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Dedication
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If you clutch your pearls easily, oh, my sweet summer child, consider this your warning.

If you prefer to have those pearls dripping down your neck, you’re my kind of people. Let’s be friends. This book was written especially for you.😈🔥
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This book contains mature content, including references to sexual assault (NOT rape), and morally gray relationships. Reader discretion is advised.
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Chapter 1
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I KICKED MY LEGS USELESSLY in the air as someone hauled me deeper into the unlit corridor. My elbows swung back, wild and ineffective, panicked like my breaths. 

The hand over my nose and mouth suffocated me. Relentless fingers dug into my jawbone, the vise-like grip making it impossible to even sink my teeth into this fucker’s palm. 

Lena’s words thrummed on repeat in my brain. 

Kade, grow some balls...

Dance with her...

Get her a drink and slip this into it...

It’s untraceable...

Then, the death knell: We’ll take it from there.

We’ll take it from there, she’d said. 

Not I’ll take it from there.

I’d been so singularly focused on the fact that Kade had been plotting with Lena to drug me that I hadn’t paused to consider what phase two of this plan entailed. That, of course, Lena wasn’t working alone. That Xander had been wrong when he said the Freeborn couldn’t breach the veil surrounding the Whispering Ivy campus without him knowing.

Lena was Freeborn. She had to be. 

Fuck.

The Ivy Tunnels could be crawling with Freeborn, masked and lurking in every corner, hiding in plain damn sight, lying in wait to take me once I was unconscious. 

And one of them had decided, Well, screw the long game. 

I’d given them the opportunity to grab me, and they’d pounced. 

This was it.

This was how I died.

I was helpless, defenseless, useless.

No, you’re not. 

The voice was a whisper, barely audible over the cacophony of my fears, but it spoke the truth.

I wasn’t some damsel in distress. I was a goddess with superhuman strength. 

Use it, bitch!

I lifted my knee and then swung my foot back with all my might. My assailant howled as my heel connected with bone. I did it again, harder this time, and then we were falling.

In the split second before we hit the ground, I wrenched my arm free and drove my fist back into his thigh. As soon as he landed on the floor with a grunt, I jerked my head back. It collided with either his chin or nose with a sickening crunch even over the pounding music. 

Pain shot through the back of my skull. Sparks danced across my vision. I rolled free, scrambling to my knees, my chest heaving. I had to get up before he did. I had to get my foot to his—

“Tuesday, fuck, it’s me! Stop!”

I sucked in a gasp and froze. 

“Connor?” I whispered, squinting into the shadows. 

I could make out his silhouette, but not much else. Relief flooded through me, then it siphoned out, leaving nothing but my pounding heartbeat, my ragged breaths. 

“I think you broke my goddamn nose,” he groused, struggling to sit up.

I crawled over to him and shoved him back down onto the floor. He grunted and hissed out a breath.

“What the hell were you thinking, grabbing me like that?” I cried as I slapped his shoulders. “I thought you were one of the Freeborn! I thought they had me!”

He grabbed my wrists, his hold so tight I winced. I couldn’t see them, but I knew his eyes blazed with fury. 

“They very well fucking could have!” he yelled. 

“You didn’t have to grab me like that. You didn’t have to cover my mouth. You asshole!” I spat in his face.

I didn’t expect him to retaliate, but he spat right back in mine. 

My blood boiled, but it wasn’t the first time in my life I’d been spit on. One of Mom’s ex-boyfriends after I refused to fuck him. 

Now I left it there, unfazed.

“I couldn’t risk you screaming and drawing attention to us,” he said as his saliva rolled down my cheek. “The Ivy Tunnels are beyond the veil, Tuesday! Anyone—or anything—could be here. What the hell were you thinking leaving the apartment?”

Before I could answer, he flipped me onto my back. He straddled me, my hips pinned between his knees. With one hand, he pulled his shirt over his head and held it to his face. 

“Fuck,” he muttered.

“You’re bleeding,” I said, my voice flat. 

“Did you not hear me when I said I think you broke my nose? Dammit. I’m trying to keep you from getting killed! If I let you up, will you come back to the apartment—where you’re safe—with me willingly, or are you going to make me drag you out of here kicking and screaming?” 

“I’m anything but safe locked in that apartment with Kade!” I tried to bark a bitter laugh, but saying his name snatched the breath from my lungs. 

When I finally managed to inhale, the air caught in my chest, and when I exhaled, it came out as a sob. 

“Hey, hey, hey, hey.” Connor dropped his shirt and got off of me, sitting back on his haunches. He hefted me up and into his arms, holding me steady as I shook, rocking me back and forth as I broke down. “It’s okay. It’s okay. I’ve got you. I’m probably bleeding on you, but I’ve got you.” 

He stroked my hair as I cried, unable to form words.

“He’s with them, Connor,” I finally choked out. “He’s with the Freeborn.” 

“What?” He leaned back, holding me at arm’s length. “Who is? Jones? No way.” 

“I saw him.” I swallowed thickly. “With Lena.”

My eyes had adjusted to the darkness, and I could see his face now. 

Fiery rage burned away the disbelief in his gaze, shock giving way to fury. I should’ve felt the same way, but I was cold. Numb. 

“That bastard,” Connor snarled. “I’ll fucking kill him.” 

“I knew it, Connor.” The declaration wobbled on my tongue, on the verge of dissolving into a whimper. “He was the one who assaulted me in the library, and I knew it, and I told you, and no one would listen to me! You didn’t believe me, but I knew.” 

Connor stared at me, his mouth opening and closing, taking the blame I dished out at him without objection, without words, even though it wasn’t fair. 

I was to blame. After my initial accusations, I had been the one to let it go. I’d known I couldn’t trust anyone, but I had trusted Kade, hadn’t I? It hadn’t just been fucking. I had considered him a friend. Maybe even...more. That was no one’s fault but my own.

“Tell me what happened,” Connor said, his hands still on my shoulders, rubbing little circles into my skin with his thumbs.

“I heard them talking. Kade and Lena.” I swiped at my eyes, but fresh tears fell, and by the time I’d spilled the whole story, I was inconsolably ugly crying, my arms around Connor’s neck, clinging to him. 

“I would’ve downed anything he offered me without question. I would’ve made it easy for them,” I blubbered.

“Thank the gods you didn’t. Thank the gods I found you,” he whispered into my hair, his lips grazing my ear.

His warm breath against my skin sent a cold chill down my spine, my pulse thrashing. 

“Don’t blame yourself,” he said. “This wasn’t your fault.” 

But I wasn’t hearing him anymore.

Thank the gods I found you.

Swallowing hard, I extracted myself from his embrace and rose to unsteady feet.

Thank the gods I found you.

“We have to get you out of here.” He stood slowly, as if he didn’t want to spook me. But he already had. “It isn’t safe.”

Thank the gods I found you.

My legs felt boneless as I took one backward step, then another. Away from him. When I hit the wall, nowhere else to go, I gasped.

Dammit. 

I was such an idiot.

I focused on breathing. In. Out. In. Out.

I had to think. I needed my mind to clear for a damn second.

“Tuesday?” He sounded puzzled, but he could be faking. 

He could fake anything. 

“How did you find me, Connor?” I asked, fighting to sound steady, even as my trembling fingers clawed at the velvet wallpaper behind me, desperate for something—anything—to hold on to. 

My hand brushed something—a light switch. My breath hitched as a flipped it, and a bare bulb overhead flickered on.

“How did you find me?” I repeated. 

I glanced down at my bare feet, and his gaze followed. I deliberately hadn’t worn the shoes he’d put the tracker in. 

“I...” He left it at that, because of course he did.

He couldn’t give me the only answer he had. 

Because he was in on it. With Kade. With Lena. With the Freeborn.

He’d helped set the trap. There was no other way he could’ve known where I was.

Connor hadn’t found me. He’d followed me.

This wasn’t a coincidence. This was part of the plan.

He’d left the flyer on the refrigerator. He’d left the door open for me.

The realization drowned me. 

Lightheaded, dizzy, unable to breathe, I bolted. I had to get past him to get out. I had no other choice.

I barely made it three feet before his arms wound around me from behind, locking across my shoulders like a harness. He pulled me back into his chest.

“Let me go!” I screamed, thrashing. “LET ME GO!”

“Stop. Fuck, just stop, please—”

“You’re with them! You’re with them, you’re with them, you’re with—” I broke off, gasping, clawing at his forearms. 

That makes no sense, and you know it.

The thought came from inside my head, but it didn’t belong to me. 

The telepathic connection.

“I felt you,” he growled, spinning me around to face him. His hands lifted to either side of my face, not rough but firm, holding me there, forcing me to look him in the eyes. 

My bottom lip trembled.

“I don’t need a fucking tracker to know when you’re in trouble,” he said. “I just knew.”

We stared at each other while my mind reeled to catch up.

The telepathic connection? I asked.

Connor nodded. I just knew. 

Yeah, that sounded a lot like, Please believe me.

And I did. Because it was Connor.

He stepped toward me, and I met him halfway.

Then we clung to each other, both of us holding on for dear life.

You can trust me, he thought.

I know.

“We have to go,” he said. “We have to get you safe. Now.” 

I shook my head.

“Tuesday—”

I wrenched away from him. “I’m not running, Connor! This is the closest we’ve come to catching Lena since she disappeared. I want to catch her, and I want to kill her. Her and Kade.” 

“Hey.” He leaned down, looking me in the eyes, his hands warm on my neck. “We’ll get Lena. And Jones will get what he’s got coming to him. I swear to you. But we can’t fight this fight on our own. We don’t know how outnumbered we are here, and I can’t let anything happen to you. I have to get you out of the tunnels. Now.” 

His thoughts were racing, pleading, as his dark gaze bore into mine.

I nodded.

Connor took my hand, locking his fingers around mine. He pulled me into the belly of the tunnels, weaving us through the press of the crowd. The pulse of the bass thumped beneath our feet, the air laced with lust and danger and the threat of death.

We moved fast, dodging sex in chairs, in corners, on floors. The sounds of flesh slapping, people crying and begging and coming all at once, echoed all around us.

We didn’t look. We didn’t stop. We just moved.

I stayed close to him, matching his pace. 

The exit loomed in front of us.

Then I heard it.

“Geulia!”

My body seized mid-step, like someone had yanked an invisible chain around my throat.

Geulia.

Not Tuesday, not the name I went by now, but the name I went by before. My real name. The name only a few people at Whispering Ivy knew.

As if in slow motion, I turned toward the voice. 

He stood fifteen feet away, maybe twenty.

Dressed in black and a white mask with gold filigree. 

He raised both hands. No weapons. No threat.

Then he lifted the mask.

My stomach dropped through the floor.

“Rick,” I whispered.

The man who’d killed my mother.

The world spun too fast, blurring everything but us in the tunnel.

“Tuesday, come on!” Connor yelled, tugging me, but my feet wouldn’t move. “What is it? Why’d you stop—”

“It’s him. It’s Rick. Alfred Pomroy.” My heart beat so loudly I couldn’t even hear my own words.

“You have to run,” Connor hissed.

Rick just stood there. Smiling. Taunting. 

Connor grabbed my face, forcing me to look at him. His words came rapid fire, his voice urgent, desperate. “You understand if they kill you, the world as we know it ceases to exist, right? You get that, right? This isn’t hyperbole. You have to go.”

No, I didn’t understand that because no one had ever explained it quite like that.

Rick took one step towards us. Two. Three. 

Raw fear ricocheted through me, shredding my insides.

I wasn’t just looking at my mom’s killer.

I was looking at mine. 

The plan he had for me. It was worse than death.

Time itself froze.

This was it. This was the end.

Connor stepped between me and Rick, shielding my body with his. “Run.” 

“Come with me!” I pleaded, yanking on his arm.

“Hey, Geulia,” Rick called over the music and the fucking, with a casualness that chilled me to the bone. “I just wanna talk for a minute.”

“Now, Tuesday!” Connor’s voice cracked like a whip. “Don’t stop. Don’t look back. Get to the apartment. Call my dad and tell him what’s happening.”

My heart shrieked at me not to leave Connor with Rick. 

Go! he yelled inside my mind. 

I turned and ran. 
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Chapter 2

[image: ]




THE AIR PUNCHED IN and out of my lungs like fists. My bare feet slapped the pavement, my toes catching on cracks, roots, and nothing at all. The night air tasted like acid on my tongue, burned my eyes. 

The words I left him I left him I left him pounded in my skull. Nothing in my life had ever felt so wrong. Nothing.

Every step I took felt like a betrayal, but still, I ran. 

By the time I got to the apartment, I was shaking so hard I could barely stand.

Only then did I turn and look behind me, my heart thundering. No sign of Connor. No sign of anyone. Just moonlight and shadows and too much quiet. Campus stood eerily still, like the whole world held its collective breath until it knew he was okay. 

I dragged myself to the door and slammed my hand against the keypad. Like a complete jackass, I’d closed the door on my way out. 

And I didn’t know the fucking code.

I couldn’t get back in. 

I couldn’t call Xander.

“DAMMIT!” I slammed my fist against the door. 

Malcolm. Was he home? 

A flash of hope lit up all the darkness inside me.

Maybe he’d come back while we were gone.

I banged on the door until it felt like the bones in my hands had splintered. Screamed his name until I tasted blood at the back of my throat. 

Nothing.

I stumbled back, tripping over my own damn feet, and collapsed. My elbows hit the ground. My head dropped between my knees.

I needed to get up. I needed to go to Xander. To tell him—

Tell him what?

That his son had come to save me, and I’d left him alone with my mother’s killer? My mother’s killer and fuck only knew how many other members of the Freeborn? 

Had I run because of what Connor said? 

If they kill you, the world as we know it ceases to exist.

No.

I had not been thinking about the world as we knew it.

I had been thinking, I don’t want to die. 

I was a coward.

A fucking coward.

I curled my fingers into my scalp and pulled hard, like I could yank the thoughts out of my brain. I wanted to scream, but my voice was gone. 

I couldn’t scream, and I couldn’t move. 

All I could do was sit here and think, Please be okay please be okay please be okay.

Because fuck it all to hell, Kade’s betrayal should’ve made all of my goddamn walls go back up, shutting everyone out, but all tonight had done when it came to Connor was lay my heart bare in a way I couldn’t ignore. 

I had fucking feelings for fucking Connor.

I had feelings for him, and I’d likely left him to—

Footsteps.

I lifted my head too fast, and the ground tilted. My heart launched itself into my throat, already screaming, Connor! before my voice could catch up. 

He stumbled out of the dark, one hand clutched to his side, the other dragging along the wall like it was the only thing keeping him upright.

He didn’t speak. Not at first. He just looked at me. 

And then...

“Come here.” 

Those words scraped across my soul. 

I ran to him. 

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” I croaked, burying my face in his neck. 

“I’m okay,” he said, his voice raw. His arms wound around my waist, and he swayed slightly. “We’re okay.” 

I didn’t realize I was crying until I tasted salt on my tongue.

“What happened?” I pulled back just enough to look at him, framing his jaw in my hands. “Are you okay?”

He didn’t answer right away. He scanned the sidewalk and beyond, the windows, the empty darkness.

“Not here,” he said. “We need to go inside.”

“I couldn’t get in. I couldn’t call your dad.”

Our arms still around each other, he reached past me and typed in the code without hesitation. The door clicked open. 

“The code’s your birthday, by the way,” he announced.

I gaped at him. “Are you fucking serious? How do you even know my birthday?”

He turned back to me, his gaze flicking across my face like he wanted to make sure I understood what he was really saying. That’s the key to the cage. You can leave anytime you want. I trust you. Despite everything, I trust you.

“I know everything about you, Asspain,” he said out loud. “Come on.”

He gestured for me to go in first, then he slammed the door closed behind us and turned the deadbolt. 

Without speaking, he crossed the room with an uneven gait and collapsed onto the couch.

“You were not kidding when you said I broke your nose,” I said, stepping toward him. “Fuck, Connor. Your face is fucked.”

“No kidding. I always knew you were hard-headed, but—” 

“Don’t you dare joke right now because the rest of you seems pretty messed up, too.”

“My face will be fine. I will be fine.”

“I’ll be the one to determine that,” I muttered and walked over to search the freezer. “We don’t have an ice pack, so this will have to do.”

He turned to see what I was holding up. “Is that a pouch of frozen blood?” 

“We’re not going to question what it is. We’re just going to let it help get the swelling down.” I crossed toward him and settled on the couch next to him.

He grimaced when I pressed it gently to his nose.

“Hold that there and let me see the rest of it,” I ordered.

He waved a hand, as if to say go ahead.

I knelt in front of him and winced when I got a closer look. He had a long gash across his ribs, still oozing. Bruises bloomed down his side, angry and dark. Scrapes. Burns. A chunk of skin was missing from his shoulder, like something had tried to rip him apart.

“Shit, Connor,” I whispered. “We need to get you to a hospital. Or at least the on-campus clinic.” 

He shook his head, his sandy-brown hair flopping in his face. “We need to call my dad. The Sovereign need to know—”

“You’re my only priority right now.” I hurried to the bathroom and grabbed the first-aid kit, then I crouched again in front of him and began cleaning his wounds. 

He hissed through his teeth.

I bit my lip. “A couple of these places probably need stitches.”  

“Let me go call my dad, and I’ll let you stitch me up,” he said.

I eyed him. Was he serious? “I’m not really much of a seamstress, Connor—”

He leaned forward and kissed me on my temple. Then he got to his feet, a little steadier now. “I’ll be right back.” 

When he returned, he had a bottle of whiskey, a sewing kit, and a lighter. 

I shook my head slowly as he pulled out a needle and held it to the flame. “Oh no... Connor, I can’t—” 

“We can’t leave this apartment again until we know the veil wasn’t breached,” he said. “We can wait awhile and see if the bleeding stops, if you don’t want to...”

I grabbed a spool of thread while a part of me deflated. I only had a basic idea of what to do, and that know-how stemmed from the movies where the characters had everything tidied up in less than two minutes. 

“Put the ice pack back on your face,” I ordered.

He did—after knocking back some of the whiskey and offering me the bottle. I took a sip, hoping it would calm my fraying nerves, but it only burned a trail of fire down my throat.

I worked in complete silence, my hands shaking, trying to ignore it when he flinched. I wasn’t even sure I breathed.

He set the ice pack aside and drank more. 

“Okay, well, you gotta see an actual medical professional ASAP. I have little faith that this antibiotic cream that expired a year ago will keep these from getting infected,” I said, in lieu of the question on the tip of my tongue. 

I wanted to ask what kind of weapon Rick had, but I also didn’t want to know.

“Please don’t think less of me,” he said quietly as I bandaged up a shallow cut on his stomach. 

I looked up then and met his eyes. “Why would I think less of you?” 

He held my stare for several beats, his expression empty. “I killed him, Tuesday.” 

I nodded slowly. I hadn’t really stopped to think about it, but deep down, hadn’t I known both of them wouldn’t make it out alive? 

“Okay,” I said.

Connor’s eyebrows rose. “I tell you I just murdered someone, and...okay?”

I huffed out a breath. “Right. I should’ve said thank you.” 

That made something on his face crack. A breathless little sound left his chest. Almost a laugh. Almost not.

He gazed at me, his throat working, pain in his brown eyes.

“You saved me,” I said simply. “So thank you.”

He opened his mouth and then shut it, and he screwed his eyes shut briefly. “I snapped his neck like it was nothing. Zero regrets.”

“You shouldn’t have any regrets. He was a monster.”

He was shaking his head before I’d even finished. “I’m a monster. I have this anger, this darkness, this cruelness inside me. I can’t control it.”

He fell quiet, didn’t move. Just watched me, his eyes unreadable, his body rigid.

“Darkness? Cruelness?” I sat back on my haunches in front of him. “I hadn’t noticed. Like, at all.” 

He rolled his eyes, but then he held out his hand for mine. “Come here. Please.” 

I hesitated, not quite sure what to do with these warm feelings for him that grew warmer by the minute. When he was with me, I became more aware of these feelings. When we were separated, I felt the loss in the hollowness of my chest.
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