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Today I messed up.

"I'm back. Open your eyes and brace yourself."

That Jeremy is holding my hand in both of his like that is not good. He's shaking. I continue to lie there on the bed or cot or whatever, and the smell of the cotton sheets invades my nostrils. It mixes with the crisp smell of Jeremy's suit and the old paint on the walls. Shit, I can smell everything, and the tapestry of scents wars for dominance in my mind.

Three days.

According to Jeremy, I've been unconscious for three days.

That long ago, Senator Goodman transfused his blood into me.

I only had to stall the procedure for a few more minutes because rescue arrived. 

But I didn't. 

I lost hope. I told Dr. Fletcher to start the procedure so Goodman wouldn't kill him and his family.

So technically, three days ago, I messed up.

"Ember." Jeremy whispers so low that I'm sure he doesn't want me to wake. The First Son's voice is impossibly loud for how quiet he's trying to be.

I groan.

"You're awake." He takes a breath, and I hear every ounce of trepidation in his voice. His tone is still as melt worthy as ever, only more so, because now it has a deep, rumbling undertone I couldn't detect before. "Okay. We're going to handle this joy one bit at a time."

He sounds like Silvia.

One thing at a time. She was always so confident I could handle things, that I was tough, that I was exceptional. But she's gone.

Now Jeremy is here.

He must be in hell.

He was one rescuer, and he broke into Goodman's mansion only after the transfusion started—"Step One. Open your eyes."

A snake of dread curls with its black, beady eyes on me. It flicks out its tongue, ready to strike. 

But I open my eyes.

Fluorescent light invades. I blink as it stabs my eyes. Florescent lights give off hints of every color? The one above me buzzes as well, and the sound gets under my skin, right along with all the smells. We're in a space the size of a small bedroom, with the concrete brick walls painted white. Pipes line the ceiling, and I know we're in the bunker that shelters the Diamond headquarters.

Then Jeremy leans overhead, still grasping my hand and looking down at me. He curls his fingers around my hand. His bright green gaze meets mine as his hair hangs over one side of his perfect cheekbones.

His grasp sends electricity racing under my skin, and I flinch.

He's just a foot away, the red lines in his eyes dark with emotion. Jeremy keeps his face neutral, but it's a mask. He's struggling. Shaking. I know what he wants to ask. Why did you let Goodman find you? You promised not to let them use you.

I wanted to help people for once.

Running wasn't an option anymore.

It was my decision.

I take a breath. Now I've made my bed. I look away from Jeremy, hating the tortured sheen in his eyes.

The white sheets around me lie ripped to shreds, as if I've spent the last three days fighting them.

And fighting the war that Goodman's blood waged on my body.

Panic surges. I let out a squeak. I scramble against the ripped sheets as I sit up. My stomach cramps, and Jeremy reaches out with his suited arms, pulling me up so that I'm sitting beside him on the bed. Tremors race through my body. I'm still wearing the same dress pants as I was when Goodman flew me to Colorado. The same blouse, though it's intact from my thrashing.

"Don't stand up yet," he instructs, voice low.

My body.

My curves…my waist…all deadly perfect.

This isn't mine.

A wave of dizziness sweeps over me, and I let my head tilt onto Jeremy's shoulder. He's the only solid thing in a world that is twisted around me. My stomach cramps again, and I grasp the front of his suit as he places his hand over mine, holding me there as he rubs his finger across the back of my hand.

"Don't move."

"Am I…am I—"

Jeremy swallows. "Yes. I'm sorry." Before I can react, he pulls me closer, holding me tight, as if he can shield me. 

La, la, la, la…

Numbness. It's my friend. It's worked for me so far, saving my sanity during countless encounters with cutthroat politicians. It comes in and shoves out the snake of dread. I focus on the dark blue of Jeremy's suit. Just that. It's my only defense.

Slowly, Jeremy rocks me in his arms as the light continues to buzz. "Just sit here for now. This first night will be the hardest, but I'm with you the whole way." 

And footfalls approach from a hallway outside. Shoes slap against linoleum, and though they sound as if they're half a mile away, I can hear them clearly.

Someone's running towards us.

And Jeremy, as if sensing the same, loosens his grasp on me and stands.

I grip the bed, still shaking, and struggle not to let my gaze drop to the floor. Wow, I'm sick. Yes. Sick. I'm sleeping still and delirious, and Goodman's wicked smile is just a part of this nightmare that is lasting way too long.

"Stay seated. Do not get up, or you will not like the results." He hardens his bright green stare, warning me. Then he faces the door.

The footfalls grow closer and closer, and then the sound of heavy breathing follows. "She's awake?"

My heart soars.

It's Mike.

My brother, who I thought I'd never see again. Yes. He was there. He broke into Goodman's mansion and showed him what happens when you mess with Texas—

Others shout behind him, but their words blend in my mind, each one vying for control.

"—not yet."

"Mike, we know you want to see Ember—"

"And I am going to see her!" 

Representative Coffrey. Nathan. They're coming, too.

Jeremy throws his back against the door, working his jaw. He shakes his head at me, and his eyes shine with agony.

My head swims. I can't even tell him I didn't break my promise, or that I put myself in this situation out of my own free will. Or that he did nothing wrong. That'll require tearing down the wall that's holding out the hurricane. I'm in a movie, watching what's happening to the characters, and I must stay there.

I can't think about—

The metal door handle turns, and someone on the other side tries to push in the door, but Jeremy stops him just by staying in place. And then Mike lets out his breath.

"Jeremy. You rich asshole," he shouts, beating on the door. "My kid sister is in there. The least you could do after you got her into this hell is to let me see her."

Emotion stabs through the wall of numbness. Tears shoot into my eyes. I want to see Mike just as much as I want Jeremy to hold me again. "Why aren't you letting him in?" I manage.

Jeremy looks at the floor as my brother pounds on the door again, with no chance of breaking past his supernatural strength. "Mike. We all know that this is Goodman's fault. Save your anger for him."

"Bullshit. He wouldn't have wanted her if you hadn't done this claiming thing that you told me about."

I want to stand, but my legs shake so badly that I fear I'll fall over, and another wave of stomach cramps follows that. My brother hates Jeremy. It's just as I feared.

"Step away from the door," Jeremy orders him.

Mike pounds again. The metal screeches in my ear.

"Mike. We said that you have to wait," Coffrey says. "It's normal that you're upset, but you need to understand."

"Away from the door." Nathan. "Let me through. It's safe for me and Jeremy."

The pounding stops, though I hear the air parting as Mike raises his fist for another swing. But he pauses and puts his arm down.

"I want to see my brother." My voice comes out weak and strained.

Jeremy slowly looks up at me, listens, and opens the door just enough for Nathan, his most trusted Secret Service agent, to squeeze through. He does, and then quickly slams the door behind him. "You will, but there's something we have to take care of first."

Another smell wafts in behind Nathan, riding on the breeze from the closed door.

It's the most intoxicating mixture of well-done steak, exotic spices, and maybe fine wine I've ever smelled. Another wave of stomach cramps hits me, and I lean over, grasping my gut. The smell is tempting, but it's also torture. What is wrong with me? "Shit."

And then the smell vanishes as Nathan stands there beside Jeremy, surveying me with his red-lined irises. They look at each other and then at me as Mike and Coffrey remain on the other side of the door.

I let the wall of numbness rise again, and I'm no longer in this scene.

Coffrey whispers to Mike, but it comes through the door loud and clear. "You don't want to be here right now. We have to have all the clues about the Scarborough cover story out tonight."

Though I can't see them, they step away from the door. 

My brother mutters a tirade of swearing that mold together as he loses composure.

"We're still fighting, my friend," Coffrey says. "It's not over. We will destroy Senator Goodman by any means necessary."

His words are a hit to the chest.

Goodman. He's still alive, despite my brother pumping him full of lead. 

I tighten my grasp on the bed. But I can't find the words. A hollow feeling fills my chest. 

Nathan speaks first to Jeremy. "I'm sorry. I told Mike that Ember was awake. I heard the two of you talking. Emotion got the better of him when I thought that he had calmed down enough to give us his full cooperation."

"It's fine," Jeremy says in a tone that says that no, it isn't.

The panic snake bites at my barrier, cracking it, and I'm getting the idea that things are not fine.

Then Jeremy lets go of the door and walks towards me, leaning down enough to grasp both my arms.

"The change was hard on your body. It took seventy-two hours."

I just nod, not liking the look in his eyes.

"And your energy reserves have drained. Severely."

I sway in place as the panic snake lashes out again, and the crack widens.

Jeremy leans close. "Before you leave this room, you'll have to take care of that, or you'll be a danger to your brother."
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CRACK.

I can hear my mental wall breaking down the middle, and a knife of panic stabs from the depths, making me stiffen.

"What?"

Jeremy kneels before me, deepening his frown, as if that can communicate all I need to know. "It's the only way to fix the severe loss of energy. Coffrey found a volunteer who is going to get paid very well, and Nathan and I will stop you before you go too far. This guy's a bodybuilder. Two hundred and seventy pounds. Very fit. He's done work like this before. He'll be able to take it."

I grasp the mattress harder. "Take what?"

CRACK.

Jeremy looks at the floor and then back at me. "You're in shock. Maybe it's best to get this done before you dwell on it." He looks at Nathan, who nods. "Then again, there is no good or gentle intro to this shit."

More footsteps approach from farther down the hall.

These are different. The owner is heavier, bulkier, because the gait is louder. I hear nerves in the way these feet scrape the floor, and I hear the air outside the door moving as Coffrey waves the newcomer closer.

"He's here," Nathan says, approaching me and taking my arm.

Jeremy shuffles over and grabs the other.

I tense. I do not like this. But I can't utter a word.

"I'm here," the unfamiliar man says, probably to Representative Coffrey. "Where's the check?"

"Here," Coffrey says, ripping something that's perforated. "Ten big ones."

The man does a nervous laugh. "Enough for maybe three months' worth of rent. You've got a deal." Then he knocks as a ball of nerves leaps into my throat. "Is it clear for me to come inside?"

Jeremy hesitates and looks at me from the side. "I apologize again and for the poor joke, but this is going to suck, and you are going to panic afterwards. And that's if all goes well."

"You're clear," Nathan shouts.

And the door clicks open.

A large, young man comes through who looks like he spends every day at the gym. Muscles ripple under his tank top and faint scars dance on his neck. He's got a friendly face and brownish-hazel eyes that he turns away from me as he tenses and seats himself in a plastic chair, placing one hand on the counter. "Okay. The faster we do this, the better."

Coffrey pulls the door shut from the outside, closing him in with us.

The smell.

It's back, invading my nostrils, stronger than ever. The smell that could be anything from the best steak ever to some exotic pasta dish to a sprinkle of glorious, fat-laden dessert. My stomach cramps with need as Jeremy and Nathan look at each other again and stand, grimacing.

The world blurs as I sway on my feet, and I pull against the two of them. The buzzing from the light increases. The big guy leans a bit to the side, and the scent intensifies. 

I've got to get to it.

Is that a sheet of plastic under the guy's chair?

CRACK.

The panic snake strikes again.

"Let go," Nathan instructs. He releases me. "Jeremy. Get ready to jump in."

But Jeremy hesitates. He's shaking and looking at the floor. And finally, he lets go.

I sway there as the guy closes his eyes, as if he's bracing for—

Everything blurs again as I lunge forward. My body moves on its own. I've lost control. I seize the guy by the shoulders, and he steels himself, muscles tightening.

And then I'm sinking my teeth into the guy's flesh.

The guy grunts in pain.

The source of the smell gushes over my tongue, and it's every exotic taste at once. And I can't stop taking it in, drawing out more, despite the guy seething and thrashing under my grasp. Relief floods my gut. Strength flows into my limbs. I can't stop.

I can't stop.

The guy bites in a grunt and swings at nothing.

And I keep drawing out—

I'm strong. I'm powerful.

I can take every drop this man offers and end the pulse that's dancing faster and faster under my lips—

"Now," Nathan shouts, far in the background.

Arms wrap around my torso, but I barely feel them as they pull and someone shouts my name, over and over. Then another set grabs my arms from behind, and I'm flying back under fluorescent light until I land against someone in a dark blue suit.

"Ember. That's enough," Jeremy says as Nathan, who has fallen into the tangle with us, releases my arms. "It's over. Don't look."

I stop struggling against the First Son as that sense of power dissipates and my mind clears. Something warm runs down my chin. The smell still hangs in the air, but it no longer causes the horrible cramping and need that overtook me.

Don't look.

Sure, that won't have the opposite effect.

My vision focuses with more clarity than I ever thought possible. Jeremy lifts his hand to block my view, but not before I glimpse the bodybuilder, leaning to one side and leaning on the counter beside him. He slides his hand along the counter as two puncture wounds on his neck weep with blood.

SMASH.

I backpedal into Jeremy as my wall breaks against a tsunami of panic. He tightens his grasp around me, holding me up, and he drops his hand as I put my own over my face.

Oh fuck oh fuck and for a few seconds I wanted to kill that guy—

"I'm getting you out of here," Jeremy says, pulling me towards the door.

"It's safe," Nathan shouts.

My ears ring, but I hear the door open as Coffrey steps in, rolling a wheelchair. 

And Jeremy ushers me out in a blur. The cooler air of the hallway surrounds us as he pulls me away from the door. He releases me and then takes my arm, leading me towards a chair sitting in the hall's corner. "Ember. Sit down. I need to get—"

He stops in place.

Mike stands at the corner.

My older brother stares at me, and from forty feet away I can see his irises widening. His mouth falling open. His cheeks paling.

It’s the first time we've met in forever, and he sees that his kid sister is a bloodsucking monster.

Mike whirls, turning away from me. And he ducks around the corner.

I tear away from Jeremy. 

Then I bolt down the hall.

"Don't go," Jeremy says. "It's normal to panic. That means it went well."

It all went well?

I stop and whirl on him as Coffrey and Nathan stay in the room, hoisting the groaning bodybuilder into the wheelchair. Even from down the hall, I can hear the fabric squeaking. The lights buzzing. Mike's heavy, horrified breathing from around the corner. It all swirls together, forming a storm that overwhelms me.

"I need a few minutes alone," I say, my voice sounding underwater. "Please."

Jeremy glares at where Mike stood. I hike my shoulders. Each sound pokes at my brain. It's giving me a distraction. I need a distraction, and though I need Jeremy, I can't have him embracing me while my horrified brother watches.

I can't bear to see him look at me like that again. 

And it won't be good for either of them.

And I turn away and run. 

Everything is confusing. The hallways twist together, and the buzzing of the lights is so loud that I want to reach up and break them. The world is too bright. Every crack in the old tunnels stands out. I wander the tunnels of the bunker for what feels like minutes, assaulted by the smell of old paint, cardboard boxes, dripping water, and that exotic steak aroma that might mark a squatter or distant Diamond party member. 

And slowly, the lit tunnels give away to dim, dilapidated ones. I can no longer smell anyone, but my vision still brings every detail into focus, working with the flickering lights and the differences in the shadows. These corridors must run under the city. The Diamonds don't use all of them and some of them must be old service tunnels. The bricks change from concrete to red, and I can smell the dust that marks their age. 

I'm glad I smell no one. The last thing I want is to run into a squatter.

I could—

I wanted to—

I did.

I quicken my pace, going deeper, away from anyone else I could hurt. I blink, and Mike stands there, frozen with horror again. My thoughts swirl even though the shakiness has left me, and energy and strength have taken its place. I know Jeremy will follow me. He probably is already, and then Mike will be right behind him. They'll fight. And my presence won't help the matter.

Will Mike ever talk to me again?

Tears shoot into my eyes. He's my only family. And when he looked at me like that—

This is my reality now.

Goodman won.

Though I don't mean to, I run my tongue across my teeth and—

Shit.

I grab the wall. One thought dominates the others. I need a loose brick. And I need to perform stone age dentistry.

I can't face Mike again like this.

But there are no bricks in this pipe-lined corridor, only mold-ridden cardboard boxes and ancient cans of paint. The Diamonds have put their headquarters in the heart of a forgotten, dead space.

"Ember," Jeremy shouts in the distance. His voice bounces off the walls, dropping in volume until it's gone completely.

I look behind me, with only the company of one flickering light, but no one's there. The dimly lit corridor seems to stretch into infinity, and the sound of dripping water overtakes everything. Jeremy could be far away, but Mike will follow him.

I keep going. 

And then cool nighttime air wafts over me and I know there's an exit somewhere close. There must be a brick outside, or a heavy rock, as much as I don't want to go out there. Even if there isn't, maybe I can find some solitude out there for a moment. Jeremy must be able to smell me. 

"Ember!" Mike shouts, louder than Jeremy.

"No," I mutter. I can't face him yet.

Increasing my pace, I turn a corner, following the smell into darkness, and spot a ladder deep in the shadows of another corridor. Despite the darkness, minor details emerge. I can still see more spent paint cans stacked on top of one another. Globs of white paint have splattered the floor. And the scent of trees flows down this tunnel. I've never smelled them before, but the earthy, garden-like aroma recalls nothing else.

I run to the metal ladder and climb. Far overhead, holes reveal leaves and stars. The outside is quiet. It's an area without too many people, then. I can go unnoticed for a bit and collect what's left of me. I focus on navigating the rails, until at last, I'm at the sewer hole cover that separates the Diamonds from the rest of the world.

Bracing myself, I push it open.

But the iron cover feels as light as a Frisbee, and I poke my head out to a canopy of brilliant pinpricks on a velvet, dark sky. I'm on a sidewalk. Under streetlights. Everything stabs at my mind as I climb out and as I straighten. The lights. The smells. The sounds. Every leaf rustling in the wind grates in my head, and I cover my ears as soon as I replace the access hole cover.

"I. Can't. Stand. This."

The Washington Monument shines not too far away, and a long rectangle of water reflects every star. I'm standing next to the water, and a few distant people wander up and down each side. I look away, trying to get my bearings. Everything's too alive.

And I'm back in this goddamn city.

The realization makes a ball of flame gather in my chest, and I storm away from the cover. The cool air washes over me, but it's no match for the frustration inside. I didn't have to let this happen.

And I make my way down the sidewalk, towards a wide set of white stairs. They lead up to a building with white columns that's lit inside. The Lincoln Memorial. No one's there. Maybe I can hide. No. That won't work. I struggle to pull my thoughts together, but they refuse. 

Then I remember. A brick. Or hell, even a rock will work. I've got to give myself some stone age dental work and then get back. I won't risk doing…that…again.

I can't.

I almost lost it. If it weren't for Jeremy—

I keep going as my legs carry me to any escape. Too many details stand out. Every blade of grass. Every single light ray coming off the water. Is everything always going to be this overwhelming?

I can't live like this.

Two guys approach, talking in low voices among themselves. They're in suits, both with red-streaked eyes, and they both stare at me as I approach. I get to the side, trying not to look at them. They smell like a combination of cologne and fresh sawdust. A weird smell, but nothing is normal anymore.

"Sloppy," one whispers to me, as if I'm supposed to know what that means.

I ignore him. Staying out here for too long might cause problems, like Jeremy having to come out after me. But I can't go back. Why? I should. Shit, I'm confused. 

What the hell do I do?

"She smells like—" the other guy says, but then cuts himself off. The sound of fingers tapping a phone follows. 

I'm going to end up on social media. Just what I need. I up my pace, fighting against the sensory overload. I can't get my thoughts straight anymore. This city is safe for no one, not even the immortal.

I reach the steps of the Lincoln Memorial, blinking away the brightness of the lights inside. I can't get a single thought straight. I'm sure Jeremy will catch up. He'll know I'm here. Yes, I should go back right now, but I can't. Not with Mike waiting. 

I pace the steps. 

And I watch the two guys continue their way down the sidewalk, away from me. 

A few cars go by. Otherwise, it's quiet. Between the pillars, the statue of Lincoln, the last famous human President, seems to glare down at me. It's a reminder that I've made a mistake. I've allowed myself to become what he fought, and what I hate. 

And I can't go back now. 

Turning away, I run to the road, faster than I ever have, and I stop. 

The weight of my situation crashes down. 

I can't keep wandering like this. It's pointless. Stone age dentistry will not solve the problem. I'm doomed. Damned.

I plop down on a bench as a Lyft crawls past. Jeremy will catch up with me soon. I look back. But he and Mike haven't emerged from the sewer hole, so they must be taking another way around. Of course. The First Son emerging from a sewer hole will hit the news for sure.

And I'm just about to lower my face into my hands when a black SUV circles the corner, races towards me, and screeches to a stop at the curb.

Jeremy's agents have made him take the normal way, then.

I get up. I can't sit out here forever. 

And the back window of the SUV rolls down, and I realize too late that this is not, in fact, Jeremy's armored vehicle.

A pair of icy blue eyes, crossed with ruby, stare out at me, and I freeze as the sidewalk seems to fall out from under me.

Senator Goodman nods to me, cruel eyes warning me not to refuse. "Get in."
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Are you kidding me?

I stand there in shock, staring at the monster my brother pumped full of lead three days ago. He's back here in Washington, looking as if he never took a single bullet or got briefly lit on fire. Goodman has combed his hair to one side again, dictator-style, and he's changed his suit to a storm-gray one that seems tailored to communicate how pissed off he is.

Those two guys.

They alerted him.

Assholes.

"I told you to get inside," he orders. "We have enemies. You should know this after your escape. They'll be searching for you right now. And what are you doing in this place?" His tone is slimy with disgust as he looks at the Memorial behind me.

My escape?

He's not talking about my rescue from the mansion. And despite my swirling thoughts, I get it.

He doesn't think that whoever pulled me from the mansion was doing it to help me. He thinks I got kidnapped, brought back here, and then broke away. 

The shock wears off, and I flinch as I stand in his icy blue stare.

But it's not terror, but another beast that surges into my chest.

Rage.

A billowing cloud of darkness tightens every muscle as it races down my arms. I ball my fists. I want to lunge at Goodman and tear his head off. I want to kill him. He did this to me. He pitted Mike against Jeremy. Mike against me. He stole my future in just a few minutes.

Then I remember.

Poker face.

I breathe out, knowing I can't give him any warning. I force my thoughts to straighten for a moment. 

The mission is to destroy him by any means necessary.

And maybe, just maybe, I'm capable of doing that now, but I must lower this monster's guard. Fleeing will blow my cover.

I don't want to run. Predators don't do that. Shit, the killer instincts are kicking in.

Whatever. I circle the SUV, yank open the door, and climb inside. It's dark inside except for the glow of Goodman's cell phone, which has a bubble with some type of alert on it. But Goodman snatches it and hides it in his pocket as he closes his door, and I close mine.

We're sitting a foot apart.

I stare at him. He smells like a combination of cherry wood and cigar smoke.

He stares back.

Tensing, I squeeze my rage down into a black ball where my heart should be. Now is not the time. Goodman is a lot older than I am, and if we fight, he has the upper hand. I can't kill him yet.

The driver, who carries that same exotic food scent as the bodybuilder, gets us moving. But the smell doesn't cramp my stomach anymore. At least, it doesn't right now.

And I remember with a gut punch.

Whatever humanity I have left is fragile. The incident earlier proved that. And the Senator wants to make sure it's gone. That could be why he picked me up and why he had the city watching for me. In here, my senses aren't bombarding me as much, and I can think a bit more clearly.

Goodman smiles and reaches into his suit pocket. He produces a handkerchief, a fresh red one embroidered with a golden G, and hands it to me.

I hesitate, confused.

"Take it," he says in a low voice. Then with his other hand, he motions to his chin.

And I get what sloppy means.

I take the cloth and wipe something slightly sticky, and mostly crusty, off my chin. 

And I hold down an internal scream. 

Mike saw this. 

I fold the cloth. Then I hand it back to him because it's his mess and I don't want to see the results. At least I'll think of it that way. And I want Goodman to have no satisfaction. He probably wants me to freak out like I did in front of Jeremy and Mike.

He holds up a hand, so neutral that it's scaring me. "Keep it."

Fine. I stuff it into the pocket of my dress pants.

"Better," he says, facing the road ahead as the silent driver continues. "The first feeding is always messy." He lets a razor slip into his voice. The Senator is angry. But at who?

I don't know what to say to that, but I sense that silence is the best answer. I've been here before. With anger like this, it's often best not to speak, because you can never be sure how the pissed off party will react. So, I blink and rub my eyes, because the streetlights and even the traffic signals are too bright.

"Your brain will adjust to your heightened senses in a night or so," he continues, tone smoothing for a precious moment. But then Goodman claps his hands together and wrings them against each other. "It was my right to provide your first victim."

A pause stretches out, and we pass the Washington Monument. I fix my gaze on the distant Capitol.

Someone stepped on Goodman's toes. And I grab my seat with the hand farthest from him, hoping he can't see my tension. That never ends well for the stepper.

But does he think I killed someone? If he does, then maybe—

"William Scarborough will die."

I face him. William Scarborough? The Heart Party lawmaker?

The Diamonds. They must have framed Wanda's father for my apparent kidnapping from Goodman's mansion. And it makes sense. Goodman has already killed Melissa Scarborough, his sister. Her brother would want revenge, and he might do it by hiring hitmen to steal the heir Goodman wanted.

He doesn't suspect Jeremy at all. But I hold my relief back. 

"How?" I ask as the SUV slows to a stop at an intersection. That's a neutral enough question. Neutral always helped me to avoid certain conflicts, and I pray it'll work now. And I also hold down my relief.

Goodman thinks I've killed.

That I've lost all compassion.

We get going again, and Goodman seems to think.

Maybe he thinks I killed my way out of wherever Scarborough was holding me. Took out a human guard or something. And that's good. That means Goodman probably won't throw me a victim I'll lose control over. At least, not tonight.

That gives me time to find some way to murder him, preferably in his sleep. The thought passes like any other, as if I'm thinking about doing the dishes or checking the mail. Shit, have I really changed that much? Maybe I did kill that bodybuilder, but that thought horrifies me.

No. I just hate Goodman that much.

"We will work out the details," he says at last, glaring at the traffic tunnel we've just entered. "Scarborough is weak, going on recess while his staff did his work. Or perhaps he thought he could fool me, by being out of the city while they held you hostage. Unfortunately for him, everyone knows he can afford private pilots."

And then he smiles at me.

It is extremely hard to suppress a shudder. Yes. He thinks I took out some guards to get out.

But he offers no praise.

Am I supposed to say something? If I stay too quiet, he'll prod. "I was in an airplane at some point." And that's true. Yes. The Diamonds convinced Goodman somehow that Scarborough flew me back to this city. Perhaps Senator Voss planted the seed. "Why would they take me hostage, though?" Of course, I can ask questions. I was unconscious for three days and wouldn't know the answers. "Why didn't they kill me?" 

He nods as we leave the curvy tunnel. I'm leaving Jeremy and Mike behind.

Jeremy will not like this.

But I want this kill.

And I'll have it.

Goodman just nods. "They wanted to use you to force me to step down from my position, perhaps. Or Scarborough wanted to turn you against me. You are more valuable alive than dead." 

"I'm that valuable." I phrase it as a question. What's his plan for me, other than getting close to the Haywoods?

The Senator flicks his gaze at me. "Your judgment and state of mind is poor right now but will improve in a night or two. We will discuss things in more detail later." There is no reassurance in his tone. Just business and that smoldering, terrifying anger lurking underneath.

Once again, I'm an object.

A tool.

And a means to what end? Goodman doesn't plan to have me just sit around. Not with my connection to Jeremy. Shit, how does that all work now?

But I believe him about my judgment being shit right now. The constant barrage of sensory input is maddening, just a little less so in the SUV. Then I wandered up here and got myself into this situation within ten minutes of climbing out of the sewer. 

Does he have a cell ready to keep me in until he wants me to murder someone?

The driver takes us through the modern downtown, which shocks me. I blink. The sky is going from black velvet to a faint gray, and I know we've reached the wee hours of the morning. Goodman shifts in his seat, watching every turn we take. I do the same, glad that he's quiet. 

And that reminds me. 

I've got to find out where he hides here in the city when he's not at his mansion. Even if I can't kill him tonight, it'll be helpful.

We approach a long, red brick building at the end of a T-junction that looks like it's seen better days, and a garage opens at the bottom of a ramp. The driver takes us inside, and we weave through what looks like an abandoned parking ramp. Concrete has fallen from pillars, and peeling yellow paint fills the SUV with a horrible, dusty smell that makes me pull my blouse over my nose.

At last, we park in the darkest corner as the garage door thuds shut somewhere behind us. The ramp is barely lit and there are only a few other cars, but that doesn't matter. Details pop out of the darkness and so much that I don't know what to focus on. My mind can't juggle so many things at once.

"Out," Goodman orders, pushing open the door.

I get out. There's no one else on the ramp. The place is dead. We must be under that ugly, long brick building.

You live with the rats? But I hold that back. I don't know if Goodman expects me to hate him or not. I never asked Jeremy how that works, either. I'm in uncharted territory.

But the Senator walks straight to a door covered in peeling paint, unlocking it before pulling it open to reveal an ugly concrete stairway. He climbs as the driver moves the vehicle somewhere else behind us, probably hiding it away from this door no one else would look at twice. After climbing the steps, we come to a windowless hallway lined with metal doors. The place looks like an abandoned apartment complex or industrial building, and it's complete with water-stained ceilings, falling insulation, and ugly linoleum floors.

What the hell?

"This isn't classy," I say. He’s brought me to some obscure place to hold me prisoner, after all. I see nothing I can use as a weapon unless I want to grab a cracked floor tile and bash him over the head with it.

The Senator smiles. "That's the point." He walks to a door that has an ugly hole in the wall beside it, and he sticks his palm farther inside.

Something flashes red within and beeps.

And then a heavy lock in the door clicks back.

He retracts his hand from what I'm guessing is a fingerprint detector, and the door opens from within.

A human guard in a black uniform stands on the other side, and without a word, he opens the door all the way to allow access. The smells all change as cool air wafts out of what I'm assuming is Goodman's daytime hideout, because the entryway has four marble pillars that surround a single, hanging chandelier. Everything shines. Even the floor is marble. Three archways make up the rest of the room, each one leading deeper into luxury.

I spot no cells.

Goodman waves me inside, eyes icy as ever, and I oblige. A tingle runs down my spine.

I've found out where you live.

I stay focused on the dark pit of revenge as I enter, because if I don't, I could freak out and lose it.

The guard closes the door behind us, and I smell the metal of a gun. A member of his militia. Though I don't look, I hear him stationing himself back in front of the door. He carries a bit of that exotic food scent, but he's sprayed something over himself, something that smells like pine floor cleaner. I'm relieved because it's not appetizing. And it's quiet in here except for a clock ticking and a refrigerator humming. The sensory overload is less now, and that allows my mind to clear even more.

Shit, how much money does Goodman have? 

"This," the Senator explains, "is the secret Goodman D.C residence."

He glares at me, and I get that it's a warning.

"Very few may know its location. Surely, you understand."

I can't imagine why that would be. But I hold that thought to myself. "I understand."

He nods and snaps his fingers at me as he motions me through the middle archway, which leads to an enormous sitting room full of books and ornate furniture. Another chandelier, an iron one, hangs down and casts an orange-yellow glow on everything. 

And my temper flares. "I am not a dog," I shout.

Goodman stops in the archway. He slowly turns and smiles, as if pleased with my outburst.

He has every reason to be. My stupid outbursts got me here and maybe he wants to remind me of that. If I hadn't stood up to him at the testimonies—twice—he might have overlooked me. Maybe heirs never automatically love whoever turned them. That makes sense, too. This is a world of backstabbing and violence. There is probably no genuine family affection here.

But at least that gives me some wiggle room.

"I would have expected no less out of you," he says with a smile. "Well done. When you want respect, you demand it."

I'm not even pissing him off. And that pisses me off. Goodman is already flaunting his power. Seeing him happy only strengthens that ball of rage in my chest, and I must hold it in.

"Now, my assistants are taking care of your paperwork. New IDs, records, and such," he continues, waving me into the sitting room again. He stops at the center table, which has a folded newspaper resting on it. 

Entering, I smell the fresh ink, and the scent mixes with that of all the old books that grace the shelves. It's an elegant sitting room, complete with a red carpet with the most intricate embroidery work possible. And it's a larger version of the library where I tried to smash a broken glass in Goodman's face.

There are no glasses here, I notice.

Just fancy metal shelves, each one painted oak brown and carved in equally intricate patterns. The table in the center of the room is glass and frosted, with ceramic legs. Even the couches have carved metal legs. There is not a single piece of wooden furniture in here, so stabbing him in the heart isn't an option right now. Framed photos of old theaters and plantations cover the walls. Goodman, I'm fearing, is too careful.

"You will have your photo taken tomorrow night, so please dress in a more dignified manner."

"What? Is this not good enough?" I ask, injecting an attitude into my voice as I motion to my blouse and dress pants. But they're wrinkled from three days of thrashing.

Goodman picks up the newspaper and squeezes it in one hand. He works his jaw, and I know I've got my first victory. "You will put forth a dignified image." His eyes flash. 

I stand there, frozen. He's unpredictable.

And that's not a good thing. Already, I'm getting the idea that eggshells cover the floor of this place, twenty-four seven. I've walked on them before, and I'm not ready to do it again. 

I say nothing, and he just nods as he continues to stand by the glass table. Goodman opens the newspaper and flips through it casually as I stand there, unsure what to do. What does he expect? Do I ask questions? So, who do you want me to murder first? 

Then Goodman looks at me as if I'm a dolt for standing there. "You are free to explore and have full access to almost every room of the residence. Your room is down the left hall. It is the last door on the left."

Yes. He's going to keep me on eggshells. That's his game.

And my room? Like I'm going to be living here, under the same roof with this monster? 

Of course, I'll have to. 

Shit.

I'm glad to step back from the threshold of the sitting room. Now I can get away from him and see what weapons I can find. 

"Oh, and there's one more thing." He turns the newspaper inside out as I stop, and even from thirty feet away, I can see that the obituary section is on top. "Ember Vonk has officially left this world." He taps an entry about halfway down the page, and just when I'm sure he's going to shove the newspaper at me, he lowers it and fixes me in his dangerous stare. 

It takes everything I have not to tense and avoid a shudder. 

They've faked my death, somehow, and broadcast it to the world.

I can never go back through that door. 

My parents must believe that I'm dead. I'll never see them again. Not that they'd take me back now. Hell, my brother turned away from me at my worst, though I can't blame him. But at least I'll never have to deal with their ranting, insults, manipulation tactics, threats, and wall-punching again. 

"Okay," I say, pushing down the weakness in my voice, a weakness that I know from experience will make me vulnerable.

But I take no comfort. Instead, an icy puddle spreads through my body.

I've flown away from them, only to land in something much worse. 

The Senator smiles, as if my discomfort is what he wanted out of this conversation. "Your old life does not matter anymore. You will never speak of it again, to anyone. From now on, your name is Cassandra Goodman."
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I can't get away from him fast enough. Even my desire for revenge can't sustain my sanity for much longer. Not after that, and he hasn't even ordered me to do any of his dirty work yet. 

I have complete control. He's an expert at communicating the quiet parts with few words. 

But I must make my movements look natural as I leave the room. I can't look like a victim. I turn away, holding my head up high, and I make my way back through the archway and into the entryway. The militia guard still stands there, in front of the metal door, and I doubt he's going to let me out of here. So, I walk through the left archway, as if I'm not screaming inside, and make my way down an elegant hallway that's arched and carpeted. I don't dare pick up my pace. He'll be able to hear me. And I will not let him hear that I'm upset. 

For multiple reasons. 

I pass more glass tables that match the one in the sitting room. A palette of cream and dark brown surrounds me. Small statues of Civil War generals on horseback rest on tables, carved from obsidian and other exotic materials. Figures of Shakespearean characters sit on other tables. Metal tins of cigars rest on others. I walk past a patrolling guard, another human male in black, and he gives me a nervous nod as I walk past. Word must have spread that I was going to arrive tonight. 

This guard has an automatic rifle on his back. 

I could steal the weapon from him right now, but I've seen firsthand how ineffective guns are on Goodman. Only fire or a good old-fashioned jab through the chest will work, right? I glance upward, unsurprised to see a sprinkler system on the cream-colored ceiling, between the small, hanging lanterns. I can even smell the water above me, ready to rain down if someone drops a cigarette on the floor. 

Goodman has been incredibly careful to have nothing in this place that can kill him. Even the guards are here just to keep any wandering humans out. 

Lovely. 

And that means I'll have to wait before I take him out. 

Fine. I'll take my time. 

After passing closed metal doors—seriously, they're all metal with carvings of fields, trees, and horses—I reach the last door on the left. It's got a full moon over a landscape on the front, and I slide my hand down cold metal. Turning the crystal knob, I push it open, a crazy hope that there's some weapon in here that I can use on Goodman in his sleep. 

Lights turn on automatically, and I'm confronted with an expansive bedroom with a dome ceiling. Hanging modern lights cast a warm glow on the dark carpet, and a canopy bed draped in black stands. A walk-in closet stands partly open on the far side of the room, and a pair of metal shutters block off what must be a window that faces the outside.

I reel at how new everything smells. The paint. The fabric. The scent of new clothes and shoes wafts from the closet, and an attached bathroom smells like water, fresh plaster, and downy, fluffy towels. A full entertainment system with a leather couch stands in the corner, complete with a television big enough to transport anyone into another reality. The scent of plastic hangs in the air, as if the electronics got removed from their boxes just now. Vacuum tracks line the carpet.

Someone prepped this space in a hurry. 

And it's every young woman's dream. 

I hate it. 

It was stocked probably by staff and familiars, at the order of someone who thinks he can buy my loyalty. Or use gifts to pull the guilt card.

Kindness was not the reason behind this.

Ember, find something. Get creative.

A gold-rimmed clock on the wall tells me it's past six in the morning. My eyelids droop. But I know Goodman will retire soon. That'll be my chance.

Then I really see my shutters as I step into the room and close the door behind me. They're thick metal slabs bolted to the wall, and I doubt I can pull them off. 

Goodman will have those wherever he sleeps for certain, blocking out the sun.

And even if I sneaked into his space and ripped them off, won't the daylight weaken me, too? I've seen what it does and what it will do to me. If I'm useless, how can I kill my enemy?

Useless.

The word slams into my chest, filling the black hole with heavy despair in a matter of seconds. 

This will not be easy, and it might even be impossible with the care Goodman has taken. Hell, maybe the attack on the mansion was that once in a lifetime chance the Diamonds were banking on. 

And this is what I got out of it. 

It all hits me at once and my knees shake. 

Jeremy thinks I broke my promise to him, and Mike has a monster for a sister.

I march over and throw myself onto the bed, burying myself under the blankets and sheets. The downy mattress rises to swallow me, and I allow it as the horror of the night presses down.
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I conk right out. Maybe it's exhaustion. Maybe it's the events of the night, or maybe it's just the fact that it's daytime. The bed, I must admit, is comfortable and big. It's got to be expensive as hell, too. 

When I wake, I'm still sunk into the mattress and swaddled in blankets. The black canopy stretches over me, and I blink, eyeing the window. But of course, it's still bolted shut with those twin sheets of metal. 

And with a gut punch, I remember where I am and the situation that I've landed in. For a precious moment, I thought I was back in my old apartment. But not anymore. It's probably being prepared for the next unlucky panelist. 

Throwing the sheets off, I realize I'm still in the blouse and dress pants I put on four days ago. They're both wrinkled so badly at this point that they barely flatter the enhanced curves that I still don't feel like are mine. I roll over, slapping my hand to my forehead. It's…different somehow. Also, not mine. 

I'm shaking. I'll need to shower, though I don't detect body odor. 

I want to remove the events of last night, even if I can't. And isn't there a stupid photo shoot I have to deal with?

My mission. 

I haven't explored the entire residence yet, and if I can get out of it, even better. And there are more things to test, like how much freedom I have and Goodman's habits. I sit up and eye the clock, and I blink as I realize that it's slightly after eight P.M. I've slept all day. Of course, I have. Outside, the evening light will be fading. 

It's possible that Goodman hasn't risen yet from wherever he sleeps. 

The thought of facing him again turns my stomach. But it'll be necessary. And everything hedges on his belief that I killed someone. If he suspects otherwise, he'll fix that in a hurry. And last night showed me just how easily he can win. 

I rush into the walk-in closet, which I haven't yet explored, and I find tons of outfits that he must have had his assistants choose. Tons of blouses. Armies of dress pants, and even plenty of dresses for formal events that must still need tailoring. And the shoes. There are a ton of those, too, all black and businesslike. 
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