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CHAPTER 1


          

        

      

    

    
      The battle within is always the hardest. This is what I’ve learned throughout my time as a Beautiful One, and what I’ve come to acknowledge as a firm and sudden truth. This is why, while standing here, listening to the sound of gunfire and the stranger’s voice in front of me, I internally debate what exactly is going to happen.

      This could be a trap, my conscience offers.

      Or, I think, it could be our salvation.

      I am not the only one whose safety I have to consider. After losing Daniel, and so violently at that, I cannot afford to make a mistake.

      Which is why I step through the threshold without a second thought.

      “What’re you doing?” Wu asks. “You can’t just go in there!”

      “She’s right,” I say, turning my head to look at the woman who claims to be a member of the Southern Saints. “If we don’t accept their help, there’s no telling what might happen.”

      “You could be killed,” the woman says. “Or worse: captured. Have you heard what the North does to girls from the South?”

      “I—” Wu starts to say. “I don’t⁠—”

      Ceyonne steps forward. “Come on,” she says, reaching up to wipe a tear from her eye. “We’re only putting ourselves in more danger by staying out here.”

      The door at the top of the stairwell bursts open, and the man who had initially pointed a gun in my face comes barreling down the steps. “We need to hurry,” he says. “I don’t know if they saw me.”

      “Now’s your chance,” the woman says, returning her gaze to Wu. “Stay here, or come with us. Your fate rests in your own hands.”

      Wu considers me, then the woman, then the stairwell, then stamps her foot and lets out a sound between a whine and a growl before crying, “Okay! Fine! I’ll go with you!”

      “Come inside. Quickly now!”

      Wu and Ceyonne pass through the threshold just in time for someone to start banging on the door leading to the outside world.

      The woman slams and locks the door with three long iron bars, then turns to face us. “Follow me,” she says, “and don’t stop for anything.”

      She turns and begins to make her way down an impossibly-narrow hall.

      I hesitate to follow—not because I am afraid of what we’ll face, but of what might follow in our wake.

      “Go,” the man with the gun says. “I’ll be right behind you.”

      Not sure whether to be reassured or thankful, I nod and begin to make my way down the corridor with haste I could’ve never possibly imagined.

      After coming out of the impossibly-hot and violent night, this concrete paradise feels cold and remote, as if we are standing in a place filled with ice and malice.

      Still, that doesn’t stop me from following; and still, I make haste, pursuing the woman whose flickering lighter is the only beacon within this dark place.

      She comes to a halt at the edge of the corridor and waits for us to catch up before turning down another hall.

      How long can this go? I wonder.

      I don’t know, and that’s what scares me.

      The further we make our way into this strange place, the harder it will be to escape if something goes wrong. And if something goes wrong⁠—

      I shake my head.

      No.

      These people—these men and women who might possibly be the Southern Saints—could have left all of us for dead. Instead, they chose to offer us sanctuary, and are now working to put distance between us and our would-be assailants.

      The reality is utterly baffling.

      I’ve always been told to avoid groups who bear strange names, who live on the fringes of society, who oppose aspects of the government that have been established for decades and more. Now, I’m following them into the dark, with no hope of turning back even if I wanted to.

      Swallowing, I take a deep breath and continue to pursue the woman down the hallway.

      Halfway down it, she stops and turns to her right.

      “Where is she—” I start to ask.

      The man cuts me off by saying, “Go. Now.”

      So I follow, steadfast in my determination to keep both me and my friends safe.

      By the time the woman finally stops, it’s to bang on another iron door, and to yell, “Carter! It’s us!”

      A metal inset slides aside to reveal a pair of brown eyes set below bushy brows. “Patrice?” he asks. “Who’s with you?”

      “It’s me, Eugene, and three girls.”

      “Beautiful Ones?” he asks. “Patrice! Are you crazy? Do you know what will happen if anybody finds out⁠—”

      “No one’s going to find out,” Patrice says. “Now open this damn door! They spotted Eugene before he could make it down the stairwell. There’s no telling if they know he came through the old passageways.”

      “You’re crazy,” the man says as he slides several locks out of place. “Absolutely, one-hundred percent craz⁠—”

      Patrice pushes the door open as soon as the lock is undone. “Come on, girls,” she says. “Hurry now. With me.”

      I enter first, followed by Ceyonne, then Wu.

      It takes a moment for my eyes to adjust to the small space, but when they do, I see that we are in some kind of underground tunnel, and that the only light here is from an old-fashioned lantern, burning bright the candle within it.

      The brown-eyed man named Carter looks at me—gaze wide, mouth agape. “Patrice,” he says. “It’s⁠—”

      “Kelendra Cross. I know.”

      “You have no idea what you’re doing,” Carter continues, turning his eyes on the woman as she ushers Eugene inside before securing the door behind us. “If the capitol finds out that we’ve taken these girls in⁠—”

      Patrice shakes her head and lifts the lamp from the floor. “Come on,” she says. “We need to get to the halls.”

      “The halls?” I ask, trembling due to not only my fear, but the nonexistent warmth in the air. “Where are you taking us?”

      “Somewhere safe.”

      “That isn’t good enough!” Wu cries.

      “Wu,” Ceyonne says. “Please.”

      “What if they’re the North?” the girl asks. “And what if they are the ones who’s going to do God knows what?”

      “Have we hurt you?” Patrice asks. “Have we gagged you? Blindfolded you? Tied you up? Shoved bags over your heads or knocked you out? Because that’s what the men outside will do. You’re too pretty for your own good, girl. I’m sure they’d love to get a hold of you and do only God knows⁠—”

      “Patrice,” Carter says.

      The woman narrows her eyes at the guard, but sighs before returning her attention to Wu and saying, “Sometimes, you just have to trust the people around you. I know you’re scared, but now is not the time to let your emotions get the best of you. You think, you die. That is what gets you killed.”

      I swallow the lump in my throat and press a hand against Wu’s bare arm.

      The girl nods and says, “Okay. I’ll come with you.”

      “Good girl.” Patrice pats her face and spins to face the tunnel. “I’ll take the lead. Eugene, you guard the rear.”

      “Yes ma’am,” the man with the gun says.

      Lamp in hand, eyes set ahead, the woman begins to guide us down the tunnel.

      And I, with little choice in the matter, follow.

      Our footsteps echo in the dark and hollow space. The sound of boots, the pad of feet, and the whisper of breaths permeate the space like vengeful ghosts wishing harm upon the living. My first thought is that we are being too loud, but then I consider the fact that we are beneath the ground and realize that no one can hear us.

      No one.

      No one to hear us walk. Breathe.

      Scream.

      I close my eyes and take a deep breath as we continue to make our way down the tunnel.

      It seems to go on forever.

      On one hand, I am thankful, as it puts space between us and whomever may have seen Eugene. On another, it leaves me in a state of panic, because if this is truly a trap, then we are swiftly weaving our way into it.

      I expel a breath as I look forward—into the darkness ahead. “How much further?” I ask.

      “The halls are hidden within this place,” Patrice explains, “and made to be confusing. You have to know what you’re looking for in order to find where we hide.”

      “Is this, like, a secret base or something?” Ceyonne says.

      “It’s exactly that.”

      The tightness in my chest continues to worsen, as does my ability to breathe.

      Don’t panic, I think. It’s not in your best interest to lose your wits now.

      I count the passages we pass by, and attempt to piece together any rhyme or reason to them. Nothing makes sense here, in this dark and lonely place. The metal rails that run alongside us lead me to believe that this was once a train station, but I have never known trains to run underground, and I would’ve never imagined one being here, beneath the city.

      So… this place was simply abandoned?

      My question cannot be asked, nor answered, as soon, Patrice is lifting the lamp and saying, “Here we are.”

      “How do you know?” Wu asks.

      “I just do,” Patrice replies, stepping toward the threshold leading into the dark passage. “Follow me.”

      We do—slowly, effortlessly, but with trepidation I know is born of fear.

      Behind us, Eugene stops and says, “I’ll wait here.”

      “Do you have your flashlight?” Patrice asks.

      Eugene pats his hip. “Yes. I won’t use it unless I hear something, though.”

      “Good man. Come, girls. It’s just a little further. Then we can get you in some proper clothes and shoes.”

      “What is this place?” Ceyonne says.

      “The plan was to build the biggest underground railroad in all the south,” Patrice explains. “It was supposed to run east and west, from one corner of the country to the other.”

      “Then the war started,” Carter adds, “and that idea went to hell in a handbasket.”

      “As everything does,” I say.

      Ceyonne and Wu turn their heads to look at me, but offer no further comment.

      “The terminal is down this hallway,” Patrice says, taking the first few steps forward. “Mind your feet. The ground isn’t very steady here.”

      The texture beneath my feet is alien—reminiscent of a world that has long-since been abandoned. As we walk, though, and as I look around, I see memorabilia of the old world—of men and women, celebrities I would imagine, and posters that dictated shows that used to run on television. I long to reach out and touch them—to imagine what my world used to be like at one point—but find that I can’t. They are too far away, both physically and metaphorically, for me to ever grasp.

      When we reach what appears to be an end of the first long passage, Patrice spins to face us and says, “There’s a good number of us here. Don’t be afraid.”

      “We won’t be,” I say, turning to face my friends. “Right?”

      Ceyonne and Wu don’t respond.

      I muster up as much courage as I can before stepping forward.

      Within moments, the sound of voices begins to drift forward from a dimly lit row of what used to be shops.

      “Patrice?” someone calls. “Is that you?”

      “Yes, Ashton. It’s me.”

      “What in God’s name is going on up there?”

      “I don’t know,” she says. “Someone is attacking the city. They bombed the Spire, set fire to the streets. Soldiers are everywhere.”

      “And you brought… girls here?”

      “They aren’t just girls, Ashton. They’re Beautiful Ones.”

      As the light falls upon the young man’s face, I take note of his fiery auburn hair, of his freckled skin, of his bright green eyes that look similar to mine, and see the awe in his gaze—born not out of reverence, but dread.

      I force a smile a smile and say, “Hello.”

      “I still think this is a bad idea,” Carter says from behind me.

      “Shut up,” Patrice says. “We’ve committed ourselves by bringing them in.”

      “We could take them back. Say we were sheltering them. Keeping them safe.”

      “And you don’t think that wouldn’t draw the wrath of the government down on us? We’re an outlying faction, and considered no better than the Fanatical. They’d execute us faster than you could load bullets into a gun.”

      “Maybe not,” Carter says. “Maybe they’d give us mercy. Maybe they wouldn’t bother to take us in. Maybe… maybe…”

      Patrice shakes her head. “No. They stay here, and that’s final.”

      No one counters the woman’s statement. Why, I can’t be sure, because as I’ve come to understand, most common women within the city are not made to be leaders. However—these men, contrary as they happen to be, are also respectful, which leads me to believe that she could be someone of importance. Someone of worth. Someone high in the ranks of the Southern Saints.

      While a part of me wants to believe that these people pose us some risk, and therefor are dangerous, another part knows that they could’ve left us out in the dark to a fate only the Great God would know.

      While Patrice continues to argue with Carter over the potential ramifications of our presence, the young man named Ashton watches us with calm yet cautious eyes. Kind as they are, they hold a suspicion that I know comes from our presence, and as a result, I can’t press myself to greet him any further.

      He’s wary, I think, of what your purpose here is.

      My purpose, I think?

      I could almost laugh.

      My purpose, if it so happens to even mean anything anymore, was over the moment I set foot in this place—gone like the wind on a warm summer’s day. And besides that: anyone with a shred of intelligence could say that this whole ordeal was my fault.

      You brought them here. Pulled them down. Made the city quiver. Made it shake.

      I shiver in the cold permeating the space and turn my head to regard Ceyonne and Wu—who, dressed like me, remain ramrod straight and stiff as boards. Not a hint of emotion shines on either of their faces. They are like mirrors in that sense, with dusty complexions whose true emotions cannot be discerned.

      When finally Carter throws his hands into the air and storms off, Patrice turns to the three of us and says, “Now that that’s over with, let’s get you girls into some proper clothes.”

      “You have some?” Ceyonne asks.

      “Yes, dear girl. We do.”

      She doesn’t bother to speak further. Rather, Patrice takes hold of the lantern that Ashton has been holding before starting forward, leading us deeper into the array of stores that stand sentinel like lost ghosts whose purposes have long since been abandoned. In them, we see lights shining, some people moving, a choice few sleeping. Those that do happen to look on do so with a sense of unease that is palpable, and heard in the whispers on their lips.

      “Who are they?” one asks

      “Are they,” another questions, “Beautiful Ones?”

      “That’s ridiculous,” a third counters. “Why would there be Beautiful Ones here?”

      Their voices carry, to the point where Wu, whose steadfast determination to remain strong has kept her afloat for the time being, begins to tremble. She draws her hands across her chest and takes hold of her arms to keep them from shaking.

      “Hey,” Ceyonne says, reaching out to press a hand on the girl’s back. “Everything’s going to be fine.”

      “How do you know?” Wu asks.

      “Because we’re here. Underground. Safe.”

      “We’re not safe anywhere,” the girl replies. “Not so long as we’re in the city.”

      “You’re the safest you can possibly be,” Patrice offers from ahead.

      Whether or not that’s true I’ve yet to determine.

      It doesn’t matter, though. Within moments, Patrice is stopping in front of what used to be a clothing boutique and withdrawing a set of keys from her pocket. She slides one into a lock, twists, begins to turn a lever, which lifts a metal grate that separates us from a content within. She then turns to us and says, “I trust you won’t take more than you need?”

      “No ma’am,” Ceyonne says. Wu is only able to nod.

      “Normally, we wouldn’t let anyone in here without strict supervision, since this is where we keep all our supplies that aren’t our weapons. However—I imagine that the three of you aren’t looking to steal, so I’m going to trust that you’ll take clothes, and only clothes.”

      “Where will you be?” I ask.

      “Right here,” Patrice says. She extends the lantern toward me with a nod and says, “Mrs. Cross.”

      “Patrice.”

      “We will discuss your involvement with us come time you return.”

      Though I nod in response, the action is automatic and without true intent: born of following orders and taking commands. Because of that, I don’t think much of it, and as such, turn and begin to lead Wu and Ceyonne into the boutique.

      The shorter girl is upon me almost as soon as we are out of earshot. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Wu asks. “Why are you siding with them?”

      “I’m not siding with anyone,” I reply, turning to glance back down the aisle of boxes, at the end of which Patrice stands looking out into the depths of the tunnel. “Keep your voice down. They might hear.”

      “Keep my voice down?” Wu laughs. “You think I’m the one who’s going to get us into trouble?”

      “Wu—”

      “She has a point,” Ceoynne replies, crossing her arms over her chest. “We are in this situation because of you.”

      “What situation is that?” I reply, turning to face Ceyonne. I wait a moment for her to respond before adding, “Surely you wouldn’t rather be out in the dark?”

      “I don’t know where I’d rather be, Kel.”

      “We could be captured by the North,” I stress, “and have only God knows what happen to us.” I wait for the words to sink in before adding: “Do you seriously think I had any other choice? I had a gun pointed at my head. I wasn’t about to risk letting the two of you get shot.”

      “That still doesn’t excuse it!” Wu snaps.

      Sighing, I reach up to brush my hair away from my face and set the lamp down on a nearby box—hoping, with everything I can muster, that Patrice, if she can hear, will understand the girl’s concern, and not take it as anything more than fear.

      But you don’t know, my conscience is quick to offer. You have no idea what they’ll think.

      Either way, I can’t dwell on it; and for that reason, turn and begin to skim the racks of clothing.

      Wu starts, “I think we should discuss this.”

      I reply with, “I don’t know what there is to discuss.”

      “Of course you do! You’re the one who got us into this mess!”

      “I—” I start, then stop before I can continue.

      The gravity of the situation is only just beginning to settle in. Weighing on me like a boulder, and pressing me to the earth, I struggle to hold myself together in the face of what is undoubtedly the greatest persecution.

      It isn’t taking much to realize that they both think I had a role in all of this.

      Did you, though? Did you really?

      I swallow the lump in my throat and sigh before saying, “I’m sorry.”

      My response disarms Wu. The anger from her face disappears almost immediately, and the tightness in her jaw dissipates soon after. “Kel,” she starts.

      “I didn’t know what to do,” I reply, trembling, now, from the weight of it all. “I thought I was doing the right thing by helping them.  By going to the Rita Blanca. By journeying to the Divide. I thought… I thought that, if I could just help them, something would get better. But now?” I ask. “Now, I think I’ve made the biggest mistake of my life, and people have died because of it. My father. My people. My husband.” I inhale a deep breath and say, “I’m sorry, you guys. I wish there was something more I could say or do.”

      The I let out a long, low sob, and collapse to the floor.

      The flood of emotions comes barreling at me.

      The Procession⁠—

      The journey⁠—

      The war outside⁠—

      The battle within⁠—

      My father’s death⁠—

      My husband’s murder⁠—

      My friends’ lives, shattered⁠—

      There is no amount of relief that could be spared for me at this moment, at this great and horrible time; and like a banshee waiting to release her ungodly scream, I struggle to keep everything together.

      Ceyonne is on her knees next to me in seconds, Wu shortly thereafter.

      All I can say, in the end, is: “I’m sorry.”

      And then I weep.
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      We remain in the boutique for as long as we can without drawing suspicion. Drawing clothes from racks, checking to ensure they will fit our frames, testing, then pulling them over our heads and up our legs—it is an effort measured in the time my friends take so I can recover, or at least recover as best as I can.

      By the time we are dressed and ready to go, a number of minutes have passed, and Patrice is getting antsy. “You girls almost done in there?” she asks.

      “Yessum,” Ceoynne says as we step into the area of lamplight. “We’re done.”

      Patrice glances us over with cautious, and judging, eyes. Though we are dressed in simple shirts and jeans, we wear jackets or bear shawls around our shoulders to stave off the unbearable cold. This in itself wouldn’t have been an issue up above, for if it were truly cold, clothes would be provided to us. Here, though, and now, we have to consider that we are taking from others, and not having things willingly provided to us.

      The woman doesn’t seem to mind what we have taken—or at least if she does, she is not saying anything. Rather, she nods, lifts the lantern into her hand, and says, “Follow me.”

      So we do—down the row of nearly-vacant shops whose interiors are lit only by the lanterns in their possession. I try not to allow guilt to harbor within me, but at the same time, I can’t help but think of what has come as a result of our actions.

      Daniel.

      His blood, like my father’s, is now on my hands.

      Just how much can one person take?

      You’ve grinned and bore more, my conscience is quick to offer.

      Besides, it then adds. He was just temporary.

      Temporary? I think. How could Daniel have just been temporary? He was a living person—a young man with his whole life ahead of him. How could my conscience, even as devilish as it happens to be, say that he was temporary?

      I shake my head to dispel the thoughts from within and find Ceyonne glancing over at me, a questioning, unsure look in her eyes.

      The gaze doesn’t last long, however. Her attention is abruptly jarred to the world before us as Patrice stops before a lonely shop that used to resemble a small diner.

      “This is where you will rest for now,” Patrice says.

      “Why are we so far away from the others?” Wu asks.

      “Because—we are still unsure how to proceed now that we have you in our possession.”

      “What’re you—” Ceyonne starts.

      Patrice’s sharp gaze cuts the girl off. “We do not know how to proceed,” she says, “because we are in a precarious situation. We have three Beautiful Ones, one of whom is undoubtedly your most infamous, in our possession.”

      “Can’t you just give us back?” I ask.

      The woman shakes her head. “No. We can’t.”

      Her statement makes my blood run cold.

      “Why?” Wu asks, her voice soft.

      “Because, dear: we are an outlying faction who opposes the government. If they even so much as caught wind of where you might be, they’d storm this place and kill everyone here, no matter their involvement.”

      “How do you—” Wu starts.

      I shake my head. “It doesn’t matter,” I say. “Our fates our sealed.”

      “See? Mrs. Cross understands the severity of our predicament.” Patrice turns and gestures to the inside of the diner before offering me the lantern. “Go inside and rest. We’ll discuss this further once you’ve had some sleep.”

      “Thank you,” Ceyonne offers in a short, low voice, then turns and steps into the diner.

      Wu follows next, I shortly thereafter.

      I’m not surprised when a metal gate is lowered to block us in.

      “Why—” Wu starts.

      “Insurance,” Patrice says, then locks the gate into place before turning and stalking off.

      There are several moments of silence in the moments following the woman’s departure. Unsure what to think, and even more unsure what to say, I set the lantern atop the bar and turn my head to regard the thick quilts that have been arranged along the floor, then the metal gate dividing us from our escape.

      Wu is the first to say, “This was a bad idea.”

      To which I respond with, “It could’ve been.”

      Ceyonne doesn’t bother to offer her comments on the matter. Rather, she settles down on the floor, closes her eyes, then expels a long, pent-up breath before finally offering, “At least we’re safe.”

      But for how long?

      This is the thought that bothers me the most as I contemplate our situation. Knowing, beyond any measure of a doubt, that we are at least hidden for the time being, offers me a small shred of comfort. However: it also leads me to believe that our reveal, as stunning as it will eventually be, will be met with intense scrutiny.

      Why didn’t you run, they will ask, when you had the chance to flee?

      Why did you go with a gunman, they will question, when he was pointing his rifle at your head?

      Why did you go with them when they declared themselves The Southern Saints?

      I could say we didn’t run, I think, because we could not; that we went with a gunmen because he guaranteed safety; that we went with them only because the enemy was at our backs. Fleeing, on the other hand, would have been impossible, because behind a metal gate we were held prisoner, if only to shelter the people whose lives we were not responsible for.

      I shake my head as I seat myself beside Ceyonne and Wu—and try, without success, to dispel the imagery from my brain. It isn’t surprising to me when it just keeps coming, and offering more than I could’ve ever anticipated.

      “You okay?” Ceyonne asks, turning her head to look at me.

      “I’m responsible for people other than myself,” I reply. “I don’t know how I can be okay with that.”

      “I wasn’t talking about that. I mean… Daniel.”

      Daniel.

      I close my eyes and take a deep breath before opening them to look at Ceyonne once more. “I don’t know what would have happened if he’d’ve come along,” I reply. “They… don’t look like they’re much better off than we are. He could’ve bled to death and nothing would’ve changed.”

      “I just can’t believe it.”

      “He was so stupid,” Wu says. “He could’ve run with us. He didn’t have to push Ceyonne out of the way.”

      “It could’ve been me, though,” Ceyonne returns. “I can’t fault him for making sure we were safe.”

      “He’s right,” I say. “You know what the North does to girls like us.”

      Wu doesn’t say anything. She merely trembles and spreads out along the large quilt.

      After taking a long, deep breath, I, too, lie down, and curl into a ball to try and fight off the dull chill that permeates this place.

      “You gonna be okay?” Ceyonne asks after a moment.

      “I don’t know,” is all I can respond with.

      I close my eyes and submit myself to sleep, knowing all the while that, within hours, I will be facing a new obstacle.

      I will be facing the Southern Saints.

      

      I sleep for what feels like hours, though is likely only a few. During it, I dream of our flight, and of the events that occurred during it.

      The rumble⁠—

      The explosion⁠—

      The fire⁠—

      The fear⁠—

      The way the SADs had burst through our door⁠—

      The way they’ d told us to run.

      Run.

      As fast as we can⁠—

      ‘Cause fire can’t hurt you like the North can.

      There’d been a brief moment of disbelief, I know, as we’d run—as through the tower and onto the ground floor we’d emerged. There’d been me, Ceyonne, Wu, and Daniel too.

      And finally, the shot that ended it all.

      Daniel’s had snapping forward⁠—

      Colliding with the glass⁠—

      His brain as it splattered across the pane⁠—

      I wake with a start, jarred forward by the inevitable pull of panic, and blink back the tears that course down my face.

      Trembling, now, in the thick of it all, I inhale a great breath and then expel it with the tiniest sob.

      Thankfully, neither of my friends are awakened.

      Unfortunately, someone standing outside the gate tuns to acknowledge me.

      “You okay?” the man asks.

      I blink, stunned, still unsure where we are or how we got here. Then it comes rushing back to me, and I’m saying, “I… I think I am.”

      The young man named Ashton sighs as he leans forward to snare his fingers through the metal, and says, “I’m sorry, but I’m not supposed to let you out.”

      T.S.S.

      The Southern Saints.

      The words strike me accordingly—each punctuating my conscience as if they are bullets lodging into an unfortunate man’s brain—-and cause me to reel in discomfort. I find myself taking another deep breath, then reaching up to wipe the tears from my eyes.

      Ashton doesn’t comment on my tears. Rather, he sighs, turns to look out the dark corridor, and says, “Patrice said⁠—”

      “I’m not worried about getting out,” I reply.

      “You’re not?” Ashton asks.

      I shake my head. “No. I’m… content, I guess you could say, to stay here—at least, for now.”

      “You’re safer behind bars.”

      “Why?”

      “Because some people are concerned that you might try to leave. That you might talk.”

      “I’m not going to talk,” I reply.

      “But are you going to leave?”

      To this, I have no reply. Instead, I simply shake my head.

      With a nod, Ashton turns his head to regard the empty space once more and says, “Patrice went to go get Dusty. He’ll be back to discuss the situation with you soon.”

      “Who’s Dusty?” Ceyonne asks from beside me. I turn my head just in time to see her eyes crack open to examine the world in front of us.

      “Dusty McGee’s our leader. He’s… the one who helms the Southern Saints, and makes all the shots.”

      Nodding, I cross my arms over my chest and rise to stretch my arms and legs, then approach the gate cautiously, much to Ashton’s discomfort. The young man is nervous. Hiding behind his hair, he looks at me with a gaze not unlike a hurt dog, and likely expects me to say something completely out of the ordinary.

      But what?

      Does he think that I think I’m better than him? That I shouldn’t be here? That I’m being held hostage? What, exactly, is on his mind?

      I’m just about to question him when the sound of footsteps start to echo down the corridor.
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