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    1 
 
    The moon wakes me. It always does. Still high in the sky, gleaming in through the window. I stretch as far as my legs and arms will allow, curling my toes down so they pop. A quick glance around tells me everything is in its usual place.  
 
    Beckham is a tiny human ball. His bed, more a pile of blankets than anything, is shoved into the corner, just across the room from mine. He smiles in his sleep, lopsided and coated in drool. He’s always been a happy kid. Only nine years old, he bears the physical trauma of a past he hardly remembers—an air raid when he was only two—but all that hurt never seemed to work its way down to his soul. The rest of us weren’t so lucky. 
 
    It happened on a particularly sunny morning, warmer than usual so we had the windows open. The government-mandated alarm in the hallway had never gone off before. It screamed so violently my eyes watered, so violently Beck’s ears bled. Seconds later, all I could see was smoke. Dust. Suddenly, I wasn’t standing anymore. The windows were no longer open. They were gone. 
 
    That was the day I learned what a Dobbitt bomb was. It hit just behind our house, made rubble and ruin of the back half, and left us reeling. My father and younger brother Juden were sifting through the mess when it exploded a second time. That was the genius of its design—double impact, the second of which cost us a father and a brother. And most of Beck’s hearing. 
 
    Maybe he was too young to hold on to any of it the way I do. He plays and teases and laughs and doesn’t know the world is ugly. He doesn’t understand all the ways it has taken from us, all the ways it has bled us dry. He doesn’t remember the devastation. Maybe it’s better that way. 
 
    The moon dips, the light a soft white-yellow, so I know it’s early; the sun only a couple hours from rising. The faint tinkering sounds from the kitchen confirm it. Mom always does her best tinkering when everyone else is sleeping—cleaning, cooking, and trying to fix things she doesn’t know how to fix. 
 
    It’s warm in the kitchen, and the smell of bread makes my stomach growl. I see it toasting over the fire and all I can think about is getting my hands on it. I’m barely three steps over when Mom pops up from scrubbing the floor and starts in on me. 
 
    “Prudence Dagger Leary, if you and your brother don’t start cleaning up after yourselves, I swear ….”  
 
    This could go on for a while. My mother’s only source of distraction from all the things she wishes she could forget is to obsessively clean our already pristine shack of a home and pick at us about filth only she can see.  
 
    “ …and just look at this trail of muddy boot tracks! I swear!”  
 
    She never actually tells us what it is she’ll do, just swears she’ll do it and hopes the open-ended promise will scare the hair off our heads and the mud off our boots. 
 
    “Sorry, Mom,” I say, and she softens a bit. She blows dark hair from her eyes and smooths her hands down the front of an apron she’s had longer than I’ve been alive. It’s a dingy off-white with a smiling chicken on the front. It’s so old, the chicken is half-worn and looks more demented than happy.  
 
    I pour myself a cup of milk, close to souring. Mom probably bartered for it in the Market this morning before anyone other than the Slums were awake; probably traded one of her knitted scarves or hats for it. There’s always a mother or two stalking the Market alley with a few jugs, her children shivering and nearly frostbitten beside her. Stolen goods, undoubtedly, and always sold or traded for less than their actual worth. That’s the way it has to be down here. No one could afford anything otherwise, and milk is a precious commodity. Most of the livestock don’t survive the winters, which keeps the number of available milk sources at a bare minimum. Those that do survive belong to the few Gutter-rich who can afford heated stables and plenty of feed. 
 
    Gutter-rich is a poor man’s wealthy, and it’s practically nonexistent compared to the city dwellers and government employees. The Gutter-rich don’t seem to know this. They strut around with their noses tipped up, asking for prices no one can afford, and call the Gutter the “Valley Sector” like they don’t actually live here at all; like the houses next door aren’t leaning into the ground. 
 
    Just as I finish the last few drops of milk, I feel a familiar smack on the back of my head. Before I can even react, my older brother Tempest has me in a loose chokehold with one massive bicep and is using his other arm to tickle me into submission. I writhe and wriggle as he tackles me to the floor, but it’s no use. He’s taller than me, which makes him a giant, given I stand at nearly six feet myself, and he’s easily 220 pounds of pure muscle. I cave, and he rolls off of me, holding his stomach and laughing in his deep, echoing voice that so reminds me of our father’s. 
 
    “You been working out, Dagger? S’all I could do to keep you pinned to that floor!”  
 
    My brothers call me by my middle name, Dagger; the name my father chose for me. He said he chose it because the first minute he saw me, it was like a dagger to the heart. His knees went weak and he was hooked.   
 
    My first name is Prudence. It was my grandmother’s name, my mom’s mom, and she was a handful. She despised my dad and basically everyone else too, but Mom was her pride and joy. When Grandma Pru died, it broke Mom’s heart, and she’s refused to call me anything but Prudence since. 
 
    “Tempest Leary!”  
 
    My mother’s half-cry sounds exhausted as she fusses over the rumpled kitchen rug. She barely gets another word out before Tempest is on his feet, wrapping her up in his arms. He plants big smacking kisses on her forehead as her feet dangle and dance off the floor. It distracts her long enough for me to dart upstairs and change into my gear.  
 
    I hop from side to side as I wrestle into tight, black pants, then pull on my black, long-sleeved thermal shirt. Then, my weapons vest. It doesn’t provide much protection but an abundance of pockets is all I need. Finally, I yank on my boots—knee-high black leather, worn down but perfectly broken in and ridged for better traction. I pull my hair into a low ponytail, just behind my left ear, then head back down. 
 
    My brother plops one last kiss to my mom’s cheek as he sets her down, and though she wears a small smile, she doesn’t look at either of us. She rarely makes eye contact with Tempest. Reminds her too much of Dad, I think. It must be painful to look into the face of a ghost each day, especially a ghost you haven’t been able to let go of for seven years.  
 
    Tempest is ready to go the minute he sees I’m dressed. His gear is identical to mine, only quite a bit larger and made to carry and conceal different weapons. It isn’t in the best condition, but it’s all we could afford, and we had to barter a few pieces of Grandma Pru’s old valuables in order to pay for what we got. We felt bad about it, but our gear, as shabby and rudimentary as it is, is a must. We let Mom fuss over us for a minute before grabbing some toast and heading out the front door. 
 
    *** 
 
    Outside, Tempest and I ease around the house and into the back alley, keeping silent and staying in the shadows. It’s routine now. Alley by alley until we hit the valley edge and can slip away. Once outside the Gutter, we take off at a hard sprint toward the ridge. It’s about a mile, a little less, and we run the entire way, constantly trying to keep ahead of one another. Everything with Tempest and me is a competition. 
 
    Tempest wears his signature crooked half-smile, a smile that always had someone close to fainting when we were still in school, not that he needed it. He’s never had any trouble attracting anyone. Six feet, five inches and packed with muscle from top to bottom. His long black hair falls in smooth waves around his hard-angled face, ending just past his shoulders. He’s always been considered a knockout, and he’s got the charm to match. 
 
    Me, on the other hand? Eh. Charming would not be an accurate description. 
 
    No one has ever had to wonder if we were related. Six-foot-tall with the same dark hair, the same charcoal eyes, the same high cheekbones, and the same brown skin; Tempest and I could pass for twins. And it’s not just the way we look. It’s the way we are. Similar facial expressions and reactions. The same dry sense of humor. Since we were kids, we could practically read each other’s minds, but Tempest has always had a way with people that has never come naturally to me. He’s lovable in a way that makes him feel solid and steady, the go-to guy in a crisis. Everyone in the Gutter loves him. I tend to fade more into the background. 
 
    The ridge is still encased in shadow when we reach it, the first incline leading up to an old road that our people spent years carving into the side of the mountain. Grayish brown, rocky, and rough, it’s the road that used to connect the seven different sectors on the North Side. Now, it’s covered by debris and fallen rocks. Unsafe and unstable. No one ever comes out here anymore, and we’ve got new roads for travel, not that anyone’s ever coming or going down here. To the rest of the mountain, the Gutter is no man’s land. 
 
    It’s not too bad of a climb, the ridge. Tempest and I have every rock and nook memorized, so we scale it with ease. I shoot past my brother, and he starts to laugh. He doesn’t hold a candle to me in speed. My body is flexible and lean, which makes me nimbler than him. He doesn’t even try to keep up.  
 
    At the top, we make our way around the first rock ledge. It’s a narrow path and slick with loose rocks and dirt clods, so we stay close to the mountain wall as we inch around it.  We keep our hands stretched wide from our sides, my right hand clasping Tempest’s left. It’s an agreement we made seven years ago when we started coming here without our father. If I were to slip and fall off the ledge, Tempest would already have my hand and be able to pull me back up to safety. If Tempest were the one to fall, we both know I could never lift his weight, but he insists he could help me pull him back onto the ledge as long as I don’t let go. I think it’s mostly for my protection, but Tempest knows I’m too proud to be some sort of damsel in distress who never contributes anything to a situation except the actual distress. 
 
    Just at the end of the rock ledge is the jagged crack opening of the cave, made wider over the years by my father who hacked away at it so he could get equipment through. Once inside, the path augments, hollowed out through the years by rainwater erosion and the various artificial streams sculpted into the mountain. Each stream links to one of the massive aqueducts at the base of the mountain that carry water from sector to sector. 
 
    Our steps echo in taps and splashes as we make our way along the damp cave floor to the pit. It’s the name my father gave to the center of the cave, the place where he collected training equipment he bartered for in the Market or salvaged from Central. Piece by piece. Deconstructed, snuck away in bits, then reconstructed in the pit where he trained us in secret. It’s against the law to train outside of Central. 
 
    He started bringing Tempest here just after his eighth birthday, then me, then Juden, who turned eight just a few months before he died. After the raid, Tempest and I had to come alone. We haven’t been able to convince ourselves to bring Beck with us yet, even though he’s a year older than we were when we started. We had hoped by the time he was eight, we wouldn’t need the pit anymore. Wouldn’t need to train. We were wrong. 
 
    “Just as we left it.”  
 
    Tempest’s voice snaps me back to reality. I always tend to get lost in thought making the trek to the cave, usually thoughts of my father. Memories of him come and go now, some hazy to the point where I wonder if they really happened or if my mind invented them to fill up the empty spaces where real memories should be; lost somewhere in the years it took me to let go of what happened.  
 
    Tempest remembers him the most. He was already thirteen when the bomb hit. Three years older than me. Three years of training in the pit before any of his siblings joined him, just him and Dad. He never talks about those years. I think he likes keeping them to himself, something that was only his and Dad’s.  
 
    “Grab the rotator and bring it here.” 
 
    The rotator was my dad’s gift to me, a large machine only Tempest is strong enough to actually lift. It had taken months for them to get every last, little piece up to the cave and reconstructed, but it was worth the wait. He started salvaging parts for it shortly after my ninth birthday when he realized just how fitting my name actually was.  
 
    I have to slam my entire weight into the machine to push it across the floor and onto a figure-eight chalk outline. My father rigged an entire electrical system through the cave using an old generator he took from Central’s dumpster, so it only takes the flip of a switch to get the rotator going. A whirring sound fills the cave as the large circular panels painted with red targets start to rotate in figure-eight patterns, steadily gaining momentum.  
 
    My heart kicks up, starts to pound.  
 
    Tempest slings me a heavy pouch and says, “Strap up, Soldier!”  
 
    Ten daggers of varying sizes and shapes. I quickly load each one into its corresponding pocket in my weapons vest and wait for Tempest to give the command. My mouth goes dry. I always get nervous right before the first throw but there’s nothing like this in the world. This is my element. This is my game, and I never lose.  
 
    My brother reaches under the neckline of his thermal and pulls out a small inch-long pipe whistle that once belonged to my father. He keeps it tied to a chain around his neck, even when sleeping. Tempest places the tip of the whistle between his lips. I close my eyes as he holds up three fingers, signifying the countdown. I take a breath, center myself, and open my eyes again.  
 
    Two fingers.  
 
    One. 
 
    The whistle screams in a high-pitched echo that pings around the cave. Before Tempest even parts his lips to take a breath, three small Kishi daggers are all point-deep in the center of the smallest rotating target. Small, smooth-cut daggers, made to appear blunt but sharper than most throwing knives. Bent and ridged at the handle for better grip. The best thing about Kishi daggers, though? Solid black, butt to tip. Difficult, if not impossible, to see in the dark. The only thing that gives away the speeding approach of a Kishi is the faint high-pitched squeal it makes as it cuts through the air, but an untrained ear would never notice.  
 
    Knife-throwing is a dead art. Because it requires a solid inner focus, keen senses, patience, and a particularly steady hand, the Elders believed and still believe it to be a genetic skill, something passed down among generations. There hasn’t been a trainee on either side of the mountain who has shown a certain affinity for the art of blades in decades, and as such, both sides have ceased training in both the combat as well as the defense of the art, which means untrained ears everywhere.  
 
    The last great team of throwers known to any of us exists only in our history books. They called them POINT, a team of highly skilled, highly secretive assassins who specialized in the art of blades during the End War, a decades-long war that ultimately decimated over ninety-five percent of the world’s population. What made them legends? A rare genetic mutation that gave them enhanced abilities, and specialized daggers, known as Vipers, that were designed by an underground team of scientists and assigned to each assassin. No one knows how, but it’s said that POINT assassins could link psychically with their Vipers, and that no one but they or someone in their bloodline with the same genetic mutation could use them. It made them damn-near indestructible. 
 
    Most people talk about them now as if they’re a myth, even our teachers. Just some story someone made up a long time ago to make us ooh and awe over an invaluable genetic code that doesn’t exist and never did. But my dad believed it. He swore by it, because most of the members of POINT died in the war. Two, however, survived. One of them was our ancestor, Deling Leary. 
 
    “Kishis. Why am I not surprised?” Tempest nods. “S’not bad.” 
 
    “Not bad?” 
 
    Tempest shakes his head. “Let’s not blow your ego up just yet. Ready for some heat?” 
 
    A mischievous grin, and not two seconds later, his enormous fist slings out from behind his back sending two medium-sized hunting knives soaring straight in my direction. Before I even have time to think, my body reacts.  
 
    I sprint to the left and leap. My feet connect hard with the cave wall. With a few quick steps and a push, I scale the wall just enough to jolt myself off in a backflip. Mid-air, I thrust my hands below my head and catch the butts of the knives in each hand with a thump. I hear my brother already laughing and applauding as my feet hit the ground. Whipping my body around. My arms, at full extension from my sides, spiral through the air, and mid-spin, I give my wrists a hard, familiar flick. Both knives rip through the air, landing each one in the two outermost targets on the rotator.  
 
    “Hot damn, little sister!” Tempest walks over and stands next to me, taking in my handiwork as I catch my breath. “Only seventeen and already passed up your big brother. Central would be hurting for you if they knew what you could do. No doubt about it.”  
 
    A familiar silence envelops the cave. Central, the North-Side headquarters for training. On the South Side, training headquarters is called Domain, but the function of both is the same. Train civilians for war, or more accurately, train civilians for sport, seeing as how war has really become more of a deadly sibling rivalry than anything else. And valuable too. The wealthy make bets, bids, even requests for particular strategies and attacks, fueling the blood sport of two rival nations. Frothing at the mouth over the deaths of those they consider smaller, lesser, expendable. 
 
    After the End War, a large portion of the remaining world population ended up here on the mountain, where two brothers, both former politicians, took up leadership and formed a government of their own. The Dogan brothers were fiercely competitive and disagreed on nearly every issue. Their feuds resulted in a division of the mountain and of the population. Half the population took to the North Side under the rule of Turk, while the other half took to the South Side, under Stark.  
 
    The North-Side Valley Sector, the Gutter, has been home to the Leary’s ever since. Generation after generation. Every last one of us. 
 
    Tempest’s hand moves up and tousles my hair, making it fuzzy. “Take a breath, Dagger. Everything’s going to be all right. Trust me, yeah?”  
 
    He says it with a smile, but I know him better than I know myself sometimes. Underneath all that calm and quiet, he’s scared. 
 
    “Yeah.” I wrap my arm around his back and lean my head against his shoulder. His words flit through my head again. Central would be hurting for you if they knew what you could do. Fear pricks, stirs in my gut. They can never know. Tempest and I both know that. 
 
    He rests his head on top of mine and squeezes me tight. “I’ll always protect you.” 
 
    He doesn’t have to say it. I already know. 
 
    “S’bout seven,” he says after a while, checking the old, cracked watch on his wrist. “The Market buzz will start soon. Better get going.” 
 
    We make quick work of the clean-up, not having unloaded much to begin with. Today isn’t a training day, after all. We only came to the cave to get away, a quick escape from everything we’re soon going to have to face. It’s our place, the cave, the second safest place we know.  
 
    The first is with each other. 
 
    *** 
 
    On the way back to town, my mind races. Tempest must sense it because he nudges my arm.  
 
    “Chin up, buttercup,” he says, the same thing our father always said to our mother when we were low on money and food.  
 
    I allow myself a smile, but it doesn’t hold. I’m not the crying kind but I can feel my throat getting tight. My eyes begin to burn.  
 
    “What if they draft us both?” I can’t bring myself to ask in anything more than a whisper, reaching out to pull my brother to a stop. “What about Mom and Beck? They won’t make it without us. You know they won’t.” 
 
    Tempest’s hands grip my shoulders. He lowers his voice to match mine. “We’ve talked about this, D.” 
 
    “I know, but—” 
 
    “But nothing. Okay? Stop and think before you panic. You know the rules. You know they can’t draft more than one head per household if it means leaving the house without a caretaker, and we’re the main caretakers. Use your head. Don’t let your emotions get the best of you.”  
 
    At Tempest’s reassurance, I get it together as quickly as I lost it. With a hard pat to my back, Tempest urges me forward and we continue making our way back to town.  
 
    Most of the time, Tempest and I don’t need words. In one look, we can have an entire conversation, like we’re both tuned to the same station inside our heads. Sometimes the feed is staticky and difficult to understand, but most of the time, it’s as clear as a bright, sunny day on the South Side. Some things, though, just need to be said out loud. 
 
    Cutting through the alley beside our house, we head onto the main street running through the Gutter and take the road nearly half a mile to the Square. 
 
    The Square is all hustle and bustle even though no one in the Gutter really does much business, and hardly ever for anyone outside the Gutter. Rock shipments are sometimes ordered for the wealthy who landscape in the sectors up the mountain. Down in the Gutter, there’s no limit of rocks, whether they’ve been here for years or are steadily chipping off the sides of the surrounding mountains.  
 
    My shoulders feel tight as we wind through. There’s always a feeling of exposure and vulnerability in the Square. Maybe it’s because I know we’re being watched every minute, every step we take. We’ve been told it’s the same in every sector. Cameras and guards scattered over every main road, every corner. That’s the way it’s always been for as long as any of us can remember, so it should feel natural, comfortable even, but it doesn’t. There’s something off about it. It doesn’t even make me feel safe. It makes me feel caged, like an animal. All of us waiting to be sent off to slaughter.  
 
    We pass the Administrator’s house, which sits in the middle of the Square, and make our way to the northern corner where the Market lies. Every sector on both sides of the mountain has an Administrator, enlisted to keep the populace in order. They’re also the ones who send us to the Draft. The Gutter’s Administrator, Kal Hitchins, is an evil son of a bitch. He takes sick pleasure in the authority he’s been given, punishing crimes however he sees fit, his preferred being a public display of torture. Everyone in the Gutter avoids him when they can, and when they can’t, they pretend to like him. Best not to test his temper, or worse, his pride. 
 
    Inside the Market, I relax a bit. Familiar faces flash at me from every direction, but Gerta Prow, the frail, older woman who lives just two houses from our own, hobbles over to us before I have time to fully process the crowd. She’s always in the Market, craving attention and company. She lives for it, mostly because she has no family. Not anymore.  
 
    She taps me on the arm. A large hump in her back keeps her at a nearly ninety-degree angle all the time, so I have to bend over a great deal to get in hearing range of her quiet, shaky speech. “Meet me out back in an hour,” she says before hobbling off again. Crazy, old woman.  
 
    I nudge my brother. “Gerta wants us to meet her out back in an hour. You think she wants to ask you on a date?” 
 
    “Hope so.” Tempest grins. “I’ve been trying to catch her eye for years.” 
 
    We head off into the heart of the Market. The buzz is thick and chaotic around us. Like flies, everyone flits around from station to station, landing only long enough to snatch a good deal. Chatter spills from every open mouth. That’s the buzz, filling the air with a loud, steady rhythm. 
 
    Tables, wagons, even small trailers line every foot of the giant warehouse. Voices boom out from every corner, attempting to draw people into whatever they’re selling. If you can’t rely on smells or sight, you can usually follow the pitch lines to find what you need.  
 
    “Fresh kill!” or “Get it while it’s hot!” will generally lead you to some sort of food, while “Keep warm!” and “We’ve got every color!” will take you to the apparel booths. Then you’ve got household goods, with vendors shouting, “Everything you need!’ and “Stock up while you can!” and in the center of the market are the news booths, chanting, “Read all about it!” and “Central discovers true talent!” “President Dogan lays down the law!” At the far end of the Market, though, is where you want your ears to take you, if you can afford to follow. That’s where you’ll hear, “One time only!” and “Never before seen!” 
 
    The rarities booths. Precious items, such as jewelry or gems, rare meats and fresh milks that are hard to come by and generally too expensive to order from the farmlands. Cloth materials that are only available in the cities. Tempest and I are interested in something even rarer though, and to get that, we have to deal under the table.  
 
    We head toward the rarities booths, stopping to pick up breads and cheeses, a half-dozen eggs, and seven rolls of yarn. We leave the more expensive items, such as meat and firewood, for our mother to barter for in the mornings. She can usually get them by trading her knittings, which saves us from having to spend excess money, especially since yarn is so cheap and she can knit an entire winter set in just a couple of hours.  
 
    People stop us along the way, just saying hello or asking to send clothing orders with us. One of Tempest’s old friends from school, Greysin Pollard, stops us just before we reach the rarities booths. He and Tempest catch up a bit while I stand at my brother’s side, silent and shifting my weight from leg to leg. I tune them out and take to watching the people buzz about. I’ve never been terribly comfortable with casual conversation. I tune back in immediately, though, when I hear Greysin’s next words. 
 
    “So, the Draft’s coming up.” 
 
    Tempest simply nods and leaves it at that. 
 
    Accepting that that’s all he is going to get from my brother, Greysin starts to wander off, but just before he does, he turns back to me. He runs a hand through his short, spiky hair and flashes a smile that makes me feel like I’ve been stuck under a spotlight. “Eighteen on Saturday, right, Dagger?”  
 
    I clear my throat. “Um, yeah. Yes. Saturday. How’d you know?” 
 
    “How could I not?” He shakes his head a bit, and with a short, lighthearted laugh, strolls off into the buzz. 
 
    Tempest rolls his eyes and waits until Greysin is out of earshot before putting on the best imitation of a Greysin-smile he can muster, all big teeth and cocked eyebrows. He lets out an airy laugh, pokes my shoulder, and says, “Oh, silly Dagger! How could I not know your birthday?” 
 
    “You’re really not funny.” 
 
    He lets out a deeper, wilder laugh—one all his own, and I can’t help but smile.  
 
    “Shut up,” I say, tugging him forward. “Let’s go.”  
 
    At the rarities booths, Tempest makes sure to get just within sight of Tredge Lawson, the main trader running the furs booth. He’s a short mouse of a man, mostly bald with beady eyes and shaky hands. Standing on a chair to better see and address the crowd, he calls out deals, one after the other. 
 
    When he catches sight of us, he places his left hand down at his side and drops one finger. This indicates that only one new shipment has come in. Tempest nods at the gesture, a silent agreement to catch up with him at the usual place, usual time. Under-the-table trades, or what we call digs, don’t take place at the Market. This is just where we get our information. The actual trading happens at night.  
 
    We head for the back alley next, and as soon as I open the door, I see Gerta. Hunched over against the back wall of the warehouse. She’s enveloped from head to foot in winter wraps. Her scraggly gray hair sticks out from under a fuzzy, red hat I recognize as my mother’s work, and her nearly white eyes dart speedily in every direction, as if waiting for someone to jump from behind a building and steal her precious wraps. As old as the mountain, she’s overly paranoid and always bordering on annoying, but she also always has the latest inside news and you can bet on it being legit. She has a way of blending into the background. People rarely notice her, so she overhears a lot.  
 
    Tempest gives her a nod. “Mrs. Prow, how’ve you been?”  
 
    Gerta greets Tempest with a toothless grin. She favors him, as most do. “I’m getting by, young man. I’m getting by.” 
 
    “What’s the latest, Gerta?” 
 
    Her gaze flicks to me, and she shakes her head back and forth. “No news, dearie,” she says, grin falling away. “I hear other things. Bad things. Things about you.”  
 
    Her eyes dart back and forth between Tempest and me. Tempest shoots me a look to keep quiet. His face is stern, serious, but he doesn’t show any signs, not even subtle ones, of panic or fear; at least, not yet. Gerta notices Tempest’s sudden change in demeanor, which has her lips moving again.  
 
    “They know,” she says. 
 
    Tempest’s brow furrows. “Know what?” 
 
    “They followed you there.” 
 
    “Who followed us?” I ask. “Where?” 
 
    “They know,” Gerta says again, then nods her head in my direction. “About her.” 
 
    Tempest looks to me, briefly, and I feel my stomach bottom out. 
 
    Gerta lets out a slow breath. It puffs into the air as a white cloud of fog. Her next words cut through the cloud like a knife. “They’re coming.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    2 
 
    The front door slams behind us. I barely get our goods on the table before Tempest’s hand wraps around my arm and pulls me toward the stairs. Once in his room, he shuts the door behind us and backs up against it, as if to barricade us from whatever evil might suddenly appear outside it, desperate to get in.  
 
    Not two seconds later my mother is at the door. “Tempest Leary, what have I told you about slamming doors?” She jiggles the doorknob. “What is wrong with this doorknob? Tempest? Beckham will be up any minute and he’s going to need clothes. Open this door! And where is your sister? Is she in there? Prudence? Are you in there?”  
 
    “In a minute, Mom!” he shouts through the door, not bothering to sweeten his voice as he usually does when dealing with her. “Just give us a minute.” 
 
    “Well! I’m glad the whole world can be put on hold whenever you and your sister need a minute.”  
 
    She shuffles off down the hallway, and my shoulders sag at the sound of her retreat. I can feel Tempest’s eyes boring into me, as if waiting for me to panic. I don’t. I take a deep breath and remain as calm as possible. 
 
    An uneasy silence settles between us. I clear my throat. “I’m not exactly sure what’s going on here. What did Gerta mean?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but if I had to guess, I’d say we’ve been followed to the cave, and if that’s the case, Dagger, this is bad.” 
 
    My heart drops into my stomach like a stone. 
 
    “You know having a training quarter outside Central is illegal. The cave will be seen as a resistance camp. That’s treason.” 
 
    “Which means?” 
 
    “Which means we better hope they come before Saturday.” His gaze drops to the floor. 
 
    “Saturday? Why?” 
 
    “Because right now, you’re still a minor, and at most, you’ll be whipped or incarcerated. If they wait a week, we’re both dead.”  
 
    They. Gerta used the same word, and now I know who she meant. The Sanctioning Squad, a specialized troop in our military. The SS collects criminals and takes them to The Dome, the North-Side capital, for trial and judgment. In cases of maximum-security breaches and treason, the SS is sent in to carry out the sentence themselves, because such crimes are not granted hearings. In those cases, the perpetrator is automatically sentenced to death by whatever means necessary or available.  
 
    My brother can’t look at me. He barely chokes out the words before covering his face with his hand. Dead. The word slides down my throat like acid, burning every inch, and finally pools in the pit of my stomach until I feel it bubbling, rising back up the way it came. It climbs up my throat and floods into my mouth. I swallow, hard, choking it down, but the taste still tingles on my tongue. It was the way Tempest said it, as if he’s already accepted it and is only concerned about me. He’s not even trying to think of a way out of this.  
 
    “You say that like it’s a sure thing.” 
 
    “As good as,” Tempest says. “They’ve probably been watching us, following us for months now, so you think we can deny it? And we can’t run, because if they don’t kill Mom or Beck for it, they’ll no doubt make them suffer.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So what?” 
 
    I can’t hold myself still. I bounce on my toes and curl my fingers into my vest. “So what do we do?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “What do you mean you don’t know? You have to know, okay?” 
 
    “What do you want me to say, Dagger?” he snaps. “I don’t know! I can’t fix this!” Sliding down the door, he rests in a giant heap on the floor, and though he doesn’t cry, I can tell he wants to.  
 
    Tempest never cries. He isn’t afraid of dying. Sometimes, I think he would prefer it. No responsibility. No worry. No fear. No pain. He’s been the head of the house since he was thirteen, desperately trying to take care of us all. He told me once when we were younger, not too long after the bomb raid, that he wished it would have been him who died instead of Juden, or even Dad. No, Tempest isn’t afraid of dying. He’s afraid of breaking his promise; the promise that he would always find a way to protect us. 
 
    My brain pushes into overdrive. They’re coming. Gerta’s words play over and over in my mind. They know. They followed you there. They know about her. They’re coming.  
 
    They know about the cave. They followed us there. They know about me. They’re coming to kill us. Then, it hits me.  
 
    “What did Gerta mean when she said, ‘They know about her’?” 
 
    Tempest shakes his head. “I don’t know. She probably meant your birthday. They know you’re almost eighteen, which means they know you can be tried as an adult soon.” 
 
    “No, Tempest, listen to me.” I drop to the floor beside him. “Gerta said, ‘They followed you there. They know about her.’ The Dome has records of every person born on this side of the mountain, so I know someone there already knows my birthday without having to follow me anywhere. Even Greysin knows my birthday.” 
 
    There’s the light bulb. Tempest’s head jumps from his hand. “They followed us to the cave,” he says, sounding even more worried than before.  
 
    When you’ve lived your entire life in the same place, routine things become virtually invisible to you. You stop noticing the shabby, rundown appearance of the buildings or the missing hour hand from the giant clock in the Square. You overlook the things that have always been, like beggars in the alleys and holes in the road. You eventually stop seeing the guards on every street, at every corner. You stop paying attention. Maybe that’s why Tempest and I stopped noticing the whirring buzz of the hovercams that float throughout the Gutter, day and night, the buzz that had probably been following us to the cave for who knows how long.  
 
    “They know about you.” The words come out in a whisper, as if what Tempest has just realized is too terrifying to say out loud.  
 
    We stare at each other in silence, the reality of the situation finally sinking fully in, before Tempest begins to shake his head. “No,” he says. “No. I’ll think of a way out of this.” 
 
    “You said there wasn’t a way.” 
 
    “I’ll find a way.” 
 
    “Tempest.”  
 
    I put a hand on his shoulder. He shrugs it off, fights to keep his voice steady. “No, D. I promised I would protect you. I meant it.” 
 
    It comes out like a prayer, an edge of pleading in his voice, but no one prays anymore. No one teaches religion. There are stories in our history books about all the religions that used to rule the world, but that’s all they are. Stories. In this world, basic human rights are denied. We don’t have votes. We don’t have art or open expression. We don’t have free will, not really; only the illusion of it. If a God ever existed in this world, he’s long gone by now. He can’t hear my brother. He isn’t listening. 
 
    Tempest’s voice doesn’t spark confidence or hope. Every second we sit here, my chest feels like it will cave in on itself, because I know he won’t succeed. We can’t fight the president. He knows about me now.  
 
    I am a rarity, the last remaining vessel carrying an invaluable genetic code believed to be extinct. GM20, the common name given to the genetic mutation associated with the twenty assassins of POINT. My father murmured it under his breath the first time he let me use combative weapons in training, staring at me in awe as the dagger sank into the target.  
 
    I don’t argue with my brother. I don’t tell him he’s wrong or that he’ll fail. I don’t tell him anything. I keep quiet at his side, both of us still seated on his bedroom floor, and let him believe he can change the way the world works, because right now, he really needs to believe in something. Something other than hopelessness, even if we both know hopelessness is all we have. 
 
    The Sanctioning Squad will come. They’ll take me to some research facility in The Dome. A team of doctors will drill my body for blood, for samples of anything they can find useful.  My DNA will be manipulated, experimented with. They’ll harvest my skill directly from my veins. I don’t know when, but I do know they’ll come. They will take me, and they will kill my brother for treason. 
 
    I lock our fingers together. Squeeze as tightly as I can, tight until it hurts. This is how I tell my brother I love him. This is how I tell him it’s okay, even if I don’t believe it. And maybe, this is how some small part of me says goodbye. 
 
    *** 
 
    What feels like an hour later, the tiniest knock on Tempest’s door rouses us from a stupor. Beck’s voice penetrates the silence. “Tempest?” He knocks again.  
 
    Tempest looks up at me. “We’ll find a way out of this, Dagger,” he says, giving my hand a final squeeze. “I promise. But we have to act like nothing’s wrong, keep Mom and Beck in the dark. You understand?”  
 
    I nod, and Tempest tousles my hair as if to say everything is fine.  
 
    When we open the door, there stands my little brother, skinny as a rail and naked except for the fuzzy, red boxer shorts Mom made him. His dark hair sticks up on one side, and his big, gray eyes stare up at us, wide and curious as always. 
 
    In one quick swoop, Tempest picks Beck up and pulls him tight to his chest. “There’s my big guy. I’m sorry, buddy. Let’s get you some clothes.”  
 
    He carries Beck to the bed, keeping his bare feet off the cold floor. It would be a tough road if he were to get sick. There isn’t much access to medicine in the Gutter, and winters here make it difficult to recover even if you do have medicine and a fireplace to keep you somewhat warm. 
 
    “Temp, will I ever be big like you?” 
 
    “Big like me? Oh, I don’t know,” Tempest says. “Dagger, what do you think? Will Beck ever be big like me?” 
 
    “Even bigger!” I plaster on the most normal smile I can manage. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Tempest says. “You’re kind of a shorty, Beck, like Mom, and you’re skinny as a pole. Flat as a wall. I bet if I turn you sideways, you might just disappear!”  
 
    He grabs Beck and flips him on his side, tickling him all the while. Beck giggles hysterically then slaps a hand over his mouth to keep quiet. As soon as he does, Tempest gasps and looks around.  
 
    “Beck? Where’d you go?”  
 
    Beck bursts into laughter and rolls onto his back.  
 
    “Oh! There you are!”  
 
    He’s easy to entertain, having lived a fairly sheltered childhood. Tempest and I have done everything possible to spare him the pain we dealt with as kids. And we needed to, because he’s different, our brother. Though smart and, in some ways, incredibly mature, he has the mindset of a five-year-old most days. He’s easily amused with childish games, which makes it easy for us to keep him happy, but also makes him vulnerable, and it isn’t just his mentality. Tempest was right, whether or not he was teasing. Beck was born severely premature, and he’s always been short and scrawny, nowhere near the height we were at his age. If something were to happen to us, he’d be unable to fend for himself. Untrained, unable to fight, unable to care for himself or our mother. The thought crosses my mind now because it has to. Something happening to Tempest and me is no longer a mere possibility. It’s a guarantee.  
 
    We never took Beck to the cave, because we thought we were protecting him. What if we weren’t? What if we were endangering him? We’ve left him completely defenseless and alone at only nine years old. What have we done? 
 
    The repetition of my name brings my focus back. Beck is staring at me as if I’ve suddenly gone deafer than him. “Sorry, what?” 
 
    “You have to leave now,” Beck says with as much authority as his tiny voice can muster. “No girls allowed, ’member?” 
 
    “Okay, I’m going.” 
 
    I turn to head out the door, but Tempest stops me, crossing the room in two giant steps. He whispers under his breath. “You okay?” 
 
    I don’t make eye contact with him, can barely bring myself to look up from the floor. “Not even close,” I say, and as soon as the words leave my lips, I’m out the door.  
 
    I take a breath in the hall outside my brother’s room. A deep one. My stomach stirs, nauseated, but I hold it down. There’s no room for fear. The past has already been paved. We should have been training Beck all this time. We should have been teaching him how to care for himself, defend himself. We should have done better, but we didn’t, and we can’t go back now. Beck needs us more than ever, so there’s no room for fear. No room for guilt. Do whatever it takes to protect him.  
 
    Simple as that. 
 
    *** 
 
    The smell of roasted chicken and garlic washes over me, an aching reminder that I haven’t eaten since early this morning. Now, my gut is grumbling. I guess Mom hasn’t been cleaning after all.  
 
    I hesitate just inside the kitchen doorway. The large, wooden dining table my father made is set with my grandma’s nice china dishes and silverware. In the center of the table is a feast. My nose was right. Roasted chicken and garlic. But that’s not all. Sweet potatoes and squash. Honey rolls and sweet peas and creamed corn, too. I feel like I need to wake up, like I must be dreaming, must be seeing things. 
 
    My mother would have had to barter six months’ worth of knittings to make this kind of meal. She isn’t the impulsive type. She doesn’t even manage the money. Tempest and I do—we work for every penny and buy the goods Mom can’t barter for. Rarely does she even touch a penny of the family fund, and there’s hardly a day that goes by when she isn’t harping at us on our way out the door. “Be frugal!” 
 
    So, why the grand supper? What am I missing? 
 
    “Mom?”  
 
    She stands by the fire, warming some tea. She doesn’t look up at me. Doesn’t acknowledge me at all.  
 
    “Mom?” I move a bit closer. “Is everything okay?”  
 
    Still no response. I start to get nervous. First the meal, now the silent treatment. She’s never silent. I put a hand on her shoulder and start to speak again. But then she looks at me and the words choke in my throat, slip back down, and burn. 
 
    There are tears in her eyes. I haven’t seen her cry in years. Years. She picks and nags and pushes, but she never cries. For years, she’s held it all in, held it down, but right now, she doesn’t. Maybe she can’t. Something has pushed her over the edge, and the thought scares the hell out of me. 
 
    I grab one of her hands. “What is it? What’s wrong, Mom?”  
 
    To see her cry is heart-breaking. For most of my life, she’s been anxious and over the top, and maybe she hasn’t always been the best mother, the kind of mother we’ve needed, but she’s never been weak. You can’t lose your parents, your love, your child. You can’t keep standing after that, keep carrying it with you every day of your life, and ever be accused of being weak. Maybe I don’t know much about my mother, because she keeps a lot of herself on the inside, but I do know how strong she is. She’s the strongest person I know. 
 
    “Don’t speak to me as if I’m some sort of fool, Prudence.”  
 
    I reel back as she pushes my hands away. 
 
    “I know what you’ve been doing, you and your brother,” she says, wiping her hands across her wet cheeks. “Running off every day, dressed in all that ridiculous black.” 
 
    “Mom, I—” 
 
    “I was married to your father for fifteen years, Prudence, and I turned a blind eye with him, too,” she says. “I let him do what he believed was necessary. Training. Teaching my children how to kill. I didn’t agree with all his choices, but I trusted him to be smart. To be safe. And he was. But you, Prudence. You and your brother, you have no good sense in you. And now! Now, you—you—” 
 
    She’s frantic now, hands flying in the air, head shaking, tone steadily growing in volume. And I’m frozen stiff, shocked. All this time, she knew about the cave, about the training. About us. Yet she never said a word. Until now. 
 
    Gerta. She must have warned her the same way she did Tempest and me. Of course. It’s the only logical explanation for the outburst. 
 
    Guilt lodges itself in my throat, a lump so hard I can barely breathe around it. I never once imagined Tempest and I might be one of the many reasons she never sleeps, but here we are. The truth is bare on her face. I try to make my voice work but no sound comes out. All I can do is choke on the lump and gape. My stomach lurches. The room spins around me, and I’m steadied only by the large hand that settles between my shoulder blades. Tempest. 
 
    “Take a breath, Dagger,” he says. I force myself to open my mouth and suck in a blast of air, then another and another until my head feels less fuzzy and the pressure in my chest subsides. 
 
    My mother’s expression eats at me. She looks terrified, but more than that, angry. I imagine she probably feels betrayed, betrayed by her own children who would rather risk their lives and the livelihoods of their mother and brother than give up throwing daggers and building guns. The thought of it all sickens me.  
 
    I guess when you find something you love, something you’re good at, it’s difficult to find the flaws in it, especially something you’ve been doing your entire life, or most of it. I’ve been throwing daggers for nine years. Everything about sinking a blade into a target feels right to me. It’s a part of me, and maybe that’s why I’ve never considered the extent of what it could lead to, not once since my father died. Even if I had, would I have stopped? Would I have denied myself the only thing that makes me feel truly alive? The guilt, still stuck in my throat, tells me I wouldn’t have, and that realization brings tears to my eyes. 
 
    Tempest nudges me toward a chair at the table. I sit. Silent. What can I say? I can’t go back. I can’t change anything. I don’t know how to soothe my mom or even myself, because right now, I have nothing. Nothing but fear. Nothing but doubt. Everything I thought I knew feels twisted and tangled inside me, and now I can’t stop thinking that maybe we were wrong. Maybe we’ve been wrong all along. 
 
    “So, you know about the cave then?” Tempest crosses his arms over his chest. “That we’ve kept up with training since Dad died?” There isn’t even a hint of surprise in his voice, as if some part of him always suspected she knew. 
 
    Her voice strains like it might fail any minute. “I’ve always known,” she says. “I wasn’t happy about it, but your father believed it was for the best, and I trusted him.” She shakes her head. “After the bombing, when I realized you and your sister were going back to that ridiculous cave, I wanted to forbid it. I wanted to keep you here, safe and alive, far from that mess. It was a deathtrap, and I knew it. I knew what would come of it. But your father’s voice was in my head, telling me to trust your instincts the way I trusted his.” 
 
    With a deep breath, she glances toward Tempest, then me. Her gaze feels heavy, pressing into me, then she shifts and fixes her eyes on the wall as if she can’t stand to look at us. “So I kept quiet, and I hoped you were more than just a spitting image of him,” she says. “I hoped you had his brains, his wit. But son, you have been so careless.” 
 
    Tempest stiffens. His hands curl into fists, curl the way my stomach curls.  
 
    “Running around in broad daylight in that.” She waves a hand toward Tempest’s weapons vest. “Dealing illegally on the black market.”  
 
    “We did what we had to.” 
 
    “What did you think would happen? That you would never get caught? That you could drop your guard? Stop paying attention? Stop keeping to the rules your father taught you and never suffer the consequences? There are a million different ways the Elders can spy on you, and you don’t even take basic precautions anymore!” 
 
    “We’ve been careful!” 
 
    “You’ve been a fool!” Every word gushes across her lips as if some invisible dam in her throat suddenly broke. “You and your sister both. How could you be so careless with your lives? With Beck’s and mine? Did you learn nothing from your father?”  
 
    “What do you want from me?!” The words roar from my brother’s mouth, shocking, and steal the breath from my lungs. Until this moment, I’d never actually heard Tempest yell at anyone, especially not Mom. It’s always eggshells with her. He does his best to keep her content, but not right now. Right now, he’s the young boy he never got to be, the boy without a father, the one whose mother can hardly stand to look at him.  
 
    “I get it,” he says with a bitter laugh. “I’m not Dad. Don’t you think I know that?” 
 
    “Tempest,” I say, “maybe it—” 
 
    “No, Dagger.” He holds up a hand, silencing. Keeps his gaze on Mom. “I know you think I’ve failed horribly at trying to fill his shoes, but there’s been no one here to teach me. Dad is dead. Juden is dead. And you? You don’t even know I exist, except when I fail. And yeah, I’ve failed a lot, but I’ve also done the best I know how.” His voice cracks, a terrible sound that bounces between my ribs. “But I’ve taken care of you. I’ve taken care of this family. I’ve been the best man I know how to be.” 
 
    By the time he finishes, he’s stooped to her height, face a mere three or four inches from hers. He waits for her to look at him, to acknowledge him, anything; just once. She doesn’t. 
 
    Tempest lets out a sigh, hands trembling, and heads for the door. We lock eyes for a split second before he disappears into the Gutter, leaving only the loud reverberating slam of the door to fill the growing silence. 
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    The instant Tempest is gone, my mother’s focus shifts. She doesn’t cry or curse, doesn’t even take a moment to reflect on what just happened. Her reaction is a wordless fit; one deep, sharp breath, then she begins bustling about the kitchen. The feast she prepared makes its way to the trash, dish by dish, several months’ earnings made waste in seconds, and all I can do is sit there and stare. 
 
    With every trip she makes, her silence cracks and crumbles just a bit more until she’s mumbling under her breath. The mumbling grows louder the longer it goes on until I can hear every word. Every pointed rant about her ungrateful, foolish children; her selfish, selfish children who couldn’t be bothered to consider the pain and hardship our actions would inflict on her. No one appreciates her. No one notices or cares how hard she works to keep the house clean and keep us fed and clothed.  
 
    I restrain myself from correcting her, from butting into her bustling tirade to tell her it’s actually Tempest and I who do the majority of the work. What good would it do? She’s never acknowledged her shortcomings as a parent, the way she curled into her grief and left us to pick up the pieces and make our own way in the world. She isn’t about to start now. It’s too easy to shift the blame and focus on our errors instead. 
 
    Just as what looks to be the last of the uneaten feast hits the trash, Beck appears at my side. I hadn’t even heard him come down the stairs. He slides his little hand into mine, and I instantly want to cry. The thought bubbles up without consent or restraint, the thought that this might be the last time I hold his hand. Or one of the last. 
 
    He glances across the kitchen, follows our mother back and forth, once, twice, then turns back to me. Likely sensing her mood, he doesn’t speak. Instead, he signs. 
 
    Shortly after the bombing, when we found out most of Beck’s hearing was gone, Tempest and I hunted down resources—books to help us communicate with him better. That’s how we learned about sign language. Sense impairments hadn’t been an issue in decades, nearly every condition having some form of treatment for correction, but we couldn’t afford those procedures. We didn’t even have access to them. Sign language was dated but effective. It filled in the gaps, and Beck developed his own special style of mixed speech and signing. 
 
    Did you forget to wipe your boots again?  
 
    His smile adds a hint of humor to the question. We all like to joke about Mom’s obsession with cleanliness. It’s really the only way we can keep a light heart about it, especially when she’s harping away at us about how filthy or disrespectful we are. 
 
    If only it were that simple, buddy. 
 
    I can feel the truth lodged just behind my tongue, ready to spill out, and part of me wants it to. We’ve hurt Beck enough already, thinking keeping him in the dark would protect him. It won’t, and at this point, I’d rather give him what time I can to prepare for what’s coming than wait and see the panic in his eyes when the Sanctioning Squad shows up at our doorstep, demanding our heads on a platter.  
 
    There are some things I need to tell you. I move my hands slowly so he knows this is serious. And it might be hard for you to understand, but I need you to try. Okay? 
 
    Beck stares at me a long time, unmoving, as if he’s considering whether or not he actually wants to know whatever it is. His left eyebrow lifts just the slightest bit, making him appear older than he is, and I wait. I watch. For the first time in his life, I keep quiet and let him make the decision on his own. I’m done trying to dictate what’s best for him to know and do. I feel like I’ve failed him enough for a lifetime. 
 
    When he finally gives me a curt nod, I begin again. 
 
    Tempest and I have gotten into some trouble, some big trouble.  
 
    I try to stay as calm and as steady as possible, the way Tempest always manages to do in a crisis, but I can feel tears welling up. Burning in my eyes. Choking in my throat. 
 
    And there is no way out of it.  
 
    I’m not sure how to continue. As much as I want to be honest with my brother, I don’t want him to hate me. I don’t want him to grow up resenting Tempest and me for how selfish we’ve been, for abandoning him this way. I can’t bear the thought of the boy I’ve raised like a son, the boy who completely lights up my life, hating me. So, I freeze. I stall. I hate myself enough for the both of us. 
 
    For a while, we sit in silence, just staring at each other. He knows how I operate, toiling over what I want to say before I ever say it, and he never rushes me. He never complains if I take too long. He just waits. This time, though, I don’t know what to say, let alone how to say it to my nine-year-old brother who thinks Tempest and I hold the universe in the palms of our hands. So, instead, I say this: I love you.  
 
    I kiss his forehead, then place my lips next to his ear so he can hear me clearly. “I’m going to go find Tempest, but I’ll be back, and we’ll talk then. Is that okay?” 
 
    He nods and squeezes my hand, tight and hard, the way Tempest always does, and it’s the same message. He loves me, too. I watch him cross to the cooler box, where Mom is reorganizing the already organized goods we keep in cool storage. He taps her on the back and waits for her to turn around, but she doesn’t. She just puts her hand down at her side and tousles his hair. 
 
    “I saved you a special plate,” she says, surprising me. “It’s on the counter.”  
 
    When Beck carefully pulls down a large plate of food, I feel my eyes begin to burn and water again. She hadn’t thrown out the entire feast after all, and the wide-eyed look on his face is worth every penny of the earnings she spent to make it. His lips spread with a smile so wide it looks painful. His voice rings out as I cross to the door. 
 
    “Is this all for me?” 
 
    “Yes, it is, honey.” 
 
    “Thank you so much, Momma!”  
 
    I smile at his words, click the door shut behind me, and head into the cold.  
 
    *** 
 
    The wind bites. Even covered head to toe in thermals and gear, my teeth won’t stop chattering. My fingers feel stiff. I make my way down an alley behind the Market. The wind whistles and howls at both openings, but the Market warehouse thankfully serves as shelter. Just past the spot where we met Gerta, on the opposite side of the alley, stand two large metal trash cans. Scooting them aside, I grab onto a wooden plank pressed against the brick wall of the old abandoned building behind the Market. It budges as I push my shoulder to its edge, forcing it to the side to reveal a hidden door. 
 
    Two knocks. One turn of the locked knob. Three kicks at the base. 
 
    After a few moments, I hear the faint sound of a latch sliding, then the door jerks open just enough to reveal the small sliver of a face. Tredge Lawson’s beady eyes lock onto me.  
 
    “Password?” 
 
    “Daveny,” I say. My stomach lurches the slightest bit at the name. It always does. 
 
    Daveny was Tredge’s daughter, killed “accidentally” by the Administrator himself, about four years ago. Caught stealing from the Administrator’s house, she was sentenced to a public striping, a brutal kind of lashing with a claw-ended whip. I remember every detail of it. Every word. Every scream. The blood. There was so much blood. And the look in the Administrator’s eyes. Like fire. Wild and blazing. Hungry. I’ve never been able to forget it. 
 
    The deep echoes of Tempest’s voice permeate the walls of the abandoned building as I make my way through. Tredge’s mousy figure scuttles along in front of me. If I didn’t have legs almost longer than his entire body, I imagine he’d be difficult to keep up with. I have to walk in a crouched position the entire length of the hallway, because the ceiling is partially caved in.  
 
    The old building has been abandoned for years. It was a care and courtesy clinic a few decades before, but it hasn’t been anything but dirty since before I was born, and water and weather damage have taken their toll. Dilapidated walls, ceilings, and floors only continue to crack and crumble. Every time Tempest and I come here, I get this horrible sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach that the entire building is just going to collapse on top of us. But it’s the only place we can safely dig, so I swallow the fear and deal.  
 
    The Administrator remarkably leaves the building alone, leaves Tredge to run his digs in relative peace. The mess with Daveny had been taken to the Elder Council, a wrongful death suit, but it never went anywhere. Still, the Administrator and Tredge have steered clear of one another ever since. 
 
    At the end of the hallway, we hit a right turn that leads to the housing room. We call it the housing room because it’s full of beds. Small cots on rollers, each with a little standing tray next to it, some of which still hold old medical supplies like stethoscopes and otoscopes, which even thirty years ago, were considered mostly obsolete. This is the day and age of medical miracles. No one should have to want for treatment. There are no organ transplant lists or chemotherapy machines. The creation and use of prosthetic organs was mainstream long before I was born. In the Gutter, though? You’re lucky to get a vaccine. Medical treatment is reserved or those who can pay, the people in the city sectors further up the mountainside.   
 
    I find my brother laid back on one of the old cots, legs crossed and arms resting behind his head. His feet dangle off the bed, and a crooked grin stretches his lips. 
 
    “How’d I know you’d come looking for me? Are we psychically in tune or something?”  
 
    “More than I’d care to admit some days,” I say, rolling my eyes.  
 
    When I plop down next to him, Tempest grabs hold of an otoscope from a nearby tray. He pushes aside my messy ponytail and sticks the tip in my ear.  
 
    “Let’s just a have look, shall we?” he says, then gasps and jerks back.  
 
    I roll my eyes again. “Something wrong, doctor?” 
 
    “No brains!” Tempest sticks his finger in my ear and wiggles it. “No brains at all!”  
 
    He shoves me back, nearly knocking me to the ground, and we both end up laughing. It’s comforting, his laugh, though I know he’s covering. Holding it all together. Tempest never shows weakness, not really, but sometimes, I think … maybe there are only pieces left inside him, little fragments just trying to find a way to stick together and never having much luck. 
 
    “All right, you two,” Tredge says. “Are we going to get down to business sometime tonight, or should I leave and let you children play?” 
 
    When Tempest goes to follow, I tug his arm back, and he waves his hand at Tredge. “Be right there,” he says, then turns to me. “You okay?” 
 
    “We need to talk to Beck,” I tell him. “He knows something’s up with Mom, and I didn’t want to lie to him, Temp. I tried to tell him what might happen, but I didn’t know what to say.” 
 
    Tempest doesn’t say anything. He merely gives me a quick nod and pulls me up from the cot.  
 
    We head to a long rectangular table in the center of an empty room. A cloth covers the length but remains folded over at the end to conceal its contents. Tempest and I take our place in front of the table while Tredge posts up behind it. He clears his throat, and we both know a speech is coming. Tredge is definitely a salesman. He never fails to make his products too appealing to resist, and most of the time, the buy is well worth the money shelled out for it.  
 
    But this time, he doesn’t lay it on. Instead, his expression turns serious. His voice lowers. It makes the hairs on the back of my neck prickle and stand. 
 
    “This is the rarest item I’ve ever gotten my hands on,” he says, “and if I’m caught with it, if you’re caught with it, there’ll be no help for either of us. I’ve never bought into the stories, but the value of this item, whether it works or not, is beyond measure. Still, it’s not something I’m willing to risk my life for, so if I can’t trust you both to keep your mouths shut about my involvement, then no deal.” 
 
    I glance to my brother and realize he’s watching me. He must have some idea of what it is. My stomach starts to stir. 
 
    “Let’s have a look,” I say with a nod, and Tredge obliges without a moment’s hesitation. His fingertips clutch onto the edge of the cloth and with a flick, reveal what lay hidden within.  
 
    A hard, echoing gasp chokes in my throat. It can’t be. 
 
    *** 
 
    My brother’s deep laugh bounces all around me as he pats my back hard enough to knock me into the table. The room begins to spin a bit, and I realize I haven’t taken a breath since Tredge’s mousy fingers dramatically whipped back the cloth from the smooth, ebony curve of the single dagger that now lay gleaming before me.  
 
    A Viper. A genuine, as-sure-as-I’m-standing-here Viper. 
 
    “How did you get this?” The words spew from my mouth as realization hits me hard in the gut. This dagger isn’t just another trade. It’s a famous weapon owned by the government. The only two left in existence are held in a museum in The Dome, and no small heist could have acquired it. It was stolen, no doubt, but by who? Only someone on the inside could have assured the lift, and who would be willing to do that? If caught, the punishment would be death, no question.  
 
    “He didn’t. I did.” Tempest’s words slither across my skin like sickness. “Well, we both did.” 
 
    “How?” I blurt. “Tempest, how?” 
 
    “It’s a long story,” Tempest says, “and it’s not important. Not right now.” 
 
    “How you could be so stupid? Do you want to die, Tempest?!” Every word hurts as it makes its way up my throat. “Whoever helped you with this? They’ll be tortured for names, Tempest, and I promise you, they will give you up. And then wha—” 
 
    “Dagger!” Tempest’s hands dig into my shoulders as he yells my name. “I did this for you, and I did this for our family. This Viper—it’s your birthright.” 
 
    “You don’t even know if the legend is true!” 
 
    “It’ll work,” Tempest says. “I know it will, and now that we have it, we might actually have a chance. Look, I started this before I knew about the cave, D. I swear. But this, the timing…it’s perfect.” 
 
    I narrow my eyes at him, force my heart to calm. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “If you have the Viper, the Sanctioning Squad won’t touch you, not unless you allow them to. You can protect yourself, protect us.” 
 
    “If it works,” I say. “And even if it does, we don’t even know what it’s capable of. All the stories could be complete crap for all we know.”  
 
    “But that’s the thing,” Tempest says. “Nobody knows. We can use that to our advantage. Strike a deal with the Squad. Get them to bargain. They’ll be too afraid not to.” 
 
    They’ll be too afraid not to. The words travel through my brain like an electric current, synapses firing back in answer. If this works, it could change everything. I could save my brother, my family. Myself. With a working Viper, I could be untouchable, a living, breathing, human weapon. My brother is right. But then… 
 
    “What if it doesn’t work?” I ask, quiet. “What if they won’t listen? Then what, Tempest? What do you expect me to do? Kill them? They listen or they die? Is that it?” Could I do that? I’ve thrown plenty of daggers but never sank one into human flesh before. I’ve never held the fate of another person in my hands. 
 
    “We’ll do what we have to,” he says, and I laugh. Empty. Scared. 
 
    “You mean I will.”  
 
    “You’ll do what you have to do to survive,” he says. “To protect yourself and your family, and sometimes, that means you have to fight, and yeah, kill. But you’re not heartless, Dagger, and you never will be, no matter what happens. You would never take a life unless you had to, and that’s the difference. Do you understand?” He doesn’t say the words to make me feel better. He says them because he believes them. I can hear it in his voice, his sincerity, and that’s enough to soothe me. 
 
    I turn toward the table. The Viper. I reach out to touch it. My fingertips graze its smooth, ebony curve. I pick it up and twirl it between my fingers, toss it from hand to hand. Nothing happens. No instant, cosmic connection or sudden jolt of psychic inspiration telling me to dominate and kill anyone who crosses the path of my legendary blade. It feels like a regular dagger, nothing special, though I’m not really sure what I was expecting it to feel like. What I really feel is disappointment, real disappointment flowing as deep as it can run inside me. That’s it. There’s nothing left to hope for, not a leg to stand on.  
 
    As I turn to look at Tempest, I feel a wet drop smack into my arm, then another. That’s when I realize I’m crying. I’m not sure why or when it even began, but there’s an ache inside. Suddenly everything I’ve been through, everything my family has been through, hits me. It assaults until my knees buckle.  
 
    “This is it,” I say, barely able to raise my voice above a whisper, and Tempest nods. 
 
    “This is it.” 
 
    Tredge leaves the room to give us a minute, and I collapse. I drop to the floor and tuck my head into my hand. The Viper, still clutched between my fingers, taunts me with its gleaming curve. An extraordinary design—aerodynamic, lightweight, and dark as night with a built-in, retractable sheath. This dagger once graced the hands of a legendary assassin, my ancestor. I’m holding a piece of history in my hands, and instead of feeling grateful, I feel angry and cheated. I’d heard the stories for years, and now, when I most need those stories to be true, they’re not. They’re nothing. The Viper sits cold in my hand, unyielding. It has no power. 
 
    Tempest’s hand drops onto the top of my head. He nudges my shoulder with his knee. He doesn’t know what to say, so he doesn’t say anything. I nudge him back. I’m not okay, but Tempest can’t know that. I’ve broken down too many times already. It’s time for me to collect myself and stop letting my emotions get the best of me. Being emotional only leads to errors, and we have no room for errors. We have to be ready for anything now. We have to be ready for everything. 
 
    “Let’s go home.” 
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    When we walk into our house, everything is quiet. The embers in the fireplace are barely glowing, and the house is dark. Mom and Beck are already asleep. I keep the Viper close to my side. It didn’t work for me, but I don’t want to lose it. Tempest was right. This dagger is my birthright, and it’s not like I have any other weapons to my name. Tempest and I kept all our weaponry at the cave, and we can’t risk going back to get them now. Besides, what good would it do? Are we really going to attempt to fight off the Sanctioning Squad? The president? We wouldn’t stand a chance. 
 
    We sneak up the stairs as quietly as possible. Tempest hugs me and reluctantly lets me head off to bed. I can tell he wants to talk, but he doesn’t have the words. Beck is, of course, curled into a tiny ball on his pile of blankets, and my mother is motionless in the bed beneath the window, her back to me. I strip, pull on an oversized t-shirt that was my dad’s, and fall into my bed. I don’t expect to sleep, but when I close my eyes, I drift off almost immediately.  
 
    I spend the entire next day in bed. I can’t make my body move. Can’t tear my mind away from all the thoughts that haunt. All that’s happened, all that could happen, and of course, the Viper. No one bothers me or asks if I’m okay. In fact, no one speaks to me at all, except Beck who asks if he can take his afternoon nap in the bed with me. I let him. It’s nice to feel his warmth against me, his little body cradled in the curve of mine. I kiss the top of his head and he pulls my arm around him. Beck makes every day worth living. He’s the reason I work. The reason I fight. The reason I keep caring.  
 
    After about an hour, he wakes and heads downstairs to help Mom clean. That’s how she keeps him occupied on the days Tempest and I have to work at the textile factory. It isn’t much, but we’ve managed to collect a decent savings over the past few years. 
 
    Around sunset, my stomach starts to rumble, but I choose to ignore it. I’ve already wasted an entire day. No sense in getting up now. I can feel the hard outline of the Viper beneath my pillow. Last night’s disappointment resurfaces, touching every inch of my skin, soaring through my veins. I’m not sure what I’d expected to happen when I picked the Viper up, but I’d expected something.  
 
    I pull the blade from beneath my pillow and turn it around in my hands, the same way. The black enamel is flawless, not a scratch or stain. Lightweight, perfectly hardened and tempered, the Viper curves to the right giving it a shape similar to that of a wide-open C. The handle, though smooth like ivory, is made of wood. I can see the grain lines running through it and the small spiral of a flawless wood knot. The handle, too, is solid black, butt to tip, just like my Kishis. With another turn, my eye catches something I hadn’t noticed before. There, on the butt of the handle, is an engraved set of initials: D. L. 
 
    “Deling Leary,” I whisper to myself. 
 
    “Or Dagger Leary.” Tempest’s voice breaks my trance. He stands hunched over in the doorway, just enough to keep his head from smacking the top part of the frame. “Same initials. Pretty cool, huh?” 
 
    “My name is Prudence,” I say, rolling my eyes—my way of letting him know that just because a good eighteen hours or so have passed with me holed up in my room doesn’t mean I’m ready for company. 
 
    “Only to Mom,” he says, then sighs. “C’mon Dagger. I know you’re upset, but it’s not the end of the world, and besides—” 
 
    “Ow!” I jerk my thumb from the butt of the Viper and notice a smear of blood. A small drop bubbles to the surface of a tiny pricked hole in the center of my thumb.  
 
    Tempest is at my side in one giant step. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “It stabbed me!” 
 
    “The Viper?” 
 
    Before I can confirm, the most extraordinary thing happens. The Viper reacts. A small mechanical hum, like that of the cogs inside a clock turning. Tempest and I both lower our heads to hear it better. The Viper, still resting in the palm of my hand, begins to vibrate. It’s just enough to be noticeable, but not quite enough to shake my hand. A second later, something clicks and a seam appears between the two engraved initials. A tiny slide extends from the seam, and both Tempest and I gasp. I nearly choke on my own saliva.  
 
    Nestled in the center of the slide is a shiny blue microchip, about the size of the tip of Beck’s pinky finger. Once the slide has extended, the humming stops, and Tempest and I are left with only the absence of it, mouths agape and minds reeling. 
 
    “Your blood,” he says and looks at me, eyes wide. “That’s it, Dagger! That’s what we were missing. It’s designed to take a blood sample. How else could it test your DNA? The needle must be hidden in the initials. You know what this means, right?” 
 
    I’m nearly too stunned to speak, but the words find their way out on a ragged breath. “The legends are true.” And it isn’t just speculation anymore. GM20—I have it. 
 
    Every word, every sound in the room fades and drowns out around me. It works. It actually works. I stare at the tiny chip still nestled in the slide. What will happen if I make the link? Will it hurt? Will it change me? The stories always seemed too amazing to be true. The most intelligent weapon ever forged. Technology so advanced it was unfathomable. Could this really make me stronger? How could a single, small dagger protect me from the Sanctioning Squad? From bullets? From bombs? 
 
    The questions seem endless, and there’s only one way to answer them. I extract the microchip, but Tempest’s hand closes around my wrist, holding it still in midair.  
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “What do you mean? I’m going to link with the Viper.” 
 
    “Are you sure you’re ready for that?” 
 
    “You said it yourself,” I tell him. “This is the only way.” 
 
    “But we don’t even know what it’ll do to you, Dagger.” 
 
    “I know, but what choice do we have? We know everything there is to know, everything that’s been written about the Vipers. There isn’t anything else. No books we can read. No research we can do. This is the only way, and we don’t have time to wait. So, I’m doing this. Okay? I’m doing it.” 
 
    He nods, hesitant. He knows I’m right. I hold out the chip and let him take it. His hand shakes. He moves behind me and pulls my hair aside to expose the back of my neck. My heart starts to pound. He hovers the chip over the skin at the base of my head, closest to the brain stem, and I can’t breathe. 
 
    “Dagger…” 
 
    “Just do it!” I shout, afraid he won’t hear me over the pounding of my heart. 
 
    Tempest closes the gap.  
 
    *** 
 
    A sickly tingling sensation comes first, like a spider crawling across my skin. I shudder. As soon as Tempest lets go of the chip, the pain comes. A nauseating ache rips through my head like an amplified migraine. The pain is so overwhelming that my body jolts. The Viper clatters to the floor. My fingers dig into the bed sheets, and I grit my teeth, hoping it will pass, but it doesn’t. The chip embeds itself, pricks into my skin a thousand times, latching on like a parasite and sinking itself into position.  
 
    Tempest clamps a hand over my mouth to keep me from screaming. We don’t want to alarm anyone.  He wraps his other arm around my body and pulls me close, rocking me back and forth through the pain. My head is exploding. My neck burns like fire. Tears prick in my eyes as I squeeze them shut and try to breathe through the pain. 
 
    The episode only lasts about a minute, but it feels like hours. Hours of torture. Then, as quickly as it started, it’s over, and all that remains is a tingling sensation on the back of my neck. It isn’t really painful, just strange. Uncomfortable. 
 
    Tempest eases me back. “You okay?” 
 
    I take a long, deep breath. The air feels good, spilling into my lungs like new life. I survey my body, standing and looking over every visible inch, every limb, and something shifts inside me. It feels like my chest opening up, my head clearing. 
 
    “Yeah,” I say. “I feel good, actually. Different.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I don’t know. My skin is tingling everywhere, like I just woke up. I feel good, Temp.” I flex my muscles, clench my fists. “I feel strong.” 
 
    “Well, that’s good, I guess, right?” He’s wary, I can tell, but at least some of the color has flooded back into his face. 
 
    Something on the floor catches my eye. The Viper. I scoop it up, and suddenly, it doesn’t just feel like a dagger anymore. It feels familiar, as if I’ve held it a thousand times before. A full minute passes with Tempest and I simply staring, wide-eyed, at the Viper, waiting for something miraculous to happen now that I’ve linked with it. When nothing does, I want to scream. 
 
    “What I wouldn’t give for a manual right about now,” I say, dropping back down on the bed. 
 
    Tempest laughs. “I don’t think we’re going to find How to Equip and Command Legendary Daggers in the school library.” 
 
    I punch his shoulder. How much more frustrating could this be? Every time I think we’ve solved our problems, we encounter another obstacle. I twirl the Viper in my hand the way I’d done several times already, and of course, nothing happens. I try a little of everything, tossing it from hand to hand, even throwing it. Still covered by its built-in, retractable sheath, and me with no knowledge of how to unsheathe it, it bluntly smacks into the wall and drops to the floor.  
 
    Tempest lets out a heavy laugh as I pick it up again. “Nice toss, you fierce little assassin, you!”  
 
    Leave it to my brother to make jokes at a time like this. We’re days away from him being executed and the only hope we have of saving him is a stubborn piece of history that I have no idea how to control. And Tempest, of course, is laughing. 
 
    “You’re laughing,” I say. “That’s great. Should I even want to save your life? Not that I’ll be able to if I can’t get this stupid thing to work.” 
 
    “Well, getting mad at it isn’t going to help,” he says. “Look, you just need to take a breath and think. You’ve got a good head on your shoulders, D, and great instincts, but you’re not listening to them.” Tempest gets up and positions himself behind me, places his hands on my shoulders. “Relax. You keep tensing up like that, and you’re going to implode. Then it won’t matter if we have the Viper or not.”  
 
    I turn on him. “How can you keep making jokes?” 
 
    Tempest sighs. “I’m trying to help you relax, Dagger.” 
 
    “Well, I can’t relax, okay? This is serious. I’m trying to save your life. There’s nothing funny about that.” 
 
    Tempest turns serious then. He grips my shoulders again. “This isn’t for me,” he says. “It’s for you. It’s to protect you from what they might try to do.” 
 
    “I know that,” I tell him, “but it’s also to protect you.” 
 
    Tempest smiles, something sad and unlike him. It makes my skin crawl. “Even if you can bargain my head off the chopping block, they’re going to take you, Dagger. We both know that. Do you really think they won’t send the Squad back to finish me off once you’re gone?” 
 
    I shake my head. “I don’t accept that.” 
 
    “You’ll have to,” Tempest says. “Don’t focus your energy on me, D. Focus on yourself. Be strong for you.” 
 
    The words sink into my skin like razor wire, cutting and gnawing and burning. He never believed I could save him. 
 
    “You’ve been thinking this the entire time, and you don’t say a word? Instead, you joke and you laugh as if anything about this is funny?” I want to slap him. 
 
    “It’s not funny,” he says. “I know that. But it is okay, D. I’m not afraid to die.” 
 
    I scoff at him. “Everyone’s afraid to die.”  
 
    “Not me,” he says. “I’ve lived a great life. You don’t see that because you always focus on all the horrible things we’ve been through, but we’ve had a lot of good things too. I got thirteen years with the best father anyone could ever hope for, and I got even longer with my best friend. You. You and Beck. So, it’s okay. It’s going to be okay, no matter what happens. You understand?” 
 
    I don’t say anything. I can’t speak. Instead, I wrap my arms around my brother and squeeze as tightly as I can. Something inside me refuses to accept any of this, that I could lose him, lose my home, my family, everything. Possibly before we even see another day. We don’t know when the Sanctioning Squad will come, and at this point, I have no bargaining chips. The Viper has to work. It’s the only way to save myself, and though I don’t say anything to Tempest, a part of me still believes it can save him, too.  
 
    *** 
 
    Another day passes, and then another and another until it’s the day before my birthday, and I still haven’t figured out how to activate the Viper. I’ve only been able to tinker with it in the evenings because of work, but more time makes no difference. Nothing works. It doesn’t matter how I hold it, how I throw it, how I stand, or how I aim. Nothing triggers it. I feel stupid. Hopeless. Throwing around a sheathed dagger, talking to it, hoping it has some sort of magical power. I probably look as dumb as I feel. 
 
    The dinner table is completely silent as it has been all week. Other than setting out plates, Mom basically pretends we’re invisible. Until she’s decided she can forgive our ‘foolish’ behavior, we currently do not exist. You would think, knowing what possible fates await us in the near future, our mother, more than anyone, would want as much interaction with us as possible. But no, not her. She doesn’t even look at us, and the only sounds are those of us chewing.  
 
    Halfway through the meal, Tempest decides he’s had enough. He starts by catching Beck’s attention and scrunching his face up until Beck’s giggling so hard he accidentally flips his fork off his plate. A bite of mashed potatoes flies through the air and splatters against the wall before sliding down to the floor.  
 
    Beck instantly freezes. We all wait in silence to see how Mom will react. When nothing happens, Tempest resumes eating but keeps his eyes on her. His stare bores into her forehead as if willing her to look up at him, to yell at him for being the source of the mess, but to everyone’s astonishment, she doesn’t. She doesn’t say a word or even lift her gaze from her plate, which only angers Tempest.  
 
    “It’s Dagger’s birthday tomorrow, but of course you know that,” he says. “Right Mom?” I’m not sure what he’s trying to do or why. Bait her into a reaction? Rile her up? I’ve never understood their relationship, no more than I can understand how the potatoes on the floor haven’t caused her a stroke. “I mean, what kind of mother forgets her only daughter’s birthday? Right? But then, what kind of mother pretends her only daughter doesn’t exist?” 
 
    “Temp, stop,” I say. “It’s fine.” 
 
    “I haven’t forgotten,” Mom says, surprising me. Her voice is a whisper, strained like there’s something caught in her throat.  
 
    When I look up at her, my jaw drops. For the first time in years, she’s staring, unblinkingly, right into my brother’s eyes. Her face is motionless, as if she’s trying to hide whatever emotion is bubbling just below the surface, but Tempest’s face is far from still. It happens quickly. First, it’s shock. Then anger. Finally, pain. His eyes gloss over, and I’m reeling.  
 
    I grab his hand under the table and squeeze. All these years, all this pain, and all he needed was for her to look at him, to let him know he wasn’t invisible. He wasn’t alone. And she couldn’t give him that. She wouldn’t give him that, her own son. So, why now? If it was so easy, why couldn’t she have comforted him when he needed it? Heat ripples across my skin. 
 
    “After all these years of you avoiding him,” I say, shaking my head, “unwilling to comfort him or even acknowledge him in any way other than to scorn him. Why now, Mom? What’s different now?” 
 
    “Dagger, stop,” Tempest says, standing from the table, but I’m just getting started. The more I talk, the angrier I become, as if every single thing I mashed down and down and down over the years is spilling up to the surface, ready to burst free. 
 
    “Stop?” I balk. “Why? Why should I st—” 
 
    Tempest claps a hand over my mouth. His eyes dart to the kitchen window, covered by a curtain. “I heard something.” 
 
    Maybe it’s the anger still coursing through my veins, but I don’t put much stock in Tempest’s alarm. I turn back to my mother and realize she hasn’t moved. Even her gaze, unwavering, remains fixed upon the place where Tempest’s face had been only moments ago. Beck stares at her too, by the look of it still concerned she hasn’t forgotten the potatoes on the floor, but something isn’t right. There’s something odd about the way she sits there, rigid. Something chilling.  
 
    I tug Tempest’s shirt and pull him back around, glancing at him then down at her again. Whatever it is about her seems to bother him too. He bends and waves a hand in front of her face. Again, she doesn’t move. She doesn’t even blink. Just stares, lips slightly parted, tears pooling in her eyes. 
 
    “Mom?” Tempest snaps his fingers. “What is it? What’s wrong?” 
 
    A small stream leaks from the corner of her eye. “I’ve done something terrible,” she says, and just as the whisper escapes, a loud knock echoes from the door. 
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    The silence is tangible, chilling every corner of the kitchen. Tempest’s breathing is shaky beside me. I can feel it near the back of my neck as both our heads snap toward the door. Who could it be? The question never reaches my lips. It spreads in my throat until I feel suffocated with it. No one in the Gutter calls at night. The cold is too bitter, and the curfew, too strict. It’s a risk few find worth taking, and those who do, mainly Tempest and myself, have to be quick and silent, nothing more than a shadow in the night. No, in the Gutter, the only hands that come knocking after sundown are the hands of death itself. The Sanctioning Squad. 
 
    Before Tempest can stop me, I bolt to the stairs, taking two at a time to the landing. Another loud knock sounds from the kitchen. I hop around the loudest floorboards into my room and dive for my bed. Tempest appears a moment later. In one swift stride, he’s beside me. 
 
    “Dagger, you need to run,” he says. “They won’t knock a third time, and you know it.” 
 
    “No,” I say. “I’m not doing that. I’m not leaving you here.” 
 
    “I didn’t think they’d come before your birthday,” he says. “It’s against the law to take a minor for any reason, even crime, without notification, and they show up here in the middle of the night with no warning? There’s a window here, Dagger. It changes everything.” 
 
    I dig my hands under my mattress, searching. Come on. Come on. Where the hell is it? I know I put it here. 
 
    “Dagger, are you listening to me?” Tempest grabs my arm and pulls me to face him. “Go out the back. Take the valley as far out as you can before dawn. Find somewhere to hide. Do you hear me? You have to stay hidden.” 
 
    He pushes a cloth sack into my fist, which I recognize by the feel of it as Tempest’s t-shirt, and suddenly I realize he’s been shirtless this entire time. “Rations,” he says, and the smell hits me. Our dinner. “Head for the Wastelands.” 
 
    “No,” I say, shaking my head. “What?” 
 
    “If I make it out of here, I’ll come for you,” he says. “I promise. Now, go. Go!” 
 
    Without thinking, I grab the makeshift bag and run as if on autopilot. I’m almost to the stairs when reality crashes in again and my thoughts refocus. What am I doing? Leaving? Running like a criminal? No. No. That wasn’t the plan. I’m not doing that. I’m not running. 
 
    I sprint back into my room just as a loud clatter sounds. The Viper, dropping to the floor as Tempest tosses the mattress off my bed. He goes to grab it, but I’m faster. My feet slide as I bend to scoop it up. The moment my fingers curl around the handle, an echoing bang explodes through the house. The kitchen door, blasted open. Tempest was right; they didn’t knock a third time.  
 
    As the heavy thumping of boots rumbles through the house, I steal a hurried glance at my brother. He’s braced, ready to fight, but the look on his face is one of complete shock. Shock and disappointment. He told me to run, but here I am. I know I shouldn’t speak. The more sound we make, the faster they’ll find us, but they’re coming all the same, so I don’t let the moment go to waste. 
 
    “I won’t leave you,” I say with as much authority as I can manage, but my voice cracks. My throat burns as if I’m on the verge of crying or vomiting or both. For a fraction of a section, I think I see tears in his eyes, but at second glance, his face is as hard as ever. He nods. It’s all the confirmation I need. I brace myself, crouched and alert, and try to think of a plan. What can I possibly do armed with nothing but a sheathed dagger that I don’t even know how to use? 
 
    Beck’s screams and cries are torture. Fear, not pain. The fact doesn’t lessen the urge to run to him, wrap him up and tell him everything is going to be okay, even if it isn’t. 
 
    A voice bellows through the house, causing goosebumps to erupt all along my arms and neck.  
 
    “Shut your boy up, Citizen, or I’ll shut him up for you,” a man shouts. Seconds later, Beck’s wails come to a chilling halt. Tempest lets out a small, almost inaudible hiss of anger that says he’s nearing his breaking point as well. We wait in silence; wait for the man to speak again. Only seconds pass before he does. His voice echoes, amplified. 
 
    “Rebel Citizens, you have been accused of and charged for the crime of treason, punishable by death. It is by order of the President that you have been tracked and thereafter, captured. This dwelling and all occupants within are surrounded and guarded by members of the North Side Sanctioning Squad. Abandon your weapons and submit to our authority. Should you fail to do so, we, by orders of the President and the Superior Elder Council, shall take you by force, abdicating our otherwise lawful responsibility to protect the innocent from harm, should they obstruct our efforts in any way. The law of this nation and the penalty for your crimes are absolute. If you understand and accept these decrees, submit yourself to custody, and none shall be harmed.” 
 
    I look to Tempest for some sort of answer. 
 
    “We don’t have a choice,” he says, jaw ticking. He shakes his head. “They’ve got Beck, and Mom, and they’ve already made it clear that if we d—” 
 
    “Mom!” I slap a hand over my mouth, capping a hard gasp. My head spins, and for a second, I think I might faint. But the feeling passes quickly, and only rage is left behind, bubbling just under the surface. 
 
    “What? What is it?” 
 
    “It was her.” I barely manage the words through gritted teeth. Our mother has betrayed us. But why? She knew they would come for us eventually, so why now? What had she meant when she said she’d done something terrible? What’s in it for her? 
 
    “Rebel Citizens,” the man calls again, “you have one minute to surrender!”  
 
    “You still haven’t figured out how to use the Viper,” Tempest says. It isn’t a question. His gaze darts around the room, looking for anything to help us, though we both know nothing will. There’s no way out of this. This time tomorrow, Tempest and I will be dead, hanged or beheaded publicly for the entire Gutter to see. Who knows? The President might even decide to have our executions broadcasted nationally. Then everyone can see just how far you’ll fall if you break the rules. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Tempest.” The words escape in a pathetic whimper, but I mean them. I feel like such a failure, unable to save him, save us both. I can’t even bear to look him in the eyes. 
 
    Heavy footfalls thunder onto the staircase, and both our heads snap to attention. Our minute is up. They’re coming.  
 
    “There’s no point in fighting,” Tempest says. He slides his hand into mine and stands tall beside me. “The best we can do is go with them, calmly and quietly. It’s better for Beck that way. I don’t want him to see us struggle.” 
 
    I nod as I cling to the warmth in my brother’s hand. It steadies me. In my other hand, I still have the Viper. It hits me then how it might look when the Sanctioning Squad marches into the room. For a split second, I consider tossing it to the side, but a voice in the back of my head tells me to hold on. Then suddenly, out of nowhere, I have a plan.  
 
    “They don’t have to know.” 
 
    Before Tempest can respond, a man appears in the doorway flanked by another soldier. A patch on his black uniform identifies him as a Captain, and he carries a gun large enough to require both arms. A barrel wide enough to support a fist-sized cannonball. What did they think they were going to find up here? Giants? A regular bullet would do just fine. There’s no need to blast us to pieces! 
 
    “Drop your weapon, citizen!” he shouts. “Get on the ground!” He stands a mere six feet from me, the barrel of his gun far too close for comfort, but I stand my ground. I tighten my hold on the Viper. For the first time in this whole disaster, I actually have a plan, and the Viper is essential to it. “Drop your weapon now, or we will open fire!” 
 
    “I don’t think you will,” I say, trying my best to sound anything but terrified. My knees are shaking and I can’t help feeling like I’m about to die, any second, but this is all I have. This is it, and that makes me stand up just a little bit straighter, a little steadier.  
 
    Tempest does his best to follow my lead. He squeezes my hand and lets a small smile touch his lips. The Captain looks back and forth between us, eyes narrowed, then brings his oversized gun to eye level, undeterred, and now I’m staring straight down an enormous barrel. My stomach roars until I think I might vomit, but I use it. I use every bit of what I’m feeling—fear, anger, heartache. I let it fill me up until there’s nothing left but a burning motivation to get through this. 
 
    “I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” Tempest says, and the gun eases down a half-inch.  
 
    I can see the Captain’s eyes again, shifting back and forth. He looks angry, but more than that, confused. Something flashes in his eyes. He lifts a hand from the enormous gun and points to his mouthpiece. “Drop your weapon now,” he orders again, “or I will order open fire.” He smiles, something wicked, and adds, “Downstairs.”  
 
    The words hit like a bomb. My insides drop into my knees. Beck’s face flickers through my mind. 
 
    His grin widens. He thinks he’s got us, and for a split second, so do I. But I can’t give up. My gut tells me my plan will work. I have to try. I slowly raise my hand, just an inch or two, the Viper still wedged inside my fist. I want him to see it. 
 
    “Recognize this?”  
 
    His gaze drops briefly to the Viper, no more than a second. “Kishi,” he says, still grinning. “You’ll have to do better than that, little girl.” 
 
    The insult sets my teeth on edge but I keep my cool. I have to. 
 
    “Perhaps you should take a better look, Captain,” Tempest says. 
 
    His gaze drops again, and I twirl the Viper in my fingers. Just a flicker of movement, enough to show a bit of skill without giving myself away. That’s when I see it. Shock ripples across his features.  
 
    “I have your attention then,” I say. “How about we all lower our weapons and talk this out. No one has to get hurt.” 
 
    He shifts the slightest bit on his feet. “That’s government property,” he says. “Just another reason to watch you hang.” 
 
    “Fine.” I tighten my grip around the Viper. “So take it.” 
 
    Nobody moves. 
 
    “Go on,” I say, my brain screaming at me to shut up. Shut up before you get yourself killed! “Take it.” 
 
    “Fisk,” the Captain barks. “Seize the weapon.” 
 
    The soldier flanking him meets my eyes, uneasy. He doesn’t move. 
 
    “Scared,” Tempest says with a laugh, and as soon as the word is out, the Captain growls. 
 
    “Enough,” he shouts. 
 
    Tempest stands tall. “If you were going to kill us, you would have done it by now,” he says. “We have something the president wants—our blood.” 
 
    “Wrong,” the Captain says. “He only wants hers.” 
 
    His gun rockets up to eye level, aimed at Tempest’s bare chest. No! My stomach bottoms out. My heart shoots into my throat. Tempest squeezes my hand, and I know it’s over. We’ve lost. Everything shifts into slow motion, and all I can hear is the blood rushing in my ears. Every inch of my body, every cell in my brain screams for something, anything, to help us. 
 
    Then I hear it. A humming sound. No, not a humming. A churning? What is that? That’s when I realize every pair of eyes in the room has shifted to focus on my hand. The sound, it’s coming from inside the Viper. 
 
    *** 
 
    The air thickens as the sound comes to a grinding halt. Nothing seems different. The dagger looks the same, still sheathed, still sitting motionless in my hand. I let out a slow, silent breath, hoping beyond hope that that small reaction may be enough to help us, to buy us a little more time. 
 
    “Hold position,” the Captain says, but his backup doesn’t listen. Fisk backs slowly out of the room, fear etched across his face. The Captain pays him no mind. He keeps his focus on the Viper, stealing glances toward my brother, waiting for one of us to spring into action. His grip tightens around his gun, ready to blast a substantial hole through either of us should he catch even a hint of movement.  
 
    Time is running out, I know. It won’t take long for him to realize nothing is going to happen. The Viper acted of its own accord, and I have no idea why. The first time it made that sound, it was because of the blood sample, but now, there’s nothing. No prick. No pain. What made it work, and why did it stop? I’d only been standing here, exactly the same as I am now, exactly the same as I have been since the Squad stampeded up the stairs and thrust their tiny cannons in our faces. Nothing has changed. 
 
    And then it hits me.  
 
    It’s my emotions. It has to be. They must affect the Viper, feeding right into it through the chip embedded in my skin. Up until now, I tried desperately out of fear to master it, but that’s not how it works. I see it now as clearly as if bright red instructions are engraved on the hilt. My head, my heart, my entire body had been screaming for the Viper to work, screaming that it was my only hope, and that’s when it activated. It responds to conviction, need, survival.  
 
    I focus all my energy on a single thought. Unsheathe. Instantly, the blunt edge lining the Viper retracts, sliding down into the hilt, and it takes every bit of control I have not to shout in triumph.  
 
    “You can actually—” The Captain lets out a staggered breath. “It actually—” 
 
    “Works?” Tempest smiles. “You didn’t think the president would take note of a missing Viper and send you after the descendant of one of the most renowned assassins of all time without having first made the connection between the two, did you?” 
 
    I move a fraction of an inch toward the Captain. He scrambles to get his gun up, locked on Tempest again. I expect to feel a rush of fear, but it doesn’t come. Instead, something else rushes through me. Power. It’s hot, twisting in my gut. A dangerous kind of thrill, and for a second, I don’t feel like myself.  
 
    “You think you can shoot me before she takes you out?” Tempest asks, a challenge. “You’ve never seen my sister throw.” 
 
    Slowly, and to my surprise, the Captain lowers his gun so that the enormous barrel drops to rest on the hard wood of my bedroom floor. Without thinking, I let out a sigh of relief, let my guard down. Instantly, I know I’ve made a mistake. 
 
    It happens so quickly, I barely have time to think, let alone act. In a blur of motion, the Captain jerks his weapon up. An exploding bang shakes the room. My arm jerks hard, pulling me to the ground, and Tempest’s hand rips free from mine. A ringing erupts in my ears, and for a second, I’m transported back to my childhood, hiding away with my mother while the bombs sound around us, shaking the walls.  
 
    The room clouds with smoke and debris, so thick I can’t see any more than a few inches in front of my face. Everything inside me screams for me to find my brother, get to Tempest. Make sure he’s all right. But how could he be? How could he possibly have survived? The floor suddenly lurches under me. The room begins to spin. My face grows too hot, my breath too shallow, and I can feel myself teetering on the edge of consciousness. I cling to reality, try to ground myself. Now’s not the time for fear or fainting. I push away the thought of Tempest lying dead somewhere inside the remains of my bedroom with a huge, gaping hole in his chest. He’s alive. My brother is alive. He has to be. Tempest is invincible.  
 
    The blast must have had one hell of a recoil, because I can hear the Captain scrambling to get back on his feet. The clanking of metal tells me his gun is still in hand, and I can only assume he plans to fire again, this time at me. 
 
    A wave of adrenaline swallows me whole as the dust begins to settle. It’s the same rush I always felt in the cave, surrounded by flying daggers and Tempest’s loud laughter. I feel a prickling sensation in the back of my neck where the microchip embedded itself. It’s hot and achy at first but quickly becomes familiar, as if I’ve had it all my life, and suddenly the Viper feels like a part of me, as if it were an extension of my arm; another part of my body. Something vital. 
 
    A clinking sound snaps me back to reality. The dust has settled, and there, in front of me, no more than three feet away, stands the Captain. His gun points to my heart. He’d been waiting for a clean shot. One hand holds a gleaming pair of handcuffs, metal pressed to metal. 
 
    “Hold your positions,” he bellows into his mouthpiece, communicating with the rest of the Squad standing guard in my kitchen, their weapons no doubt trained on my family. “The situation is controlled, target secured.” 
 
    “Target secured?” My voice shakes. 
 
    He sneers. “I called your bluff, little girl,” he says. “Your brother was too cocky for his own good.”  
 
    Was. My brother was cocky. The room spins again. My throat burns. Dead. He’s dead. 
 
    “Pity you won’t get to see him hang,” he says. “But maybe your mother can scrounge up enough body parts to have a proper funeral.” 
 
    The world rocks around me, shattering, splintering. My entire body shakes. The Viper grows hot in my hand and begins to vibrate.  
 
    “Unfortunately, my orders are to bring you in alive, so…”  
 
    Everything falls away, the room going black for a moment before flickering back to life. The pain subsides. The fear dies. And all that’s left in their place is rage. Rage, burning up every inch of me. The kind only loss can inspire. The killing kind. 
 
    *** 
 
    The Captain lets out an ugly, gloating laugh. The sound winds and curls in the pit of my stomach like a snake readying itself to strike. He lowers his gun as he steps to cover the three feet of floor separating us. Just an inch. That’s a mistake.  
 
    I move like lightning, streaking past the Captain in a hard shoulder roll. With a howl, he whips around to find me clear across the room, crouched low. I lock eyes with him. A spark of fear ignites his face. I don’t wait for him to act or even speak. I suck in the deepest, fastest breath I can manage, push hard off the floor, and spring into the air in one great leap. It’s fast, graceful. I can feel the lightness in my body, the smooth lines of my limbs as they stretch and reposition in mid-air as if in slow motion. I relax myself, allowing the world to slow and focus around me so every detail is recorded and stored. I’ve done this a thousand times.  
 
    At the height of my jump, I twist into a spin, reveling in the strain of my muscles. A stretch that reminds me I’m alive despite the emptiness in my chest, the numbness in my brain. Emptiness. My father once told me emptiness was the feeling of pain once it has passed the human threshold of withstanding. Tempest. My brother. Dead. My feet hit the ground, and a single thought sparks. Strike.  
 
    A prickling sensation erupts at the back of my neck, so intense I almost cry out. My wrist jerks hard as if commanded by thought, and the Viper rips like a bullet through the air. It sinks into the Captain’s chest with a sickening thud before he even manages to pull his gun into position. His eyes blow wide. A cough gurgles across his lips. Blood dots the chapped skin there.  
 
    I stare at him as his gun clunks to the floor, followed by his knees. His hands claw at his chest, trembling. My mouth goes dry. I’ve never thrown at another person before, never wanted so badly to see my dagger buried to the hilt in a human being’s chest. To my surprise, the feeling that wells up isn’t guilt. It’s thrill. It tickles across my skin and I realize my pleasure at the sight of what I’ve done, something dark and unrestrained. It terrifies me, but I can’t stop it. I can’t control it.  
 
    A smile pulls at my lips as he collapses onto his back. I move to stand over him, watch him try in vain to lift the heavy weight of his gun. I nudge the weapon away from him with my foot. He looks at me, eyes burning with hatred, and spits. Bloody saliva splatters the space just below my chin, and it’s all I can do not to slam my foot to the hilt of the Viper and force it down another few inches.  
 
    His lips spread in a smile of crimson-stained teeth. His voice wheezes. “Do you really think I’m going to die here in the Gutter without at least taking some of its filth with me?” 
 
    I don’t like the triumphant look in his eyes, like he has a secret I should know about and don’t. This isn’t his victory. It’s mine. I swoop down and wrench the Viper from his chest, because I need to see that smile wiped from his face. Blood oozes from between his grinding teeth and runs down his chin. He’s deliberately trying to keep quiet, and for a second I wonder if it’s just another way to get under my skin, but then I realize the real reason. He doesn’t want anyone to hear, doesn’t want anyone to come to his aid. He wants me all to himself. 
 
    I rise to my full height and look down at him. “Do you really think you’re in any condition to make threats?” 
 
    “Watch,” he says, little more than a whisper, then he moves. With a swift jerk of his hand, he produces a pistol from inside his vest.  
 
    No! 
 
    It emits an echoing bang so loud it feels as if my head will split open. A searing heat ignites in my hand as my arm swings up so fast it’s nothing more than a blur. Pew! Sparks fly. It doesn’t sink in, at first, what’s happened. But reality takes hold as the bullet rips through the wall opposite me. I’m not dead. I take a breath. I’m not dead. Another breath. The breaths come easier and faster as I stare at the hole in the wall. As I look to the still-hot dagger in my hand. There isn’t a scratch on it. It’s ebony curve gleams at me. I’d just deflected a bullet with little more than a thought! 
 
    The Captain stares up at me, mouth hanging open. The pistol drops from his fingertips, now milky white from blood loss, and that same dark feeling returns. A lack of control. A lack of identity. Power. It blooms in my chest before rushing out through my veins, something so intoxicating I feel faint.  
 
    “Some little girl,” I say, not recognizing my own voice. I kneel next to him and lean in, face inches from his. “Huh, Captain?”  
 
    In that moment, I feel so powerful I almost laugh. I’m indestructible. As soon as the thought crosses my mind, the Viper warms in my hand again. It vibrates. Grows so hot I can hardly stand to hold onto it. Something must have gone wrong. The bullet had damaged the dagger after all. I clench my teeth as the Viper grows even hotter, then I hear a click. The tiny seam in the handle opens, and suddenly, the prickling sensation at the back of my neck is everywhere. 
 
    I gasp as what looks like metallic scales erupt onto the skin of my hand surrounding the Viper. They start at my fingertips and slither like a snake up the length of my arm. They consume so rapidly I barely have time to process, eating up every inch of flesh they can find. I feel them slink across my stomach under my clothes, and the prickling nauseates me. Then down past my knees to my toes. They crawl up my neck and I panic. They’re going to suffocate me. The scales roll over my chin toward my lips. I glance down at my cheeks, desperate to see, but find only the dark gray blur of metal. I want to cover my eyes but the terror keeps them open, peeled wide as the scales cover my nose. They envelop my forehead, my temples, my ears. Then, as suddenly as it began, the prickling ceases.  
 
    I take deep breaths just to be sure I can, just to be sure I’m still alive. When I look down at my hands, fear slices through my gut. The gleaming metallic scales have settled into my skin, creating a dark uniform layer of chrome over every inch of my body. It somehow feels the same, smooth as the skin has always been. A thought enters the back of my mind like a whisper. I don’t actually think it. It simply appears there, as if the Viper is speaking to me, murmuring through the tiny chip embedded in my neck. You wanted to be indestructible. Now you are.  
 
    Indestructible. It must be some sort of shield. I’m not sure how it can protect me, but something tells me it will. Is this how the POINT assassins protected themselves? My mind reels with questions, but I know they’ll never be answered. There’s no one left to answer them. I’m on my own. 
 
    I turn my gaze back to the Captain. He’s still alive, but only just. His head droops to the side, eyes fixed to his left. I follow his gaze to my own reflection, staring back at me from the smooth metal of the Captain’s discarded gun. It’s a shocking sight, something out of a dream. I look exactly the same but different. My hair, my eyes, every feature. It’s all there, familiar, but my skin is something else. Something unreal. Robotic. 
 
    The Captain’s voice is hoarse, dying. Blood gurgles in his throat with each breath he takes. “What are you?” 
 
    I don’t know how to answer. I don’t know that there even is an answer. I look into his eyes as their light slowly fades. They become still, tear-stained panes of glass, open but lifeless. The gurgling stops. I wait for a feeling of relief or even joy, the satisfaction of justice, but it doesn’t come. What comes, instead, is the answer to the captain’s final question. 
 
    I am a killer. 
 
    *** 
 
    I collapse to the floor. My knees won’t stop shaking, and I can’t stop staring at the Captain’s cold, dead eyes. Any minute now, the rest of the Squad will realize something’s wrong. Will they come running? Find their Captain lifeless on the floor, and me sitting in a pool of his blood with the weapon that killed him hanging loosely in my hand? What will happen then? They can’t shoot me. The bullets will only ricochet off my skin; at least, I think they will. I’m not exactly sure how this stuff is supposed to work. There is one thing I do know, though. If they can’t kill me, they’ll turn their guns on my family, and I can’t let that happen. I’ve already lost a father and a brother…two brothers. 
 
    One more minute. I’ll allow myself one more minute to sit here. A minute to breathe. A minute to grieve. I couldn’t save my brother, my wonderful, brave brother. He’s dead. Dead because of me. I drop my forehead into my hand and close my eyes. Great sobs become trapped in my throat, making it difficult to breathe. I want to let them free. I want to scream. I want my brother. 
 
    A groan sounds from somewhere behind me, the corner of the room. It’s soft, nearly inaudible, but like thunder inside my head. I jump to my feet so fast the room spins. A cry catches in my throat, so hard I nearly choke. There, coated in dust and half under the mattress he’d hastily thrown from its rails, lies Tempest. He’s little more than a heap on the floor, but I can see movement, lit by moonlight spilling through a fresh hole in the wall. My brother. He’s alive.  
 
    I stumble over my feet to get to him, toss the mattress off his back, and drop to my knees at his side. I can’t see his wounds. I know I need to assess them, but I’m afraid to turn him over. I’m afraid to touch him. I imagine a gaping hole in his chest or stomach, exposed intestines, shattered ribcage. Irreparable. The image in my head is enough to scare me away from any attempt to turn him over to see what is currently hidden from view. The expanding pool of blood beneath him makes me queasy. I’m scared. I don’t think I’ve ever been so scared in my entire life. I should feel elated, just knowing he’s alive. Instead, I feel sick. Faint. Terror courses through my veins. How had he survived this? How much longer can he hold on? The thought that he was dead was torment enough. I can’t actually watch it happen. I won’t survive it. 
 
    Get it together, Dagger. If there’s any chance I can save him, I’ve got to try. I latch onto his boulder of a bicep and push as hard as I can. He isn’t dead, but he’s definitely dead weight. Completely limp. Heavy. I get him on his side and have to take a breath. He’s so weak he can’t even manage a scream, but his pain is clear, etched across his face, and I want to scream for him. His eyes flutter open and widen, as if stunned to realize we’re both still alive. Then I remember my reflection. The armor. I must look like something out of a nightmare. Only a wet gurgle escapes as he tries to speak, opening and closing his mouth. I’ve never seen him look so scared. 
 
    “Shh,” I say, trying to sound calm. My voice shakes anyway. “Stop. Don’t try to talk.”  
 
    His bare chest makes it easy to examine his wounds, except I don’t see any. His chest and stomach are fine. That can’t be. I swipe away the blood, searching, but find nothing. No holes. Not even a scratch. The blood is coming from beneath him. 
 
    “I have to get you on your back,” I tell him. He shakes his head, blood-soaked hair sticking to his cheeks. “Yes, I have to. I know it’s going to hurt, but I have to stop the bleeding.” 
 
    Before he can protest again, I give him one hard shove. There’s no time to be delicate. Blood spurts over his lip as he rolls, a wet groan jumping up from his throat, and, instantly, I wish I hadn’t moved him at all. I turn away just as my stomach clenches. Bile scorches up my throat, and I can’t choke it down. My eyes sting and water as I spill my stomach onto the floor. 
 
    It’s not that I can’t handle the sight of blood. I can. It’s just that this…it’s so much worse. The skin just below Tempest’s shoulder is ragged. Stripped muscle and tissue hangs, bloody and lifeless, and below that? There’s nothing. His right arm is gone, completely disconnected from his torso. I can see the bone, shattered at the edge of the bloody stump left behind, and I want to scream. Again and again and again.  
 
    “Okay,” I say. I have to be strong now. I have to be smart. I wipe my mouth on the back of my arm and swallow down the bitter taste of vomit. A sob jumps up my throat. I swallow it down too. “Okay, I can handle this. We can handle this. Okay?” I wipe the hair off Tempest’s face and hold his fluttering gaze. “We can do this.” 
 
    There has to be something in the room I can use as a tourniquet. I dart to the corner and grab the first bit of material I can get my hands on—a sheet from Beck’s makeshift bed—then back to Tempest. He lets out a heavy, wet breath. Tears streaks the dust and blood on his face. “You’re going to be okay,” I tell him. “Just keep breathing.” He nods and relief crashes over me like a wave. He’s still with me. 
 
    The sheet soaks through as soon as it touches the stump, but I can’t let that discourage me. I loop it around the stump, over and over, then tie it as tightly as I can manage. I never imagined I’d have to use my father’s lessons this way, not on my brother. The knot creates a good, tight hold, but it’s not going to be enough, not for long. Tempest needs medical attention soon or he’ll die.  
 
    “Hey,” I say, squeezing his hand. “You still with me?” His nod is barely a tick of motion, and it makes my stomach sink. He’s weak. 
 
    “S…S’over,” he chokes out. 
 
    “No,” I say, shaking my head. My gut roars in protest. “No. It’s not over. I’m going to figure a way out of this.” 
 
    “Dagger.” It’s a whisper, just a flutter of breath against my cheek. Tears spring into my eyes. 
 
    “No, stop it,” I snap. “Stop.” 
 
    I can’t look at him anymore, can’t face what I know might happen, no matter what I say to the contrary. I snatch the Viper from the floor and jump to my feet, look around. There has to be something I can do. There has to be a way out of this. The Captain’s body lies lifeless on the floor, sprawled and still, haunting. His glassy eyes stare up at the ceiling, empty. I did that. I took a man’s life. That’s it! Suddenly, I know what to do. I have a plan. 
 
    “Tempest, don’t you dare die,” I say as I latch onto the Captain’s boot and tug with all my might. He’s heavy, but I manage to drag him toward the doorway and out onto the landing. Please, let this work. 
 
    The Captain’s head clunks against the stairs as I drag him down, step by step. Clunk-clunk. Clunk-clunk. Like a pair of heavy boots stomping their way down. It echoes, an eerie, intimidating sound in the otherwise silent house. Just before I reach the part of the stairs visible from the kitchen, I stop and steel myself. My entire body is electric with fear, but I can’t let that drive me. Instead, I imagine Tempest, helpless, dying. I picture the Captain’s triumphant, bloody smile. I hear the sound of my mother’s voice bouncing between my ears: I’ve done something terrible. The fear dissipates, and in its place, a cold kind of fury blossoms. It spreads until my veins feel like they’ve been hardened to ice. I set my jaw, tighten my grip on the Captain. This is my game now. 
 
    Two more steps down, and I’m flooded in the glow of the kitchen firelight. I drop the Captain’s boot so his body falls limp on the floor beside me. Nobody moves. It’s as if the room has been frozen in time. Every pair of eyes simply stares.  
 
    I grip the Viper as tightly as possible and lock gazes with each of the three soldiers holding my family at gunpoint, one by one. “I suggest you lower your weapons,” I say, voice cold.  
 
    As if woken from a stupor, the soldiers each scramble to turn their weapons on me. Their gazes dart back and forth between the body of their Captain on the floor and the gleaming dagger in my hand. I twirl the Viper between my fingers and shake my head, let out a cold laugh just for effect. It works. The other two soldiers waver, one of them lowering his gun the slightest bit. 
 
    “Prudence,” I hear my mother say, “what’s happened to you?” 
 
    The nerve. Even the sound of her voice makes my stomach turn. I don’t look at her. Beck either. I can’t. I can’t see their expressions. Fury is all that’s holding me together right now, and I know if I look, if I let myself wonder, my resolve will crumble. 
 
    “Drop it,” the soldier nearest me says. 
 
    I tilt my head and stare him down. “You first.” 
 
    “Drop your weapon, Citizen,” he commands, holding steady despite his comrades slowly lowering their own weapons. That’s a mistake. 
 
    It’s as simple as a flick of the wrist, fast like a flash of lightning. The Viper rips through the air in a wide arc. One of my favorite throws, though the execution can be difficult. Now, it feels effortless. In a blink, it’s over. The Viper completes its arc, landing back in my hand with a hard thump. The sound is echoed a moment later by the slump of a body, collapsing to the floor—the soldier farthest from me. His hands weakly press to the gaping stripe splitting his throat open, but it’s over in seconds. He falls limp, loose. Dead. Just another mess for my mother to lose her mind over. 
 
    Again, what I expect to feel never comes. No shame. No guilt. Instead, a ripple of power surges through me, that same conviction as before. The same feeling of invincibility. 
 
    I fix my gaze on the soldier nearest me again. “Like I said, you first.” 
 
    He lowers his gun slowly, one hand going in the air in a sign of surrender. The other soldier’s gun clatters to the floor. A burst of thrill shivers down my spine. It’s only tempered by a brief glance. Beck. I can’t help myself. I look at him, just to make sure he’s okay, and his face is as I imagined it would be—frozen wide in terror. He’s afraid, afraid of me. It stings, but I can’t blame him. I can’t explain either. Not now. Maybe not ever. 
 
    I turn away from him again and clear my throat. 
 
    “Now,” I say with as much authority as I can manage. “I want to talk to the president.” 
 
    *** 
 
    My stomach clenches and flips as the zoomer rises into the air. I’ve never ridden in a vehicle before. Only seen them occasionally zipping overhead on their way to and from the Wastelands. The sensation must take time to get used to. I do my best to breathe through each bout of nausea and keep my eyes on Tempest. 
 
    They’ve strapped him to a stretcher in the back corner of the zoomer. He’s unconscious, but that doesn’t stop one of the Squad’s soldiers from keeping a gun trained on him. The other two are aimed at me, not that they could do any damage. Tempest is pale, too pale, and tinged a light yellow. His breathing is too shallow, but the subtle rise and fall of his chest comforts me. He’s alive. I want to talk to him, tell him everything that’s happened. That Beck is okay. Mom. More than anything, I want to tell him that he’s okay. He’s going to be okay. I’ve made sure of it. 
 
    There will be time for that, I tell myself, because it’s the only thing I can tell myself. The only thing I can almost bring myself to believe. There will be time. There will be possibilities. I will see my brother again. 
 
    My life isn’t over. 
 
    I repeat the words in my head over and over as we rise higher into the sky. When the zoomer lurches then shoots toward the capital, I close my eyes and imagine Beck’s face. I imagine Tempest’s laugh. I imagine Mom’s cooking. The cave. The Market. My home. Gone. All of it gone in the swift sigh of a quiet yes—the most defining, terrifying, important trade I’ve ever made. A life for a life. Mine for Tempest’s. 
 
    He gets to live, and me? I give up my freedom, my home, my choice. I become property of the president—a science project, an opportunity. Something to deconstruct and put back together. A toy. A tool. A key. 
 
    But my life isn’t over, I tell myself again as we shred blue sky toward the Dome, toward my new home, my new fate. There must be something worth holding on to. There must be a chance, a fraction of a chance… 
 
    My life isn’t over. 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    End of Book One 
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