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I	wanted	to	kill	the	woman	next	to	me.	I	could	have,	with	only	my	bare	hands
and	a	 simple	command.	My	 fingers	 twitched,	 and	my	eyes	wandered	 to	 the
slender	stretch	of	throat	exposed	above	the	white	collar	of	her	lab	coat.	One
brush	of	my	fingertip,	one	whisper,	and	she	would	be	dead.

She	could	have	a	heart	attack,	simplest	of	all,	or	her	blood	could	boil,	her
flesh	could	melt	off,	her	head	could	roll	 from	her	neck	…	the	Words	 in	my
head	told	me	how	I	could	do	all	of	those	things	and	more,	each	Word	like	a
piece	in	a	puzzle,	building	to	the	eventuality	of	her	end.	There	was	only	one
Word	of	Death,	of	course,	but	I	heard	the	sinister	whisperings	as	many	Words
in	one,	all	bending	toward	the	same	result.

It	would	be	so	easy.	And	part	of	me	would	be	happy	to	see	her	die.

It	was	a	day	like	any	other	in	my	new	life	that	revolved	around	death.

The	woman,	Ryse,	knew	what	 I	was	 thinking	and	smiled	 from	where	she
stood	next	to	me	in	front	of	the	sterile	steel	table.	The	smile	reached	her	near-
black	eyes,	only	to	make	them	crueler.	Her	straight,	shoulder-length	hair	was
also	black,	in	stark	contrast	with	her	ghostly	pale	skin.	Ryse	was	stunning,	but
in	the	way	of	a	graceful	predator	as	it	stalked	and	toyed	with	its	prey.

“Do	it,”	she	said.

She	knew	I	wouldn’t.	While	a	part	of	me	yearned	to	kill	her,	muttering	in	a
dark	corner	of	my	mind	like	a	crackhead	with	a	craving,	a	stronger	part	of	me
told	the	first	one	to	shut	the	hell	up.

“Death,”	Ryse	crooned,	 addressing	 the	crackhead	 in	me.	 “You	know	who
you	are.	Do	it.”

I	took	a	deep	breath,	resisting	the	urge.	The	lab	smelled	like	antiseptic,	as
sharp	and	unforgiving	as	the	fluorescent	lighting	and	metallic	furnishings.	My
hands	 tightened	on	 the	edge	of	 the	 table	as	 if	holding	 themselves	down,	my
fingers	white-knuckled	against	the	cold	steel.

“That’s	not	my	name,”	 I	 said,	 the	words	coming	out	 strangled,	my	 throat
fighting	not	to	let	anything	else	escape—like	Words.



The	City	Council	had	let	me	keep	my	name.	They’d	made	the	decision	after
they	began	my	rudimentary	reading	and	writing	lessons,	placing	an	electronic
stylus	and	tablet	in	my	hands	and	a	bigger	screen	in	front	of	my	face,	which
flashed	 individual	 letters	 and	 announced	 their	 sounds	 for	 me	 to	 copy.	 I
couldn’t	emulate	the	sounds,	of	course,	since	my	mouth	was	strapped	closed
at	 the	 time,	but	 I	 tried	 to	write.	They’d	 lengthened	 the	 leather	belts	 running
from	my	bedrails	 to	 the	padded	cuffs	around	my	wrists	so	I	could	reach	the
tablet	with	 the	 stylus.	 I	was	 only	 given	 these	 traceable	 electronic	 tools,	 not
pens	or	paper	or	anything	I	could	hide	and	try	to	use	to	get	a	message	to	the
outside	 world—not	 that	 I	 could	 have	 written	 anything	 even	 if	 I’d	 been
coherent	enough	to	want	to.

After	all,	the	City	Council	didn’t	want	me	to	remain	wordless	as	the	newest
addition	 to	 the	 Words	 Made	 Flesh:	 their	 elite	 team	 of	 super-powered
individuals	who	carried	the	Words	of	the	Gods	within	their	bodies.	But	also,
they	were	hoping	the	lessons	would	distract	me	from	the	Word	ravaging	my
brain	and	dominating	my	every	action.	I	couldn’t	become	their	trained	killer	if
I	was	insane	and	constantly	trying	to	kill	them.

The	Word	came	to	me	late	in	life—too	late,	according	to	the	experts,	for	me
to	 be	 able	 to	 control	 it.	 The	 others	 received	 their	Words	 at	 the	 preordained
age:	five.	I	was	seventeen,	and	my	becoming	a	Word	was	one	big	catastrophe
in	the	City	Council’s	eyes.	And	mine.	Until	they	handed	me	that	tablet,	all	I
could	do	was	shout	ways	for	everyone	to	die—when	my	jaw	wasn’t	strapped
shut—or	 fade	 in	and	out	of	 reality	 in	a	drugged	 stupor,	 cuffed	 to	a	hospital
bed	in	my	locked	white	room.	Eventually	I	just	lay	there	for	about	two	weeks,
with	a	tube	stuffed	down	my	nose	to	feed	me.

That	was	one	of	the	best	things	about	being	up	and	around,	able	to	walk	and
talk	 like	a	 relatively	normal	person	again:	eating	a	meal	 that	didn’t	come	 in
liquid	form,	squeezed	directly	into	my	stomach.	And	my	name	was	what	had
done	it.

Once	I	learned	T-A-V-I-N,	the	letters	of	my	first	name,	it	was	all	I	wrote	for
days	on	end,	covering	my	tablet	from	the	top	of	the	screen	to	the	bottom	with
my	sloppy	scrawl,	electronic	page	after	page.	I	could	have	filled	books	with
only	my	name.

And	in	turn,	over	the	next	couple	of	weeks,	my	thoughts	became	something
like:	TAVIN-die-TAVIN-kill-TAVIN-destroy-TAVIN	 …	 until	 my	 name	 finally



drowned	out	the	Words	raging	through	my	mind.	I	held	on	to	my	name	like	a
life	preserver	in	the	midst	of	a	tsunami,	because	it	was	the	only	thing	that	kept
me	from	killing	anyone	and	everything	within	arm’s	reach.

Like	Ryse,	 the	Godspeaker	 in	charge	of	me,	standing	only	 two	feet	away,
taunting	 that	barely	 suppressed	 side	of	me	with	a	 smile.	She	didn’t	 actually
want	me	to	kill	her,	of	course,	but	to	give	in	to	the	killer	instinct.	Aside	from
making	my	life	a	living	hell,	this	had	been	her	sole	purpose	in	the	month	since
she’d	 been	 assigned	 to	 me.	 She	 made	 the	 time	 I’d	 spent	 tied	 down	 in	 the
hospital	seem	like	a	dream	vacation.

On	the	table,	there	was	an	open	glass	cage	that	held	a	small	white	rabbit.	It
was	fluffy	and	fat	and	cute	as	hell.

“Don’t,”	I	said	to	her,	gritting	my	teeth.	“Don’t	make	me.	Please.”

The	last	word	came	out	sounding	a	bit	pathetic.	I	would	have	rather	spit	in
her	eye	than	begged,	but	spitting	wouldn’t	inspire	any	mercy	in	her.	Not	that
begging	would,	either.

She	took	a	half-step	closer	to	me.

“Roaches,	okay,”	I	continued,	babbling	as	if	I	could	distract	her—or	distract
myself.	“I	would	have	stomped	on	them	anyway.	Mice	…	less	okay,	but	I	can
understand	the	argument	that	they’re	pests.”	Mice	had	come	during	the	
second	week	and	required	twice	as	much	godspeaking	as	the	roaches.	“Rats,
yeah,	they’re	bigger	pests,	but	what	did	they	do	to	anyone?	You	know,	aside
from	the	bubonic	plague?”	I’d	been	assigned	that	topic	in	my	history	lessons
the	third	week,	as	if	it	would	encourage	me	to	exterminate	them.	It	hadn’t.	I’d
been	 a	 shivering,	 ranting	 wreck	 for	 hours	 after	 killing	 a	 single	 rat.	 “But	 a
bunny?	Gods,	come	on!”

“Shh.”	 Ryse	 shushed	me	 and	 spoke	 in	 a	 soothing	 tone	 that	 I	 didn’t	 find
soothing	 at	 all.	 “Rabbits	 are	 far	 easier	 to	 kill	 than	 some	…	 things	…	 and
practice	makes	perfect.”

I	knew	she	was	forcing	me	to	work	up	to	“something”	much	bigger	than	a
rabbit.	More	human-sized.	But	I	couldn’t	let	myself	think	about	that	now	or	I
would	be	raving	in	no	time.	Already	I	was	trying	not	to	look	into	the	rabbit’s
eyes	and	chanting	to	myself:	I’m	Tavin,	I’m	Tavin,	I’m	Tavin	…



It	wasn’t	just	that	the	rabbit	was	cute.	There	was	another	component	to	my
inner	defense	against	the	Word	of	Death.	Not	only	did	I	drill	it	into	my	skull
that	 I	was	 still	Tavin,	 but	 I	 couldn’t	 view	 the	beings	 I	 touched	 as	 nameless
victims,	or	it	would	be	too	easy	for	the	Word	to	strike.	So,	anyone	I	wanted	to
kill—basically	anyone	near	me—I	pictured	wearing	a	certain	face	with	long
dark	hair	and	dark	eyes.	Or	at	least	I	made	myself	see	some	aspect	of	this	girl
in	everyone,	and	then	the	thought	of	touching	her	with	Death	made	the	Word
recoil	within	me	as	if	her	beautiful	face	had	burned	it.

The	further	from	human	a	creature	was,	the	easier	it	was	to	kill.	But	even	in
the	rabbit’s	deep	brown	eyes,	I	could	see	a	flicker	of	life	that	reminded	me	of
Khaya.	She	was	the	Word	of	Life,	after	all.

But	 it	was	 getting	 harder	 and	 harder	 to	 see	 anything	 I	wanted	 to	 save	 in
Ryse.

“Death,”	 Ryse	 crooned	 at	 me	 again,	 as	 if	 countering	 the	 name	 I	 was
repeating	 in	my	 head.	 She	 lifted	 a	 finger	 to	 run	 it	 along	my	 bare	 shoulder,
over	the	Words	that	streaked	down	my	back	like	black	ink.

Like	the	morbid	whisperings	inside	of	me,	the	markings	on	my	skin	made
up	 the	Word	 of	 Death.	 Khaya	 had	 explained	 it	 to	me—a	Word	 was	 like	 a
concept,	 a	 seed,	 involving	 so	 many	 components,	 so	 much	 potential.	 She’d
been	 talking	 about	 herself	 and	 the	Word	 of	 Life,	 but	 now	 I	was	 getting	 to
experience	it	firsthand	in	my	own	twisted	way.	The	multiple,	shifting	Words
on	my	back,	constantly	changing	 to	new	ones,	all	 spelled	 the	same	 thing	 in
the	end:	Death.

I	was	shirtless,	of	course.	I	spent	most	of	my	time	shirtless	these	days.	And
not	 because	 I	 liked	 showing	 off.	 I	 shuddered,	 my	 skin	 twitching.	 Ryse’s
fingertip	was	cold;	 she’d	 taken	off	her	black	glove.	The	glove	was	made	of
something	 that	 looked	 like	 a	 cross	 between	 leather	 and	 rubber,	 but	 was
actually	a	far	more	advanced	material	known	as	Necron.

Gloves	 like	 hers	 were	 what	 kept	 my	Word	 from	 taking	 hold	 of	 another
body.	Most	 of	 the	 time,	my	 power	 could	 reach	 through	 any	 clothing	 if	 the
fabric	 wasn’t	 too	 thick.	 But	 it	 could	 never	 cross	 Necron,	 which	 comprised
most	of	my	clothes	now.	Here	in	the	Death	Factory,	as	I	called	this	lab	where	I
had	all	my	lessons	other	than	reading,	history,	and	jiu-jitsu,	I	wore	pants	and
boots	made	 of	 the	 stuff,	 and	weird	 sleeves	 that	went	 from	my	wrist	 to	my
shoulder—a	valid	precaution,	I	supposed,	when	a	stray	elbow	from	me	could



kill	 someone.	 But	 my	 torso	 and	 hands	 were	 bare,	 so	 Ryse	 could	 read	 the
Words	on	my	back	and	make	me	kill	with	a	touch.

Ryse	herself	always	wore	a	black	body	suit	of	Necron	underneath	her	white
coat,	 but	 now	 the	 idiot	 had	 taken	 off	 her	 glove.	 In	 the	month	 that	 I’d	 been
meeting	with	her	 in	 this	 lab	once	a	day,	she’d	pushed	me,	driven	me,	 to	 the
point	of	imagining	her	death	in	a	thousand	different	ways.	But	she	had	never
done	 something	 so	 risky	or	 stupid	 as	 to	 expose	herself	 in	order	 to	 coax	 the
Word	of	Death	out	of	me.

“Are	you	trying	to	get	yourself	killed?”	I	hissed,	jerking	away	from	her.

She	dropped	her	hand	and	deftly	snapped	the	black	glove	back	over	it,	like
a	doctor	prepping	for	a	surgery.	“I’m	trying	to	get	you	to	acknowledge	who
you	are,”	she	said.	“Admit	it:	you	want	to	kill	me.”

“I	 would	 want	 to	 kill	 you	 anyway,”	 I	 said,	 “even	 if	 the	 Words	 weren’t
telling	me	how.”	Which	was	probably	 true,	 though	my	own	thoughts	on	 the
subject	would	have	been	less	creative.

Her	eyes	 took	on	an	eager,	almost	hungry	 light.	“What	do	you	hear?	Tell
me.”

I	clamped	my	mouth	closed.	She’d	baited	me,	and	I’d	swallowed	it.	I	folded
my	oddly	sleeved	arms,	wishing	I	had	a	shirt,	and	looked	away	from	her.

“You	 need	 to	 be	 at	 peace	 with	 yourself.	 First	 you	 shouted	 the	 Words
uncontrollably,	and	now	you	hold	them	so	tightly	inside	that	we	have	to	force
them	out.”	She	masked	her	frustration	with	concern	as	saccharine	and	fake	as
cheap,	artificially	flavored	candy.	“Don’t	make	me	force	you.”

I	shook	my	head	in	disgust,	still	not	looking	at	her.	“You’re	sick,	you	know
that?”

Ryse	moved	lightning-fast	while	my	head	was	turned.	She,	too,	had	trained
in	jiu-jitsu	and	hand-to-hand	combat,	for	far	longer	than	I	had.	In	seconds	she
had	me	pressed	against	the	table,	one	of	my	arms	twisted	painfully	behind	my
back,	the	other	braced	to	keep	my	face	from	smashing	into	the	steel	surface.
Startled	by	 the	commotion,	 the	rabbit	made	squeaking	noises	 in	 its	cage,	 its
little	pink	nose	twitching	madly	just	inches	from	my	eyes	on	the	other	side	of
the	glass.



She	 leaned	 over	 and	 whispered	 in	 my	 ear,	 “Not	 as	 sick	 as	 you.	 I	 know
what’s	 in	you.	 I	 can	 read	 it	 in	your	 skin.”	Her	black	hair	 swung	 forward	 to
tickle	me	between	the	shoulder	blades,	brushing	over	the	Words	written	there.
Her	breath	was	warm	on	my	neck,	and	 the	perverted,	mock-intimacy	of	 the
situation	made	my	hair	 stand	on	 end.	 I	 could	 feel	 her	 eyes	 tracing	 the	dark
letters	in	my	skin,	searching	for	and	finding	what	she	wanted.

“Don’t.	Don’t	do	it,”	I	said	again,	my	pleas	half-garbled	against	the	table.	I
struggled,	but	it	was	pointless.	I	knew	what	was	coming,	that	nothing	would
stop	her.

She	 whispered	 again:	 the	Words.	 Her	 voice	…	 slid	…	 into	 me,	 like	 her
hand	into	the	black	glove,	taking	up	the	Words	as	her	own.	The	sound	tugged
on	my	 flesh	 and	 bones,	 like	 a	 current	 pulling	me	 along.	Even	 her	 thoughts
seeped	into	my	brain:

Death,	relax.

My	straining	muscles	responded	and	slackened,	following	her	instructions.

“Reach,	grasp,	squeeze	…	”	she	began,	speaking	the	Words	through	me.

I	could	only	watch	as	my	hand	snaked	out,	whipping	 into	 the	glass	cage.
The	rabbit	squealed	as	I	seized	its	neck	and	lifted	it,	hind	legs	kicking	the	air
in	panic.

“	…	pressurize,	burst	…	”

The	 little	 creature	 shrieked,	making	 a	 noise	 no	 animal	 should	make,	 and
those	wide	brown	eyes,	 pink	nose,	 and	 long,	 downy	ears	 began	 to	bleed.	 It
was	the	Words;	my	hand	wasn’t	even	squeezing	it	hard.	Until	…

“	…	tighten,	pinch,	crush	…	”

My	grip	was	now	like	a	vise	around	its	throat,	sealing	off	its	screams.	I	felt
its	windpipe	 collapse.	 Its	 neck	 snapped	next,	 vertebrae	 separating	under	 the
strain.	The	body	went	limp,	head	drooping	and	red-stained	eyes	staring,	its	fur
soft	and	wet	between	my	fingers.	Still	warm.	My	hand	was	covered	in	blood.

Ryse	 stopped	godspeaking,	her	voice	 releasing	me.	She	always	 let	me	go
right	 after	 a	 kill	 so	 she	 could	 see	 the	 raw	 expression	 of	what	 I	was	 feeling
inside.



I	didn’t	know	what	she	saw	in	my	face,	but	she	smiled	again.	The	Word	of
Death	could	kill	 in	a	split	second	with	the	lightest	 touch,	but	she’d	drawn	it
out	 and	made	my	 hand	 do	 the	 bulk	 of	 the	 dirty	work.	 I	 sagged	 against	 the
table	 now	 that	 she	 no	 longer	 held	me	 up	 and	 stumbled	 away	 from	her,	 too
unhinged	 to	 even	 drop	 the	 rabbit.	My	knees	 hit	 the	 floor	 and	 I	 vomited	 all
over	the	white	tiles.

So	much	for	enjoying	more	solid	meals.

“There,	that	wasn’t	so	bad	now,	was	it?”	she	said	behind	me.

Blind	 and	 burning	 rage	 flooded	me.	Before	 I	 could	 stop	myself,	 I	 turned
and	 hurled	 the	 bloody	 corpse	 at	 her.	 It	 hit	 her	 chest	with	 a	wet	 smack	 and
bounced	off,	splattering	red	all	over	her	white	jacket.	I	wanted	to	shout	at	her,
too,	unleash	all	of	the	Words	that	were	filling	my	throat,	straining	against	my
lips.	But	I	ground	my	teeth	together	instead,	my	hands	squeezing	my	head	as
if	I	could	hold	my	thoughts	inside.	My	shoulders	curled	around	me.

Ryse’s	dark	eyes	were	wide;	 furious.	“You	 think	 that	was	bad?”	she	said,
her	voice	barely	above	a	whisper.	“You	have	no	idea	how	bad	it	can	be.”

“I’m	Tavin,	I’m	Tavin,	I’m	Tavin,”	I	said	out	loud,	rocking	back	and	forth.

“You	 are	 not—”	 She	 strode	 toward	me,	 raising	 her	 gloved	 hand	 like	 she
was	going	to	strike	me	in	the	face.	Never	mind	that	I	was	still	on	my	knees	in
front	of	her.

“Ryse!”

At	 the	 sound	 of	 that	 authoritative	 voice,	 Ryse	 stopped	 mid-stride	 and
dropped	her	hand.	Dr.	Swanson	stood	framed	in	the	sliding	steel	doorway	to
the	 lab.	 His	 usual	 tailored	 gray	 suit	 was	 draped	 with	 a	 white	 lab	 coat,
matching	 Ryse—his	 assistant,	 and	 the	 Godspeaker	 he’d	 appointed	 to	 work
with	 me	 in	 his	 place.	 He’d	 been	 viewing	 the	 proceedings	 through	 the
reflective	 glass	 windows	 ringing	 the	 lab,	 as	 other	 Godspeakers	 and	 their
trainees	often	did.

But	unlike	the	others,	he	watched	in	order	to	look	out	for	me,	not	to	get	an
“educational”	 or,	 rather,	 entertaining	 glimpse	 of	 the	 new	 freak-show:	 the
Word	of	Death	who	hated	killing.

I	knew	 this	because	he	was	my	 father.	My	biological	 father,	 and	 in	name
only,	 since	he	hadn’t	 raised	me	and	 I’d	only	 recently	 found	out	he	had	any



relation	 to	me.	But	 in	 his	 strangely	 reserved	way,	 he	 cared	 about	me.	He’d
tried	 to	 save	 me	 from	 this	 life,	 risking	 his	 career	 as	 the	 head	 of	 the
Godspeakers	and	his	reputation	with	the	City	Council	to	sneak	me	out	of	the
Athenaeum	as	a	baby.	So	maybe	he	cared	about	me	a	lot.

The	 feeling	wasn’t	mutual.	Especially	 since	he	was	 letting	Ryse	have	her
way	with	me.

“Ryse,”	Dr.	Swanson	continued.	He	almost	sounded	angry.	“I’m	willing	to
tolerate	the	use	of	force	for	the	purpose	of	Tavin’s	advancement,	but	not	 for
the	purpose	of	revenge.	You	pushed	him	too	hard.	It’s	reasonable	to	allow	for
some	backlash.”

Ryse	 faced	 Swanson	 with	 a	 calm	 smile.	 Her	 voice	 came	 out	 perfectly
measured	and	respectful.	“We	all	understand	why	you	might	wish	to	go	easier
on	him,	sir,	but	I	don’t	need	to	remind	you—”

“No,	 you	 don’t.”	 Swanson	 cut	 her	 off.	 “We’re	 finished	 here	 for	 today,
Ryse.”

She	nodded,	her	expression	controlled,	and	turned	to	leave.	Before	she	did,
she	glanced	down	at	me	in	my	huddle	on	the	floor.	“See	you	tomorrow,”	she
said.

In	response,	I	threw	up	again.



two

Swanson	let	me	have	a	minute	to	collect	myself.	He	even	offered	me	a	damp
towel	for	my	hands	and	face.	I	tried	to	snatch	the	towel	from	him,	but	my	arm
was	 so	weak	 that	 I	 flailed	 at	 him	 like	 I	was	drowning.	He	caught	my	wrist
with	his	other	hand	like	he	was	going	to	help	me	up,	but	his	grip	slipped	on
the	 black	 sleeve	 and	 came	 into	 contact	 with	my	 skin.	 Recoiling	 as	 if	 he’d
accidentally	touched	a	poisonous	snake,	he	dropped	my	hand	and	the	towel.

“Let	me	get	my	gloves—”	he	began.	He	must	have	entered	quickly,	without
adequate	protection.	From	me.

“I’m	not	going	to	kill	you,”	I	snarled,	my	voice	falling	somewhere	between
feral	 and	despairing.	 I	 seized	 the	 towel	 from	 the	 floor	 and	pressed	 it	 to	my
face.	It	was	cool	against	my	hot	forehead.	“As	much	as	I	might	want	to.”

“Tavin	…	”	At	least	Swanson	always	called	me	by	my	true	name.	His	tone
was	 stern	 but	 apologetic,	 maybe	 even	 a	 little	 hurt.	 “You	 know	 I—”	 He
glanced	at	the	reflective	glass	windows,	then	at	one	of	the	many	surveillance
cameras	 along	 the	 ceiling.	 “You’re	 showing	 remarkable	 control,	 now—too
much,	in	a	sense,	bordering	on	stubbornness—but	accidents	can	still	happen.
Let’s	both	get	ourselves	situated	and	let	the	janitorial	staff	have	the	lab.”

I	picked	myself	up	off	the	floor,	my	knees	wobbling	and	my	head	spinning,
and	followed	him	to	the	door.	I	doubted	he	was	in	much	of	a	rush	to	have	the
lab	 cleaned,	 since	 it	 wouldn’t	 be	 used	 again	 until	 tomorrow—Gods,
tomorrow,	I	thought,	feeling	another	wave	of	nausea—so	I	figured	he	wanted
to	talk	to	me.	In	private.

I	 trailed	 Swanson	 on	 unsteady	 legs	 into	 the	 rooms	 surrounding	 the	 lab,
some	of	which	were	designed	for	observation,	others	 for	preparation.	While
he	retrieved	his	gloves	from	a	desk,	 I	 ignored	 the	stares	of	 the	Godspeakers
who’d	 been	 watching	 unseen	 on	 the	 other	 side	 of	 the	 windows.	 My	 first
impulse	 was	 to	 shout	 something	 at	 them	 like,	 Enjoy	 that?	 Maybe	 I	 can
practice	on	you	next,	make	YOUR	gaping	eyes	bleed	out	of	your	skull!	But	I
resisted,	 since	 they	knew	as	well	as	 I	did	 that	 I	wouldn’t	 follow	 through	on
the	threat.



Swanson	guided	me	into	the	dressing	room,	where	my	own	gloves	and	shirt
were,	and	mercifully	no	other	people.	Not	that	we	weren’t	under	surveillance.
My	privacy	wasn’t	exactly	a	top	priority	for	anyone	other	than	me.

It	would	be	nice	 to	put	on	a	shirt	again,	even	 though	 I	hated	 the	 thing.	 It
was	made	out	of	Necron,	of	course,	and	it	was	too	fitted	for	my	comfort.	Not
that	 it	was	entirely	uncomfortable;	 it	was	designed	to	flex	and	fold	with	my
body	and	muscles,	 so	was	equally	 suitable	 for	bending	over	a	computer	 for
hours	in	my	attempts	to	decipher	the	keys	or	practicing	kicks	and	punches	in
the	 gym.	 But	 it	 was	 as	 sleek	 and	 tight	 as	 spandex,	 and	 I	 didn’t	 like	 being
shown	off	like	a	pet.	More	degrading,	it	didn’t	zip	in	front	like	most	shirts	that
put	the	wearer’s	convenience	first.	It	zipped	in	the	back	for	the	Godspeakers’
convenience	only,	a	fact	that	Ryse	had	already	demonstrated	more	than	once.
All	of	the	Words’	clothing	was	designed	like	that.	Even	if	she	wasn’t	around
to	humiliate	me	by	proving	she	could	gain	access	to	my	back	with	only	a	deft
flick	of	her	wrist,	I	still	couldn’t	get	into	or	out	of	it	easily	on	my	own,	and
that	was	humiliating	enough.

Now	I	knew	why	Khaya	had	despised	it	here	so	much—being	used,	like	a
tool,	every	day.	The	Words	were	supposedly	pampered	and	all-powerful,	but
there	was	no	doubt	the	Godspeakers	controlled	every	aspect	of	our	lives.	The
thought	 of	 a	Godspeaker	 doing	 these	 things	 to	Khaya	made	 the	murderous
chorus	of	Words	rise	in	my	head	again.

Gods,	Khaya.	Where	was	she?	Would	 I	ever	 see	her	again?	Did	she	even
want	 to	 see	 me	 again?	 She	 was	 the	Word	 of	 Life,	 and	 I	 was	 the	Word	 of
Death.

The	Words	 grew	 louder	 in	my	 head	 and	 I	 shut	 out	 all	 thought	 of	Khaya
along	with	them.	That	was	my	usual	routine	lately;	beyond	picturing	her	face,
I	could	hardly	stand	thinking	about	her.	Missing	her	hurt	so	much	and	sent	me
into	 the	 inevitable	 spiral	 that	 ended	 in	 the	 realization	 that	 she	 would	most
likely	hate	me	now,	because	of	what	I	was.

I’m	Tavin,	I’m	Tavin,	I’m	Tavin	…

Swanson	 lifted	 the	 black	 sleeveless	 shirt	 for	 me,	 like	 he	 was	 a	 butler
helping	me	into	a	jacket,	except	it	was	all	backwards.	He	held	it	in	front,	not
behind,	and	 I	was	 the	 servant,	not	him.	 I	 thrust	my	arms	 through	 the	holes,
settling	 into	 it	 as	 quickly	 as	 possible,	 my	 face	 burning,	 while	 he	 stepped
around	me	to	zip	it.



I	didn’t	thank	him.

“Walk	with	me,”	he	 said	when	 I	had	my	gloves	on.	 “I	want	 to	 show	you
something.”

“Fine,”	I	said,	as	if	I	had	any	choice.

We	exited	the	lab	area	and	headed	down	several	brightly	lit	corridors	until
we	took	an	elevator	upward.	Only	then	did	our	surroundings	grow	less	sterile.
Tame	potted	plants	now	lined	the	walls,	 interspersed	with	boring	pictures	of
important	people	whose	names	I	didn’t	know.	But	at	 least	 it	was	something.
The	 walls	 themselves	 were	 painted	 warm	 cream	 instead	 of	 cold	 white,	 the
tables	and	chairs	in	the	waiting	areas	outside	of	various	offices	became	curvy
glass	 instead	 of	 functional	 steel,	 and	 a	 floral	 rather	 than	 antiseptic	 smell
pervaded	the	air.	I	wasn’t	paying	much	attention	to	anything	but	the	windows,
however,	which	let	in	some	sunlight	and	gave	me	a	glimpse	of	trees	planted
outside.

Really,	though,	it	wasn’t	outside.	The	building	I	was	in,	a	massive	structure
reserved	for	the	training,	studying,	and	monitoring	of	the	Words,	was	one	of
many	 contained	 within	 the	 Athenaeum—the	 elite	 heart	 of	 Eden	 City.	 The
Athenaeum’s	 colossal	 glass	 pyramid	 encased	 an	 entire	 complex	 of
skyscrapers,	offices,	apartments,	restaurants,	and	the	hospital	where	I	still	had
room	 and	 board,	 so	 to	 speak.	 I	 only	 ever	 left	 the	 hospital	 to	 come	 to	 my
lessons	here	in	the	training	center.

Before	 I’d	become	a	Word,	 I’d	been	allowed	 into	 the	Athenaeum	only	 to
collect	 the	 trash,	 like	 it	 was	 some	 sort	 of	 exclusive	 club.	 I	 now	 wished	 I
hadn’t	been	let	in,	because	that	was	what	had	landed	me	in	this	shit-pile	of	a
situation.	I	wished	I	was	still	collecting	trash,	back	when	no	one	even	looked
at	me	twice.	Back	when	the	Athenaeum	wasn’t	a	prison	for	me.

But	then	I	wouldn’t	have	met	Khaya.	And	she	would	probably	be	dead	now,
or	scheduled	 to	die,	along	with	 the	rest	of	 the	Words.	 I’d	saved	her	 life	and
ruined	my	own.

I	wasn’t	sure	where	we	were	going,	but	I	didn’t	complain	as	Swanson	took
us	 into	 another	 elevator	 and	 higher	 up	 in	 the	 building,	 away	 from	 all	 the
stares.	Although	I	was	sort	of	a	secret,	nearly	everyone	in	this	place,	at	least,
knew	who	I	was.	Their	expressions	weren’t	only	curious	but	also	afraid	and
excited,	as	if	I	was	about	to	snap	at	any	second	and	turn	on	them	like	a	half-



tamed	lion	at	a	circus.	While	I	was	in	their	view	I	pretended	not	to	notice	and
walked	tall,	which	was	pretty	damned	tall	thanks	to	the	genes	from	the	gray-
suited	guy	leading	me	and	the	deceased	mother	I’d	never	met.	But	as	soon	as
the	two	of	us	were	back	in	the	elevator,	I	slumped	against	the	mirrored	wall,
trying	not	to	look	at	myself.	My	hands	were	still	shaking	and	I	felt	dizzy.

Swanson	hadn’t	said	anything	else.	He	glanced	at	me	once,	and	then	away,
standing	a	safe	distance	from	me	with	his	arms	folded.	The	elevator	continued
to	 carry	 us	 up,	 past	 the	 normal	 gym	 and	 the	 now-missing	Word	 of	 Earth’s
rock	gym,	which	was	the	highest	in	the	building	I’d	ever	been	before.	When
the	elevator	finally	stopped,	Swanson	got	off	in	silence	and	started	down	yet
another	hall.

This	time	we	didn’t	have	far	to	go.	With	a	swipe	of	his	keycard,	Swanson
opened	a	 sliding	metal	 door	 like	 the	 lab’s,	 then	gestured	 for	me	 to	 lead	 the
way.	I	stepped	into	a	dark,	vast	space.	I	could	tell	the	place	was	big	just	by	the
feel	of	the	cool	air	and	the	sound	of	my	feet	on	the	floor.	But	it	didn’t	echo
like	an	empty	room,	and	the	air	smelled	rich.	I	couldn’t	see	a	thing.

“What	is	it	you	wanted	to	show	me?”	I	said,	squinting	into	the	darkness.

Swanson	stepped	 inside	and	 the	door	closed,	cutting	us	both	off	 from	 the
light.	 His	 silhouette	 was	 backlit	 by	 the	 glowing	 green	 and	 red	 buttons
alongside	 the	doorframe,	marked	with	 arrows	 for	opening	or	 closing.	There
was	also	the	outline	of	an	inactive	keypad	next	to	the	buttons,	which	could	be
used	to	lock	someone	inside	the	room	if	that	person	didn’t	have	a	keycard	or
the	code.	The	lab	had	one	of	those.

The	sweet	smell	of	rot	was	one	of	many	in	the	room,	and	I	wondered	what
the	Godspeakers	hid	up	here.	With	black	humor,	I	imagined	that	Swanson	had
brought	me	here	to	kill	me,	to	get	rid	of	this	kid	who’d	come	out	of	the	past	to
haunt	him	and	become	such	a	frustrating	embarrassment.	Murdering	the	Word
of	Death	would	be	ironically	fitting.

Never	mind	 that	he’d	 tried	 to	 save	me	 twice	already.	No	one	but	 a	 select
few	 knew	 he	 had	 anything	 to	 do	 with	 my	 childhood	 escape	 from	 the
Athenaeum,	or	with	what	happened	in	the	Alps	when	he’d	nearly	shot	Herio,
my	half-brother	and	 the	previous	Word	of	Death,	 to	keep	him	 from	passing
the	Word	to	me.	If	only	Swanson	had	 shot	him.	He	and	I	had	never	spoken
about	 his	 actions	 since	 then,	 and	 sometimes	 I	 wondered	 if	 it	 had	 even
happened.



“They	 shut	 down	 the	 surveillance	 equipment	 in	here	 a	week	 ago	because
this	room	is	no	longer	being	used,”	Swanson	said.

I	barked	a	laugh,	about	to	suggest	the	murder	plot	to	him,	but	he	interrupted
me.

“Tavin,	 listen	 to	 me.	 We	 don’t	 have	 much	 time	 to	 talk.	 There	 are	 two
schools	of	thought	on	how	to	proceed	with	you.”	He	sounded	serious—deadly
serious,	but	not	in	the	murderous	sense.

I	swallowed	my	laughter.	“And	they	are?”

“One	 is	 headed	 by	 Ryse.	 She	 has	 influence	 amongst	 the	 City	 Council,
originally	due	to	my	promotion	of	her	as	my	protégé,	but	now	…	”	He	didn’t
finish.

He	was	being	delicate,	 like	any	good	politician,	but	 it	was	almost	 like	he
was	 trying	 to	 tell	 me	 he	 no	 longer	 supported	 her.	 Even	 so,	 withholding
support	didn’t	mean	he	was	putting	her	back	in	her	place,	and	I’d	seen	little
evidence	of	the	latter,	at	least	in	the	Death	Factory.

“And	Andre,”	he	continued,	“or	Drey,	as	you	like	to	call	him,	is	the	effort
behind	the	second	group.”

“Drey!”	My	heart	convulsed	in	my	chest.	I’d	been	anxious	for	any	word	of
him	over	the	past	month	but	had	been	too	afraid	to	ask,	in	case	I	either	made
his	situation	worse	or	found	out	that	it	was	already	far	worse	than	I’d	thought.
I	hadn’t	seen	him	for	well	over	six	weeks,	at	my	best	guess,	and	even	then	I
only	had	a	hazy	memory	of	him	visiting	me	 in	 the	hospital.	He’d	 reminded
me	what	my	name	was,	and	shortly	afterward,	I’d	been	given	the	stylus	and
tablet	to	help	me	remember	by	writing	it.	Maybe	he	was	still	trying	to	help	me
now.

“He’s	under	house	arrest,	 isn’t	he?”	 I	asked.	“How	does	he	have	a	 say	 in
anything?”

“He	 may	 be	 in	 quite	 the	 predicament,”	 Swanson	 said,	 “but	 the	 man	 is
brilliant.	He’s	always	possessed	a	way	with	words.”

His	wry	 tone	made	me	 smile.	Drey	had	 raised	me	 in	 secret	 at	Swanson’s
request,	 hiding	 both	 our	 identities	 for	 seventeen	 years,	 and	 had	 taught	 me
more	 than	 any	 wordless	 kid	 my	 age	 had	 probably	 ever	 learned,	 all	 while
pretending	to	be	a	wordless	garbage	collector.	He	was	definitely	brilliant.



“And	with	Words,”	Swanson	added	with	emphasis.	“That’s	why	I	chose	him
to	be	my	assistant	back	before	you	were	born.”

Picturing	Drey	as	a	Godspeaker	wiped	the	smile	off	my	face.

Swanson	didn’t	notice	my	expression	in	the	dark.	“People	are	still	listening
to	 him,”	 he	 said,	 “even	 after	 all	 these	 years.	And	he	 has	 a	 lot	 to	 say	 about
you.”

“But	 no	 one	 has	 let	 him	 anywhere	 near	me.”	Not	 since	 that	 one	 hospital
visit,	 at	 least.	 I	was	 nearly	 out	 of	my	mind	 then,	 so	 the	City	Council	must
have	been	desperate	enough	to	ask	for	his	help.

“Indeed	they	haven’t.	Ryse’s	voice	is	the	loudest,	but	that’s	not	to	say	that
Drey	has	no	influence.	It’s	largely	because	of	him	that	you	were	able	to	keep
your	 name.	He—and	 others,	 as	 a	 result—feel	 that	 you	will	 better	 adjust	 to
your	 new	 situation	 if	 you’re	 eased	 into	 it,	 able	 to	 retain	 a	 few	 significant
things	from	your	past.	Like	your	ability	to	see	him,	for	example.”

Hope	rose	within	me,	but	 it	crashed	and	burned	a	few	seconds	later	when
Swanson	 said,	 “Meanwhile,	 Ryse,	 along	 with	 a	 powerful	 contingent	 of	 the
Council,	believes	that	a	complete	severance	from	your	previous	life	is	what	is
necessary,	along	with	a	strong	hand	in	conducting	your	training.”

“Yeah,	 I	 felt	 her	 hand,”	 I	 said,	 rubbing	my	 aching	 shoulder	where	 she’d
twisted	 it.	 “She	…	 she’s	 trying	 to	 break	 me.	 Literally!	 And	 she’s	 gaining
support?”	My	 voice	 grew	 panicked.	 I	 stared	 at	 Swanson,	 trying	 to	 find	 his
eyes	in	the	shadows.	“Where	do	you	stand?”

His	expression	remained	hidden,	his	voice	flat.	“It’s	not	my	place	to	vote.”

“But	 you’re	 the	 head	 of	 the	 Godspeakers	 and	 a	 member	 of	 the	 City
Council!	You	can—”	

Swanson	sounded	almost	pained	as	he	interrupted	me.	“And	I’m	also	your
father,	 so	my	 ability	 to	make	 objective	 decisions	 in	 this	 situation	 has	 been
called	into	question.”

“By	 Ryse,”	 I	 said.	 Swanson’s	 silhouette	 didn’t	 nod,	 but	 it	 was	 obvious
anyway.	“I	thought	she	was	your	subordinate	or	assistant	or	whatever.”

“She	 is.	But	 she’s	 also	 revealing—how	shall	 I	 say—a	strong	 independent
streak.	I	can’t	do	much	either	way,	Tavin,	unless	she	missteps	drastically.”



“How	 can	 she	 misstep?”	 I	 asked	 desperately.	 “She’d	 be	 happy	 if	 I	 only
screamed	the	Word	of	Death	all	day.”

“That	will	happen	only	if	you	allow	her	to	drive	you	too	far.”

“How	can	 I	 stop	her?	She’s	 trying	 to	kill	me.”	Maybe	not	physically,	but
there	were	other	ways	to	die.	A	voice	echoed	in	my	head,	one	that	was	eerily
similar	to	mine.	It	was	the	voice	of	Herio	as	he	died,	giving	me	the	Word	with
a	grim	smile	on	his	face:	I	have	something	better	 than	killing.	A	way	 to	kill
your	soul.

“No,	 Tavin,”	 Swanson	 said.	 “You’ll	 kill	 yourself	 if	 you	 don’t	 cooperate
more.	Listen	to	me.	A	small	minority	of	the	council	members	have	suggested
a	third,	far	worse	alternative	for	what	to	do	with	you,	particularly	if	the	other
two	 options	 fail.	 Nothing	 like	 this—you—has	 happened	 in	 recent	memory.
Some	view	 it	 as	 fortunate	 that	 you	were	 able	 to	 fill	Herio’s	place,	 not	 only
preserving	the	Word	of	Death	but	the	generational	pattern	of	the	Words.	You
were	originally	meant	to	be	the	Word,	after	all.	And	some	see	in	you	further
advantage,	in	that	…	”

He	paused,	 clearly	deciding	against	 telling	me	something.	Even	 if	he	had
some	 sympathy	 for	 me	 because	 of	 the	 whole	 father-son	 thing,	 he	 wasn’t
exactly	on	my	side.	Not	even	close.

“But	there	are	others,	Tavin,”	he	continued,	“who	would	rather	force	you	to
surrender	the	Word	of	Death	to	someone	more	suitable.”

For	a	second,	I	was	thrilled	at	the	thought	of	giving	away	the	Word	…	until
I	remembered	it	would	kill	me.

My	throat	was	suddenly	dry	and	my	hands	clammy.	“To	who—whom?”	I
asked,	 hearing	Drey’s	 voice	 in	my	 head	 correcting	my	 grammar,	 even	 at	 a
time	like	this.

“That’s	part	of	the	problem,”	Swanson	said.	“There’s	no	one	currently	able.
No	adult	could	take	on	the	Word,	or	else	they	would	be	worse	off	than	you	in
struggling	to	control	it.”

“Another	 Word	 can’t	 take	 my	 Word	 on	 too?”	 I’d	 never	 heard	 of	 that
happening;	 individual	Words	always	 resided	 in	 separate	people,	but	 I	didn’t
realize	 quite	 how	 impossible	 my	 idea	 was	 until	 Swanson	 shook	 his	 head
adamantly.



“No!	You	could	destroy	both	Words	that	way.	Such	a	thing	has	been	tried	in
the	past,	and	both	carriers	nearly	died	before	the	process	was	stopped.”

“Then	who	else?”

“A	child	would	be	the	best,	but	none	has	been	prepared.	It	would	take	six
years	for	a	female	donor	to	come	to	Eden	City,	for	her	to	give	birth,	and	for
the	child	to	reach	the	proper	age.”

“A	 female,”	 I	 repeated.	 “You	mean	 you’d	 use	my	…	 ”	 I	 searched	 for	 an
appropriate	word.	“Genetic	material?	Gods.”	Talk	about	the	ultimate	invasion
of	privacy.

Swanson	ignored	my	mortification.	“For	as	 long	as	anyone	can	recall,	 the
Words	have	descended	from	the	previous	Words.	But	to	ready	your	successor
in	the	usual	way	would	take	too	long	for	those	who	are	dissatisfied	with	you
now.	Besides,	 such	preparations	 are	usually	undertaken	 for	 all	 the	Words	 at
the	 same	 time,	and	 that	wasn’t	due	 to	happen	 to	 this	generation	 for	another
twelve	years.”

“But	 you	 were	 happy	 to	 mess	 up	 the	 system	 in	 order	 to	 hand	 over	 the
Words	to	automatons!	Not	that	I’m	arguing	you	should	do	that	in	my	case—”

“It’s	a	distinct	possibility,”	he	interrupted.

My	breath	stopped.	 It	was	a	possibility	 that	 I	could	be	forced	 to	hand	 the
Word	 of	 Death	 over	 to	 a	mindless	 super-soldier	 and	 die	 in	 the	 process?	 A
super-soldier	that	could	then	kill,	in	any	way	imaginable,	on	command?	Such
a	Word	wouldn’t	even	need	a	Godspeaker	to	force	him	to	obey.

My	muscles	 tensed;	 I	 felt	 like	 running.	But	where	could	 I	 even	go	 in	 the
dark,	 strange	 room,	 never	mind	 in	 the	Athenaeum?	 I	 couldn’t	 get	 out,	 and
they	would	 find	me	 in	a	minute	 flat	 thanks	 to	 the	monitors—black	 tracking
bracelets—on	 both	 of	 my	 wrists.	 They	 were	 nearly	 impossible	 to	 remove.
Khaya	had	cut	off	a	thumb	in	order	to	slip	her	indestructible	bracelet	off	and
make	an	escape,	and	ever	since	her	maneuver,	the	remaining	Words	wore	two.
I	could	hardly	cut	off	both	thumbs,	at	least	not	without	assistance.	And	even
in	 the	 unlikely	 circumstance	 that	 someone	would	 help	me	 do	 something	 so
treasonous	 and	 gruesome,	 I	 would	 probably	 just	 bleed	 to	 death	 in	 hiding
without	Khaya’s	healing	touch.



“But	 Khaya’s	 not	 here,”	 I	 said.	 “No	 automatons	 can	 be	 brought	 to	 life
without	her,	right?”	Cruithear,	the	Word	of	Shaping,	had	built	the	automatons,
but	without	Khaya	they	were	just	empty	shells.

“That’s	 correct,”	 Swanson	 acknowledged	 quietly.	 “But	 as	 you	 know,	 we
have	a	few	remaining	of	those	who	were	brought	to	life—‘activated,’	 if	you
will.	We	didn’t	keep	many	after	testing	them,	because,	well,	most	of	our	tests
destroyed	them,	and	those	that	survived	were	costly	to	maintain.	But	there	are
a	few	more	like	the	one	you	met.”

He	meant	 the	one	I’d	killed	in	 the	Alps.	The	automaton	had	accompanied
Swanson	and	Herio	to	help	bring	me	and	Khaya	in,	but	then	everything	had
gone	to	hell	and	Herio	had	given	me	the	Word	of	Death.	The	automaton	had
still	tried	to	capture	Khaya	…	before	I	stopped	it	by	death-touching	it.

“These	 prototypes	 aren’t	 ideal	 vessels	 for	 the	 Words,”	 Swanson	 said.
“They’re	 only	 to	 be	 used	 as	 a	 last	 resort.	 They’re	 adults,	 designed	 to	 be
soldiers;	 we	 have	 no	 child-aged	 automatons	 activated	 for	 the	 Words’
transferral.	We	were	planning	to	have	Khaya	awaken	the	child	vessels	directly
before	we	made	 the	shift,	but	 then	she	escaped.	With	only	adult	prototypes,
which	 lack	 the	 ability	 to	grow	 into	 the	Words,	we	don’t	 know	 if	 the	power
will	overwhelm	their	bodies	like	it	did	yours.	You,	at	least,	could	eventually
be	reasoned	with.	An	out-of-control	automaton	driven	by	Death	would	be	an
even	greater	disaster.	So	this	alternative	is	risky,	riskier	 than	keeping	you	as
the	Word	of	Death	…	thus	far.	But	it’s	a	possibility	that’s	under	discussion.”

“How	 long	 do	 I	 have	 before	 …	 before	 this	 becomes	 more	 than	 a
possibility?”	It	was	the	last	thing	I	wanted	to	ask,	but	I’d	heard	it	in	his	voice:
the	fatalism	of	a	likely	eventuality.	And	I	had	to	know.

He	 didn’t	 answer	me	 immediately,	 and	 for	 a	minute	 I	 thought	 he	wasn’t
going	 to	 tell	 me.	 Until	 he	 exhaled	 and	 said,	 “You	 have	 a	 month	 to	 make
drastic	improvements,	or	else	the	possibility	becomes	more	a	plan	of	action.”

“So	I’m	screwed	either	way,”	I	said,	horrified.	“Either	I	cooperate	and	lose
my	mind,	or	the	City	Council	kills	me	to	replace	me.”

Swanson	 took	 a	 step	 closer	 to	me.	 “Or	 you	 cooperate	 and	maintain	 your
sanity.	You’ve	managed	so	far—you	pulled	yourself	back	from	the	brink.	Stay
that	way.”



“I	don’t	know	if	I	can,	especially	now	that	they’re	asking	more	of	me.	What
comes	after	 rabbits,	huh?”	 I	gestured	wildly	at	him.	“Baby	seals?	Children?
And	I	have	a	month	to	get	used	to	it?	I	…	I	can’t	do	this.”

My	hands	flew	to	Swanson’s	shoulders	before	I	could	stop	them.	Swanson
gasped,	but	he	didn’t	pull	away.	I	had	my	gloves	on,	after	all.

“You	 could	 get	me	out	 of	 here,”	 I	whispered.	 “You’ve	 done	 it	 before,	 so
you	could—”

Swanson	 extricated	 himself	 from	 my	 grip.	 He	 might	 have	 squeezed	 my
wrists	ever-so-slightly	before	he	dropped	them.	“No,	Tavin.	You’re	not	mine
anymore,	now	that	you’re	a	Word.	You	belong	to	Eden	City.”

“Please,”	I	said,	begging	for	what	felt	 like	 the	 tenth	 time	that	day.	Except
now	I	meant	it	more	than	ever	before.	“You	can’t	let	them	have	me.	You	can’t
do	this	to	me.	Please.”

“I	 tried,	 Tavin,	 to	 save	 you.	 But	 Herio”—he	 half-growled	 the	 name
—“ruined	my	efforts.”	He	 took	a	 step	back	 from	me.	“Now,	 I’m	afraid,	 the
answer	is	no.	But	you	can	stay	alive	if	you	heed	my	warning.”

“Swanson!”

He	shook	his	head,	then	punched	the	green	button	near	the	doorframe.	The
door	slid	open,	blinding	me	with	light.	He	stepped	through	before	I	could	try
to	stop	him,	hitting	another	button	on	his	way	out.	I	debated	whether	or	not	to
shout	 after	 him,	 call	 him	 “Father”	 or	 “Dad”	 to	make	 him	 care	more	 about
what	he	was	doing	to	me.

But	I	couldn’t	stomach	it,	not	even	to	save	myself.



three

It	 took	 standing	 there	 a	 minute,	 blinking	 against	 the	 glare	 and	 trying	 to
swallow	the	bile	in	my	throat,	to	realize	that	Swanson	had	turned	on	the	lights
on	his	way	out.	 In	a	sense.	Shutters	were	rising	in	a	gliding	whisper,	 letting
natural	 light	 stream	 in	 all	 around	 a	 high-ceilinged	 room	 far	 bigger	 than	 the
multi-truck	 garage	 I’d	 lived	 in	 while	 working	 with	 Drey.	 Vents	 began
circulating	fresh	air,	and	water	started	trickling	nearby.	I	looked	around.

I	was	in	an	indoor	garden	that	took	up	a	large	portion	of	the	building’s	top
floor.	 And	 yet	 it	 looked	 and	 felt	 more	 like	 outside	 than	 any	 place	 in	 the
Athenaeum,	and	even	more	than	most	places	in	the	open	air	of	Eden	City.	It
was	 magical,	 almost,	 after	 the	 Death	 Factory—a	 paradise	 of	 living	 things.
Some	 plants	were	wilting,	 leaves	 dropping	 to	 the	 ground	 and	 flower	 petals
browning	 at	 the	 edges,	 but	 even	 after	 a	week	without	 attention,	 this	 garden
still	 contained	 more	 life	 than	 I’d	 seen	 in	 my	 two	 months	 as	 the	 Word	 of
Death.	It	was	green,	fragrant,	beautiful,	a	maze	of	trees	and	bushes	and	vines
towering	 all	 around	me,	 twisting	up	 and	 around	 each	other	 to	 reach	 for	 the
sun.

I	fell	to	my	knees	in	a	patch	of	grass,	staring.	Some	vines	caught	my	eye,
woven	in	a	complex	pattern	that	would	have	been	impossible	in	nature.	And
then	I	saw	the	trunks	of	three	trees,	braided	together	in	a	perfect	wooden	rope
that	was	thicker	than	me.

I	knew	only	one	person	who	could	grow	things	like	that.

This	had	been	Khaya’s	garden—her	training	ground.	It	was	her	equivalent
to	the	Death	Factory,	and	yet	so	vastly	different.	I	wasn’t	sure	why	Swanson
had	 brought	 me	 here.	 It	 had	 to	 be	 for	 reasons	 other	 than	 the	 deactivated
surveillance	equipment,	but	 I	 couldn’t	guess	as	 the	whole	picture	blurred	 in
my	vision.

It	took	a	while	for	me	to	wipe	my	eyes,	as	if	the	garden	was	an	illusion	and
moving	 would	 break	 the	 spell.	 Khaya	 felt	 so	 near,	 closer	 than	 I’d	 ever	 let
myself	daydream	in	 the	past	weeks.	 I	could	see	her	rich	dark	hair	and	eyes,
feel	her	warm	honey	skin,	smell	her	sweet,	spicy	scent.	She	was	everywhere
here,	in	the	trees	and	flowers	breathing	and	growing	all	around	me.	And	what
was	better,	nothing	recoiled	from	me	in	horror.
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