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ONE

I’ve	been	chasing	sleep	for	hours	and	finally	accept	the	fact	that	I’m	never	going
to	 catch	 it.	 Even	 if	 I	 could	 afford	 black-market	meds	 and	was	willing	 to	 risk
Cole’s	 life,	 as	well	 as	my	own,	no	amount	of	 anti-anxiety	drugs	will	quell	 the
unease	poisoning	my	blood.
Not	on	the	eve	of	the	Recruitment.
My	palm	presses	 against	 the	 cold	windowpane	 of	 the	 box-like	 tenement	we

call	home,	wiping	away	a	swatch	of	condensation.	A	spark	of	orange	stains	the
dark	sky,	silhouetting	the	smokestacks	from	the	Industrial	Borough,	hissing	puffs
of	 black	 death	 into	 the	 stars.	 That	 same	 lethal	 smoke	 birthed	 the	 cancers	 that
devoured	both	of	my	parents’	dignity	before	leaving	two	brothers	with	only	each
other.
And	before	this	day	is	through,	maybe	not	even	that.
The	 floorboards	 creak.	 Probably	 another	 damn	 rat.	 That’s	 three	 this	week.	 I

grope	for	the	oil	lamp	on	the	nightstand,	careful	not	to	turn	the	flame	too	high,	so
as	not	to	wake	up	Cole,	asleep	on	the	cot	beside	mine.
Too	late.	He’s	propped	up	on	his	elbows,	his	big	chocolate	eyes	staring	at	me

through	the	flickering	light.	“Did	you	have	a	scary	dream	too,	Lucky?”	he	asks.
It	used	 to	bother	me	when	Cole	nicknamed	me	Lucky,	 instead	of	calling	me

Lucian,	until	 I	 realized	 just	how	aptly	 it	described	 the	way	 I	 felt	 about	having
him	in	my	life.	And	it’s	a	hell	of	a	lot	better	than	Lucy.
I	move	to	sit	beside	him,	ruffling	his	hair.	“What	are	you	doing	up,	big	guy?

No	school	today,	remember?”	There’s	never	school	on	this	day.	Or	work	for	that
matter.	 The	 Establishment	 makes	 sure	 that	 everyone	 participates	 in	 all
Recruitment	Day	activities.



Cole	reaches	out	a	warm,	pink	hand	and	grasps	one	of	my	own.	“I	can’t	sleep,
Lucky.	The	monsters’ll	get	me.”
Can	he	sense	what’s	coming?
Leaning	in	close,	I	smile.	“Nothing’s	going	to	hurt	you,	Cole.	I	won’t	let	it.”
He	lets	go	of	my	hand	and	throws	his	small	arms	around	my	neck,	burying	his

face	in	my	chest.	I	enfold	his	trembling	body	in	a	tight	embrace.
“Can	you	read	me	the	story?”	he	whispers	in	my	ear.
I	pull	away,	staring	at	him.	“I’ll	read	it	if	you	promise	to	go	back	to	sleep.”
He	lights	up.	“Promise!”
I	shake	my	head,	rise,	and	walk	over	to	the	small	dresser	in	the	corner	of	the

room,	 sliding	 it	 aside.	 I	 stoop	 and	 pry	 up	 one	 of	 the	 floorboards	 with	 my
fingernails.	Reaching	into	the	dark	crevice,	I	ease	out	a	few	sheets	of	blackened
paper.
Cole’s	been	fascinated	with	the	story	ever	since	I	discovered	it	a	few	months

ago,	 hidden	 in	 the	 basement	 archives	 of	 the	 Parish	 library,	 just	 after	 I	 started
working	with	old	Mr.	Croakley.	When	anyone	turns	sixteen	in	the	Parish,	they’re
assigned	 an	 apprenticeship	 until	 they’re	 drafted	 into	 the	 standard	military—or
recruited.	I’d	lucked	out.	I	could	have	pulled	sewer	duty.
This	particular	 tale	was	hidden	 inside	a	dusty	book,	part	of	 a	 collection	 that

ranged	from	astronomy	to	poetry.	I	must	have	devoured	the	entire	compilation	in
a	matter	of	weeks.
I	sink	into	the	creaking	mattress	beside	Cole.	“Now	remember.	You	can’t	tell

anyone	 about	 the	 story.	 I	mean	 it.	 It	 would	 get	 us	 both	 into	 trouble	 and	 they
could	take	you	away	from	me.	You	don’t	want	that,	do	you?”
His	eyes	widen.	“No,	Lucky.	I	won’t	never	ever	tell.”
I	 hate	 to	 scare	 him	 like	 this,	 but	 it’s	 the	 only	 way	 to	 protect	 him.	 The

Establishment	has	very	strict	guidelines	about	what	it	deems	appropriate	reading
in	its	schools,	and	fairy	tales	just	don’t	make	the	cut.	But	I	think	a	four-year-old
deserves	whatever	happiness	he	can	squeeze	out	of	this	life	and	I’ll	be	damned	if
I’m	not	going	to	give	Cole	whatever	I	can.
Picking	up	the	pages,	I	begin	to	read.	Well,	pretend	to	read	actually.	Most	of

the	text	is	illegible,	either	burned	or	torn	away.	But	it’s	the	drawing	that	excites
Cole.



So	I’ve	made	up	the	tale,	using	a	few	of	the	key	phrases	that	I	can	decipher.	If
Cole	notices	that	the	words	vary	with	each	reading,	he	never	says.	It’s	the	ritual
that	seems	to	cast	its	spell—me	reading,	him	listening.
And	the	drawing.
“There	once	was	a	beautiful	queen	that	ruled	over	the	land	of	Usofa,”	I	begin.
For	the	next	fifteen	minutes,	I	go	on	and	on	about	the	benevolent	Lady,	how

she	reigns	over	the	City	of	Sparkling	Lights,	tweaking	this	version	here	and	there
for	dramatic	effect.	You’d	think	it	was	Cole’s	first	time	hearing	this	story,	based
on	all	his	questions:	Does	the	Lady	protect	the	people	from	the	monsters?	From
illness?	Does	she	give	them	plenty	of	food,	read	to	them?
Keep	their	parents	alive?
As	I	patiently	address	each	and	every	question,	I	know

it’s	not	answers	he’s	looking	for,	but	something	far	greater	…	something	I’m	not
sure	I	can	really	give	…
Reassurance.
“And	they	lived	happily	ever	after,”	I	finally	finish,	acting	as	if	I’m	going	to

put	away	the	pages.
“The	picture!	The	picture!”
I	smile.	“All	right,	buddy.	Take	it	easy!	Here	it	is.”
His	face	is	a	mixture	of	awe	and	joy	as	he	studies	the	drawing	on	the	page	I’m

holding	out	to	him.	It’s	a	regal	woman,	wearing	a	crown	emitting	the	sun’s	rays,
torch	held	high	in	her	right	hand,	a	large	bound	book	in	the	other.	Her	face	seems
serene	as	she	stares	at	the	magical	city	before	her,	lit	up	like	the	constellations.
“She’s	almost	as	beautiful	as	Mommy	was,”	Cole	whispers.
I	smile.	How	can	he	remember	that?	He	was	too	young	when	she	…
An	image	of	our	mother	 floods	my	brain.	The	wheezing,	gasping	for	breath,

her	 eyes	 rolling	 up	 into	 their	 sockets—No.	Not	 today.	 “Yep.	 She	 almost	 is.”	 I
pull	the	page	away.	“Now	you	promised	you’d	go	back	to	sleep.”	I	re-tuck	him
in,	before	he	can	protest.
He	leans	forward	and	kisses	my	cheek.	“I	love	you,	Lucky.”
As	I	stare	down	at	him,	he	suddenly	becomes	blurry.	“I	love	you,	too,	Cole.”
I	plant	a	kiss	on	his	forehead	and	snuff	out	the	lamp’s	flame.	In	a	few	minutes

I	 can	 hear	 the	 soft	 sounds	 of	 his	 rhythmic	 breathing.	 Hopefully,	 the	 dream



monsters	will	 be	 kept	 at	 bay,	 if	 only	 for	 a	 few	hours.	Why	 couldn’t	 it	 be	 this
simple	with	the	real	monsters?
Plopping	down	on	my	own	bed,	I	can’t	get	the	image	of	the	old	sketch	out	of

my	mind.	A	beautiful	city	watched	over	by	a	noble	Lady.	A	place	where	people
were	 free.	Free	 to	 express	 their	 ideas,	 live	 their	 lives	without	 fear.	No	wonder
Cole	 likes	 the	story	so	much.	A	place	 like	 that	would	be	paradise	compared	 to
our	lives	in	the	Parish.
Surely,	 it	 had	 to	 be	 a	 fairy	 tale.	 If	 such	 a	 place	 ever	 existed	 it’s	 completely

gone	 now,	 destroyed	 by	 the	 Ash	 Wars	 untold	 ages	 ago,	 replaced	 by	 the	 all-
knowing,	ever-present	monster:	the	Establishment.
The	 monster	 that	 will	 decide	 in	 just	 a	 few	 hours	 whether	 or	 not	 I’ll	 be

responsible	for	my	little	brother’s	death.



TWO

The	rusty	key	won’t	budge.	 I	have	 to	 jiggle	 it	a	 few	times	before	 the	 tumblers
surrender	and	I’m	rewarded	with	an	anemic	click.	It	stinks	having	to	trust	Cole’s
safety	to	a	corroded	piece	of	metal,	but	if	I	don’t	risk	this	outing,	the	thought	of
what	could	happen	to	him	terrifies	me	even	more.	Hopefully	I’ll	be	back	before
he	wakes	up	and	finds	me	gone.	Besides,	he	won’t	be	totally	alone.
Brushing	away	a	few	paint	flurries	that	drift	from	the	door	onto	my	sleeve,	I

creep	down	 the	dim	corridor,	 side-stepping	mounds	of	 trash,	 none	of	which	 is
ever	 edible.	 Food,	 regardless	 of	 freshness	 level	 or	 olfactory	 appeal,	 is	 never
thrown	out.	Period.
Something	squishes	beneath	me.	The	heat	of	whatever	it	is	soaks	through	my

soles.	 I	 scrape	 the	 mystery	 onto	 the	 warped	 floorboards	 without	 bothering	 to
look.
It’s	better	not	to	know.
Finally,	I’m	at	the	end	of	the	hallway,	in	front	of	Mrs.	Bledsoe’s	apartment.	It

used	to	say	No.	15	above	the	door,	but	the	five	had	about	all	it	could	take	years
ago,	just	like	Mr.	Bledsoe	had	when	their	only	daughter,	Dahlia,	was	recruited.
Now	there’s	only	the	1	left,	both	inside	and	out.
I’m	 about	 to	 knock	 when	 the	 sounds	 of	 a	 motor	 struggling	 to	 putter	 into

existence	 on	 the	 other	 side	 cement	 me	 in	 place.	 Only	 it’s	 not	 a	 motor.	 It’s
organic.	The	wheeze	of	tortured	lungs	repelling	an	invader,	and	only	succeeding
in	hawking	up	tissue	and	darkness.
Reaper’s	Cough,	as	it’s	known	in	the	Parish.
My	eyes	squeeze	shut.	Mrs.	Bledsoe’s	always	been	there	to	help	out.	She	was

a	rock	for	Mom	when	Dad	passed.	Then	she’d	practically	adopted	Cole	and	me



when	Mom	couldn’t	hold	on	any	longer.	Now	she’ll	be	lucky	if	she	sees	another
summer.
I	 open	 my	 eyes	 and	 take	 in	 the	 filth	 surrounding	 me,	 barely	 visible	 in	 the

meager	 light,	 courtesy	 of	 the	 extra	 hour	 of	 electricity	 the	 Establishment	 so
graciously	provided	us	with	on	this	oh-so-festive	occasion.
Maybe	Mrs.	Bledsoe’s	the	lucky	one	after	all.
My	knuckles	meet	the	door.
The	whooping	becomes	muffled,	 as	 if	 a	 hand	 is	 trying	 to	 suppress	 it	 before

being	betrayed	by	the	next	determined	assault.	Then	the	unmistakable	sound	of
feet	shuffling	across	the	floor,	pausing	just	beyond	the	door.
I	tap	softer	now,	leaning	in	close.	“Mrs.	Bledsoe,	it’s	me,	Lucian.”
A	long	breath	hisses	free.	No	telltale	phlegm	this	time.	Relief,	not	Reaper.
The	 bolt	 squeaks	 its	way	 across	 its	 housing,	 freeing	 the	 door,	which	 creaks

open	 about	 six	 inches.	A	 set	 of	 eyes	 peers	 up	 at	me,	 one	 bloodshot,	 the	 other
encased	 in	a	grayish	shroud.	They	 find	my	own,	and	 the	wrinkles	 surrounding
them	relax.	“Lucky?	Oh,	thank	goodness	it’s	only	you!”
The	door	opens	all	 the	way,	exposing	a	 short,	 thin	woman,	gray	hair	matted

around	her	skull,	concave	cheeks	on	a	face	the	color	of	flour.	Her	hands	are	dry
and	cracked,	like	the	walls.
Is	this	what	I’ll	look	like	when	I	turn	forty?
I	 tear	my	eyes	away	before	she	realizes	I’m	staring.	“Sorry	 to	bother	you	so

early.”
Her	lips	curve,	showing	as	little	of	her	yellowed	teeth	as	she	can	get	away	with

and	technically	call	it	a	smile.	“Like	anyone	could	sleep,	today	of	all	days.”	Her
words	may	be	referring	to	today’s	event,	but	her	liquid	eyes	are	all	about	Dahlia
on	 this	 loathsome	 anniversary.	 I	 can’t	 help	 but	 feel	 guilty,	 intruding	 on	 her
memories.
“Well,	don’t	just	stand	there,	boy.”	She	steps	aside	and	waves	me	in.	“Come	in

and	let	me	fix	us	some	breakfast.”
I	almost	chuckle	at	the	lunacy	of	the	idea	that	she’d	have	enough	food	to	feed

me,	let	alone	the	both	of	us,	if	it	weren’t	for	the	sincerity	swaddling	her	words.	I
stoop	under	the	doorway	and	enter.
She	cocks	her	head	to	peer	behind	me.	“Where’s	my	little	Cole?”



“Mrs.	Bledsoe,	I	can’t	stay.	That’s	why	I’m	here.	I	need	you	to	keep	an	eye	on
him	while	I’m	out.”
She	shuts	the	door.	The	trenches	dissecting	her	forehead	deepen.	“Where	can

you	possibly	be	going	at	 this	hour	of	 the	morning?	You	know	there’s	a	curfew
until	Recruitment	is	underway.	If	you’re	caught	by	any	of	the	Imposers	without
the	 proper	 authorizations	…	 ”	 She	 erupts	 into	 another	 hacking	 spell.	 Turning
away,	she	pulls	a	ragged	piece	of	cloth	from	a	frayed	pocket,	clutching	it	to	her
mouth.
My	hand	finds	her	trembling	shoulder,	squeezing	it	until	the	convulsions	peter

out.	 “You	 need	 to	 see	 a	 doctor	 right	 away.	 Maybe	 I	 can	 barter	 for	 medical
services	in	exchange	for	some	labor	until	I	can	cover	the	rest	of	the	fees.”
I	barely	make	enough	money	working	at	the	library	to	feed	Cole,	with	a	few

scraps	 left	 over	 for	myself,	 but	 I’ll	 find	 a	way,	 even	 if	 I	 have	 to	 cut	 down	on
sleep	and	take	a	side	job.	No	one	should	have	to	suffer	like	this.	Especially	Mrs.
Bledsoe.
She	shakes	her	head.	“No	need.	I’m	all	right,	dear.	It’s	just	a	little	hay	fever.

It’ll	pass.”
The	 splattering	 of	 bright	 crimson	 on	 the	 rag	 she	 stuffs	 into	 her	 pocket	 says

otherwise.
Why	do	we	even	bother	to	cling	to	this	hell	we	breathe	in,	day	after	day?
Then	I	see	Cole’s	shiny	face	in	my	mind’s	eye.
“Can	you	watch	him	for	me,	please?	I	promise	I	won’t	be	long.”
“Tell	me	you	haven’t	gotten	involved	with	…	”	Her	voice	drops	to	a	whisper.

“With	those	people	and	their	crazy	notions.	I	hear	the	word	on	the	streets.	And
so	 does	 the	 Establishment.	 Rumor	 has	 it	 they’re	 starting	 to	 make	 notes,	 take
names	…	there’s	even	talk	there	was	a	raid	down	at	the	Roarkeshire	Farm.	I’m
scared	of	what’ll	happen	next.”
It’s	 more	 than	 just	 idle	 gossip.	 I	 watched	 it	 unfold,	 hidden	 in	 a	 tree	 in	 a

neighboring	field.	The	entire	place	burned	to	its	foundation.	No	one	ever	came
out.	I	can	still	smell	 the	roasting	flesh.	But	I	can’t	worry	her.	“It’s	nothing	like
that.”	I	shrug.	“Besides,	could	it	really	get	any	worse	than	it	already	is?”
A	hand	shoots	out	and	grabs	my	chin.	“Oh,	yes.	It	most	definitely	can.	Don’t

you	forget	it.”



Her	intensity	claws	through	me	like	icy	talons.	I	shrink	in	her	gaze.	“I	didn’t
mean	any	disrespect.”
The	 grip	 on	 my	 chin	 relaxes,	 evolving	 into	 a	 pat	 on	 the	 cheek	 and	 then	 a

mussing	 of	 my	 hair.	 “Forgive	 me,	 Lucky.	 I	 just	 worry	 about	 you	 and	 your
brother.	You’re	…	you’re	all	I	have	left	…	”	She	steps	back,	appraising	me	now,
ice	melted.
“Did	you	get	a	chance	to	see	her	yesterday	during	the	Ascension	Ceremony?”
She	stifles	another	cough.	“Just	for	a	few	moments.	Right	after	the	Prior	gave

the	benediction.	I	can’t	believe	she’s	been	promoted	to	First	Tier	already.”
Just	one	step	away	from	becoming	a	full-fledged	Imposer	…
“It	 seems	 like	 just	 yesterday	 she	was	 recruited.”	Her	 good	 eye	 clouds	 over,

too.	“She	looked	so	grown-up	in	her	uniform.	Not	like	my	little	Dahlia.	I	tried	to
get	 her	 attention	 as	 she	 left	 the	dais,	 but	…	 she	must	 not	 have	 seen	me.”	She
wipes	her	eyes.
“I’m	very	sorry.	I	know	it’s	been	a	long	time.”
“You’re	so	like	her.	The	same	wavy	dark	hair	…	that	olive	skin	she	got	from

her	father	…	”	Her	voice	chokes	off.
Being	recruited	tears	families	apart.	That’s	why	I	have	to	risk	what	I’m	about

to	do.
Clearing	her	throat,	Mrs.	Bledsoe	places	her	hands	on	her	hips.	“Only	you’re

too	thin,	boy!	We	need	to	feed	you	better.	When	you	get	back	from	your	errand,
I’ll	 have	 some	breakfast	 ready.	And	 then	 the	 three	of	us	will	 sit	 down	and	eat
before	heading	off	to	the	opening	ceremonies.	Like	a	proper	family.”
“Thanks,	Mrs.	Bledsoe.”	I	turn	before	she	can	see	the	gratitude	streaking	from

my	eyes.
“And	Lucky,”	her	voice	calls	after	me,	“your	mother	and	father	would	be	very

proud	of	you.”
Without	turning	back,	I	walk	out	and	shut	the	door,	leaning	against	it	to	catch

my	breath.	I	wonder	if	she’d	feel	the	same	way	if	she	knew	that	not	only	am	I
planning	 to	 break	 curfew,	 but	 I’m	 going	 to	 make	 sure	 I	 get	 caught	 by	 the
Establishment	in	the	process.



THREE

Pressed	against	the	rear	of	the	building,	I	slink	down	the	alley,	ignoring	the	soot
and	 slime	 oozing	 onto	 my	 back.	 At	 least	 I	 remembered	 to	 wear	 my	 rattiest
clothes,	though	considering	the	state	of	my	wardrobe,	it	wasn’t	a	difficult	choice.
I	 barely	 escape	 a	 loud	 splash	 that	 spatters	my	boots	with	 a	 strong	 stench	of

ammonia.	Smothering	a	gag,	I	look	up.	A	rusty	basin	disappears	into	a	fifth-floor
window,	which	slams	shut	with	a	rattle.	Guess	all	those	years	of	playing	Dodge
Piss	 in	 these	 very	 alleys	 with	 the	 rest	 of	 the	 neighborhood	 kids	 paid	 off.	 Or
maybe	it’s	 just	 the	universe	hinting	at	 the	chances	of	my	plan’s	success.	Either
way,	I	pick	up	the	pace	before	I	get	the	opportunity	to	relive	another	childhood
fave:	Shit	Dash.
Overhead,	 a	 half-dozen	 gliders	 circle	 the	 dawn	 sky	 like	 predators.	 Their

wooden	wings	beat	courtesy	of	churning	cylinders	hidden	in	their	bowels.	Puffs
of	 steam	 billow	 from	 two	 nostril-like	 exhaust	 ports	 on	 either	 side	 of	 their
cockpits,	resembling	beastly	breaths.
The	craft	are	piloted	by	specially	trained	agents	called	Imposers.	Imps,	as	us

locals	like	to	call	them.	The	military’s	elite.
And	today,	five	more	of	us	will	bypass	the	regular	draft	and	be	recruited	for	a

chance	to	enter	their	ranks—at	a	terrible	price.
Given	the	aircrafts’	current	flight	formation,	they	must	be	on	Recruitment	Day

recon	 patrol,	 no	 doubt	 surveying	 the	 quadrant	 for	 signs	 of	 what	 the
Establishment	considers	suspect	activity.	The	problem	is,	everything	from	three
or	more	people	enjoying	the	night	air	in	public	to	someone	just	taking	an	early
morning	stroll,	like	I’m	doing	now,	is	considered	suspect.
If	 these	Squawkers	spot	a	violator,	 they	radio	their	findings	to	Establishment

officials,	and	before	you	know	it	a	team	is	dispatched	to	apprehend	the	offending



party	for	questioning.	Must	be	some	pretty	mind-scrambling	questions,	though,
’cause	anyone	who’s	been	asked	them	never	seems	to	remember	their	way	home.
Ever.
It	 would	 be	 so	 easy	 to	 let	 the	 Squawkers	 spot	me	 and	 do	 their	 thing.	Only

there’s	 no	 guarantee	 this	 particular	 unit	will	 transport	me	where	 I	want	 to	 go.
Better	to	be	detained	by	a	ground	patrol	before	the	Recruitment	gets	underway.
Then,	with	any	luck,	I’ll	be	taken	right	inside	the	Citadel’s	detention	area,	taken
before	him,	at	last.	Excitement	and	fear	tangle	in	my	veins.
What	will	it	be	like,	seeing	him	after	more	than	two	years?	Has	he	changed?
Just	 ahead,	 Liberty	 Boulevard	 slices	 through	 the	 alleyways.	 Crisscrossing

wooden	beams	are	 set	 up	 at	 the	 intersection	 to	 cordon	off	 the	 area	 for	 today’s
procession.
Creeping	 forward,	 I	 crouch	 beside	 one	 of	 the	 planks	 and	 stare	 up	 the	 street

toward	City	Central.	Tall,	tarnished	lampposts	line	either	side	of	the	boulevard,
their	flickering	gas	 lights	powered	by	the	lungs	of	 those	unfortunate	enough	to
slave	 away	 in	 the	mines,	 like	my	 parents	 and	 the	Bledsoes.	Under	 the	 veil	 of
morning	fog,	the	posts	resemble	grave	markers,	the	muted	light	of	each	lost	soul
within	 winding	 and	 fading	 away	 under	 the	 shadow	 of	 the	 hulking	 stone
mausoleum	looming	in	the	town’s	core,	watching	…	listening	…	knowing	all.
The	Citadel	of	Truth.	The	nerve	center	of	the	Establishment’s	presence	in	the

Parish.	The	place	anyone	in	their	right	mind	avoids.
I’m	not	feeling	in	my	right	mind	this	morning.
I	spy	my	opportunity	for	an	escort	into	the	Citadel’s	walls	in	the	form	of	two

Imps	clad	in	their	signature	black	jumpsuits	and	helmets,	patrolling	the	alley	on
the	opposite	side	of	the	street.	Something	hanging	on	the	rear	wall	of	one	of	the
buildings	has	them	in	a	stir.	The	shorter	of	the	two	is	pointing	a	rigid	finger	at	it,
then	turns	his	head	to	mutter	something	to	his	companion.
The	 taller	 Imp,	 a	 female,	 reaches	 for	 the	wall	 and	 rips	 some	 kind	 of	 poster

from	 it.	Then	 she	unclips	 a	 radio	 from	her	belt	 and	mutters	 something	 into	 its
mic.
The	 response	 from	 the	 radio’s	 speaker	 cuts	 through	 the	 quiet.	 “Suspect

activity	confirmed	…	crack	…	hiss	…	Sending	in	a	Canid	backup.”
They’re	 sending	 in	Canids?	Looks	 like	 I’m	not	 the	 only	 one	 teasing	 danger

this	morning.



Filling	my	lungs	as	if	for	the	last	time,	I	stand.	Better	to	get	it	over	with	quick.
For	Cole’s	sake.
A	dark	blur	soars	over	the	barricade	and	plows	into	me,	squeezing	the	air	from

my	chest.	Then	 I’m	 tumbling	 over	 hard	 cobblestones	 and	 slamming	 to	 a	 stop,
pinned	under	the	heavy	weight	of	my	attacker.
My	mouth	tries	in	vain	to	find	some	spit	to	swallow	before	giving	up.	Forcing

my	eyes	open,	I	face	my	captor.
Maybe	I	hit	my	head	harder	than	I	thought.	The	figure	straddling	my	chest	is

not	an	Imp,	but	…	just	a	guy	…	a	guy	not	much	older	than	me.	My	eyes	focus
on	long,	tawny	hair	and	chiseled	features	carved	into	a	pale,	smooth	if	somewhat
smudged,	 face.	 His	 frame	 is	 large	 and	 muscled,	 the	 body	 of	 someone	 whose
survival	 hinges	 on	 physical	 labor.	 No	 wonder	 I	 can’t	 breathe	 with	 this	 giant
pinning	me	down.
He	glances	up,	reflecting	the	orange	sky	in	the	blue	of	his	eyes.	The	heavens

aren’t	 the	 only	 thing	 dawning.	 I	 recognize	 this	 face,	 though	 it’s	 been	 several
years	since	I’ve	seen	it	up	close.
Digory	 Tycho,	 one	 of	 the	 two	 most	 popular	 and	 handsome	 boys	 in	 the

Instructional	Facility’s	recent	history.	The	boy	who	everyone	in	the	Parish	says	is
a	 shining	 example	 of	 the	 core	 values	 of	 the	Establishment,	who	will	 someday
make	a	great	 Imposer	and	a	 fine	husband	 to	anyone	 lucky	enough	 to	catch	his
eye.
Yep,	the	great	Digory	Tycho	himself,	who	never	ack-nowledged	my	existence

all	through	primary	and	secondary	instructional	levels,	is	sitting	on	top	of	me	in
a	grimy	alleyway,	unkempt	and	reeking	of	Dumpster,	in	violation	of	Recruitment
Day	curfew	no	less.
Amusing,	if	not	for	the	pain	wracking	my	body	…	or	the	fear	engraved	on	his

face.
He	leans	in	close.	“You	okay?”	he	whispers.
I	squirm	beneath	him.	“Can’t	…	can’t	breathe	…	”
“Oh,	sorry!”	He	shifts	his	weight	off	and	squats	beside	me.	“Let	me	help.”	He

cradles	me	into	a	sitting	position.
“Thanks,”	I	mumble,	massaging	my	still-throbbing	right	arm.	Warmth	trickles

down	my	cheek.	Sweat?	 I	 rub	my	hand	against	my	 face	 and	 raise	my	 fingers,
which	are	now	coated	a	bright	red.	The	alley	starts	to	swim.



“Here,	let	me	see	that.”	Digory	nestles	me	in	the	crook	of	his	arm	and	fumbles
in	his	 tattered	 coat.	 I	 catch	 a	 glimpse	of	 two	 rolled-up	 sheets	with	yellow	 ties
stuffed	 into	 a	 pocket.	 He	 tugs	 his	 coat	 over	 them	 quickly,	 pulls	 out	 a
handkerchief	 from	 the	other	 side,	 and	dabs	 it	 against	my	cheek.	 “What’re	you
doing	out	during	curfew?”
I	crane	my	neck	to	look	up	at	him.	“You	do	 realize	that	question	works	both

ways,	don’t	you?”
He	half-smiles,	a	sparkle	of	white	amidst	all	the	gray.	“Right,	Lucian.”
My	name.	He	actually	knows	my	name	…
The	 sizzle	 and	 pop	 of	 radio	 static	 snuffs	 the	 twinkle	 from	 his	 face.

“Proceeding	to	check	for	violators	in	Quadrant	Seven.”
The	Imps	I’d	spotted	across	the	street	are	at	the	mouth	of	the	alley.	I	need	to

get	away	from	Digory	now.	No	need	to	drag	him	into	my	mess.
But	his	arms	tighten	around	me	before	I	can	move.	He	hauls	me	up.	“We	have

to	get	out	of	here,”	he	whispers	in	my	ear.	“If	they	find	us,	I’ll	be	shelved.”
I	 twist	 around	 to	 face	him.	 “They	wouldn’t	 shelve	you	 for	 curfew	violation.

Imprisonment,	hard	labor,	yes,	but	not—”
He	grabs	my	shoulders.	“It’s	got	nothing	to	do	with	curfew,	Lucian.	It’s	about

treason.	And	there’s	only	one	punishment	for	that.”
“Treason?	What’re	you—?”
“Sssh!”
Before	 I	 realize	 what’s	 happening,	 Digory	 drapes	 me	 over	 his	 shoulder	 as

easily	 as	 if	 I	 were	 a	 scarf.	 Suddenly	 the	 alley	 is	 upside	 down	 and	 I	 catch	 a
glimpse	of	two	pairs	of	shiny	black	boots,	then	a	patch	of	rusty	metal,	before	the
ground	swallows	me	and	I’m	thrust	into	darkness.



FOUR

My	nose	tells	me	where	I	am	before	my	eyes	do.	The	cloying	stench	of	human
waste	 mingles	 with	 the	 stale	 air	 of	 rodent	 droppings.	 It’s	 a	 combination	 I’ve
smelled	 ever	 since	 I	 could	 crawl,	 especially	 on	 those	 muggy	 summer	 nights
where	you	welcome	any	breeze	that	accidentally	detours	 into	an	open	window,
no	matter	what	scent	 it	might	carry.	Digory’s	brought	us	 into	 the	sewers.	Only
now,	 so	 close	 to	 the	 source,	 the	odor	 is	 overpowering,	 threatening	 to	 coax	 the
stale	roll	of	bread	posing	as	last	night’s	dinner	ration	from	my	stomach.
I	 wriggle	 out	 of	 Digory’s	 hold,	 and	 he	 steadies	 me	 against	 the	 ladder	 he’s

clinging	to	until	I’m	securely	perched	on	a	rung	opposite	him.	With	our	faces	so
close,	his	warm	honey	breath	almost	 conquers	 the	 sewer’s	 stink.	 I	 start	 to	 feel
lightheaded	again.	Must	be	all	the	blood	rushing	to	and	from	my	head.	Forcing
my	 gaze	 from	 him,	 I	 squint	 at	 the	 daylight	 tearing	 into	 the	 sewer’s	 perpetual
night	through	a	slit	in	the	manhole	cover	a	foot	above.
The	Imposers	are	standing	just	where	we	were	moments	ago,	stepping	over	the

sewer	entrance,	pacing,	searching.	My	heart	sneaks	in	a	few	extra	beats.	All	I’d
have	to	do	is	reach	up,	slide	the	grate	aside,	and	turn	myself	in.
Grasping	the	rung	above,	I	hoist	myself	up	…	and	freeze.	My	eyes	pull	back

to	Digory’s.	He	could	have	left	me	lying	in	the	alley	and	saved	his	own	skin,	but
he	didn’t.	Better	for	both	of	us	if	he	had.	His	chivalry	has	definitely	complicated
things.	 If	 I	 crawl	 out	 of	 this	 hole,	 they’ll	 nab	 Digory	 too.	 Who	 knows	 what
they’ll	do	to	him?
No.	I’ll	wait	it	out	a	few,	until	we’ve	gone	our	own	ways,	before	surrendering.

I	owe	him	that	much	at	least.
“Any	 citizen	 harboring	 violators	 is	 asked	 to	 remand	 them	 to	 authorities	 at

once!”	a	female	voice	bullhorns	through	the	alley.



Looks	like	the	Imps	aren’t	giving	up	that	easily.	Once	they	lock	onto	the	scent
of	 their	 prey,	 they	 rarely	 let	 go,	 just	 like	 the	 Canids.	 And	 I’m	 sure	 we	 smell
pretty	ripe	about	now.	It’s	only	a	matter	of	 time	before	 they	stop	searching	the
alley	and	start	searching	underneath	it.
Digory	 shoots	 me	 a	 look,	 and	 I	 can	 tell	 he’s	 thinking	 the	 same	 thing.	 He

nudges	his	chin	downward	to	the	catacombs.	Great.	He	wants	to	move	into	the
maze	 beneath	 the	 city,	 hoping	 to	 lose	 them.	How	 can	 he	 know	 that’s	 the	 last
thing	I	want	to	do	right	now?	Guess	I	have	no	choice	but	to	follow	him	down,
conveniently	separate	myself	from	him	in	the	dark,	then	backtrack	once	I’m	sure
he’s	in	the	clear.
A	rumbling	growl	startles	me,	almost	making	me	lose	my	grip	on	the	ladder.

Digory’s	 arm	 is	 behind	 my	 back	 in	 a	 flash,	 holding	 me	 tight	 against	 the
handrails.	Something	warm	and	wet	drips	onto	my	forehead	and	I	look	up	…	and
into	 a	 set	 of	 jaws	 crowded	with	glistening	 fangs,	 snapping	 and	 spraying	drool
through	 the	 gash	 in	 the	manhole	 cover.	 The	 growls	 turn	 into	 a	 series	 of	 deep
barks,	which	vibrate	through	my	ears.	As	hideous	as	that	muzzle	is,	it’s	not	quite
as	unnerving	as	the	eyes	that	take	its	place—cold,	bloodshot	pools	of	amber	fury.
The	Canid	has	arrived.
In	seconds,	a	set	of	black	boots	appears	by	the	hound.	“Got	something,	boy?”
The	male	Imp’s	voice.
Digory	pulls	me	against	him,	pressing	us	both	close	 to	 the	wall	 to	avoid	 the

angle	of	the	grill’s	opening.	He	gently	places	a	finger	to	my	lips.
For	what	 seems	 like	 forever,	 there’s	 an	eerie	 calm.	The	 sound	of	 the	beast’s

panting	commingles	with	 the	babbling	of	 sewage	 slogging	 through	 the	 tunnels
below,	 the	skittering	of	 roaches	and	other	vermin	creeping	over	pipes	and	 into
crevices,	 and	 the	pounding	of	Digory’s	 chest	 competing	with	my	own.	Maybe
they	won’t	see	us.
The	manhole	cover	begins	to	slide	open,	shattering	that	dream.
My	eyes	meet	Digory’s.
“Take	him,	please!	We	didn’t	know.	 I	 swear!”	a	voice	 shouts	 from	above.	 It

doesn’t	sound	like	one	of	the	Imps.
The	grate	stops	moving.	The	Canid	and	the	boots	have	moved	away	from	the

opening.	Could	it	be	a	trap?
Digory	and	I	compete	for	who	looks	the	most	confused.



“No,	let	me	go,	please!	I	didn’t	do	anything!”	A	different	voice	this	time.
What’s	going	on	up	there?	Ignoring	Digory’s	tug	at	my	arm,	I	risk	ascending

another	rung	to	get	a	better	look.
Two	men	are	gripping	a	struggling	third	between	them.	He	looks	to	be	about

twenty,	 short	 and	 wiry,	 dressed	 in	 a	 dirty	 gray	 Sewage	 Plant	 jumpsuit.	 Tears
stream	 from	his	 eyes	 and	 onto	 quivering	 lips.	 I’ve	 seen	 that	 cornered	 look	 on
more	than	a	few	Parish	faces	over	 the	years,	and	each	time	it	brings	a	 lump	to
my	throat.	The	old-timers	say	you	eventually	get	numb	to	it.
I’m	not	sure	I	want	to	live	that	long.
Digory	joins	me	on	my	rung.	He	doesn’t	look	at	me	or	say	anything,	just	stares

at	the	scene	being	played	out.	His	hand	touches	mine	and	stays	there.
The	 female	 Imp	 moves	 in	 closer	 to	 the	 terrified	 prisoner,	 the	 Canid	 now

leashed	 at	 her	 side.	 She	 gives	 the	 beast’s	 harness	 some	 slack	 and	 it	 lunges
forward.
The	 young	 man	 shrieks.	 But	 the	 Canid	 stops	 just	 short	 of	 its	 mark,	 jaws

snapping,	spittle	flying,	each	bark	drawing	another	yelp	from	its	potential	prey.
The	 eyes	 of	 the	 disheveled	men	 restraining	 the	 young	 guy	 are	 vacant,	 as	 if

their	minds	have	left	the	premises.	The	shorter,	portly	one	is	Fernando	Frye,	the
foreman	at	the	Sewage	Plant.	The	tall	lean	one	is	Frye’s	son,	Felix.	It’s	probably
not	 the	 first	 time	 they’ve	 turned	 in	 a	 friend	 and	 co-worker	 to	 the	 Imps.	 And
certainly	not	the	last.
“We	 found	 these	 in	 his	 locker,	 Captain	 Valerian.”	 Avoiding	 her	 eyes,	 Frye

senior	hands	the	female	Imp	a	stack	of	documents.
Valerian	 leafs	 through	 the	 bundle,	 handing	 them	 off	 to	 her	 partner	 one	 at	 a

time.	“Looks	like	we	have	ourselves	a	Worm,	Arch.”
Even	 from	here	 I	can	see	 the	 telltale	 triangular	 symbol	of	 the	 ID	cards.	The

fact	 that	 there	appear	to	be	dozens	of	 them,	instead	of	 just	one,	can	only	mean
one	thing.
I	 don’t	 know	what	 sickens	me	more,	 the	 fact	 that	 this	 poor	 guy’s	 desperate

enough	 to	 prostitute	 himself	 as	 a	 Worm	 or	 that	 potential	 Recruits	 would	 be
driven	to	hire	a	Worm	to	impersonate	one	of	their	two	Incentives—another	of	the
Establishment’s	 benign	 terms	 masking	 an	 unspeakable	 malignancy.	 Family.
Friend.	Lover—that’s	who	 they	 really	mean	when	 they	 say	 Incentive.	Human



beings	 reduced	 to	 mere	 choices,	 expendable	 collateral	 discarded	 round	 after
round	during	a	Recruit’s	ascension	to	hell.
Considering	what	I’d	do	for	my	little	brother,	I	realize	I’m	not	much	different

than	 this	 unfortunate	 young	man	 or	 the	 people	 who	might	 hire	 him,	 and	 that
thought	both	comforts	and	repulses	me.
The	prisoner	sinks	to	his	knees.	“You’ve	got	the	wrong	guy!”
“Black-market	traitor,”	the	male	Imp	called	Arch	grunts.	“Don’t	you	know	it’s

an	 honor	 to	 serve	 as	 an	 Incentive	 for	 the	Recruits?	You	 and	 the	 other	Worms
pollute	the	process	with	your	filthy	impersonations.”
“Please,”	the	prisoner	whimpers.	“I	just	needed	some	extra	cash	for	rations,	I

don’t	have	enough—”
Arch’s	booted	foot	flies	up.	There’s	a	loud	crunch	as	it	sideswipes	the	Worm’s

jaw,	spraying	blood.
I	flinch.
The	young	man’s	head	slumps	over.	He	coughs,	spitting	out	a	couple	of	small

white	teeth	onto	the	pavement.
Now	I’m	 the	one	who’s	shaking,	but	not	with	 fear.	Digory’s	 fingers	entwine

with	mine,	holding	me	in	place.	His	other	hand	grips	the	rung,	pulsing,	as	if	he’s
trying	to	squeeze	his	fingers	through	the	metal.
Valerian	 snatches	 the	 ID	 cards	 back	 from	 Arch,	 looking	 at	 the	 first	 one.

“Well,Tim	Fremont,	 or	whatever	 your	 name	 really	 is.	 I’ll	Radio	HQ.	We	 have
enough	evidence	here	to	start	investigating	these	citizens	and	seeing	which	one
of	 them	 was	 willing	 to	 pay	 off	 a	 Worm	 like	 you	 to	 commit	 fraud	 upon	 the
Establishment.”	 She	 turns	 to	 Frye	 senior.	 “We’re	 going	 to	 hold	 you	 two	 for
questioning.”
“But—”
A	growl	from	the	Canid	cuts	the	elder	Frye	off.
I	 can	 imagine	 scenes	 like	 this	 one	 taking	 place	 all	 over	 the	 Parish	 today.

People	being	pulled	out	of	 their	homes,	dragged	 into	 the	street,	beaten,	hauled
away.	All	for	daring	to	let	people	into	their	hearts.
All	for	daring	to	love.
Blinking	 the	 cold	 sweat	 from	my	 eyes,	 I	 turn	 to	 Digory,	 motioning	 him	 to

climb	down	into	the	tunnel.	I	need	to	get	away	from	here,	get	to	the	Citadel,	do
whatever	I	can	for	Cole.	That’s	all	that	matters.



Digory	nods,	then	moves	to	follow	me	down.
“Just	one	more	thing.”	Arch’s	voice	dumps	ice	into	my	pores.
Digory	and	I	stop	and	look	back.
“Who	is	your	cell	leader?”	Arch	asks.
For	 the	 first	 time,	 the	 prisoner	 looks	 confused	 instead	 of	 afraid.	 “C-cell	…

what?”
“The	other	 traitors,”	Valerian	 spits.	 “The	 ones	 that	 had	 you	 put	 these	 up	 all

over	town?”	She	holds	out	the	poster	I	saw	her	tear	from	the	alley	wall	across	the
street.
“Don’t	 forget	 the	 one	 I	 found	 by	 the	 Dumpster.”	 Arch	 is	 unrolling	 another

poster,	this	one	tied	with	a	familiar	yellow	cord.
My	eyes	flash	to	Digory.	He’s	searching	his	coat	pocket,	where	there	 is	now

only	one	 rolled	 sheet.	The	 sun’s	 angle	has	 shifted,	 casting	a	 shaft	of	 light	 that
slashes	across	his	neck,	which	bobs	in	a	silent	swallow.
“I’ve	never	seen	those	before,	I	swear	!”	the	young	man	pleads.
Arch	clears	his	 throat	and	reads	from	the	poster.	“The	Establishment	 is	Lies.

The	 Establishment	 is	 Death.”	 He	 turns	 back	 to	 Tim.	 “Sound	 familiar,	 Worm
scum?”
Digory’s	eyes	are	bulging.	He	looks	like	he’s	about	to	spring	from	the	sewer.

Now	it’s	my	turn	to	rest	a	hand	on	his	shoulder	and	hold	him	steady.
Valerian	 strokes	 the	 Canid’s	 head.	 “Perhaps	 all	 this	 Worm	 needs	 is	 a	 little

persuasion.”
The	hound	lifts	its	head	and	bays	at	the	sun,	a	long	painful	cry	that	suggests	it

agrees.
Tim’s	face	dissolves	into	madness.	“I	ate	a	worm	once	…	”
A	dark	stain	appears	on	his	trousers,	spreading	into	a	puddle	of	fear	that	soaks

his	shoes.
Valerian	releases	the	Canid.	It	pounces	on	Tim	in	seconds.	I	turn	away.	But	the

sounds	of	 screams,	mixed	with	 the	 squishing	 and	 chewing,	paint	 a	more	vivid
picture	than	my	eyes	ever	could.
“Let’s	go.”	I	risk	a	whisper	into	Digory’s	ear	over	the	sound	of	nightmares.
And	as	I	take	his	cold	hand	and	pull	him	down	into	the	city’s	entrails,	I	can’t

help	 but	 think	 that	 I	 now	 know	 what	 would	 have	 happened	 to	 Digory	 if	 I’d
turned	myself	in.



FIVE

My	feet	 sink	ankle	deep	 into	 the	 sludge	marinating	 the	 sewer	 floor.	 I	 scan	 the
gloom.	“Which	way	now?”
We’re	standing	at	a	juncture	of	three	catacombs,	which	glow	from	a	series	of

gaslights	that	disappear	into	the	mazes	of	rusted	pipes.	It	resembles	the	arterial
system	of	some	biomechanical	beast.
Digory	 doesn’t	 look	 at	me.	 “This	 way,”	 he	 commands,	 sloshing	 toward	 the

tunnel	on	the	right.	“We’ll	skirt	the	alley	and	come	up	a	few	blocks	west	of	the
parade	perimeter.”
“You	mean,	in	the	middle	of	all	those	people	in	broad	daylight?”	I	wade	fast	to

keep	up.
“Yeah,	 like	 I’d	 be	 stupid	 enough	 to	 hide	 us	 down	 here	 and	 make	 a	 grand

entrance	 on	 the	 other	 side.”	 I	 can	 hear	 his	 eyes	 rolling	 off	 his	 tongue	 as	 he
splashes	 through	 the	 muck,	 oblivious	 to	 the	 septic	 wake	 he	 creates	 that’s
sprinkling	me	with	slime.
“Digory!	Hey!	Wait	up!”	I	slog	up	 to	him	and	grab	his	arm,	 twisting	him	to

face	me.	“What’s	your	problem?”
“Let	go	of	me!”	he	snaps.	“I’m	trying	to	get	us	out	of	here.”
I	glance	above	us.	“Look,	if	it’s	about	that	guy	up	there	…	

there’s	nothing	you	could	have	done.	He	was	a	Worm.	You	saw	the	IDs.	They
were	going	to	take	him	no	matter	what.”
He	rips	free	of	my	grip.	“You	don’t	get	it,	Lucian.	It’s	my	fault.	They	wouldn’t

have	been	in	that	alley	if	it	wasn’t	for	me.	I’m	the	one	they	wanted.	That	unlucky
guy	 just	happened	 to	be	 in	 the	wrong	place	at	 the	wrong	 time.	 I	might	as	well
have	sicced	the	Canid	on	him	myself.”
He	slumps	onto	one	of	the	pipes,	burying	his	face	in	his	hands.



For	a	second,	I’m	not	sure	what	to	say.	The	Digory	I	never	really	knew	at	the
Instructional	 Facility	 always	 seemed	 cool,	 in	 control,	 as	 though	 nothing	 could
ever	 faze	 him.	 Seeing	 him	 like	 this	makes	me	 feel	 like	 an	 intruder,	 as	 if	 I’m
spying	 on	 him	 naked.	 Even	 the	 Establishment’s	 idols	 aren’t	 immune	 to	 its
corrosive	touch,	I	guess.
I	 settle	 down	 beside	 him,	 resting	 a	 hand	 on	 his	 arm.	 “You	 had	 no	 way	 of

knowing	 what	 would	 happen.	 I’m	 sure	 whatever	 you	 were	 doing	 with	 those
flyers	was	important	to	you.”
He	uncovers	his	eyes,	which	smolder	in	the	tunnel’s	hazy	light.	“What	I	was

doing	is	 important	to	everyone,	not	 just	me.”	He	pulls	 the	crinkled	poster	from
his	coat	and	unrolls	it.	I	sidle	up	to	him,	then	take	it	and	read:

RECRUITMENT	IS	FEAR.	
RECRUITMENT	IS	CONTROL.	

DOWN	WITH	THE	ESTABLISHMENT.	
PROTECT	YOUR	FAMILIES.

The	words	are	accompanied	by	a	silhouette	drawing	of	Recruits,	watching	as	a
group	 of	 people,	 their	 Incentives	 no	 doubt,	 are	 being	 slaughtered	 by	 armed
Imposers.	One	of	the	victims	is	the	outline	of	a	little	boy.	I	shudder,	but	not	from
the	draft	stealing	through	the	catacombs.	Quickly	rolling	the	poster	up,	I	stuff	it
in	my	own	jacket,	against	my	heart.
“You	really	think	you	can	stop	them?”	I	whisper.
The	spark	on	his	face	ignites.	“Not	by	myself.	But	we	can	all	stop	them	if	we

stand	together.	We	can	change	it,	make	it	better.”
I	remember	what	it	was	like	to	dream,	once.	Before	my	parents	died.	“It’s	not

so	simple,	Digory.	They’re	strong,	organized.	They’ve	got	weapons.”
“We	have	to	try.”	He	grabs	my	hand.	“Don’t	you	care?	Is	this	how	you	want	to

live	 the	 rest	 of	 your	 life?	 In	 a	 slum?	 Dead	 by	 forty,	 starvation	 and	 disease
fighting	it	out	for	first	dibs?	Your	little	brother—”
“What	about	Cole?”	My	body	stiffens.
“Is	 this	 the	 kind	 of	 life	 you	want	 for	 Cole,	 assuming	 he	 gets	 the	 chance	 to

grow	older?”
“Stop	it.”	I	turn	away.



But	he	persists,	like	an	insect	in	my	ear.	“If	he	survives,	he’ll	be	drafted	into
the	military—or	worse.	Recruited	as	a	potential	Imposer.	Forced	to	undergo	the
Establishment’s	mind	games.”	He	squats	on	his	haunches	in	front	of	me.	“And
you’ll	be	standing	by	helpless	as	he’s	forced	to	choose	whether	you	or	any	other
person	he	dares	to	love	dies.”
“That’s	 enough,”	 I	 say,	 turning	off	 the	mental	 images.	 “I	don’t	want	 to	hear

any	more	about	 it.	Your	 insurrection,	or	 the	Establishment	…	I	have	 to	handle
things	my	way	so	that	Cole’s	neck	isn’t	on	the	line.”
Digory’s	grip	tightens	on	my	hand.	“His	neck’s	already	on	the	line—as	are	all

of	ours.	That’s	what	Recruitment	Day	is.	The	Establishment’s	way	of	spreading
fear	 and	breaking	us	…	by	making	us	have	 to	 choose	which	one	of	our	 loved
ones	is	the	most	worthy	to	continue	living.	If	you	call	this	living.”	The	muscles
in	 his	 jaw	 clench.	 “Do	 you	 know	 the	 Establishment’s	 been	 manufacturing
biological	 weapons,	 testing	 them	 on	 innocent	 civilians?	 Genetically	 re-
engineering	them?	I	even	hear	that	Reaper’s	Cough	is	some	kind	of	population-
control	experiment.	There’s	no	limit	to	what	they’re	capable	of.”
My	mouth	goes	dry.	“I	don’t	know	how	you	know	any	of	these	things,	and	I

don’t	want	to	know.	I	have	to	think	about	my	brother—”
“Maybe	you’ll	get	recruited,	Lucian.”
“That	can’t	happen	…	”
“Maybe	you’ll	have	to	decide	whether	or	not	Cole	lives	or	dies.”
“Digory,	please—”
“Unless	you	run	out	of	options,	and	one	of	the	other	Recruits	bests	you	during

the	Trials.	Then	Cole	dies	no	matter	what.”
“No!”	I	shove	him	to	the	ground.
He	 just	 sits	 there	 in	 the	 putridness,	 staring	 at	 me,	 the	 fire	 in	 his	 eyes	 now

embers.
“The	fear	controls	us,”	he	says	softly.	“Makes	us	weak.	And	choosing	which

one	of	our	loved	ones	has	to	live	or	die—”
“Keeps	us	isolated	…	alone,”	I	finish.
He	rises	to	bended	knee	and	clasps	both	my	hands	in	his.	“It	doesn’t	have	to

be	this	way.”
“I’m	sorry	I	pushed	you.	It’s	just	…	Cole	…	this	day	…	so	much	is	riding	on

it.”



Digory	shakes	his	head.	“I’m	the	one	that’s	sorry	for	pushing	you.	You	were
right.	 What	 happened	 up	 there”—he	 cocks	 his	 head	 toward	 the	 surface—“it
messed	with	my	head.”
“I	understand.	You	don’t	have	to	be	ashamed.”
He	looks	confused.	“Ashamed	?”
“Yeah,	you	know.	Not	wanting	to	reveal	yourself	to	the	Imps,	admit	you	were

the	one	hanging	these	flyers	 instead	of	 that	poor	guy.	Anyone	else	would	have
been	afraid	too.”	Though	if	it’d	been	Cole,	I	wouldn’t	have	hesitated	an	instant.
His	eyes	register	shock	and	indignation.	“I	wasn’t	scared	for	myself,	Lucian.	If

I’d	have	climbed	out	and	accepted	
the	blame,	the	Imps	would	have	swarmed	the	sewer.”	His	gaze	pierces	through
me.	 “And	 I	wouldn’t	 have	 been	 the	 only	 one	 they	 found.”	He	 looks	 away.	 “I
couldn’t	let	that	happen.”
I	stare	at	him	through	the	flickering	shadows,	not	saying	a	word.
Not	knowing	what	to	say.
“We	should	go.”	I	stand,	pulling	him	to	his	feet	and	

letting	 him	 go	 before	 I	 can	 become	 too	 conscious	 of	 the	 warmth	 radiating
through	his	skin.
Digory	clears	his	throat.	“It’s	just	up	ahead.”	He	walks	past	me,	avoiding	eye

contact.
We	 tread	 through	 about	 a	 hundred	 feet	 of	 muck	 in	 silence	 before	 reaching

another	ladder.
He	turns	to	me.	“Once	we	get	up	there,	it’ll	still	be	curfew.	Even	though	they

think	they	nabbed	the	conspirator,	we	can’t	take	any	chances.”
“Got	it.”
He	pulls	himself	up	two	rungs	at	a	time.
I	clamber	up	after	him.	As	soon	as	we’re	topside	and	split	up,	I	have	to	make

sure	the	Imposers	spot	me.	The	only	thing	is,	I	conceived	my	crazy	plan	before	I
witnessed	that	Canid	tear	someone	apart.	My	sweating	palms	almost	slip	off	the
next	rung.
By	the	time	I	catch	up	to	Digory,	he’s	already	sliding	the	manhole	cover	open,

peering	left	and	right	just	over	the	edge,	and	offering	me	his	outstretched	hand.
Gripping	it,	I	scramble	up	the	rest	of	the	way	and	join	him	on	the	surface.



“This	street’s	clear	for	the	moment,”	he	says.	“I	know	some	shortcuts	we	can
use	to	double	back,	and	from	there	I	can	get	you	home.”
“I	can	find	my	own	way	back,	thanks.”	From	the	look	on	his	face,	my	words

might	as	well	be	stingers.
“But	it’s	dangerous.	Let	me	just—”
“I’ll	be	okay,	really.”
“Suit	yourself.”	He	kicks	the	manhole	cover	back	into	place.	“Besides,	I	can’t

waste	any	more	time	here,	with	the	lives	of	so	many	others	at	stake.”	He	storms
into	a	side	alley.
Damn	it.	“Digory,	wait!”	I	race	after	him.
He	stops	and	pivots	toward	me.	“Yes?”	The	word	strikes	like	hail.
“Thanks.	Thanks	for	everything.”
His	 expression	 softens.	 “One	 thing.	 You	 know	 what	 I	 was	 doing	 out	 here

breaking	curfew.	You	never	told	me	what	you	were	doing.”
I	 can’t	 tell	 him.	 Especially	 knowing	 how	 he	 feels	 about	 the	 Establishment.

He’d	 never	 understand.	 I	 shrug.	 “Just	making	 sure	 I	 get	 ringside	 seats	 for	 the
procession.”
Digory	shakes	his	head.	“I’m	sure	you’ll	take	care	of	yourself,	Lucian.	Maybe

someday	you’ll	realize	this	is	bigger	than	you.”
He	disappears	into	the	maze	of	alleyways	before	I	can	say	anything.
The	only	trace	left	of	him	is	the	rolled	poster	he’s	forgotten,	nestled	against	my

heart.
I	 reach	 inside	my	 coat	 and	 trace	 it	with	my	 fingertips.	Though	 it’s	made	 of

paper,	it	feels	more	like	lead.	I	need	to	get	rid	of	it	before—
“Halt.	Hands	where	I	can	see	them.”
The	blood	frosts	 in	my	veins.	My	heart	 feels	 like	 it’s	going	 to	burst	 through

my	rib	cage.	As	much	as	I	thought	I	prepared	for	this	moment,	the	reality	of	it
eclipses	 any	 notions	 I’ve	 deluded	 myself	 with.	 The	 terror	 is	 overwhelming,
stifling	my	breaths.
I	don’t	want	to	die.
“Turn	around,”	a	sharp	baritone	voice	commands.
I	 can’t	move.	 It’s	 as	 if	 I’m	 not	 in	my	 body	 anymore.	Digory.	Why	 didn’t	 I

listen	to	him?
“I	said	turn	around.”



If	I	don’t	turn	around,	they’ll	shoot	me	from	behind.	And	my	brother	will	be
all	alone.
The	signal	from	my	brain	finally	reaches	my	feet,	and	I	turn	around	to	face	my

fate.
A	squadron	of	Imposers	is	facing	me,	weapons	drawn,	a	wall	of	black	death.
Remember	what	Digory	said	…	the	fear	controls	us,	makes	us	weak.
No.	I	won’t	be	weak.	I	have	to	be	strong	for	my	brother.	He’s	all	that	matters.
The	lead	Imp	lumbers	toward	me,	a	tall,	massive	man	with	close-cropped	pale

yellow	 hair	 and	 winter-gray	 eyes.	 He	 shoves	 the	 barrel	 of	 his	 gun	 into	 my
forehead.
“You’re	 in	 violation	 of	 Government	 Statute	 F.4312—Observation	 of

Ordinance	Regarding	Public	Assembly.	State	your	name,	citizen.”
“Spark,”	I	manage,	though	my	mouth	is	dry.	“Lucian	Spark.”
“Mr.	Lucian	Spark.	You	will	be	detained	and	remanded	into	the	Custody	of	the

Citadel	 of	 Truth,	 where	 Honorable	 Prefect	 Cassius	 Thorn	 shall	 pronounce
judgment	and	sentence	you	for	this	infraction.	Do	you	understand?”
Not	 that	 they	 care	 if	 I	 do	 or	 not,	 but	 I	 play	 the	 game	 nonetheless.	 “Yes.	 I

understand,	Sir.”
“Search	him.”
What	 little	 courage	 I’ve	 mustered	 dissipates	 in	 the	 crisp	 morning	 wind.

Digory’s	poster.	It’s	still	hidden	inside	my	coat	pocket.
Two	other	Imps	slither	from	the	shadows	and	start	to	frisk	me.
Getting	detained	for	breaking	curfew	is	one	thing.	Being	arrested	for	an	act	of

treason	is	not	part	of	my	plan.
I	squirm	at	their	touch.	“Wait	…	please—”
It’s	 no	use.	One	of	 the	 Imps	 rips	 the	 poster	 from	my	pocket,	 unrolls	 it,	 and

displays	it	to	the	commander.
His	eyes	look	like	silver	gashes	on	his	face.	“Looks	like	we	have	us	a	traitor

scum	here,”	he	hisses	to	his	comrades.
“Please,	it’s	not	mine.	I	found	it—”
He	presses	the	gun	harder	against	my	head.	“Shut	up.	I	say	we	don’t	wait	for

the	Prefect	and	carry	out	your	sentence	now.”
Then	there’s	a	searing	pain	in	my	forehead,	and—
Black.



SIX

I’m	sprawled	on	a	floor	of	sodden	earth.	It’s	barely	bigger	than	a	box.	The	air’s
heavy	with	 dust	 and	 death,	 as	 if	 I’m	 breathing	 through	 a	 thin	 layer	 of	 rotting
skin.	There	are	no	windows,	no	chair,	no	bed.	Nothing.	In	the	center	of	the	floor,
there’s	a	small	dark	hole	that	reeks	of	human	waste.	There’s	only	one	way	in	or
out—a	rusty	door	that	looks	like	it	hasn’t	been	used	in	years.	From	beneath	it,	a
dim	light	squeezes	through,	my	only	source	of	illumination.	At	the	bottom	of	the
door	is	a	slat,	the	kind	that’s	supposed	to	slide	open	to	slip	the	prisoners	food.
My	 body’s	 aching	 all	 over.	 I’ve	 been	 stripped	 to	 just	my	 underwear.	 Aside

from	some	cuts	and	bruises,	 I	 seem	 to	be	 fine,	 except	 for	 the	 throbbing	 in	my
forehead.	I	touch	my	head,	wincing	at	the	jolt	of	pain.	Apparently	the	only	thing
that	connected	with	my	head	was	the	butt	of	that	Imp’s	weapon.
Pulling	myself	to	my	feet	despite	the	jabs	of	betrayal	from	my	cramped	legs,	I

stagger	the	two	feet	to	the	door,	my	palms	slapping	against	the	cold	iron.
“Open	up!	I	need	to	see	the	Prefect!”
My	voice	sounds	like	a	stranger’s,	dry	and	hoarse.	I	rub	my	throat,	willing	the

fear	back	into	its	nest.
When	I	get	no	response,	 terror	drills	 into	my	pores	and	taps	into	a	geyser	of

adrenaline	that	fuels	my	pounding	fists	against	the	door.
I’ve	heard	rumors	over	the	years	about	how	Imposers	treat	prisoners.
The	skin	on	my	hands	is	on	fire.	I	can	feel	it	growing	raw,	slick	with	blood.
A	loud	whine	pierces	my	ear.	The	sound	of	a	rusty	bolt	straining	 through	its

housing.
My	hands	drop	to	my	sides.	My	breathing	is	heavy,	competing	with	the	sound

of	my	heart	pulsating	in	my	ears.	As	the	bolt	completes	its	labored	journey	and
the	door	gives	an	inch,	I	can’t	help	but	take	a	step	back	and	brace	myself.



The	door	pushes	 inward,	 unsettling	dust	 and	plaster.	My	eyes	 squint	 against
the	 orange	 light	 now	 streaming	 into	 the	 cell.	 Probably	 just	 flickering	 gaslight
lighting	the	prison	corridor,	but	still	bright	to	my	light-deprived	eyes.	Then	the
light	 is	 eclipsed	 by	 a	 huge	 form	 in	 the	 doorway,	 which	 snuffs	 out	 the	 small
flicker	of	hope	before	it	can	start	to	burn.
“Finally	awake,	huh?”	This	Imposer	is	the	biggest	I’ve	seen	yet—tall,	broad-

shouldered,	 legs	 like	 tree	 trunks.	 The	 name	 Styles	 is	 stenciled	 on	 the	 breast
pocket	of	his	uniform.	Perhaps	more	unsettling	 than	 the	 rumble	of	his	voice	 is
the	way	his	eyes	slither	over	me,	a	mixture	of	contempt,	hatred,	and	something
else	…	something	which	makes	me	want	to	soak	for	hours,	rubbing	my	flesh	raw
until	it’s	clean	again.
I	clear	my	throat.	“I	need	to	see	the	Prefect.”
The	brute	lets	out	a	long	laugh	that	almost	sounds	pleasant,	except	for	the	fact

that	I	know	he’s	mocking	me.
Another	 shape	appears	 at	 the	door,	 shorter	but	 just	 as	hulking.	His	 ID	 reads

Renquist.
He	leers	at	his	companion.	“What’s	going	on	here?”
Styles	 hikes	 a	 stubby	 thumb	 toward	me.	 “Not	 too	much.	 Pretty	 boy	 here	 is

demanding	to	see	the	Prefect.”	He	chuckles.
Renquist	 turns	 to	 me	 and	 snorts.	 “Is’e	 now?	 Would’ja	 like	 some	 tea	 an’

biscuits	first?”
This	 elicits	 another	hoot	 and	holler	 from	Styles.	His	 eyes	 flit	 to	 the	hallway

outside	 the	 cell,	 then	 to	me,	 then	back	 to	 his	 companion.	 “But	 first,	 don’t’cha
think	we	ought’a	get	him	cleaned	up	real	good?”	I	can’t	miss	the	unmistakable
wink	he	gives	his	cohort.
Renquist	 squeezes	 into	 the	 room.	 With	 these	 two	 massive	 brutes	 in	 here,

there’s	 barely	 enough	 room	 to	 retreat.	 I	 can	 feel	 the	heat	 of	 their	 bodies,	 sniff
their	sweat,	which	smothers	what	little	circulation	of	air	there	is.	They	both	turn
to	look	at	me,	the	laughter	gone	from	their	lips	and	eyes.
My	mouth	goes	dry.
“Take	me	to	the	Prefect,”	I	repeat.
Renquist	 ignores	me	 and	 turns	 to	 Styles.	 “It’s	 a	 shame	 to	 let	 this	 one	 go	 to

waste.	Has	he	been	logged	in	yet?”



Styles	 nods,	 not	 taking	 his	 eyes	 off	me.	 “We	 can	 always	 do	 a	 little	 creative
bookkeeping	before	it	gets	to	HQ.	This	pretty	boy	will	fetch	a	nice	stash	on	the
market.”
My	stomach	tightens.	The	Emporiums.	Hellholes	run	by	traffickers	in	human

flesh	who	peddle	the	poor	like	cattle	to	slake	the	decadent	appetites	of	the	elite.
The	slaves’	bodies	and	minds	are	used	until	there’s	nothing	left	and	then	they’re
discarded	without	a	second	thought,	leaving	no	trace	of	their	existence.	I	grit	my
teeth.	I’m	not	going	to	end	up	in	some	heap	of	crushed	dreams.
The	two	move	closer.	Renquist	leers	at	me,	his	tongue	running	across	his	lips.

“Just	as	long	as	we	get	to	sample	
the	merchandise	before	we	hand	it	over.	I’ve	been	pulling	double	shifts	for	 the
past	 two	 weeks	 on	 account	 of	 this	 Recruitment	 and	 I	 need	 to	 blow	 off	 some
steam.”
Styles	nods	and	 takes	another	 step.	“Of	course,	partner.	And	 I’m	sure	Pretty

over	here	isn’t	going	to	tell	a	soul.”
They	close	in	on	me.
I	back	away	until	the	cold	concrete	of	the	cell	wall	presses	against	my	spine.
I’ll	die	before	I	submit.
“Styles!	Renquist!”	a	new	voice	blares.
A	female	 Imp	 is	 standing	 in	 the	doorway,	glaring	at	my	captors.	 I	 recognize

her	from	the	alley.
Both	Imps	snap	to	attention.
“Captain	Valerian,”	Styles	barks.	“We	were	just	interrogating	the	perp.”
“I	know	what	you	were	doing.”	Her	mouth	and	nose	crinkle.	Does	she	actually

have	some	compassion	flowing	through	her	blood?
“Just	give	us	a	few	more	minutes,”	Renquist	mutters.
“That’s	a	negative,	Officers.	Your	presence	is	requested	in	debriefing.”
Styles’s	eyes	dart	between	me	and	her.	“But	we	can	break	him—”
“Stat!”	 There’s	 no	 mistaking	 the	 authority	 in	 her	 voice.	 She	 obviously

outranks	them.
The	two	move	away	from	me	and	skirt	either	side	of	her,	practically	bumping

into	each	other	as	 they	exit	 the	cell.	 I	 lean	an	arm	against	 the	wall	 and	 steady
myself.



Valerian	stares	at	me,	her	eyes	cubes	of	ice.	“Don’t	think	for	a	minute	I	have
any	 sympathy	 for	 a	 traitor.	 Your	 kind	 make	 me	 sick,	 spreading	 your	 poison.
Filthy	ingrates.	You	deserve	the	treatment	you	get,	but	we	have	laws,	a	system	in
place.	Sometimes	my	colleagues	let	their	…	patriotism	…	get	the	best	of	them.”
She	smirks.	“I’d	shoot	you	myself.	Don’t	you	forget	that.”
I	nod.	“I	won’t.”
“You	don’t	have	 to	worry	about	 that	…	yet.”	She	 sneers	 at	me.	 “Seems	 like

you’ve	gotten	a	reprieve,	traitor.”
She	tosses	me	a	dirty	old	blanket,	which	I	drape	over	my	body.
My	vision	is	now	sharply	in	focus.	“What	do	you	mean?”
“Retinal	 scan	 confirmed	 you	 as	 Lucian	 Spark.	 Seems	 when	 the	 custody

manifest	got	circulated,	the	higher-ups	requested	you	be	taken	up	for	a	personal
interrogation.”
“You	mean	…	?”
“That’s	right.	I’m	personally	escorting	you	to	the	Prefect	for	questioning.”
My	 knees	 almost	 give—a	 side	 effect	 of	 the	 exhaustion,	 relief,	 and	 anxiety

swirling	inside	me.
She	pulls	out	a	triangular	metallic	device	and	points	it	at	me.	I’ve	seen	those	in

use	before.	Nerve	stimulators.	Very	painful.	Very	effective.
“Move,”	she	barks.
I	shamble	from	the	cell,	squinting	against	the	bright	lights,	with	Valerian	at	my

back.
The	path	to	the	Citadel’s	main	tower	leads	me	past	the	dungeon	levels,	where

the	anguished	cries	of	 those	waiting	 for	 sentencing	or	questioning	 raise	all	 the
hairs	on	my	body.	From	the	festering	prison,	through	the	shiny	metallic	Imposer
precinct,	up	spiraling	staircases	and	through	enormous	iron	doors,	I	travel	higher
and	higher,	Valerian’s	nerve	stimulator	pressing	against	the	small	of	my	back	the
entire	way.	If	I	were	to	make	any	move	that	she	deemed	suspect,	a	simple	press
of	 a	 button	 would	 do	 anything	 from	 frying	 all	 my	 nerve-endings	 to	 inducing
instant	 cardiac	 arrest,	 depending	 on	 the	 device’s	 setting	 and	 her	 mood.	 From
what	I’ve	already	experienced,	I	know	I	don’t	want	to	test	either.
The	closer	I	get	to	the	Prefect’s	tower,	the	faster	my	heart	beats	and	the	shorter

my	breaths.	It’s	been	two	years.	Since	just	before	my	mother	died.	Other	than	a



few	smuggled	communications,	we’ve	barely	had	any	contact.	 If	 they	 find	out
we’ve	interacted	in	any	way,	it	could	destroy	him.
I’m	not	sure	what	 to	expect.	Life	 in	 the	service	can	change	a	person.	I	 think

about	how	I’ve	changed	since	Mom	died.	How	has	he	changed?
As	Valerian	prods	my	body	up	and	around	the	winding	staircase	leading	to	the

Prefect’s	 antechamber,	 my	 mind	 dances	 around	 the	 questions	 that	 I	 so
desperately	want	answered,	but	so	desperately	fear	the	answers	to.
Will	he	 still	 feel	 the	 same	way	about	me	now	 that	he’s	 lived	away	 from	 the

Parish	and	been	exposed	 to	so	much	more,	 in	 two	years,	 than	I’ve	been	 in	my
entire	life?	Or	have	I	gambled	Cole’s	life	away	in	vain?
The	 stairs	 dead-end	 in	 front	 of	 a	 set	 of	 high,	 arched,	 paneled	 doors	 that	 are

flanked	by	two	other	stone-faced	Imps.
The	answers	to	both	my	questions	lie	just	beyond.
Valerian	salutes	the	Imps.	“Captain	Valerian	requesting	permission	to	enter	the

Prefect’s	chamber	with	the	prisoner.”
The	guards	salute	back.	The	one	on	the	right	presses	a	button	on	the	panel	by

the	doors.	They	move	apart	with	a	soft	creak.
I	gulp	down	the	last	of	my	spit,	staring	at	the	widening	rift.
When	Valerian	nudges	me	 inside,	 I	almost	 risk	 the	stimulator’s	wrath	before

my	feet	finally	respond	and	propel	their	burden	inside.
The	 room,	 if	you	can	call	 it	 that,	 is	 the	grandest	 I’ve	ever	 seen.	The	ceiling

towers	overhead,	culminating	in	a	glass	skylight	that	frames	the	noon	sun	in	an
oval,	like	it’s	an	all-powerful	eye.	Tearing	my	eyes	from	the	blinding	light,	I	take
in	molded	archways	flanked	by	columns	three	times	the	width	of	my	body.	On
one	wall,	marble	busts	of	previous	Prefects	rest	in	alcoves	a	couple	of	feet	apart,
making	 you	 feel	 like	 dozens	 of	 eyes	 are	 scrutinizing	 your	 every	move	 as	 you
walk	 past	 them.	 Set	 into	 the	 opposite	 wall	 is	 a	 huge	 glass	 tank,	 displaying	 a
couple	of	small	trees	sprouting	every	color	of	the	rainbow.	Bands	of	scaly	black
twist	through	their	branches.	My	skin	erupts	into	gooseflesh	and	I	look	away.
Across	 from	this	 tank	 is	a	clear	enclosure	with	 two	fluffy	white	 rats	pressed

against	the	glass,	their	whiskers	twitching	as	if	they	can	smell	me.
Ahead,	 a	 tall	 shape	 stands	 with	 its	 back	 to	 me,	 silhouetted	 on	 a	 balcony

overlooking	Town	Square.	 I	don’t	have	 to	 see	 the	 face	 to	know	who	 it	 is.	My
pulse	quickens.	Sure,	he’s	 taller	now,	but	 that	outline	 is	 the	same,	 imprinted	 in



my	brain.	 The	 last	 time	 I	 saw	 it	was	 on	 the	 bank	 of	 Fortune’s	River.	He	was
standing	with	his	back	to	me	then,	too.	Except	we’d	just	said	our	goodbyes.
As	much	as	 I’ve	played	out	 this	moment	 in	my	mind	every	day	 for	 the	past

two	years,	now	that	it’s	here,	my	mouth	suddenly	forgets	to	speak.
Valerian’s	hasn’t.	“Excuse	me,	Prefect	Thorn.	I’ve	brought	you	the	prisoner	as

requested.”
He	turns	and	faces	me	at	last,	but	the	brightness	behind	him	masks	his	face	in

shadow.
“Leave	us.”	His	voice	sounds	deeper,	more	like	a	man’s.	He’s	eighteen	now,	I

remind	myself.
“But,	 Sir,”	 Valerian	 responds.	 “The	 prisoner	 has	 exhibited	 signs	 of	 violent

behavior.	Is	it	wise	to—”
“That	will	be	all,	Officer.”
Valerian	clicks	her	boots	 together.	“Yes,	Sir.”	She	whirls	and	bumps	into	my

arm,	reigniting	the	bruise	on	her	way	out.
“And	lock	the	door.	I’m	not	to	be	disturbed.”
“Yes,	Sir!”
Then	she’s	gone,	the	great	doors	swinging	closed	with	a	soft	click.
He	 just	 stands	 there	 for	a	moment.	Then	he	walks	 toward	me.	The	sound	of

each	step	on	the	marble	hammers	into	my	head.
I’m	breathing	too	fast.	Trying	to	control	it	just	makes	it	worse.	I’m	afraid	I’ll

hyperventilate	 and	 collapse,	 not	 exactly	 the	 reunion	 I’d	 envisioned.	 But	 then
again,	 it’s	 not	 about	 us,	 it’s	 about	Cole.	 I	 take	 in	 a	 deep	 breath	 and	 tense	my
muscles	to	quash	the	trembling.
He	stops	a	few	feet	away	and	just	stares,	not	a	hint	of	a	word	on	his	lips.
Despite	all	my	efforts,	I	feel	like	I’m	going	to	lose	it	right	there.	I	can’t	take

not	knowing	anymore.	“Cassius,”	I	murmur.
His	 thick	eyebrows	arch.	He	nods	 toward	 the	door.	“Do	you	 think	I	was	 too

hard	on	her?”
“Huh?”	 Of	 all	 the	 things	 I	 expected	 him	 to	 say,	 I’m	 not	 prepared	 for	 that

question.
“I’m	 still	working	on	my	 intimidating	voice,”	 he	 says,	 his	 tone	dropping	 an

octave.	Then	the	seriousness	evaporates	from	his	face,	leaving	only	a	huge	grin,
brighter	than	the	streaming	sun.



My	heart	almost	shuts	down.	He’s	adorned	in	a	navy	blue	tunic	trimmed	with
gold	lace,	attire	befitting	a	Prefect.	His	wavy	auburn	hair	is	longer	now,	and	each
strand	 captures	 the	 sunlight.	 Sea-green	 eyes	wash	 over	me,	 carrying	 away	 the
dread	and	pain.	I’m	trembling	again,	this	time	with	emotions	I’m	not	quite	sure	I
understand	and	don’t	care	if	I	ever	do.
“I	told	you	I’d	come	back	for	you,	Lucky.”	His	soft	voice	quavers	at	the	end.
“So	what	took	you	so	long,	huh?”	I	choke	on	the	words.
And	then	we’re	hugging	each	other	so	fiercely	I	can’t	breathe,	but	 it	doesn’t

matter	because	I	can’t	think	of	a	better	place	to	die.
Cassius’s	 chest	 muffles	 my	 sobs.	 I’ve	 tried	 to	 be	 strong	 for	 Cole,	 but

everything	 that’s	 happened	 today—meeting	 Digory,	 that	 horrible	 death	 in	 the
alley,	 the	 looming	 Recruitment—it’s	 all	 too	 much	 to	 hold	 in,	 and	 I	 welcome
sharing	this	weight	that’s	threatening	to	crush	me	with	every	breath	I	take.
All	too	soon,	we	pull	apart,	basking	in	each	other.
The	palm	of	his	hand	travels	from	his	head	to	mine,	measuring	the	difference

in	our	height.	“Look	at	you,	my	little	Lucky,	all	grown	up.”
“And	you,	 come	back	 the	youngest	Prefect	 the	Parish	has	 ever	known.”	My

fingers	trace	the	delicate	embroidery	on	his	lapels.
A	 cloud	 siphons	 the	 brightness	 from	 his	 face.	 “I’m	 sorry	 I	 didn’t	 tell	 you

myself.”	He	 enfolds	my	wrists	with	 the	warmth	 of	 his	 touch.	 “I	 couldn’t	 risk
anyone	finding	out	…	that	you	…	”
My	eyes	drop	to	my	filthy	bare	feet.	I	cross	my	arms	over	my	chest,	suddenly

conscious	 of	 my	 near	 nakedness.	 “That	 you	 still	 associate	 with	 us	 peons?”	 I
whisper.
His	finger	tilts	my	chin	up	until	our	eyes	link.	“No,	Lucky.	It’s	not	like	that,	I

promise	you.	It’s	just	that	the	Establishment	has	certain	protocols	when	it	comes
to	fraternization	between	government	officials	and	citizens.”	He	stuffs	his	hands
into	his	vest	pockets.	“I	figured	I	could	do	you	and	your	family	more	good	if	our
relationship	was	seen	as	a	more	neutral	one,	to	dispel	any	claims	of	favoritism,
that’s	all.”
I	bite	my	lower	lip.	“Yeah,	I	understand,	Cass.	It’s	not	wise	to	show	them	you

care	 about	 anyone	 in	 particular,	 especially	 if	 you’re	 going	 to	 represent	 the
Establishment’s	 code	 of	 values.”	 I	 don’t	 intend	 to	 sound	 so	 harsh,	 but	 my
conversation	with	Digory	in	the	sewers	still	burns	in	my	mind.



Cassius	doesn’t	 seem	 to	notice.	He’s	 circling	me,	 inspecting	 the	 flaps	of	 the
shoddy	blanket	that	barely	cover	the	cuts	beneath.	“As	soon	as	I	heard	you	were
in	custody	 I	had	 them	bring	you	 right	 to	me.”	He	stops,	brushing	his	 forehead
against	mine.	“How	bad	did	they	hurt	you,	Lucky?”
I	shrug.	“I’ll	be	all	right.”
He	 wrinkles	 his	 nose.	 “What’s	 that	 smell?	 Did	 you	 lose	 at	 Shit	 Dash	 or

something?”
“Hey,	 I	used	 to	beat	you	at	 that	 every	 time,	and	you	know	 it!”	 I	give	him	a

playful	push	away.
He	shakes	his	head.	“Faulty	memory,	Lucky.	Come	here.”	He	leads	me	behind

a	red	velvet	partition	that	conceals	a	large	clawfoot	tub.	“I	had	a	bath	drawn	for
you.	You	can	get	cleaned	up.”
“Thanks.”	I	wince	as	he	pulls	the	soiled	mantle	off	my	aching	limbs.
He	tosses	it	into	a	corner.	“I	think	we	can	find	you	something	that	fits	better.”
Then	I	submerge	my	naked	body	into	the	water,	bracing	myself	for	the	usual

jolt	of	coldness,	only	 to	be	shocked	by	how	warm	and	soothing	 it	 feels,	 like	a
thousand	toasty	fingers	kneading	my	sore	muscles.	People	actually	live	like	this?
If	 I	 did,	 I’d	 bathe	 four	 or	 five	 times	 a	 day	 instead	 of	 the	 once-a-day	 ritual	 of
enduring	a	freezing	splash	from	a	rusty	spigot.
Cassius	kneels	beside	the	tub,	using	a	sponge	to	gently	scrub	away	the	grime

coating	me,	careful	around	my	cuts	and	bruises.	“Lucky,	what	about	Cole?	Your
mother?	How	are	they?”
My	 vocal	 chords	 twist	 tight.	 “Mom	…	 she	…	 she’s	 gone.	 Reaper’s	Cough.

About	six	months	after	you	left.”	I	blink,	spilling	a	few	drops	into	the	bathwater.
He	massages	soap	 into	my	scalp.	“I	don’t	know	what	 to	say.	 I	 tried	 to	make

inquiries	about	your	family,	but	you	know—”
“Contact	is	forbidden.	Yeah,	I	know.”	I	sink	deeper	into	the	water.
“I’m	so	sorry	I	wasn’t	there	for	you.	But	I’m	here	now.”	He	cups	water	in	his

hands	 and	 rinses	 out	my	 hair,	making	 sure	 it	 doesn’t	 get	 in	my	 eyes.	 “How’s
Cole	handling	things?”
I	sit	up.	“Cole’s	a	real	champ.	He’s	the	best	little	brother	a	guy	can	have.”
Cassius	 laughs.	 I’ve	missed	 that	sound.	“I’m	sure	he	doesn’t	even	remember

his	Uncle	Cass.”



I	turn	and	grip	the	tub’s	rim.	“Of	course	he	remembers	you!	I’ve	only	told	him
the	stories	of	all	our	adventures,	 like	a	million	 times!”	My	mind	floods	with	a
stream	of	memories.	“Well,	some	of	our	adventures,	at	least.”
He	winks	at	me.	“Remember	 the	 time	we	snuck	past	 that	squad	of	 Imposers

into	Old	Man	Roarkeshire’s	farm	and	got	ahold	of	that	Wanderer’s	Brew?”
“Just	how	much	intoxicant	was	in	that	thing?”
Cassius	stands,	knuckles	resting	against	his	hips.	“All	I	know	is	that	Old	Man

Roarkeshire	used	it	to	polish	the	metal	hinges	in	his	barn.”
I	chuckle.	“Great	stuff!”
He	 grips	 one	 of	 the	marble	 columns	 and	 swings	 completely	 around	 it.	 “We

ought	to	take	a	ride	out	there	sometime,	see	the	old	place!”
Visions	of	burning	skin	and	its	stench	drains	 the	remaining	warmth	from	the

bathwater.	“We	can’t.	It	doesn’t	exist	anymore.”
A	sigh	escapes	Cassius.	“How	stupid	of	me.	I	heard	about	…	

about	that.”
My	eyes	drop	to	a	bubble	forming	a	dome	on	my	palm.	A	pair	of	eyes	stares	at

me.	Probably	just	my	own	reflection.	But	why	are	they	sky	blue	and	filled	with
accusation?	I	dunk	my	hand	beneath	the	surface.
I’ve	 had	 enough.	 No	matter	 how	 long	 I	 lie	 here,	 I’ll	 never	 feel	 completely

clean.	 Rising,	 I	 climb	 from	 the	 tub.	 Cassius	 picks	 up	 a	 towel	 draped	 over	 a
pedestal	 and	 tosses	 it	 my	 way.	 With	 my	 back	 to	 him,	 I	 dry	 off.	 When	 I’m
finished,	he’s	holding	a	robe	open	and	slips	it	around	me.	It’s	made	of	a	lustrous
black	material	that’s	softer	than	any	I’ve	ever	felt	before.
“It’s	 called	 silk,”	 he	whispers	 in	my	 ear.	 “Only	 the	 best	 for	my	Lucky.”	He

reaches	around	me	and	cinches	the	robe’s	sash	about	my	waist.
“Cole	must	be	wondering	where	I	am,”	I	whisper	back.
“So	he	hasn’t	been	taken	into	a	child	assimilation	program?”
Breaking	 from	 his	 embrace,	 I	 swerve	 to	 lock	 eyes.	 “Of	 course	 not.	 I’m	 his

family.	He	belongs	with	me.”
Genuine	 surprise	darts	 from	Cassius’s	eyes,	 like	needles	 to	my	skin.	 “I	only

meant	that	I’m	sure	it’s	hard	to	take	care	of	a—what	is	he	now,	four?—year-old
on	your	own.”
I	back	away	on	uncertain	legs.	“Mrs.	Bledsoe	helps	out	during	my	shift	at	the

library.	 We	 don’t	 need	 any	 outsiders.”	 My	 heart	 gallops.	 I	 lean	 against	 the



partition	to	steady	myself.
Cassius	moves	 closer,	 arms	 open	 wide.	 “But	 the	 Establishment’s	 child	 care

programs	are	a	valuable—”
“I’m	not	going	to	give	Cole	to	strangers,	Cass.	He’s	lost	Mom	and	Dad.	He’s

not	going	to	lose	me,	too.”	A	fog	shrouds	my	brain.
Cassius	reaches	me	and	draws	me	close,	a	beacon	in	the	mist.	“I	wasn’t	trying

to	offend	you,	Lucky.”
Bringing	my	fingers	to	my	temples,	I	try	to	massage	away	the	throbbing.	“It’s

just	that—”
“Here!	I	know	what	you	need!”	He	smiles,	takes	hold	of	my	hand,	and	leads

me	to	a	table	nestled	in	a	small	alcove.	In	its	center	rests	a	covered	silver	tray.
Even	before	he	lifts	the	lid,	a	mixed	aroma	of	fresh	sweetness	and	cooked	meat
overpowers	my	nostrils.	My	stomach	growls.	Saliva	floods	my	mouth.
He	raises	the	cover.	“I	thought	you	might	be	hun—”
I	pounce	on	the	tray.	Grabbing	the	meat	with	my	bare	hands,	I	tear	into	it	with

my	 teeth,	 hardly	 savoring	 each	morsel	 as	 it	 slides	 down	my	 gullet.	 Then	 I’m
stuffing	cheese	and	fruits	 into	my	mouth,	 frenzied	by	 the	new	tastes	assaulting
my	tongue	as	I	try	to	devour	them	all	before	someone	steals	them	away.
When	 I	 finally	 look	 up,	 a	monstrous	 beast	 stares	 back	 at	me,	 teeth	 bared,	 a

distorted	face	smeared	with	the	blood	of	its	latest	kill.	Then	I	realize	it’s	my	own
face,	reflected	on	the	tray’s	silver	cover.	Disgust	and	shame	overwhelm	me.
“It’s	going	to	be	all	right,	Lucky.”	Cassius	leads	me	to	one	of	the	plush	sofas,

sets	me	down,	and	wipes	my	face	with	a	handkerchief.	We	sit	 there	 in	silence,
his	arm	around	me,	my	face	buried	in	his	shoulder.	I’m	not	sure	how	much	time
passes	before	I	find	my	voice	again.
“Cole	…	he’s	…	he’s	all	I	have	left.	That’s	why	I	risked	coming	here	today—

allowed	myself	to	be	taken	into	custody—it	was	the	only	way	I	could	think	of	to
see	you	face-to-face	and	ask	you	to	protect	him	in	case	I	get	recruited.”
“You	took	a	big	chance.	If	I	hadn’t	seen	your	name	on	the	prisoner	roster	…	”

His	arm	squeezes	me	close.
I	look	into	his	eyes.	“The	Recruitment.	Now	that	I’m	sixteen,	there’s	a	chance

I	could	be	selected.”	My	hands	grab	both	of	his.	“You	have	to	promise	me	that	if
that	 happens,	 you’ll	 do	whatever	 you	 can	 to	 keep	Cole	 from	being	one	 of	 the



Incentives.	I’ll	never	choose	to	…	I’ll	never	choose	him	…	and	you	know	what
will	happen.”
He	purses	his	lips.	“You’ll	both	be	shelved.”
“That’s	right,	we’ll	be	murdered,	only	they’ll	make	Cole	watch	me	get	killed

first.	You	were	the	one	who	told	me	how	it	worked,	remember?	How	they	make
you	choose	between	the	people	you	love	…	what	happened	to	your	father	…	”
He	brings	my	hands	to	his	lips.	“That’s	not	going	to	happen	to	you	and	Cole.

I’d	never	let	it.”
I	scoot	closer.	“So	you’ll	help	us	then?”
His	arms	envelop	me.	“Do	you	even	have	to	ask?	There’s	nothing	I	wouldn’t

do	for	you.”	He	pulls	away.	“But	Lucky,	there’s	something	you	need	to	explain
to	me	first.”	He	springs	from	the	couch	and	strides	over	to	his	desk.
When	he	turns	back	to	me,	he’s	holding	up	Digory’s	unfurled	poster.
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