyes.

Time seems to stretch endlessly. Then, all at once, the light leaves his eyes and he slumps forward, head tipping against the bars of my cell. Blood drips from the gash in his neck, pooling on the floor between us.

Ms. Jones steps forward, carefully avoiding the mess. “I told you he needed to be here.” Her voice is exacting and calm. As though she is making a very simple point. Which I suppose she is. The Saint needed to be here so she could kill him.

So I could see her kill him. So I could see how deadly she’s become with my blood in her system.

I stare at his lifeless body. His eyes are open wide, and even though they are no longer focused on me, they hold me in place. Feet rooted to the floor.

Logan once told me that if I truly wanted to be able to take someone’s life in defense of my own, I needed to imagine it. Not in grand, cinematic gestures, where music and sweeping camera angles create emotional distance, but in the silence of my heart. I needed to imagine the act as honestly as I could or when it came time, I would be the one under the knife.

“Imagine,” he said. “Killing a puppy. Not accidentally or from a distance. Imagine picking up a puppy in your own hands and —”

“Why?” I demanded, already uncomfortable with the exercise. My insides were squirming even though I knew I would never —  could never —  kill a puppy.

“Listen to its cries. Feel the texture of its fur. Imagine the sounds its body makes when you snap the bones in its neck.”

“Stop!” I shouted, leaping to my feet, my heart beating fast and my entire body hot.

Logan watched me pace away from him without saying anything more. He waited patiently as I left the house, slamming the front door behind me.

He was still seated at our small kitchen table when I returned several minutes later.

I slumped into the chair across from him and after a deep, uncomfortable exhale, said, “Okay.”

Logan nodded, but I saw something like sadness in his eyes. He had agreed to prepare me for the world, to teach me to survive, but in that moment, I think part of him regretted it.

I know now that nothing could have prepared me for what it must be like to kill a person. Even the person who killed him.

“This is my gift to you,” Ms. Jones says. “My way of demonstrating that I would like us to be a team. He murdered your family, and now he has paid for his crimes.”

“But he was working for you. You gave the order.” I pry my gaze from the body back to her. I should kill her. I should want to kill her.

But, looking at her, all I feel is a buzzing numbness.

“You haven’t given me anything,” I say. “All you’ve done is take from me. My parents. My blood. My revenge. You’re mad that the world doesn’t respect your talent, but you haven’t done anything to deserve respect.”

She’s losing patience with me. I can see it in the way her smile tightens at the edges, but I don’t care. I don’t have any use for her patience.

“You want to use me to make yourself invincible because even you know that you’re nothing on your own.”

Now her smile drops away, leaving behind a mask of placid calculation. “Underhill created a world in which you were doomed to be hunted and outlawed, caged for crimes you might never commit. I will give you a better world whether you want it or not.”

“That’s right,” I mutter. “You’re a giver.”

With a sigh, she steps around the body and starts down the hallway, pausing at the next cell to ask, “Still haven’t changed your mind?”

“No.” The voice is familiar.

“Very well,” Ms. Jones says. The soft clip of her footsteps recedes down the hallway, in sync with the sudden thumping of my heart.

I step closer to the wall that separates us. There’s a soft sound from the other side. The rustle of clothing, then a quick exhale. Like maybe she started to speak, then decided not to.

Then her voice, tentative and searching, asks, “Tru?”
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“Lila,” I gasp.

“Tru.” This time her voice is threaded with relief. “I’m —  I mean, are you okay?”

“All things considered.” I try to avoid looking at the body still slumped against the bars of my cage. “I feel okay, at least. What about you? What are you doing in here?”

There’s a brief silence before Lila answers. It’s long enough for me to remember that I’m seventy-three percent sure Lila betrayed me and lured me into this mess.

She clears her throat. “I’m sorry, Tru. I know that doesn’t mean much at the moment, but I . . .” She draws in a breath. “I knew Ms. Jones was looking for bastions. I knew at the gala and I wanted to say something, but there was no time. You pulled a number, and I tried to protect you in the only way I knew how.”

I focused on how she vanished from the gala. How she reappeared just in time with a vial of lavender and sweat at her temples because she’d had to run. Until I was strapped to a table, I focused on that —  on her —  instead of the wondering how she knew to bring me lavender. And where to get it so quickly.

“And I didn’t tell you in my apartment because I thought, I believed, that Ms. Jones would help you.” Her voice quivers almost imperceptibly.

“Did you know what she wanted from me?” I ask.

“No,” she says. Swift and sure. “If I’d known, I never would have led you to her.”

A small knot of anxiety loosens inside me, but I still have questions. “What did you think she wanted?”

Another beat of silence falls between us. I wish I could see her face. To know if it’s guilt or anger that’s making her pause. To know if her ocean-deep eyes are guarded right now or if they shimmer with tears.

“I thought she wanted to create a better world,” Lila answers after a moment. She sounds like she could laugh, but she doesn’t. “After my father’s accident, she was the only person who understood what I was going through. I was so angry, Tru. At everyone. And a big part of me wanted to prove them all right. I wanted to show them that they were right to be afraid of me. Ms. Jones understood. One day she set up the training ring, made sure we were completely alone, and told me to let go.” Her voice takes on a dreamy quality. “It was the most amazing feeling. I burned in that room. I raged and screamed and was completely out of control, and it felt incredible.”

Her voice breaks, and for the first time I notice that she sounds tired. Or, not tired, weak. Hurt.

“Ms. Jones taught me that in order to find control and keep it, I had to know what it felt like to lose it. Everyone else wants bombshells to throttle our powers. Let them out in controlled bursts, but that’s like trying to fill a water cup from a fire hose. If you do that, you’re going to break the cup.” She sighs. “I mean, Ms. Jones has been so important to me. I needed her, and when she told me that finding bastions was the key to changing how the world sees bombshells, I wanted it to be true so badly that I guess I didn’t really question it. I should have, though, and I’m sorry.”

She coughs, and I reach for her without meaning to, but my hand only meets the wall.

“Are you okay?” I ask. “Did they hurt you?”

“Only a little.” I can almost hear her shrug. “I didn’t like what they were doing to you.”

She doesn’t offer any more, but I can imagine that Ms. Jones doesn’t tolerate dissent very well.

“Thank you,” I say.

“For what?” Lila asks, sounding disgusted with herself. “For making a second monumental mistake and getting myself thrown in here when I might have been able to actually help you if I’d done almost anything else?”

“That isn’t how I was going to phrase it,” I say. “But you make it sound so romantic.”

That takes Lila off guard. She laughs. A single bright bell of a laugh that lands warmly in my ears. In all of this, making Lila Morgan laugh might be my single greatest accomplishment.

The silence that follows feels colder in its absence, then she speaks again.

“I haven’t had a chance to show you my capacity for romance, but I promise, if we make it out of this alive, that will change.”

There is no part of me that survives those words. I shiver. Shudder. Melt. My cheeks burn and my breath freezes. I am every possible electric sensation and an absolute mess of thoughts. I’m sure I should respond. Give her some indication that I heard every syllable and am in favor of them, but the only thing I manage to do is plant my forehead against the brick wall and breathe.

“Unless you don’t want me to,” Lila says. “I hope you do, but I will understand if you don’t.”

She’s closer than she was a moment ago. Standing so near that I wonder if she has pressed her cheek to the other side of the wall. If all that separates my lips from her skin is a few inches of cool brick.

“I do,” I whisper.

She sighs in response. Just a small, satisfied puff of air and then nothing.

For a long moment, we stay that way. Pressed to either side of the wall in a state of contentment. But eventually I remember that there’s a dead man staring at me, and I have to move.

I glance at him once more. He has slipped down a little so it’s no longer his forehead braced against the bars, but his whole face. The pressure has dragged his eyes wide open and stretched his lips into a horrifying rictus. As much as I don’t want to touch him, I’d rather that than spend the next who knows how many hours staring into his face. But before I push him away, a thought strikes.

“Lila? What are the chances that the Saint has keys to this cell on him?”

“Decent,” Lila answers, voice rising with interest.

“Decent enough for me to search him?” I ask, almost hoping the answer is no.

“Decent enough,” Lila answers apologetically.

“Right.”

I step forward, careful to avoid the blood congealing into a gelatinous goo on the floor, and slide my hand down one side of the Saint’s torso toward his pockets, feeling for anything that might be a key. I come up empty and try the other side, holding my breath when my face comes too near his.

“Nothing,” I announce, jumping back from the body and doing a little ick dance to shake it off. “He’s not even carrying his phone. Not that we have anyone to call. It’s not like we have a direct line to Boss Acosta. We don’t even know where Ms. Jones is going.”

“I do.”

That takes a second to register. “Where?”

“It’s been three days since the gala,” she explains.

“Three days?” I cut in quickly, doing the math. I lost one day to the gunshot and two as an unwilling blood donor. “It seemed so much longer than that.”

Everything started last Saturday. The funeral was on Monday, the gala on Wednesday, which means today is Saturday. The Saturday after the gala.

“The Tithing is tonight,” I say.

Underhill takes three days to evaluate the young talents who tested at the gala. Tonight, they’ll announce who has been selected to become an Apprentice. They’ll be welcomed, paired with an Associate, and asked to make a symbolic tithe of blood to Underhill. The rest of the tithe is the cut Underhill takes of all bounties and the blood that is inevitably spilled on the job.

“Exactly,” Lila confirms. “What better place to demonstrate her stolen talents and create a new order?” The bars ring as though she kicked one. “And all we can do about it is sit around and wait.”

“There has to be a way out.” I study my cell again, looking for anything that might give us an edge.

The lock on the door is complex. With the right tools, I could pick it, but I don’t have anything that might do the trick. Even the cot frame has soldered joints instead of screws. There are no windows and no vents or air exchanges, which suggests that we’re underground and calling for help isn’t likely to do us any good.

“I doubt it,” Lila is saying. “Knowing Ms. Jones, she had these designed with talents in mind.”

“Which ones?” I ask, an idea beginning to form.

“Any of them,” Lila guesses.

“Even bombshells?”

I hear Lila’s intake of breath as she understands what I’m getting at. “It’s not a good idea, Tru.”

“We’re all out of good ideas,” I say, moving toward the corner where my cell meets hers. “It could work.”

“You don’t understand,” she says weakly. “Punching a single hole in this wall, knocking down one door? It requires perfect control. Trying to achieve a specific task when I’m full bombshell is like trying to thread a needle during a hurricane. I haven’t eaten since yesterday, and it’s taking everything I have not to completely dissolve. If I try this, I’ll lose control, Tru; I know I will. I’ll lose it. I’ll destroy everything down here, and I’ll kill you in the process.” Her voice hitches. “I can’t take that risk.”

She’s talking faster now, her breath shallow and harried. I can hear the panic seeping through every word.

“Lila.” I extend my hand through the bars and reach toward her cell. It takes her a minute, but her hand finds mine, fingers braiding between my own. I hold on to her for a second, giving her time to catch her breath.

“I don’t want to hurt you,” she whispers, tears thickening her words.

I squeeze her cold fingers and say, “You can’t.”

There’s a gasp. Then she squeezes my hand tight. “Oh my god. Tru. No. You don’t know that.”

“I do,” I say it with as much confidence as I can muster. “I survived a gunshot to the back, remember? I can survive this.”

Her nails press into the skin of my knuckles.

“This is the only way,” I assure her. “If you do this, then we have a shot at getting to Underhill in time to stop Ms. Jones.”

A tremor moves through her hand. “Not we,” she corrects me. “Remember what I said about Ms. Jones letting me go full bombshell in the training ring? It burned me out. The only thing that stops us when we get going like that is our bodies. We can’t sustain it.”

“Right,” I say, insides twisting. “Me, then. If you get us out of here, I’ll get to Underhill.”

I can sense her hesitation. I’m asking her to do the thing that terrifies her most. Her fear seems to vibrate in the air around us.

“You promise you’ll survive me?” she asks, voice small.

“You can’t hurt me, Lila,” I tell her, sweeping my thumb over hers. “Anyone else in the world, but not me.”

“There’s no lavender in your system?”

I glance around the room once more, searching for something sharp, but the best I find are the rough edges of the bricks in the wall. They’ll have to do.

“Hold on tight,” I say.

Lila complies, and I press the inside of my forearm to the edge of bricks. Then, as hard as I can, I drag my arm down. I feel the pressure but nothing else, and when I turn my arm to her, there’s no sign of damage.

“Okay.” She takes in a shuddering breath and pulls her hand out of mine. “At least get as far from this wall as you can,” she says.

I press my back into the far corner, crouching. And then I wait.

I’ve heard dozens of stories about what it’s like when a bombshell explodes, but they’re all different. In some, there’s a sound that precedes the storm. In others, there’s a smell like burning. I’ve even heard tales in which the bombshells themselves erupt in destructive flames.

The first thing I notice is the complete lack of sound coming from Lila’s cell. The second is a change in the air pressure. And the third thing is the hum.

From one second to the next, the air fills with a single note that resonates through the bricks and the steel bars until they vibrate. The sound grows steadily, reverberating. I feel it in my chest, in my teeth. My entire body begins to feel like nothing more than an extension of sound that grows and grows until it’s almost unbearable.

That’s when I realize that the note is a voice and the voice is Lila’s. She is making this sound, drawing everything into alignment with her. I have a second to marvel at the beauty of it.

Then the world explodes.

It sounds like the air itself screams. Heat washes over me, lashing and vicious, as I’m pressed into the brick behind me with crushing force. I close my eyes against a violent shower of brick that pelts my skin. It lasts for a nearly a minute. Then I hear a whir of air, smell burning and dust, and nothing.

I wait another second, then I dare to look.

The brick wall that once separated our two cells is in ruins, as are the toilets and her cot, but the bars are still standing. The floor is littered with broken brick and porcelain, and in the midst of all that destruction is Lila.

She moves almost as if she’s dancing. Spinning around and around, her feet hardly seeming to touch the ground. Her hair has come free from her usual bun and twirls around her in an arc like pale sunlight. Her gray eyes are vibrant. It’s startling, but she looks happy. Happier than I’ve ever seen her.

Still spinning, she picks up speed and flies toward the bars. She seems to glow when she comes near them, the hum intensifying. She looks like a star about to go nova. Her light grows and grows until I have to look away.

The second explosion thrusts me into the wall so hard, I think I might have gone through it. Straight into the bedrock of the earth.

My head feels light, and my ears ring.

When I open my eyes, the space before me flickers with light. Slowly, I push away from the wall and climb to my feet. I feel unsteady, like I left part of my skeleton in the bricks. The air is cloudy with dust, and rubble continues to fall around me. Peering into the strobing light, I see that the wall leading into a third cell and a good chunk of the ceiling are gone. The bars to Lila’s cell have been rearranged. They twist and curl like the petals of a flower, bending outward.

And lying in the middle of that explosive nexus, with blood streaming from her nose, head tipped to one side, and eyes closed, is Lila.
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I rush to her side. Or I try to. It turns out that I am not perfectly immune to the blast of a bombshell, and it takes me a minute to find my balance.

Lila doesn’t stir when I reach her. I slide my palm along her pale cheek.

“Lila.” I place my ear above her mouth and listen for the sound of her breath. It’s there. Faint, but there. She’s breathing. Alive.

Looping her arm around my neck, I hoist her onto my shoulders in a firefighter’s carry. She hangs there, boneless and frail, as I pick my way across the rubble toward what I assume will eventually be an exit. I don’t relax until I’ve discovered a stairwell and climbed three flights, emerging on the ground floor of the building I entered two days ago.

The whole climb, I can’t help but think that Logan was right. Lugging fifty-pound sacks of flour up and down our basement stairs was good for more than his amusement.

I wish I could tell him.

I look around the wide space for somewhere, anywhere, to put Lila where she might be safe. Down here the building looks abandoned, and even though the front door locks, it wouldn’t take much for someone to bust through, and I can’t leave her out in the open.

Panic sweeps through me like a sudden shower, scattering questions before me. Where will Lila be safe? How am I going to get to Underhill? I don’t have keys for the car, if it’s even still here. I don’t have my phone, so I can’t call for a ride. I don’t even have any money to pay for the bus. And, assuming I could get there, what on earth am I supposed to do to stop a talent who can literally do everything?

If I fail and Boss Acosta is killed, the careful order Underhill has maintained for decades will crumble. The world will return to the lawless days of the wild talents, and it won’t matter how far I run, Ms. Jones will find me, and I’ll spend my days attached to an IV like a human blood bag. Thea, too, because there will be no one capable of protecting either of us.

Standing there, I feel just how alone I am.

That’s when I hear it. The faint, tinny cry of a child echoing somewhere above me.

Thea.

I spin on my heel and dart back into the stairwell, pushing my body as fast as it can go with Lila’s chin bouncing against my arm on one side, her legs tapping my hip on the other. I follow the sound up two flights but pause in front of the heavy door. I can hear Thea’s cry echoing somewhere on the other side, but just because Ms. Jones isn’t here doesn’t mean her goons aren’t. In fact, I should assume Thea’s well guarded.

I ease Lila to the ground and lean her against the next flight of stairs. “I’ll be right back,” I promise, even though she can’t hear me.

Then I open the door a crack and slip though, silent as a mouse, heading down a hallway in the direction of Thea’s whimpering cries.

The closer I get, the more I hear. A series of sharp exhales and thumps trip down the hallway, sounds of a scuffle. I peer around the corner in time to see all three of my friends take down a guard and drag him through a door. By the time I reach them, they’ve got that goon and two others gagged and bound and unconscious, and Sage is giving orders.

“Make sure you check them thoroughly for weapons, and —  Tru!” She launches herself at me, throwing her arms around my neck and squeezing tight. “Oh, you’re all right. I knew you would be, but I was so worried.”

“You’re all okay?” I ask, reluctantly pushing her away to get a look at the rest of them. Embry looks tired. Amethyst annoyed. And Thea mad but none the worse for wear.

The room is small, but there are three cots pressed against the walls, an assortment of kids’ toys, and another door to one side that must lead into a bathroom.

“We’re good,” Amethyst confirms, hoisting Thea onto one hip and rubbing small circles on her back to calm her down. “I assume that explosion was . . . you?”

“Lila,” I say.

Sage startles forward, gripping my arm in concern.

“She’s okay, I think,” I tell her. “But we have to get out of here.”

“You don’t need to say that twice,” Embry says, moving toward the door and checking the hallway in both directions. “Sage is ninety percent sure there were only three of those guys left, so if we trust her statistical acumen, we should be clear.”

“We trust her.” I grab Sage’s hand and pull her after me into the hallway.

There are three other doors in the hallway.

“Wait,” I say, pausing.

I pick a door at random and push it open, revealing a guard’s room with a few chairs gathered around a table, a stash of bottled water, and a single cot in one corner.

I try the next room, but it’s more of the same. A few chairs and nothing all that useful.

The third room, however, greets me like an old enemy. A gurney stands in the center surrounded by a small collection of medical devices. In one corner, a high-backed chair. The air smells of old books and astringent cleaning solutions, the combination noxious enough to trigger my gag reflex. I swallow it down and step inside.

“What are you looking for?” Sage asks in distaste, eyes glued to the gurney.

Crossing to the table that was out of my line of sight when I was strapped in place, I yank open the first drawer and rifle through the contents. There are syringes and alcohol swabs and little rubber ties for drawing blood, and then, in the very back, a small box containing three vials filled with purple liquid. I take all three and hold one up for Sage.

“Lavender,” I say. “I’ll explain on the way.”

We hurry to the stairwell, where Lila is still slouched against the wall.

“I’ve got her.” Embry gathers her into his arms and heads down the stairs at a jog.

We don’t encounter anyone else, and by the time we reach the street, the storm has wrapped Kansas City in blurry gray. Rain streaks the sky above.

“I have to get to Underhill,” I say. “I don’t suppose anyone has the car keys.”

“Those guys took the lint from my pockets. But . . .” One side of Sage’s mouth quirks up, and she holds out a hand, indicating that we should wait while she darts into the rain and around to the front of the building. To the same spot she checked before we went inside. She returns completely soaked but with the keys dangling from one finger. “Amethyst is always on me about losing my keys, even though it only happened that once. And I didn’t want to risk the second time being now.”

“You stashed them.” Amethyst says it so emphatically that she sounds angry.

Sage preens. “I stashed them.”

With a laugh, Amethyst hooks an arm around Sage’s neck and pulls her into a hug. “I guess you are kind of smart,” she says, turning to me. “Now, what’s the plan?”

“Let me get this straight,” Amethyst says from behind the wheel as she navigates us through the Bottoms. “You want to bust into Underhill during the Tithing Ceremony —  where probably a third of our classmates and their parents will be gathered —  and somehow trick Ms. Jones into drinking some lavender so she can’t murder Boss Acosta?”

Unlike the gala, where hopeful young talents attend without their parents, the Tithing Ceremony is kind of like graduation. Everyone goes.

“That’s right,” I say.

“I hate to throw a wrench into this very well considered plan, Tru, but do you have any reason to believe that lavender will have the same effect on her?” Sage sits in the middle of the back seat between me and a still-unconscious Lila.

My stomach plummets because I don’t. “I assumed that since it’s taking an infusion, or whatever, of my blood that unlocks her powers, it must also give her my vulnerabilities. Wouldn’t that make sense?”

Thea reaches up and snatches at my earlobe. “Du, duu, duu,” she says.

“It would,” Sage agrees, expression serious. “But just because it should be the case, doesn’t mean it is. What if it’s the opposite? Lavender doesn’t have an effect on bombshells that we know of, so what if taking your blood gives her your strengths but she keeps her immunity? Isn’t that just as likely?”

I consider this. “She couldn’t use my blood until the lavender had worn off. I know it’s not a sure thing, but it feels like a good guess that my blood —  no matter where it is —  will react to lavender. Right?”

“Better than nothing at all,” Embry offers from the front passenger seat.

“We’re here,” Amethyst announces, cutting the engine and killing the lights. She’s brought us as close as we can get in a car. Through the downpour, I can just make out the small, nondescript door that Amethyst and I used to leave the gala, carved into the backside of Union Station beyond the train tracks.

“How are we doing this?” Embry asks.

If it’s possible to feel happy and sad at the same time, then that’s what I feel. Surrounded by my friends, who don’t even question whether or not they should go with me. I love them, and I know with awful clarity that they love me. Lies and all.

“Not ‘we.’ Only me,” I tell them.

There’s a brief silence, and then the car erupts with their combined protests.

“Lila needs you,” I say to Sage. “And Thea needs you,” I say to Embry. “And if I don’t make it back out of there, then it’s up to you to get all of them somewhere far away from here,” I say to Amethyst.

“But this is my mother,” Embry protests, conflict and worry evident in the set of his jaw.

I give him an encouraging smile. “I’ll keep her safe.”

“But who’s going to keep you safe?” Sage asks, turning liquid eyes on me.

Sage plucks a forgotten marble from the seat of the car and squeezes it until her knuckles turn white. I put my hand over hers and say, “I will.”

She holds on for a moment, and then the marble drops into my hand as she relaxes the tiniest bit. Without another word, I hand Thea over, then climb out of the car and jog across the dark tracks through sheets of rain.

It’s surprisingly easy to pull open the heavy metal door. The chamber inside is small and chilly, the air damp with rain. The long ladder plunges into the darkness below, and, with no time to waste, so do I.

I step over the edge, and I jump.


[image: ]

I plummet straight down and barely manage to keep myself from screaming. Since I can’t see anything, I have no way to prepare for the moment my feet hit the ground. It just happens.

One minute, I’m in free fall. The next, my teeth crash together so hard that if I were anyone else, I’m certain I would have broken every single one.

My ankles collapse beneath me, and my knees slam into the hard ground. Pain flashes through my bones. I’m grateful that Logan encouraged me to leap from rooftops and overpasses and whatever else we could find, because I know this pain will pass. I give my legs a testing bounce to make sure they’re ready to hold me, check that the vials of lavender remain unbroken, then slip out into the cavernous hallway beyond and retrace the path I took a few nights earlier with Amethyst and Lila.

Before long, I hear the murmur of the gathering echoing through the long corridors. It sounds much more like a business meeting than a party. Boss Acosta’s voice, amplified over a microphone, rings out over the chatter.

“It is my great honor to welcome you —  friends, Associates, and young talents —  to our annual Tithing Ceremony.”

She is rewarded with a smattering of applause that ranges from polite to enthusiastic.

I round the corner and join a few other stragglers who are stepping inside the great hall, looking sleek in pressed slacks and skirts. The gala was a riot of style in every shade of the rainbow, but tonight the attendees are dressed in their Underhill colors. The crowd is a sea of adults in honeyed gold and sapphire blue, with a few spots of matte black speckled throughout, and hopeful talents are in shades of gray, ready to receive the sash that will indicate their new status.

I hesitate outside the open doors. I’m wearing one of Lila’s blouses and the same jeans I’ve been in since leaving her apartment two days ago. They’re riddled with little holes and encrusted with brick dust. I have no idea what my face looks like, but it must be a far cry from Underhill chic, that’s for sure.

But there’s nothing to be done at this point, so with one final, deep breath, I step through the doors and behind the gathered crowd.

At the far end of the room, on the center of the dais, stands Boss Acosta in a three-piece suit of Executive gold, her bearing so regal it’s hard to look away. Standing behind her, with a dark gleam in her pale eyes, is Ms. Jones.

She’s changed into a suit of Operations blue, the long waistcoat cinched around her hips and layered over a full skirt. She watches Boss Acosta with the patience of a cat, the expression on her face almost peaceful.

I wonder what she’s waiting for.

I hoped that as soon as I arrived, a plan would present itself. Instead, everything looks much, much worse than I imagined.

There is an entire sea of people between me and Ms. Jones, and apart from asking her politely to please stop whatever it is she’s planning, I don’t see that I have any options.

A hard lump of panic lodges itself in my throat. I have to think of something. And I can’t do anything from this far away.

I start to weave through the crowd. I get a few startled glances, which I assume are about my appearance more than anything else, but no one makes a fuss or tries to stop me. It seems one good thing about looking like I’m in desperate need of a parental figure is that no one wants to get in my way.

Boss Acosta continues to speak about the history of the Tithing and its importance to Underhill. About how it is our commitments to one another that make us a community, that allow us to keep ourselves and topsiders safe.

The irony of this is not lost on me. Nor on Ms. Jones, who taps her palms delicately in polite applause.

As the applause dies down, a small army of black-clad waitstaff line up on either side of the room with trays balanced on their hands. I track them in my peripheral vision and have the distinct feeling of being closed into a trap.

Logan’s voice echoes in my memory: There will be a time when you have no plan. He made the point by leaving me in the woods with nothing during one of our many camping trips. All I could do was adapt. Forage for what I knew to be edible mushrooms and berries, build a fire with nothing but sticks and sweat, read the landscape as he’d taught me to find all the ways it would point me home.

I was scared the whole time, but not like this.

Sweat pricks at my neck and along my spine. I’m close to the dais now. Close enough that if Jones shifts her gaze, she’ll spot me, and I still don’t have notion of what I’ll do when I reach her.

“Before we begin the Tithing,” Boss Acosta says brightly, “a toast.”

That’s what the waitstaff are holding: champagne. Tall, elegant flutes filled with bubbling liquid.

And suddenly I have a plan.

As the waitstaff filters through the crowd, handing out glasses, I take one and empty the contents of one of my three vials into it, wincing when it turns the entire glass a faint grayish purple. Careful to keep my back to the dais, I take a second and do the same, hoping two will be less noticeable than one. Then I hurry to intercept the girl who carries a tray with two glasses toward the dais.

“I’m so sorry.” Keeping my tone low with conspiratorial embarrassment. “My dad already grabbed some for us.”

She’s not much older than I am, with big brown eyes and a sweet smile. She leans toward me as I set both glasses on her tray. “Keep them,” she murmurs.

Feigning surprise, I bite my bottom lip and reach for the other two glasses.

“Thank you,” I say, hoping she doesn’t notice the switch.

She glances down and I hold my breath, waiting for her to tell me to take the ones I’ve already touched. Her eyes lift to mine, and I’m sure I’ve just lost my one chance.

“Good luck tonight,” she whispers, and then she carries the dosed champagne onto the dais, where both Ms. Jones and Boss Acosta take one.

I follow their every movement. I’m going to need more than luck, but this is a good start.

“A toast!” Boss Acosta repeats, raising her glass.

The audience mimics her movement, and Ms. Jones does too. I hold my breath.

“To all our good talents and the peace they bring to our community.”

Boss Acosta takes a sip, and so does the crowd. I look to Ms. Jones, but she holds perfectly still and does not drink.

Instead, she waits for Boss Acosta to finish and smile grandly at the waiting crowd. Then she steps forward, holds out her glass, and pours it on the ground at Boss Acosta’s feet.

My world rocks. So much for that plan.

“You talk about peace and community,” Ms. Jones says, “but you treat bombshells like we are nothing more than the dirt beneath your feet. When the truth is that we are the greatest of you. As I’m about to show you.”

A surprised murmur moves through the crowd. As one, it recedes from the dais like a wave running from the shore. The guards try to push closer, but most of them are trapped in the surging mass of people.

“Judith, what are you —” Boss Acosta doesn’t have a chance to finish her question.

Ms. Jones reaches out and grabs Boss Acosta by the throat. With one hand, she lifts her into the air with strength she shouldn’t possess. Boss Acosta, the most accomplished strongarm of our age, struggles to no avail.

Then Ms. Jones pulls a dagger from the sheath at her waist and adjusts her grip.

Without thinking, I fly up the dais steps and dive between the two women as Ms. Jones drives the dagger toward Boss Acosta’s chest.

I raise my arms, making them a shield, and, moving faster than I thought possible, I catch the dagger with my raised forearms. The blade shears against my skin, doing no harm.

The deflection puts Ms. Jones off balance. Boss Acosta hits the ground behind me, and I use the distraction to my advantage. I raise one foot and kick Ms. Jones square in the stomach.

She stumbles back, dagger skittering away on the floor, then her eyes refocus on me. “Gertrude,” she says darkly. “Get out of my way.”

“No.” My voice trembles, but I don’t move.

She takes a menacing step forward. “They’re just as afraid of you as they are of me,” she says. “See?”

She gestures to the crowd. They’ve gone absolutely silent. They’re staring. Not at Ms. Jones but at me. And in spite of the fact that I’ve just saved Boss Acosta’s life, it’s fear I see on their faces.

Fear and horror.

“Bastion.” The word is a whisper laced with terror. I don’t see who says it first, but I hear it a second and third time, as everyone in this room sees me for what I am.

There is no going back.

“Let me do this,” Ms. Jones pleads, eyes on me. “Don’t you see? You can’t hide anymore. They’ll lock you up and they won’t let you go. Let me do this. For both of us.”

Behind me, Boss Acosta climbs to her feet and backs away, her breathing ragged. As though I am the dangerous one.

“I’ll protect you,” Ms. Jones promises, extending one hand toward me. “From them.”

It would be easy, I think. To say yes. Easy to step aside and let her do what she came here to do. I believe her when she says she’ll protect me, because she needs me.

No, I realize. She wants me. Agreeing to anything she offers will mean turning myself into a possession. Something to be hidden away, as I’ve always been.

“No.” I say it clearly. Loud enough for the room to hear.

“No.” Her hand falls away, and her gaze flicks to a point over my shoulder, then back. “Then I have a question for you, Gertrude Gray,” she says, ensuring that every person in this room hears my real name. “What makes you think you can stop me?”

She launches into an attack, moving swiftly forward and throwing me onto my back with so much strength it knocks the breath from my lungs. She follows it up with a stomp to my stomach and a kick to my side. Through the pain, I hear the faint shattering of glass and know that the final vial of lavender, the one still tucked in my pocket, is gone.

I don’t have anything to use against her now.

I roll onto my knees, narrowly avoiding her next kick. She’s fast. And strong. Even Boss Acosta seems hesitant to jump in.

“Do you see how no one wants to help you?” Ms. Jones taunts. “Why would you try to help them?”

“Because I can,” I say, my voice strained.

Ms. Jones laughs, and then she moves. Lightning quick, streaking from the far side of the dais to stand behind me, one hand curled around my throat, the other pinning my arms behind my back so all I can do is look out at the receding crowd.

“It’s astonishing that your blood is so much better than you are.” Her grip tightens, threatening to cut off my airway.

This won’t kill me. But it does suck.

“You are nothing but a vessel,” Ms. Jones says, her breath hot against my ear. “You’re not strong or quick or keen. You certainly aren’t destructive. Your only talent is getting people killed.”

Her words sink in like a dagger. Sharp and cutting. My mom. My dad. Logan. And if I fail here, probably Lila too. Sage. Amethyst. Embry.

Thea.

Pressure builds in my head as Ms. Jones tightens her grip. My lungs squeeze, desperate for air, and blood pounds at my temples, each pulse a little slower than the one before. I claw at the fingers clasped around my neck, but I’m not strong enough to pry them away.

I’m not anything enough.

I’m what she says: a useless vessel. The only thing I can do right now is pass out. Wake up in another prison cell with another needle in my arm, because all I ever do is survive.

Except that isn’t always true.

The realization hits me in flashes. I’ve done more than survive lately. At the gala with Amethyst, when I took down all three drones in spite of not being a bullseye. In the garage with Embry, when I all but flew around our attackers in spite of not being a wingtip. Less than an hour ago, when I carried Lila up dozens of stairs in spite of not being a strongarm.

Just as my blood can awaken talents in others, it can awaken them in me. And has. I am a bastion, and for the first time, I think I understand what that means.

My head pounds and my strength is fading fast, but I close my eyes and, with everything I have left, throw my head back into Ms. Jones’s face. I hear the violent crack of connection and the thud of pressure to the back of my skull. It’s not enough that she lets go, but it disorients her giving me room to make a move.

Stepping back, I grab her wrists, throw my hip into hers, then drag her forward. I move so quickly, shift my grip so seamlessly, that she flips over my head, losing her grip in the process.

I collapse on my knees, dragging air as far into my lungs as it will go, fighting to hold on to this sliver of consciousness. I don’t have long before Ms. Jones is back on her feet, turning toward me with ferocity in her eyes.

Before I can take a second full breath, she attacks, driving forward with a flurry of blows. My instincts kick in, every cold, early morning in the backyard with Logan coalescing into a series of blocks and jabs that even he would have had a hard time defending against.

I feel connected to every part of myself in a way I never have before. I can see her moves before she makes them, and then I land a spectacular blow to her face that sends her reeling.

When she straightens, I see a tiny rivulet of blood running out of her nose, and one final piece of the puzzle clicks into place.

One of the first things I ever learned about making croissants is that in spite of having sugar in them, they aren’t sweet. The sugar is used to activate the yeast, and by the time the dough is baked, it’s been completely cannibalized. The sugar jump-starts the yeast, giving it what it needs to grow and get that sketchy-looking foam on top. The sugar is still in there, but its sweetness was all used up to create something else.

This must be what happens when my blood is introduced into a bombshell, or possibly anyone who isn’t also a bastion. It activates their latent talents except for the one we think of when we think of bastions, the way we think of sweetness when we think of sugar.

She may be fast and strong and keen, but she can be hurt. And she was too eager, too confident in her research and superiority to figure that out on her own. Which means I can win.

I can win.

I spy her dagger. Lying on the floor behind her, forgotten.

I dance forward, feinting left, then right, falling into a sequence Logan taught me, only this time, I’m as fast as he was. Faster, even. I use my speed and my strength in concert, drawing her attention away from the dagger until I can swing around her and scoop it up with one hand.

Then, before she has time to register what’s happening, I aim for her heart and drive the knife forward.

The second before it pierces her chest, she shifts, catching the blade in her shoulder. Her eyes widen in surprise as it sinks it, buried to the hilt.

“What?” she gasps, staggering back with one hand clutched around the blade’s handle. When her hand comes away bloody, she frowns.

Whether or not she knew it before, she knows now that she has all the talents except for one: mine. I see the subtle shift in her expression, the angry flex of her jaw.

I expect her to attack anyway. Instead, with the knife still embedded in her shoulder, she plants her feet and closes her eyes. A low humming sound begins to fill the room. The crowd, which for all the nervous retreating to the farthest end of the room has stayed to watch, is finally inspired to flee. They run, stampede for the doors, but it won’t do them any good. These tunnels are long and deep. They won’t have time to get out before she brings the ceiling down.

Boss Acosta starts shouting orders to her guards, most of whom look like they’d rather run themselves, telling them to direct the crowd toward the river tunnel and not the elevator. The only thing that can stop a bombshell once they’ve activated is death, but all around me it’s chaos. Everyone is focused on escape.

I look around, searching for anything I might be able to use as a weapon, and then I remember Sage’s final gift.

Dipping into my pocket, I draw out the single marble as the hum intensifies around us. Ms. Jones has such perfect control that she hasn’t moved. She stands with her eyes shut, a look of intense concentration on her face, and I know she intends to bring the entire place down around her.

I take aim and sling the marble at her forehead. It lands with a crack, knocking her onto her back. But the humming continues.

The stories say that a dead bombshell kind of deflates, absorbing the energy that was building up. Too late, I realize that Ms. Jones is only unconscious, and living bodies protect themselves. All the energy she gathered has to go somewhere.

Boss Acosta realizes it too. “Run!” she cries, her eyes locking on mine.

But I don’t run. I fling my body over Ms. Jones and close my eyes as the world shatters beneath me.
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Three days before all of this started, Logan slipped and cut himself with a knife.

It wasn’t until that moment that I realized I’d never seen him do anything like that before. In all the years we’d been a weird little family, I’d never seen him slip. I’d been so preoccupied with the fact that I couldn’t bleed, it never occurred to me that he just didn’t.

One minute he was slicing carrots for our stir-fry dinner, and the next he was running his hand under water with a frown on his face. He hadn’t made a sound and he hadn’t flinched. He’d carefully set the knife next to the sink and started to clean the wound.

I only noticed because I walked by at that moment and saw the blood blossoming from his index finger.

“Are you okay?” I asked in alarm. “You need a Band-Aid. Do we even have Band-Aids?”

“Under the sink,” he said calmly, shifting so he could keep his finger beneath the water while I retrieved the pristine first aid kit.

When I had everything ready, he turned off the water and squeezed a paper towel around the wound, holding it high to reduce the flow of blood. I watched it with an unsettling kind of alarm. I’d never gotten used to that disconnect. The strange feeling of seeing something and knowing that it causes a kind of pain I might never feel. That there was something intrinsically different about how I experienced the world compared to how everyone else did.

But my discomfort was more than that, and suddenly there were tears in my eyes.

“Are you okay?” I asked again when his finger was bandaged and the first aid kit returned to its spot beneath the sink. I couldn’t stop staring at where the blood made a dark spot in his Band-Aid.

He nodded, then stopped when he saw me. He sighed, considering me as some secret calculus worked its way through his mind, then he reached out and drew me into his arms.

“Tru,” he rumbled.

We stayed that way for a long moment. My nose pressed into his chest. His arms around my shoulders. My entire body was rigid with a kind of terrified sorrow that made me feel cold and stiff.

Logan drew me out of the kitchen, onto the sofa in the living room. I wrapped my arms around my middle and sat down next to him.

“I am well,” he said in his fairy-tale way. “But I am getting older. My reflexes are slowing down, and that’s normal, but it means I might get hurt now and then.”

I nodded, finally recognizing the maelstrom inside me as mostly fear. That I would lose him the way I’d lost others.

“I just . . .” I gripped his hands. Too tight, but he didn’t complain. “It was surprising, that’s all.”

“Mmm,” he hummed, still frowning. “This is a small thing, but one day it might be bigger. I will get hurt. One day you might get hurt, and I am only sorry there is no way for me to prepare you for that.”

“I can’t get hurt,” I said.

But he shook his head. “We don’t know that. And there is more than one way to be hurt. When it happens —  and I want you to think of it as ‘when,’ not ‘if’ —  you must take care of yourself. Whether that means resting for a minute or removing yourself from whatever is happening. Sometimes the best thing you can do for yourself and others is disappear.”
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Waking up has never hurt so much.

Everything hurts. From my toenails to my teeth. Which is how I know all my parts are accounted for. My kneecaps couldn’t ache so much if they weren’t there, could they?

Voices sift around me, but none of them coalesce into words, and I fade back into blissful sleep.

This process repeats several times before I manage to catch a word: “Tru?”

Some part of my consciousness clings to it, one hand on the edge of a cliff, and I claw my way into awareness to find Sage bending over me with the widest, softest doe-brown eyes I’ve ever seen.

“Tru? Hey! Tru!”

“Give her some space. You’re breathing all her oxygen,” Amethyst snipes, tugging on Sage’s shoulder.

“That’s not how oxygen works, you know.” Embry.

They’re here. They’re okay.

“Thea,” I say. Or I try to say.

“Shh,” Sage says with a slightly hysterical laugh. “The doctors say you shouldn’t try to speak or, like, do much that requires your internal bits, because you basically exploded them, and they need time to heal. Which they’re doing because you’re some kind of unicorn.”

“The doctors said that the force of the impact ruptured your organs,” Embry translates. “What it didn’t rupture, it strained.”

“Doctors?” I whisper, a not-so-distant alarm ringing in my head. Hospitals have always been off-limits for me. For the obvious reason that topsiders are even less likely to be understanding of a girl like me.

“Hired by my mom,” Embry supplies, seeing my panic. “In fact, we’re in a super-fancy, super-secret Underhill facility right now.”

“You’re going to need more than a few days to recover,” Amethyst adds.

“Does this hurt?” Sage asks.

It takes me a second to realize that she’s touching me. Her fingers coiled lightly around mine. And it does hurt, but I don’t want her to stop.

I smile. That, at least, I can do, and it seems to calm Sage down.

“What?” I ask, and even though that’s all I can manage, they understand.

“Okay,” Amethyst says. “Let’s catch her up.”

The three of them take turns giving me the highlights of all that has taken place in the two days since Ms. Jones attacked Boss Acosta and tried to destroy Underhill. She came out of the explosion in proper bombshell style, deeply unconscious and without a scratch —  apart from the stab wound in her shoulder and the bruise left by my stellar marble attack. She was taken into Underhill custody and will likely have to face a tribunal at some point. No one expects that to go particularly well for her.

“That’s the good news.” Sage bites her lip and hesitates.

“Just tell her, for crying out loud,” Amethyst says. “She’s in enough pain as it is.”

“The bad news is that everyone knows about you,” Embry fills in. “And there are plenty of people who are, predictably, freaking out.”

“But they also know that you saved Underhill, and it’s not like they’re going to lock up a hero,” Sage adds in a rush.

“The point is, we’ve been promised you’ll be okay,” Amethyst says loudly, then instantly lowers her voice. “And if that changes, we’re prepared to get you the hell out of here as soon as you can walk. Okay?”

“Thea,” I try again, and this time I manage enough that Embry at least catches on.

“We’ve got her. Thea has been taken under official Acosta protection while all of this gets sorted out.” His frown deepens with emotion. “Speaking of Acosta protection, it’s because of you that Mom has a chance to sort this out, so, thank you.”

“Don’t get all mushy on us or anything,” Amethyst teases him. “We’ll have to reevaluate a few of our opinions about you.”

“Fair,” Embry answers with a bob of his head. “I would hate to be a fixed point of any kind.”

I relax into the familiar banter of my friends until a knock at the door silences them.

“Boss Acosta!” Sage announces, I suspect more for my benefit than from any depth of surprise.

“Hi, Mom,” Embry says, voice uncharacteristically deep.

“I heard she was awake. I know you three have been haunting her room for days, but if you don’t mind, I’d like a few words with her.”

The warmth in her voice is unmistakable. I can hear the smile she trains on my friends even if I can’t exactly turn my head to see it.

There’s a slight pause in which no one moves.

“You can stay outside the door and come right back in when I’m through,” she promises, smiling still.

“She can’t really speak.” Sage says, obviously in protective mode. “And she’s exhausted.”

“I’ll be quick.”

Sage gives my hand a gentle squeeze. “We’ll be right back,” she says.

Then the three of them file out of the room, leaving me alone with Boss Acosta.

She settles into the chair Embry vacated and leans close so I can see her. She looks tired, but even with shadows beneath her eyes, she holds herself like a queen.

“Gertrude Gray,” she says. “What a life you’ve led already. And right under my nose.”

Her voice is even and kind, but I can’t help the small spark of anger that flares inside me. She might not have created the system that locks bastions away for life, but she’s upheld it.

“In more ways than one, Underhill has failed you, and for that I apologize,” she says, dowsing that spark. “But the cat is out of the bag, so to speak, and there is no putting it back in. I’m sorry to say that things will have become no less dangerous for you. There is a lot of fear directed at you. I can offer you protection, and we can work together to shift the tide of public perception if —  and only if —  you are willing to become an Associate of Underhill.”

I blink, suddenly glad that I can’t really speak, since it means I can’t be expected to give her an answer in this moment.

“It is your choice, of course. But we would be honored to have you.” She stands and moves toward the door, then pauses. “Thank you. For saving my life and for saving Underhill.”

Then, keeping her promise to Sage, she leaves me with the biggest decision of my life.
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I don’t heal as quickly as I’d hoped. It’s days before I’m escorted home by an Underhill Guard Unit. As much as it’s a relief, I am unprepared for the way going home doesn’t feel like going home at all.

The house looks exactly the same, which is weird. In my mind, the house went up in a whoosh of flame, leaving only a skeletal husk behind. But everything looks exactly as it should, from the peeling green paint on the front door to the weeds lining the walkway.

“Boss Acosta took care of a few repairs for you,” says Roderick, the guard who escorts me to the front door. He’s several years older than I am, with a scruffy little beard and eyes that smile even when his mouth doesn’t. Other than that, all I know about him is that Boss Acosta assigned him to get me home safe, and he has offered to sit outside in his fancy car all night.

I told him that wouldn’t be necessary, but as I reach for the doorknob, the thought of staying in this house alone hits me all at once, and I hesitate.

Then I hear laughter. Bubbling from somewhere inside the house. Warm and inviting.

I push the door open to the familiar greeting of the SecSystem. The smell of fresh paint hits me first, and hard on its heels comes another smell. One that’s slightly off.

I hurry into the kitchen, where Sage, Amethyst, and Embry have pulled a batch of nearly burned scones from the oven. My friends are dusted with more flour than is left in the bag, and the kitchen island is covered in half-zested lemons.

“Oh, nuts,” Sage says with a pout that doesn’t stick. She bounces toward me. “We thought we had another hour, and we were going to surprise you with welcome-home scones.”

“Instead we have welcome-home crisps,” Embry says, plucking one of the less-charred scones from the tray and offering it to me.

“Mmm, don’t eat that,” Amethyst warns.

“Also, we’re staying the night,” Sage says. “Hope you don’t mind.”

“We thought you could use the company,” Amethyst adds.

“And we brought supplies,” Embry finishes.

As if on cue, Thea comes careening around the kitchen island. She’s dressed in an outfit that has transformed her into an adorable little teddy bear, and she’s murdering two handfuls of blueberries.

“Rooroo!” she cries, and I crouch in time to catch her and a whole lot of blueberry goo.

“Thea!” I pull her into a tight hug. “Is that my name? Rooroo?”

“We’ve been working on names,” Embry says with a hint of pride. “But ‘t’ sounds are difficult. Who knew?”

“Is she staying the night too?” I ask.

“Yep! We’re babysitting!” Sage says this with a little clap that inspires Thea to do the same, splashing more blueberry mess all over my face. “I mean, she lives with Embry now, so he’s technically always babysitting, but you know what I mean.”

“The band’s back together.” Amethyst comes forward with a napkin to clean my face and Thea’s sticky hands.

“Thank you,” I manage around a massive lump in my throat. “But please stop trying to bake in my kitchen.”

By the time I’ve composted their welcome-home scones and produced a fresh batch, the kitchen almost feels like home again. I know that will change when they inevitably return to their own homes. I’ll have to face what my life looks like without Logan in it, and it’s going to suck.

But my friends will make it all suck a little bit less. They’ll make it survivable.

When the doorbell rings a few minutes later, Sage gives me a smile that has no chill. “Answer it!” she squeaks.

I’m already blushing by the time I reach the door. Great. Lila will know that I’m —  what? Excited? Embarrassed? I’m not even sure there is a word to describe this feeling. As much in my stomach as it is in my head. Fizzy and heavy all at once.

When I reach the door, I pause and take a single steadying breath, then I pull it open.

Lila.

Just the sight of her stills every part of me. She stands in a spill of porch light, her blond hair limned in pale gold. Her ocean eyes endlessly deep and soft on me. She holds a spray of lavender flowers, their perfume floating toward me on the back of a warming spring breeze. Behind her, the sky glitters with stars, arrayed around her as though she is the envy of them all.

“Hi,” she says.

“Hey,” I respond.

I haven’t seen her since that night in the cells. Sage told me it took her almost as long as me to wake up, and when she did, Underhill had more than a few questions for her. They’re still trying to decide if she was culpable or not.

“Are you okay?” I ask. “Sage told me that you were being, um . . .”

“Interrogated?” She shrugs. “I can handle a few questions.” She takes a tentative step forward and holds out the bundle of flowers. “I brought you these.”

“Lavender?” An uncomfortable feeling worms its way through my stomach. “Is this a threat?”

Her lips curve into a dangerous smile. “If I were going to threaten you, I wouldn’t do it with flowers, Tru.”

The way she says my name, oh my god, the way she says my name.

“These are an apology and a promise,” she says, taking another step toward me. “That I’m sorry for using your vulnerabilities against you, and going forward, I won’t use lavender as anything other than a gift. Ever again.”

“Going forward?” I ask, clinging to maybe the wrong part of that sentence. “Where are we going?”

She closes the distance between us and slips one hand along my jaw. The touch sends a dizzying current swirling down through my chest and belly.

“Forward sounds good,” I whisper.

“Forward it is,” she says. Then her lips press against mine.
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Saturday morning, the alarm goes off at four a.m., but I’m already awake. Lugging a fifty-pound sack of flour up from the basement and smoothing a layer onto the countertop. The ovens are set to 350 and 425 degrees. The former is for the cinnamon rolls followed by scones. The latter is for croissants.

The rhythm is different now than it was, but I know all the steps. Mix the cinnamon and sugar, cut the scones, roll out the croissants. My hand blurs past the grater as I zest the lemons.

I make coffee even though I don’t drink it. The smell is as much a part of this routine as anything else.

The first time I did this, I cried into every pastry. Well, the first three times. Sage offered to come and sit with me. Keep me company so it didn’t sting as much. I told her that just because nothing could hurt me didn’t mean I didn’t also need to feel hurt.

I’m not sure it made any sense, but she didn’t force her way into the house, and it was better that way.

Today, though, I play ABBA and I don’t cry. I sing and bake and dance around the kitchen in my thirty-five-pound shoulder weight.

When the last batch of croissants is done, I pull on my sweats and jog toward the river. By the time I get there, the sun has started to rise, dusting the sky with shadowed pink.

“Hi, Mom. Hi, Dad,” I say, hooking a finger through the latches of their locks. “Hi, Logan.”

His lock is gunmetal gray, decorated with a little lemon sticker.

“I still have a lot of big decisions ahead of me, but I’m feeling okay. Good, even. I’m still not sure if I’m going to take Boss Acosta’s offer, but I’m leaning toward it. Ms. Jones is gone and I’m done hiding. And I don’t want other bastions to have to hide either. If I can make things better for people like Thea, then I want to do that. Maybe the best way is as an Underhill Associate. What do you think?”

The sky blushes a deep pink as the sun nudges above the horizon. It’s a great big smile of a sunrise.

“I’ll let you know when I decide, but I don’t want you to worry,” I say. “I love you.”

As I turn toward the city, my phone dings with a message.

I reach for it, expecting a check-in from Sage or a good-morning from Lila, but the message is from an unknown number. Unlisted and untraceable.

The message is a single word that steals my breath: safe
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This book has been an absolute joy in my life, and it was only possible thanks to an immense amount of support.

I am grateful to my agent, Lara Perkins, who was on board from the minute I said, “Okay, it’s John Wick meets the Baby-Sitters Club with superpowers.” I count myself almost unbearably lucky to have had the opportunity to work with my editor, Miriam Newman, whose guidance only made this story better.

Turning a story into a novel requires the attention and efforts of so many people. To copyeditors Betsy Uhrig and Maggie Deslaurier; cover designer Maria Middleton; interior designer Nathan Pyritz; production controller Angie Dombroski; proofreaders Sarah Chaffee Paris, Martha Dwyer, and Jason Emmanuel; publicist Stephanie Pando, and all the amazing folks at Candlewick who work in the background to catch my errors and make this book stunning, thank you!

Many, many thanks to Jonathan Bartlett, who created the most perfect cover art. Tru looks stunning in her gala gear.

Like Tru, I would be nowhere without my friends. To Alys Arden, Dhonielle Clayton, Rebecca Coffindaffer, Zoraida Córdova, Justina Ireland, Adib Khorram, Julie Murphy, Sierra Simone, and all my friends who brainstormed, read, or even titled this one (thanks, Julie!), I adore you.

I always save my husband for last because she is the hardest one to thank. For reading, for talking, and most of all for reminding me to eat, thank you. You make every story I write better.
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