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The Cold War isn’t thawing; it is burning with a deadly heat.


—President Richard M. Nixon, 1964
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CIERE


Ciere Giba crouches beneath a sky threatening snowfall. Her heavy winter boots leave impressions in the slush and gravel, and her eyes are fixed on the highway. If a car were to pass, she’d be in danger of getting splattered with half-frozen water. But the only vehicle to drive by was a snowplow, and that was hours ago.


A gloved hand falls on Ciere’s shoulder and she glances up. A teenage boy stands over her. He has smooth, coppery skin and his black hair is cut short. Dark eyes meet hers and quickly look away as he offers a small, encouraging smile.


Ciere reaches out and tugs on his leg. The young man obliges and kneels next to her.


“Still have all your toes?” Alan Fiacre asks, still smiling. He doesn’t look at her; all the while, his gaze roams over the nearby road.


Ciere grimaces. “Since I can’t feel any of them, I have no idea.”


He laughs. “If it makes you feel any better, the others look just as miserable. Conrad and Henry can only find one more hand warmer, and they’re fighting over it.”


“Really?” She peers over her shoulder, glancing at the four mobsters about twenty feet behind her. A woman, Jess, sits on the ground and feeds fresh rounds into a clip. Over her stands Pruitt, an eidos with curly black hair and scarred fingers. And sure enough, Conrad—that bear of a man—is holding out a fist toward Henry, a tall black woman who holds out her own hand with the index and middle fingers extended. Looks like Conrad wins.


“Wait,” Ciere says, “are Henry and Conrad rock-paper-scissoring for the last hand warmer?” Somehow, she thought that mobsters would’ve had a more ruthless way of settling disputes.


When she looks at Alan, she sees that he’s met her gaze. Alan has never been comfortable with eye contact, so it sends a shock through her. “What?” she says softly. He opens his mouth, but a loud crackle of static cuts him off. The screech and whirr of Conrad’s two-way radio blaring to life.


“This is falcon one,” a male voice says. “Repeat, this is falcon one. The target has been sighted. Over.”


Conrad lifts the radio to his mouth. His words are heavy with a German accent. “This is falcon two,” he says. “Message received. We’ll get back to you once the job is complete.” He clicks the radio off and stows it in his jacket pocket. He rubs gloved hands together. “All right, people. Showtime.”


At once, the group is a flurry of action. Pruitt picks up one side of a chain laced with metal spikes and hefts it to the other side of the highway. Jess helps him, stretching out the line so it lies evenly across both lanes. Guns are checked and rechecked; extra magazines are passed between hands; soft, eager murmurs replace the annoyed mutterings. Sledgehammers and crowbars are hefted into gloved hands.


Conrad moves next to Ciere. Even when she stands, he still towers over her. “You ready, Kitty?” It’s an old nickname a newspaper once gave her—the Kitty Burglar. If Conrad remembers her real name, he’s never bothered to use it.


Ciere closes her eyes and inhales a long breath. A few months ago, she would’ve balked at the illusion requested of her.


“Don’t let anyone see what you are, understand?”


The words come back to her, a whisper on the icy winds, but they don’t inspire fear or caution. Rather, they spark life into her, and when she reopens her eyes, there is no hesitation. She stretches out a hand, a useless but familiar gesture, and it centers her.


Months ago, Ciere would have cast her illusion outward, like throwing a sheet over a table. It would cover everything, but the pain was debilitating. Now, after months of careful practice, Ciere reaches out and imagines the world the way she wants it. She visualizes the frozen white fields, the twist in the road around a clump of trees—the trees that make a perfect place to stash their getaway van—and the dirt-streaked snow covering the pavement. She gently pulls at the landscape, smudging over the lines of the spiked chain and the armed mobsters. The illusion settles into place, and anyone who walks into the scene will be affected by it—all they’ll see are a few hazy flickers, like heat waves rippling across the snow.


It’s a good illusion, and Ciere lets herself feel a moment of satisfaction. With a crime family as infamous as the Alberanis, one can never be too careful.


“I hate this part,” comes Jess’s voice somewhere to her left. “If any of you step on my feet, I’ll choke you with your own scarf.”


Henry laughs.


They hear it before they see it—a truck, huge and lumbering, taking up most of the road. The truck is painted white and has a covered bed—better to hide its cargo. Ciere sucks in a sharp breath. This is it. She takes hold over her illusion, pulling its edges around the truck. If its occupants found themselves invisible, she’d blow this operation in a matter of seconds.


Someone touches her arm. She doesn’t have to see him to know it’s Alan. “Steady,” he whispers.


She finds his hand and squeezes tight.


“Three,” Conrad says softly. The truck moves steadily toward them, leaving dark exhaust in its wake. “Two.”


Alan’s fingers tighten around hers.


“One,” says Conrad’s voice. The truck slows, as if its driver has seen something, but it’s too late. The tires roll over the strip of spikes.


The sound is horrendous. A scream of tires being rent apart, metal grating on concrete, and a shriek of brakes. Sparks dance along the pavement and the truck tips to one side. It grinds to a smoky, screeching halt.


The mobsters are already moving. Ciere can’t see them, but she hears the crunch of feet on gravel and sees the snow stirring around invisible legs. Someone swings an invisible sledgehammer at the back of the truck. A loud thud and the door wrenches free. It’s yanked open and snow flutters into the air as invisible bodies climb up and into the truck bed. Ciere doesn’t have to walk over to know what they’ll find inside: crates and crates of automatic rifles.


The plan relies on invisibility and speed. It’s worked before: disable the truck, open the doors, pull out the dazed driver and passenger, tie them up, locate and display the guns, and then call the police. The law takes care of the gunrunners, while Ciere and the crew make a quick getaway. It’s quick, clean, and bloodless—exactly how the Gyr Syndicate likes to operate.


But this time, one of the gunrunners reacts with terrifying speed.


Ciere sees it in flashes. A dark object appears in the driver’s hand. The windshield suddenly turns white as cracks begin to spider through the glass. Something small and powerful pierces her jacket and a curious numbness creeps down her left arm.


She finally recognizes the object in the driver’s hand—a gun. He must be carrying some of the cargo in the front, Ciere thinks. It’s her last coherent thought.


The world tilts sideways as she takes an involuntary step. Her foot hits a patch of ice and she begins sliding into a ditch. Gravel and snow cave beneath her and she stumbles, trying to stay upright and failing.


She instinctively reaches out to catch herself as she falls. Her palm hits the ground first and pain spikes up her arm, into her chest. It whites out her vision.


A hand clamps down on her left shoulder, tight enough to bring her back to the moment. Alan appears before her, his eyes bright with panic. “Ciere?”


That’s when she realizes. She can see him.


They’re visible. They’re all visible.


“GIBA!” Conrad’s roar echoes across the frozen landscape.


So he does know my name, she thinks, and then reality sets in.


An unfamiliar male voice begins screaming. More shots ring out and suddenly Alan is pushing her back across the frozen landscape, gripping her right arm, his body a solid barrier between her and the truck. “Put down the gun!” Henry shouts, and Ciere imagines a confrontation she can’t see—the mobsters surrounding the truck, the truck’s two occupants overwhelmed—


Then she hears it. The rip-roar of automatic weapons fire.


“GIBA!” Conrad yells again, and Ciere shoves Alan away, stepping free of him. The scene before her unfolds; her adrenaline-sharp sight makes it almost seem like slow motion.


Jess is on the ground, her arm wrapped around her chest. The snow beneath her is stained red.


Pruitt has thrown himself to the ground in front of Jess, bringing his gun around and firing wildly at the two Alberani gunrunners. The passenger-side window shatters, but it’s all the damage Pruitt manages to do before he runs out of shots.


Ciere’s gaze snaps to the truck. One of the gunrunners has taken refuge behind the truck bed. The other crouches near the front fender, a submachine gun tucked into his shoulder. He has pale blond hair—almost white—and there’s a calm to his features.


“GET JESS OUT OF HERE!” Conrad bellows. His shots are more methodical than Pruitt’s panic fire. Conrad pulls the trigger once, twice, a third time, and then the gun clicks empty. He fumbles for a fresh clip, but Ciere can see it’ll take too long.


“No,” she whispers, and reaches out with her immunity.


Her touch is shakier than before. It’s not quite right; there’s blurring around the edges. But one moment, Conrad and the others are there—and then they aren’t.


The pale-haired man rises from his crouch, plugs a fresh clip into the gun, raises it to his shoulder, and sweeps a wide arc. The rounds rip into the snow, kicking up a sheet of brown and white, pushing at the edges of Ciere’s illusion.


A hand fumbles at her back, fingers clamping around her good arm. She can’t see his expression, but Alan’s voice is tight with fear. “Hurry up.” They nearly stumble into the ditch and then they’re running, aiming for the trees, blinded by adrenaline and snow. Her body is taut with fear, and she keeps expecting to feel a bullet rip into her. Her arm throbs in time with her racing heart.


Together, she and Alan crash through the underbrush. The van rests between two frozen trees, its white paint camouflaging it almost as well as an illusion.


Pain claws up her neck, into the back of her skull, the sharp throb a reminder that her illusion is still up. Releasing it is like letting go of clenched fists—immediate relief, followed by a hollow ache.


Alan flickers into sight. His hat is gone and his dark hair is damp with melting snow and sweat. He stares at something behind Ciere’s back and she whirls, sees Conrad and the others rushing toward them. Jess is thrown over Conrad’s shoulder in a fireman’s carry. He eases her to the ground and the group converges on her.


Alan slides the van’s door open, his other hand still gripping Ciere’s jacket. He gently nudges her until she sits on the edge of the van. Her left arm feels numb, like when Daniel once snapped a rubber band across her skin. Only when she looks down does she see the bloody mess of her jacket sleeve.


This whole situation feels wrong, like a train that’s jumped its tracks. Every other assignment went smoothly, effortlessly. Cleanly. This time, it’s like that pale-haired man knew. She saw it in his face, certainty and calm. He’d known something was wrong before they sprang the trap.


A fist closes around her jacket and suddenly she’s being shaken so hard, her back molars click together. Pruitt looms over her.


“What the fuck were you doing?” Pruitt says, and he drags her away from the van. She stumbles, tries to step back, but he doesn’t let go.


“Get off!” she snaps, her own hand closing around his wrist. For a second, they’re locked together.


She’s about to reach out with her immunity, ready to blind Pruitt, but Alan’s fist collides with his jaw. Pruitt looks more startled than anything else, and his fingers yank free of Ciere’s jacket. She takes two steps back and Alan slips into that open space.


“Back off,” Alan snarls. For the first time, he really looks like the bodyguard he claims to be.


Pruitt’s face hardens. “Jess is dead!”


“It wasn’t Ciere’s fault,” says Alan.


“Her illusion fell and they saw us coming.” Pruitt takes another step forward, trying to edge around Alan. “They saw us coming—that’s how they managed to shoot Jess—” His arm draws back, his fingers clenching into a fist.


Conrad is the one to catch Pruitt’s fist in midair.


“Don’t do this,” he says.


Pruitt shakes him off and Conrad lets him. “She—she—”


“Don’t make me drop you,” Conrad says, and there’s nothing to his voice. No anger. Just a statement.


It is probably the only thing Conrad could have said to calm Pruitt. His mouth pulls tight and he turns away, half jogging back to the van. Conrad faces Alan and Ciere.


“Henry, help me get Jess into the back,” he says heavily. “Pruitt, passenger seat. Kids in the back. Henry, sit between them—one fatality is enough for this mission.”


“And what about the mission?” says Pruitt, still fuming.


Henry calls from the other side of the van. “I’ve already alerted the cops—they’ll be here soon. And that truck isn’t going anywhere.”


Ciere allows Alan to lead her into the van. She liked Jess—the woman was friendly, for a mobster. And now she’s dead, her blood staining the van’s carpeted interior. Her body is covered by someone’s jacket—the only dignity they can offer. Ciere scoots away until her back is pressed to one side of the van; she doesn’t want to see.


She barely notices when Alan pulls at her sleeve. “Need to look,” he’s muttering, and it’s probably not the first time he’s said it. Ciere shrugs her shoulder, winces, and allows him to tug the fabric away. Alan’s fingers are quick and surprisingly graceful; he gently pulls at the sodden material of her shirt until it comes free of the wound. Ciere forces herself to look.


The wound isn’t bad; it’s a graze. The bullet went through her jacket sleeve and carved a divot in her biceps. Blood drips down her arm and she finds herself fascinated with the bright color. Wordlessly, Alan presses a fresh bandage to the wound. He leans in, as if to steady her, and his voice is quiet in her ear. “We should leave.”


Surprised, Ciere almost pulls away. “What?” She keeps her voice low.


“They’ll blame you for Jess’s death,” says Alan. “Pruitt already does. We should leave now.”


“We can’t leave,” Ciere says, running her fingers over the bracelet she wears. It’s a silver bangle, tight around the bones of her wrist, its shiny exterior hiding the GPS tracker within. “Our time with the Syndicate isn’t up yet. They’d find us. Or sic the feds on us.” She doesn’t continue with that train of thought: the feds would be even more deadly than the mobsters.


“So we’re running from people who want us dead,” Alan says, “by hiding with people who also want us dead.”


Ciere lets her head fall back and closes her eyes. The ache of the wound settles into her bones. “Just another Monday.”
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CIERE


Five months ago, three criminals walked into a hotel.


There was one middle-aged man, with guns hidden under a custom-made suit jacket; one teenage girl who could conjure illusions with a mere thought; and one teenage boy who could remember things better off forgotten.


The clerk who checked them in was a young woman, probably working the graveyard shift in between college classes. When she viewed the middle-aged man’s ID tags, her eyes went wide.


“Mr. Guntram,” said the hotel clerk, looking both starry-eyed and nervous. “We thank you for your patronage.” She handed over a set of keycards with trembling fingers and a flush across her cheeks.


Brandt Guntram gave her a polite smile.


“Come,” he said to the two teenagers as he headed toward the elevators, and they hurried after him.


They got out of the elevator on the eighth floor. “I’m in the next room,” said Guntram, holding out a room key. “If you need me, there’s a door between our two rooms. Feel free to wander, but stay in the hotel, please.”


Ciere accepted the keycard. “What,” she said, not bothering to hide her sarcasm, “did you buy out this hotel or something?”


Guntram’s mouth twitched. “Or something.”


It was a mob hotel. Ciere knew that the moment they stepped inside. There were distinct signs, if one knew what to look for. Like the fact that every security camera’s lights were turned off. Or the men who walked through the halls had barely hidden bulges around their shoulders and thighs. Or that everyone seemed wide-awake at midnight.


“The Gyr Syndicate helped the hotel owner out of a bad situation,” Guntram said, untroubled by Ciere’s flat stare. “His daughter is an eludere. The Alberanis tried to recruit her. We… discouraged them.”


“And now they’re letting you use this hotel as a base of operations,” said Alan.


“I have to meet with some of my associates,” said Guntram. “This is as good a place as any.”


Ciere unlocked the hotel door and Alan went inside first, flicking on a lamp. The room was clean and fresh, with two double beds and a view of the Manhattan skyline.


Alan dropped his backpack onto the bed nearer the door. “Only one chair,” he murmured. He frowned slightly, then snatched up the chair and carried it to the hallway door.


“What are you doing?” said Ciere.


Alan wedged the chair beneath the doorknob. “Standard security. There are two doors—one to the hallway and one to Guntram’s room. I’d rather have a chair for each, but since we only have the one…” He shrugged. “I suppose we just have to trust Guntram more than we trust the outside world.”


Ciere stared at him. She didn’t really know him—they’d been friends less than a week. In fact, she wasn’t even sure they were friends. More like allies thrown together by chance.


“You don’t have to do that,” Ciere said. “Pretend to be my bodyguard.” Calling him her bodyguard was a lie she’d come up with when she had no other way to explain his presence.


He shrugged. “How else would we explain why I’m here? It’s not like we can tell them who I am.”


True.


Alan was the last Fiacre—a remnant of the family that created the Praevenir vaccine. To conceal his identity, Alan spent most of his life on the run. Even now he used falsified ID tags—ones that Ciere’s crew leader, Kit Copperfield, slipped into her hand as she was leaving the house that morning. The tags declared Alan to be “Mr. Alan Ashbottom.” Ciere could just imagine Kit smirking as he decided on that alias.


Alan had spent most of his life in hiding. And not just because of his infamous family.


Alan was an eidos. He could remember anything and everything—including the Praevenir formula. The formula that people had killed and died for. The formula everyone thought was lost.


Everyone but Ciere and Alan.


Ciere sat on the other bed. It felt unreal to be in the same room with someone who shouldn’t exist, with a mobster one door over. She still half expected to be at home in Philadelphia, to wake up in her own bed, to find Kit making breakfast in the morning. Some part of her couldn’t grasp that her old life was gone and her new life had started—among a crime syndicate with a boy she barely knew.


Who was currently wedging a coffee table against Guntram’s door.


“Would it disturb your security measures if I went downstairs? I saw a coffeemaker in the lobby.” She wasn’t exactly hungry, but she had a few of Kit’s home-baked scones. They were all she had left of home. Eating them, drinking something hot, it might make her feel human again.


Alan’s eyes darted to hers before settling somewhere on her shoulder. “Want me to come with you?”


She shook her head and grabbed the hotel keycard. She shifted the chair away from the door and stepped into the hallway. “I’ll be right back.”


The hallway itself wasn’t remarkable—industrial carpet, a few framed pictures along the wall, and the soft shuffle of voices nearby. For a moment, Ciere simply stood there and breathed. Being a thief wasn’t exactly a relaxing lifestyle, and she should have felt grateful for this moment of relaxation. She wasn’t on the run, nobody wanted to kill her, and she was safe.


Safe among professional killers.


She released a shivery little breath, trying to shake off her unease.


Drinks, she repeated to herself, focus on one task at a time. She turned to the right, angling herself toward the elevators, and that’s when she saw him.


A man sat in the hallway. Back to one wall, legs spread out before him, eyes unfocused—at first Ciere thought it was some drunk hotel patron unable to locate his own room. She started to turn around, when recognition froze her in place.


She knew this man. She knew him.


Kit Copperfield.


He looked just like he had earlier that day—thirty-something, with shoulder-length red hair and a waistcoat. But his glassy eyes stared at nothing. Blood flecked his pale skin and Ciere suddenly realized that the carpet was soggy. Even in the dim light, she could see the huge crimson stain spreading out around her mentor.


She blinked hard several times, saw the scene in flashes. Splashes of red against bloodless skin, lips half-parted, fingers gone still. Ciere stared at the closest thing she had to a parent, gutted and splayed out like roadkill.


It was a nightmare.


It had to be a nightmare.


“Kit?” she said in a voice that sounded years too young. She sank to her knees beside him. He’s supposed to be in Philadelphia, supposed to be baking things and plotting out his next job—not here, not bleeding and pale and—


Her trembling fingers reached for his collar, but just before she touched him, a flicker ran over his body. She recoiled when she felt it. A familiar vibration. A buzzing pressure that she’d never felt outside her own skull.


“No,” she said, and squeezed her fists. Her immunity reached out—a tentative touch rather than a definitive shove. She lengthened her own shadow, used it to reach for Kit.


Her illusion encountered resistance. A shock of pain pulled through her temples and she pushed through it. Her illusion pressed against Kit, and there was a jolt like touching an open circuit.


The illusion shattered.


Kit disappeared. The carpet became white again. And Guntram lounged against the wall, his arms folded comfortably over his chest. He watched her, his expression remote.


Ciere swallowed, trying to force her thudding heart to slow. “You,” she sputtered, her throat thick with shock. “You—you made me see—” She could still see Kit when she blinked.


Then she realized what she’d said and couldn’t say another word. Because the only people who could conjure images were like her, and that meant—that meant—


“Took you too long to push back my illusion,” said Guntram evenly. “And there’s your first lesson working for the Gyr Syndicate: never let your emotions prevent you from recognizing reality.”















3



DEVON


Devon Lyre stands in a frozen courtyard and listens to a fire alarm that he, for once, didn’t pull.


“I hate drill days,” moans a girl to Devon’s left. She has her hands shoved under her armpits for warmth. “Seriously, who decided to schedule one in November?”


“Sadistic principals,” says a guy to his right, earning a nasty look from one of their teachers. But even the staff looks pink-cheeked and miserable.


This is the problem with going to an elite boarding school. Angelien Prep actually cares whether its students live through an emergency… if only so their parents can keep paying the tuition.


The courtyard is usually a nice place to hang out; girls tend to sunbathe near a fountain, and a statue of some Greek god stands proudly near a pond. But now that pond is frozen, and the perfectly clipped grass is buried beneath a foot of snow.


This particular day consists of a fire drill (students shivering in the cold and pressing together in bundled masses), an earthquake drill (everyone trying to fit under their desks and then freezing in the courtyard), and the tsunami drill.


(“No, students, there’s no use running—you’re all probably going to die in this case.”


“We should be so lucky,” Devon mutters, and someone laughs.)


When Devon and his classmates return to their classroom to thaw out, it’s time for the last emergency procedure: instructions on how to protect yourself against adverse effects. The teacher sets down a stack of glossy government-sanctioned brochures. She picks one up, clears her throat, and begins to read to the class.


“‘Nearly eighteen years ago,’” says the teacher, “‘a new strain of meningitis caused a global pandemic. An effective vaccine was created by scientist Brenton Fiacre, but it was improperly tested prior to global distribution. The vaccine called Praevenir caused unexpected side effects in approximately 0.003 percent of its recipients.’”


Devon sits at his desk, chin cradled in one hand, eyelids drooping. He lets the words slip past him, catching only part of the lecture. He can recite it from memory, but that’s not new. He can recite anything from memory—because that’s what it means to be one of that 0.003 percent.


“‘… The following symptoms—precognition, body manipulation, perfect recall—’”


Cheers, Devon thinks.


“‘—levitation, telepathy, the ability to induce hallucinations—’”


That’s what the government calls illusions. Hallucinations. Devon silently scoffs at the idea. Hallucinations make the process sound vague, blurry, and random. He knows firsthand what illusions can do.


“‘—and mind control.’” The professor pauses a moment, letting the class absorb her words. Her eyes flick back to the brochure.


“‘The names for adverse affects, in respective order from most to least common, are eludere, dauthus, eidos, levitas, mentalist, illusionist, and dominus. It’s important to understand these dangers because we are currently in a state of tension with East Asia—’”


Come off it, Devon thinks angrily. Just say that China hates us.


“‘—America has many territories to protect—’”


America invaded and is currently holding Korea hostage, Devon mentally corrects.


“‘—other countries have chosen to ignore the global dangers—’”


The United Nations splintered. Japan closed its borders while the European Union told America to piss off.


“‘Preparation and education are the best defense against adverse effects.’” The teacher clears her throat. “‘In a situation involving adverse-effect terrorism, remember the three Cs. Cover. Conceal. Close. If you are confronted by someone you suspect has adverse effects, it is vital you do these three things. First, cover any exposed skin. Some effects only take hold when there is contact between bare skin—’”


Devon begins fidgeting with his pen, drawing its tip across his desk.


“‘The second C is for concealment. Hide yourself, either in a crowd or a safe location. But do not run away from someone with adverse effects. Running draws attention. The third C is for close—close your eyes. Some adverse effects require eye contact.


“‘Finally, it is your duty as citizens to remain observant and wary. Any and all suspicious behavior that you observe must be reported to the proper authorities.’” The teacher closes the brochure, picks up the stack on her desk, and distributes them to her pupils.


As he takes the leaflet, Devon’s eyes sweep over the words.


Cover your vulnerabilities, conceal yourself in a crowd, and don’t make eye contact.


It’s how herd animals deal with predators.


When class is over, one of Devon’s sort-of friends drifts over to him. “You coming to study group tonight?” she asks.


The thought of sitting down and trying to study like his classmates makes him feel ill. He pulls on a smirk. He’s already earned his bad-boy reputation, so his words shouldn’t come as a surprise. “I think I’m going to get a keg. Tell anyone who wants to party tonight that my dorm is the place to be.”


She blinks at him. “Devon, if you get caught again with alcohol on campus—”


He waves off her concern. “What’s the worst that could happen?”


[image: image]


For the second time in his life, Devon wakes up under a bed.


It’s not his dorm bed—not that flimsy bunk—but a queen-size mattress. Beside his ear are a few dust bunnies that the maid must have missed.


He makes a soft noise of protest and presses his thumb into the bridge of his nose. His head feels hollow, like his brain has shriveled up. His skin is too tight and a dull ache sets up behind his eyes. Groaning, he wriggles out from under the bed. He begins to roll over, but there’s a pair of leather-clad feet a few centimeters from his nose.


Devon’s father stares down at him, wearing an appalled expression.


Devon blinks. “As my charming American classmates would say, ‘WTF, dude?’”


“Former classmates.” Mr. Lyre reaches down and hauls Devon upright.


Devon’s bedroom has seen better days. There are beer bottles cluttered on nearly every surface. It feels odd being back here, like pulling on a shirt that clings a little too tightly. Devon doesn’t spend much time at home, and when he stares into his father’s glowering face, he remembers why.


“You will shower,” Mr. Lyre says, iron in his voice. “You will come downstairs. And then we’re going to look at some nice pamphlets about military academies.”


Devon faces his father down without flinching. “Sure we will.”


Mr. Lyre has always been intimidating. Maybe it’s the man’s sheer size—he’s not exactly fat, but he takes up a lot of space. His voice is the deep rumble of a tank engine.


“We will,” Mr. Lyre says quietly, “or else you’re leaving this house and you won’t come back.”


Devon opens his mouth—probably to say something stupid like, Good, that’s what I’ve been trying to do for the last eighteen years—but a knock at his bedroom door cuts him off.


A twentysomething girl stands frozen in the doorway. Darla Lyre is thin in the extreme, with sharp cheekbones and hair she must have spent hours straightening. “There’s a man at the door. Says he’s here for Devon.” Unlike their father, both she and Devon were raised in London and their speech still carries the accent.


Mr. Lyre lumbers to the door. “I’ll talk to him. Devon, I wasn’t kidding about the shower.” The sounds of his footsteps are heavy on the stairs and Devon finds himself staring at the floor rather than looking at Darla.


A moment of awkward silence stretches out between them. Devon feels even grubbier when standing next to his polished, Ivy League sister. When she speaks, the softness in her voice throws him.


“Didn’t you like it there?” she says. “At school—were you miserable?”


“What? No,” Devon says.


“Did the other students bully you?” she says. Her fingers tangle together, twisting and untwisting.


“No.”


She takes another step forward. “Then why, Devon? Why would you pull this? Again.”


He can’t tell her the truth. Well, actually he could, but she wouldn’t understand. Darla Lyre is normal.


“You don’t belong with us.” Ciere’s voice hits him, and the memory makes him want to close his eyes, to crawl back under the bed and go to sleep amid the dust bunnies. He remembers every inflection in her voice, the way her eyes narrowed. It strikes him how true it is. He doesn’t feel like he belongs anywhere.


“You really should shower,” says Darla, angling herself toward the door. She’s already trying to slip out, trying to remove herself from the conflict.


After he’s showered and dressed, he ventures downstairs. He’s almost ready to face whatever awaits him—he just needs one more thing. As usual, there’s a pitcher of freshly squeezed orange juice on the counter in the kitchen. Devon pours himself a glass before ducking and reaching into the cupboard under the sink.


Mr. Lyre and Darla have no reason to look under here. Neither of them cleans, and the maid can be bought off. Tucked away in a bucket of cleaning supplies is a bottle of tequila. Devon uncaps it, pours a generous amount into the orange juice, and slips the bottle back into its hiding spot. He takes a sip of the spiked juice and a shudder of relief runs down his spine.


So far alcohol is the only sure way he’s found to silence unwanted thoughts.


As far as Devon is concerned, drinking isn’t optional. It’s the only way he can be bloody normal.


His father’s booming voice echoes through the hall, and a moment later, there’s the sound of a stranger replying. Devon squares his shoulders. With a drink in hand, he’s ready for anything.


Mr. Lyre stands in the dining room, talking to a young man in a suit.


The first thing Devon notices is how thin the stranger is—standing next to Mr. Lyre’s bulk, he appears particularly reedy. He’s maybe in his mid-twenties; his wire-rimmed glasses are pushed high on his nose, and he looks as if he hasn’t slept in a day or two.


He looks like a fed.


“It’s a pleasure to meet you in person, Mr. Lyre,” he says.


“Devon, this is Mr. Macourek,” Mr. Lyre says. “He would like to talk to you.”


Mister. Not Agent.


“Alone, if you don’t mind.” Macourek gives Devon a welcoming smile.


Mr. Lyre flexes one hand—makes a fist and then relaxes it. “Are you sure that’s necessary?”


“He’s not in any trouble,” says Macourek. Despite his youth, he isn’t intimidated by Mr. Lyre’s size or harsh voice. Either he’s used to an air of authority or he’s never been in a lot of fights, Devon thinks, eyeing Macourek’s relaxed posture.


Mr. Lyre lets another moment drag past, his heavy gaze settled on Macourek. There’s no threat in his face or posture, but he towers over the other man. “I’ll be in my office,” he says curtly, angling his gaze away from the fed and to Devon. His eyes narrow. “Okay?”


Devon forces a grin. “Fine.”


Mr. Lyre nods once, and maybe it’s reluctance that slows his steps into his office before he quietly shuts the door.


Devon eases into one of the dining room chairs. Macourek follows his lead, setting a briefcase on the table.


“Like your father said, I’m Aron Macourek,” he says, opening his briefcase. “I work for the Affiliation of Intelligence. It’s one of the subdivisions in Homeland Security.”


Devon looks at him blankly.


“Homeland Security is huge,” Macourek explains. “Even more so in recent years—it’s been expanded due to increasing international tensions. Affiliation is a smaller division that analyzes data.”


“Fascinating,” Devon says, managing to keep a straight face. “What does this have to do with me?”


Macourek says, “My department has a partnership program with your school. Every semester we recruit an intern.”


“I’m no longer a student at Angelien,” says Devon.


“Yes, I heard about that. You were expelled last week for…” Macourek checks something on his phone. “Illegal possession of alcohol, distribution of that alcohol to minors, public lewdness, and”—his mouth stiffens like he’s trying not to smile—“defacing an Angelien flag.”


“I thought it would make a fantastic kilt.” Devon raises his glass.


Macourek sets his phone down and knits his fingers. “Mr. Lyre, I’d like to offer you that internship.”


Devon chokes and the tequila sets fire to the back of his throat.


“The internship is yours if you want it.” Macourek draws a sheet of paper out of his briefcase and slides it over to Devon. “All you need to do is fill out the paperwork.”


Silence.


“You’re joking,” Devon says.


Macourek gives him a level look. “I’m not, actually.”


Devon tries to come up with a retort but only manages to say, “Why?”


Macourek smiles slightly. “I had lunch with Angelien’s headmistress. I asked her about any interesting prospects among the students, but rather than discuss her bright young things, she began ranting about some idiotic hellion—her words, not mine. I was curious, so I did a bit of digging. Do you know what I found?”


“That the hellion also happened to be charming and good-looking?” quips Devon.


Macourek straightens his glasses. “You’ve been expelled many times. And not just for ordinary crimes, like plagiarism or sneaking into the girls’ dorms. No—instead, you ran illegal poker tournaments, organized smuggling rings for things like alcohol and candy, sold standardized test answers, and even created a miniature version of an underground railroad to sneak students in and out of dormitories.” He arches an eyebrow. “How did you manage that one?”


Devon glances down, sure that Macourek is mocking him. But Macourek’s expression is mildly interested, so Devon answers. “I created several secret routes that could be used at varying times during the night.”


Macourek looks impressed. “And security never caught you. Well, not for several months.”


“The upkeep was a sodding nightmare,” replies Devon. “The system had to constantly change. I set up a series of marks—just stupid little symbols so everyone knew which hallways to use. Then I’d erase the marks and redo them every week.”


“Ingenious.”


Devon’s been called many things, but “ingenious” has never been one of them.


Macourek smiles. “Imagine if we focused that energy in a less destructive direction. I expect you’d be near unstoppable.


“I think you’re an incredibly smart young man who, for whatever reason, has decided he needs to act out as much as possible. What I’m looking for is a motivated, intelligent intern who shows promise. I’ll be honest with you. This job would be a lot of paperwork and data entry. The most exciting part of your day will probably be a coffee run.”


“Then why would I join up?”


Macourek raises his eyebrows. “Because it would offer you a degree of autonomy.” He taps the sheet of paper. “We arrange for our interns to live at the dorms of a nearby college.”


Devon stares at the internship application. “Why would you want to help me?”


Macourek glances at the door to Mr. Lyre’s office. “Because someone once made the same offer to me.”


“Paying it forward?” Devon asks skeptically.


Macourek half shrugs. “Something like that.” He rises to his feet and picks up the briefcase.


“And what if I say no?” Devon asks. For a moment, his memory drags up an image of Ciere. She’s out in the world, doing her own thing. Of course she’s with the mob, so that probably means she’s in Atlantic City, sipping martinis and watching mobsters play poker. But if she can survive in the real world, so can he. “I’m technically an adult. I can go out, try to make a living on my own.”


Macourek taps a finger to the glass of spiked orange juice, and there’s a knowing look in his eyes. “Tell me, how well has being on your own been working out so far?”
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CIERE


Ciere stomps into her boss’s office and tosses a dead rat onto his desk.


“Look at that,” she says.


Brandt Guntram doesn’t flinch or look disgusted. He simply uses his pen to deftly sweep the dead animal off his paperwork and into the trash.


“Guess where I found it,” Ciere says darkly.


Guntram puts his pen down, giving her his full attention. “Where?”


“My bed.” Ciere points at the trash can. “I felt something moving around and I thought I was dreaming. Imagine my surprise when I woke up to Alan leaning over me, knife in hand. Then he stabbed the rat that had snuggled up to me.”


That gets a reaction from Guntram. “Your bodyguard skewered a rat?”


“Third one this week.”


Guntram looks offended on behalf of vermin everywhere. “Why haven’t you set up traps?”


“Because Cole is using them! Since he runs the kitchen, everyone agrees he should have them. And it’s not like we can buy more, since we’re forbidden to leave the compound.” She gestures at the walls—unpapered, unpainted affairs of twisted metal and the occasional pink fluff of insulation.


This building must have once been some kind of factory, but it’s since been gutted and refurnished in what Ciere refers to as “postapocalyptic chic.” Whoever built this factory never meant for anyone to live in it, never mind set up the headquarters of a crime syndicate. The walls barely keep the winter chill at bay, and the building’s previous occupants—rats, mostly—refuse to vacate the premises. Add in the bits of broken machinery and wind whispering through the cracks in the ceiling, and the building is relentlessly creepy.


Guntram’s quarters used to be the factory’s security center. He fashioned a workspace out of a folding table and a rickety old chair, and his cot resides in the corner. A tiny portable heater rests along the wall, its coils burning orange in the dim light. The whole room is powered through a web of extension cords that Ciere has to remind herself not to trip over.


“Oh, yes,” Guntram says vaguely, as if he’s just remembered. “We’re keeping a low profile thanks to someone’s little slipup.” He gives her a level look.


Ciere returns his stare. One would think a month would be long enough for people to let that go. “We cannot stay here. A deserted factory isn’t meant for humans to live in. Rats, yes. Spiders, sure. Zombies, fine. But living, breathing people? We need things like beds—”


“We have cots,” Guntram says.


“—electricity—” Ciere continues.


“We have generators,” Guntram replies.


“—heating—”


“We have the portable heaters.”


“—food—”


“We still have the canned goods.”


“—showers,” Ciere finishes.


That stumps Guntram. The lack of a water heater has meant that all fifteen occupants have been taking freezing-cold sponge baths and then bundling up in blankets. Personal hygiene is such an ordeal that some have decided in favor of using air fresheners and a few cans of dry shampoo.


“We’re in hiding,” Guntram explains, like this is a concept she’s simply not grasping. “The Alberani family IDed an entire strike team—your strike team, I might add. They’ll be out for blood.” He picks up his pen, apparently ready to go back to his paperwork. The gesture is subtly dismissive, and Ciere chooses to ignore it.


“They can’t kill us if we’ve already died of starvation. We need fresh food,” she says, trying to wheedle a reaction out of him. He doesn’t so much as blink. “Fresh coffee. We’re running out, you know.”


It’s a low blow. If there’s one thing Ciere knows, it’s that nothing gets between Guntram and his morning coffee. There’s a rumor an assassin once laced it with cyanide and Guntram’s only response had been to complain about the almondy aftertaste. At least, Ciere hopes it’s just a rumor.


She tries again. “We’ve been here for a month. Those gunrunners were arrested—”


“That hasn’t been confirmed.”


Ciere stutters to a halt. “What?”


“My contacts in the police department haven’t confirmed the gunrunners’ arrest,” says Guntram. “The shipment was seized, but there’s no word on the shooter you described.”


A shiver goes through Ciere. The memory of the man who shot her, with his calm expression and pale hair, is too fresh in her mind. “Guntram, Alberani family or not, we need things. Like food and showers and living conditions that don’t resemble Antarctic prison camps.”


Before Guntram can reply, a knock comes from the open door. Henry stands there, fist rapping against the door frame.


Henrietta Williams is one of Guntram’s most trusted friends within the Syndicate. Somewhere between forty and fifty, she is dark-skinned with lines around her eyes. Her mouth is constantly in motion—talking, smoking, and smirking. Whenever anyone tries to call her by her whole name, she’ll glare and correct them—Henry. It’s just Henry.


“Hey, Brandt,” she says cheerfully, nodding to Ciere. “Ava arrived. She says a shipment was just dropped off at the train station. Oh, and Cole wanted to let you know that a raccoon’s invaded the kitchen.”


Guntram’s grip on his pen tightens. Very carefully, he sets it down. “What is Cole doing?” he says warily.


“He put a hit out on it,” Henry replies, unable to hide her wicked grin. “Whoever kills the raccoon wins the last can of baked beans. And if anyone can do it with a headshot, we get meat for dinner.”


Guntram covers his mouth with a hand, but Ciere sees the way his mouth twitches—as if he’s resisting the urge to grimace. “All right. I need to take care of a few things, so tell Ava we’ll be leaving soon to pick up the supplies. As for Cole… well, tell him we’re probably going to get food soon.” He fixes Ciere with a look. “Not that it’s any of your business, but I’ve been making arrangements. We’ll be picking up new supplies this evening. As you can see, I’d never let things get too out of hand here.”


At that moment, they hear the unmistakable crack of gunfire followed by a whoop of triumph.


When Ciere returns to her bedroom—she’s sure it was once a storage closet—she finds Alan sitting on one of the two cots. He’s bundled up in his usual puffy jacket, leaning over a dusty book.


“Training with Guntram?” he asks, not looking up from his book.


She shakes her head, and then realizes he won’t see it. “Get up—we’re leaving.”


Alan smiles down at his book. “Ah. Your complaining finally got a reaction?”


“No,” she says. Then adds, “Maybe.”


“Guntram must value your opinion if he finally decided to leave the factory,” says Alan, closing the book.


“Actually, I’m pretty sure Cole announcing he was serving raccoon burgers tonight was the deciding vote.” She finds her heaviest jacket and pulls it on. “What’re you reading?”


Alan begins lacing up his boots. “Book I borrowed from Conrad. He’s got a small library.” He glances up, peeking at her through overlong bangs. “Did you know they got the name of the Syndicate from a Yeats poem?”


She snorts. “Yeah. Because I had time to minor in the classics while learning to pickpocket rich tourists.” She pulls on her coat, careful of the fresh scar along her arm. The gunshot wound has healed over the past month, but the new skin is still pink and tight. “How do you know that, anyway?”


“No friends,” he says simply. “Never went to school. I spent most days hiding in whatever house Rich—” He trips over the name, and there’s a flash of pain in his eyes. He forces himself to continue. “Anyway, my aunt would homeschool me. She liked poetry.” He ducks his head, attention on his freshly calloused hands as he works on his boots.


Ciere lets herself watch him. She has watched him since their first night with the Syndicate, so she’s seen the way he’s changed over the last five months. He was always nimble and careful, able to pick up pieces of shattered glass in the dark with his bare hands. But now he appears capable of using those same shards to defend himself. He has always been observant, but there’s a calculation behind his eyes. He no longer looks like a teenage boy whose only defense is to wedge a chair beneath a door.


And if Ciere is honest with herself, Alan looks… well, he looks good.


For just a moment, she entertains the thought of what it would feel like to sit down next to him on that bed, to lean into his warmth and know that she’d be welcome.


She wouldn’t be. Welcome, that is. Alan cares about one thing and one thing alone—keeping the Praevenir formula safe. Grubby, freshly scarred thieves do not factor into his life plans. She tries to push her emotions away, to concentrate on the task ahead.


Ciere turns away from him, feeling every bit the thief who walks away from a lock she’s not good enough to crack.


There’s one upside to the harsh winter—the streets are all but deserted. Guntram guides his Honda away from the abandoned factory and onto an icy road. They’re on the fringes of Newark, with tall buildings just visible through the clouds, but far enough that no one will stumble on their hideout.


The pickup team consists of Guntram, Conrad, Henry, and—much to Alan’s annoyance—Pruitt. All fighters, all experienced—well, excluding Ciere and Alan. Ciere chooses a seat far away from Pruitt and stares out the window, determinedly not making eye contact.


Ciere has never really liked Pruitt, not even before Jess was killed. There’s a sense of barely restrained violence around him, and it sets off all kinds of alarms in Ciere’s brain. Not all members of the Gyr Syndicate are immune—in fact, they’re a minority. There’s Guntram, the illusionist, and Pruitt, the eidos. Ciere has always wondered if Conrad is a dauthus; it would explain so much. But he’s never volunteered that information and Ciere isn’t brave enough to ask.


The drive to the train station takes nearly an hour—for a criminal, Guntram is surprisingly dedicated to traffic laws. He edges the car into an empty parking lot. Stacked crates and deserted cars indicate shipping trains, not passengers. It’s a good place for a drop-off—the kind Ciere might choose herself if she were meeting with a fence.


“The tracks will be shut down due to the snow,” says Guntram. He pushes his door open and fresh cold sweeps into the vehicle. Ciere’s skin crawls. Grimacing, she opens her own door and takes a careful step onto the frozen ground. Alan follows, a silent shadow at her back.


Ciere sucks in a breath of air and holds it in her lungs. When she exhales, a stream of mist escapes her lips.


The van parks a few feet away. Pruitt is the first to emerge. He stares deliberately away from Guntram and makes no attempt to hide the gun shoved into his belt. Conrad and Henry are similarly armed. The Syndicate doesn’t expect an attack, but they’re always ready for one.


“The supplies will be there,” says Guntram, pointing to a faraway loading dock. “However, since they’re small and this place is huge, we’re splitting up. The last thing I want is for someone to open a crate and find someone’s replaced our coffee with live grenades.”


“Or find a sniper waiting atop a train,” says Conrad. Ciere sneaks a glance upward, unable to help herself.


“Exactly,” says Guntram. “Henry, stay with the cars. Yell if anyone shows up. Giba and I will scout the area first, make sure it’s clear, and then we’ll whistle when it’s safe. Conrad, Ashbottom, Pruitt, you get the supplies.”


“One thing,” says Alan. “Where’re our walkie-talkies?”


It’s true, Ciere realizes as she glances at everyone’s belts. Usually they’re all carrying radios of some kind; Guntram always says staying in touch is the only sane way to operate.


Guntram frowns. “We ran out of batteries last week.” He turns north, pushing his way through a snowbank. Ciere glances around. Alan’s gaze briefly meets hers and a shiver passes through her bones. He nods once, a silent reassurance.


“Come on,” calls Guntram, and she hurries after him, pushing her way through the snow and around an abandoned train car. “Cover us,” he says, and Ciere sticks her tongue out at his turned back. Even so, she closes her eyes for a moment, lets her immunity take hold, and vanishes both herself and Guntram from sight. Guntram’s hand closes around her arm and she links elbows with him. It’s necessary when they can’t see each other.


The air has a muffled quality and there’s no sound from the nearby city—probably a result of so much snow. Together, they circle the train station. To Ciere’s eyes, the place is deserted; there are no fresh tracks in the snow, no sounds or smells that would indicate people.


The landscape would appear deserted—almost untouched by human hands—if not for the snow-covered trains and the stripes of paint left behind by taggers. Her eyes drift over the loops of color—gang symbols, a stylized word or two, and several lines of swears. One piece of graffiti is a star, drawn in brilliant yellow. It’s pretty, and completely unlike the other pieces of graffiti. Ciere’s eyes linger on it until she rounds a corner.


They remain silent for a good five minutes, until Guntram is sure the train station is empty. Then he whistles loud enough to make Ciere wince. She drops the illusion and he flickers into sight, two fingers still between his lips.


“We should circle around one more time,” she says, nodding the way they came.


Guntram just looks at her. “Or maybe you’re just avoiding someone?”


“Okay, fine. Pruitt,” says Ciere. “He’s still pissed off at me.”


Guntram moves confidently through the snow. “Actually, I thought you were avoiding Alan. Things have seemed a little… iffy lately.” He offers up a thin smile.


She scowls at him. “You’re leading a crime syndicate into war and you have time to worry about my life?”


“I was always a good multitasker.”


“Well, this is one task that doesn’t need a multi,” says Ciere, pushing past him. She strides ahead, kicking snow out of her path. “We’re friends and we’re fine.”


Guntram sighs. “You’re right about Pruitt, though. He isn’t happy with you.”


“When is he ever?” says Ciere.


“He has good reason. You let yourself be distracted and the illusion failed, thus killing his best friend.”


Snow stings her face and she wipes at it irritably. “Getting shot will do that to you.”


“You should’ve held on.”


“Yeah. And when exactly am I supposed to let go?” Annoyance gives her words a bite.


Guntram looks pained, as if she’s forcing him to state the obvious. “You hold on until your heart stops beating.”


She tries to think of a sarcastic reply and fails. “The others don’t hate me for it. I mean, Henry and Conrad aren’t holding a grudge.”


“Because no one they love was hurt,” says Guntram. “Jess and Pruitt were old friends. Imagine if it had been your bodyguard who’d been killed.”


Ciere crosses her arms. “I didn’t screw up,” she says, parsing her words carefully. “Well, I mean, I sort of did, but it wasn’t my fault. That day when Jess died. The arms dealers knew something was wrong before I dropped my illusion. The driver—you know, the pale-haired guy I told you about—he slowed the truck just before he hit the spikes, almost like he knew something was up. And then he managed to shoot me. Out of all the people there, shooting blind, the driver managed to hit me. The one person he needed to take down to destroy the illusion.” She forces herself to look Guntram in the eye and hold his gaze. “Almost like he could sense things that he shouldn’t have been able to.”


“You suspect he was immune,” Guntram says after a moment’s pause. “It’s possible. The Alberanis are just like any other crime family—they’ll press immune people into service, if it suits them.”


“Like Pruitt,” says Ciere dryly. “I heard you rescued his family from the Alkanovs?” A smile twists at her mouth. “And then there’s me.”


“You’re paying off a debt, not being pressed into service,” Guntram corrects, but then he switches back on topic. “You think the Alberani driver was an eludere.”


“It would explain everything,” says Ciere, adding hastily, “And it means I didn’t totally screw up.”


Guntram appears thoughtful, and he opens his mouth to reply. He never gets the words out.


Gunfire cracks the air.


Ciere ducks. It’s instinctive—she drops to the ground, drawing on her immunity. She pulls the blankness of the snow around her until she’s nearly invisible. Only after she’s sure no one can spot her does she look around.


Guntram remains still. His jaw is tight and he appears to be listening intently. Hollow echoes of the gunshot reverberate off the nearby train cars.


Sickening fear twists Ciere’s stomach. Her arm aches, the memory of the bullet wound fresh in her mind. “Where?” She barely manages to choke out the word, but Guntram understands. His attention sharpens, his whole body gone tight.


“Not here,” he says, and takes off at a dead sprint.


Ciere’s knees are locked, numb with panic, until Guntram’s words finally sink in. Not here. Someone else must be the target.


Alan.


She scrambles through the snow and slips on a patch of ice, her feet nearly falling out from under her. She catches herself on a train car, gloved fingers snagging on the rusty metal. Panic beats hard inside her chest.


She rounds the corner so quickly, she almost slams into Guntram. He’s frozen in place, his gaze fixed on something ahead. Her heart races and she knows, she just knows, that something horrible has happened. The Alberanis have found them. They’re under attack.
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Time to choose a side.
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