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Emily stared at the cracked vial in her shaking hands. The casing had split clean through, a thin shimmer of liquid clinging to the fracture. Even in the dim light, the pearly tint was unmistakable. Her chest tightened. Months of work, gone in seconds.

Minutes ago she and her escort had been sprinting through the transport tunnel with raiders on their heels. Beck, which she was sure was his last name, had yanked her through a broken service door right before a blast of something hit close enough to throw her off her feet.

She crashed hard, her pack slamming into the concrete. Now she sat on the gritty floor of an old maintenance room, staring at the ruined vial.

Beck shoved a metal panel against the door and leaned his weight into it until it wedged tight. He stepped back, shoulders rising and falling as he caught his breath.

He looked like someone carved out of the Ashlands themselves. Tall, all corded muscle under a battered jacket, dust smeared across his jaw. Tousled sandy hair pushed back from his face, a few strands stuck to his temple with sweat.

Emily knew almost nothing about him, only that he was an ex-soldier of one of the more tyrannical warlords and that defecting from one was a huge risk.

She also knew that he didn't talk unless he had to.

When he finally turned to toward her, his eyes looked her up and down.

"You hurt, doc?"

"No, I—"

"Good," he said, slinging his rifle onto his shoulder. "Raiders'll give up soon. Just keep it down and they'll move on."

Emily continued to look down at the broken vial. She felt completely numb.

"Did you hear me?"

She shook her head and looked up. Beck was standing over her, looking down over her shoulder.

"I'm...I'm sorry."

"I asked what you broke."

"It's—" She swallowed, heat flickering under her skin, too warm to ignore. "It's a sample." She caught herself. "It was a sample. Something important."

Beck's brows pulled together. "How important?"
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DeSIre was the side effect she wasn'’t
expecting.
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