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“The final book in award-winning author Madeline Dyer’s Dangerous Ones trilogy doesn’t disappoint. Dyer skillfully crafts a vivid, chilling dystopian fantasy that’s inclusive of ace and disability representation. Fans of both Dyer’s Dangerous Ones and Untamed series will appreciate the deft way she weaves together the many threads of her complex world, authoring a fast-paced, immersive tale that barrels toward an unexpected—and satisfying—conclusion.”
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Emily Colin, New York Times and USA Today bestselling author of the Seven Sins series 
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“Madeline Dyer’s This Vicious Way is an unyielding exploration into the motivations of a young assassin. Inga’s determination to end the cycle of abuse that shaped her life makes for a gritty, heartbreaking, and captivating story.”
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Sarah Mensinga, author of Currently
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“This Vicious Way is brutal in all the best ways. It will suck you in and tear you apart, put you back together and then do it all over again. What a ride! If you want a fantastic dystopian world, with unique and flawed (but totally kick-ass) characters—this is totally the book for you.”
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Stacey Trombley, author of Trial of Thorns
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“Dyer gives us a strong heroine, high stakes, vivid world-building, and gorgeous writing all wrapped up in one package... What more could you ask for?”
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Kelley York, author of Other Breakable Things
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“A Dangerous Game is an unputdownable story, a wild ride from start to finish. This is a stand-out novel.” 
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“This book is an adrenaline-filled thrill ride from start to finish, where the only time you put the book down is to catch your breath. Addictive, thrilling, amazing.”
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S.E. Anderson, author of the Starstruck series
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“A fantastic dystopian tale. Highly recommended for fans of strong heroines and intriguing sci-fi worlds.”
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Pintip Dunn, New York Times bestselling author of the Forget Tomorrow series
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“A YA Mad Max—thrilling and deep, with richly drawn characters and spot-on pacing. [...] Dyer’s Untamed series is a must-read for dystopian fans.”
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T.A. Maclagan, author of They Call Me Alexandra Gastone
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“Fascinating and intriguing.”
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A Drop of Ink Reviews
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“Dyer is as much a poet as a dystopian scribe.”
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Marissa Kennerson, author of The Family
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“Strong writing and well-rounded characters.”
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Heidi Sinnett, author and librarian
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“Dyer provides all the elements you’re looking for in an action-packed dystopian adventure.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Kimberly Sabatini, author of Touching the Surface
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“A kick-butt story with amazing characters and outstanding world building.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Readcommendations



[image: ]




“Highly recommended.”
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Dr. Jessie Voigts, WanderingEducators.com
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“Dyer writes with an urgency and a rhythm that compels you to turn the page.”
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Sue Wyshynski, author of The Butterfly Code series
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“Readers who enjoy dystopian novels would enjoy this book.”
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“An intriguing saga.”

Tracy Clark, author of The Light Key Trilogy & Mirage
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Blood pools around my feet. So much of it, lapping over my toes. It stings as it covers the cuts on my feet. 

“Now,” Ysabelle shouts from behind me, and I try to turn, try to look behind, but the ropes hold me fast against the trunk. I grunt as the bindings get tighter, dig into my ribs, commanded by the power of the spirits and the Overlord Seer.

“No, please...” I cry, pain wracking through me. My head throbs, and there are dark spots in my vision. 

A figure appears in front of me, her arms and legs all jutting angles as she crouches in front of my bound feet. It’s Iralda, with her small skull and the devil in her eyes and too many teeth crowded in her mouth. She still wears the red-dyed clothes to mark the celebration of her sixteenth year, clothes she’s had on for four days now, even though she stinks. 

Iralda has the bowl of blood, and she watches me, almost goadingly. I don’t rise to the devil in her. I just wait. 

A moment passes, then she splashes the blood over my ankles again. It’s too warm, too fresh. I can still hear the screams of the bison they took it from maybe an hour ago. A young female calf, barely four months old. The Overlord Seer said that the creature’s age and sex were important, and his word is law here. The hunters didn’t even wait until the bison’s soul had left her body; they just slashed her neck to get the liquid they needed. 

And all because I am, apparently, bad. 

It’s on my face, too, the bison’s blood. The saltiness of it burns my tongue, and I taste it at the back of my throat. It makes me want to cough. But I know the rules of cleansings by now. I’ve seen enough of them. If I make any movement, they’ll see it as a sign of the Beast inside me. The one they say has possessed me. The one they say will hurt them if they do not hurt it first. 

Then again, if I don’t move, they’ll still hurt me. The swaying body of my friend Jaqueline is proof of that. She hangs to my right. All the cleansings I’ve seen before today have just been done with a knife, but after Jaqueline’s first stabbing, she begged for a gunshot—a quick death. The Overlord Seer said that was proof of the Beast fighting back, because the Beast wanted a modern weapon. They hanged her instead, said they needed to make a point to the Beast.

This Untamed group don’t use modern weapons. Not like we did at D’Elinous. This Untamed group believe modern weapons and technology are all that is wrong with the world. Technological advancement is what feeds the Beast, just as it marks the Enhanced Ones for what they are: soulless. 

Ysabelle said Jaqueline had been possessed from birth—my friend had known her whole life that on the second full moon of her twelfth year, she’d be cleansed. And likely die. 

I was twelve when I joined Ysabelle’s people, yearning for a new group after the destruction at D’Elinous. Last month, Ysabelle told me she’d seen the Beast in me right away, but she never told me at the time, and I didn’t have a clue. Unlike Jaqueline, I’d grown up without that impending doom. And I still wonder why Ysabelle and the Overlord Seer never told me, why Ysabelle waited two years. Jaqueline suggested that me knowing the coming horrors might’ve bound us together even more, made our Beasts stronger. But that didn’t make sense. Jaqueline knew the younger children with Beasts, too. All I can think is my Beast wasn’t spotted before, or it’s not there at all, whatever it is, and the clansmen are just using this as an excuse to get rid of me. For what, I don’t know.

No. I grit my teeth.  I will not die. I don’t have to die. If I survive the cleansing, I get to live. Ysabelle will banish me, but I’ll be alive. I won’t be welcome at any of the Untamed groups in this region. Not when the Overlord Seer will gouge the mark of the Beast into my skin. But I’ll have air in my lungs and a beat in my heart. Which is more than Jaqueline has now.

I have never seen anyone survive a cleansing—but I’m sure the Overlord Seer mentioned a boy who did. He told a story of it maybe a year ago, but last month, after I learned I’d have a cleansing straight after Jaqueline’s, I asked him again. Begged for more details as my head pounded. The Overlord Seer refused to speak directly to me though. Screamed about me not being worthy of his conversation.

Iralda unfolds her frame, standing in front of me. I shouldn’t want to smirk because I recognize the irritation on her face—even bound to the tree, I’m still taller than she is. I’m taller than everyone here. Iralda’s nostrils flare once, twice, as she dips her fingers slowly into the bison’s blood. I hear the heaviness of her breaths—she’s both proud and nervous, now she’s officially her mother’s second-in-command.  

“I told you that you’d pay.” Her voice is low, her words laced with the same accent of Ysabelle, her mother. 

I didn’t do it. But I bite back the words. No point giving her the satisfaction of hearing me beg. I just stare at her. And I didn’t do it anyway—I didn’t take her precious doll two weeks ago, something that she’s certain I did because she’s never liked me. When her doll—a prized possession from her grandmother—went missing, she just assumed it would be down to me, the person newly announced to have a Beast inside them. Ysabelle had agreed with Iralda; “We know what you’re like now,” Ysabelle had said—but she didn’t seem to realize that that didn’t fall in line with her earlier insistence that she’d always known of my Beast. And if my Beast likes to steal, I’d have been stealing all this time. Not just since my Beast was made public knowledge.  

The bison’s blood drips from Iralda’s fingers as she lifts them to my face. She digs her nails into my skin, hard, as she paints the required circles and lines across my nose and my cheekbones. Her eyes hold the sharp edge of a knife in their glints, and she is happy about this. Two years separate us—and soon she thinks worlds will too. 

But I’m not leaving this world, or my body, or anything that’s beating and alive.

“We ask the Mighty Divine Ones, the ancient Gods and Goddesses, to help us in this cleansing.” Ysabelle’s voice—rich, dark, velvety—booms from behind me, mingling with the tinkling of her Amber-bead necklace. The sounds cling to me like a second lot of binding. “For we cannot have contaminated people among our village. We are protectors and worshippers of the Seventh One, and we will not introduce evil.”

I can’t see Ysabelle, but that doesn’t make her presence any smaller. She’s always had that effect—unlike Iralda, whose presence seems to diminish the moment she’s out of sight, the visual absence of Ysabelle only makes her more foreboding. Predators need to be kept within sight. 

“Kassandra Kachler has the Evil Eye of the Great Beast inside her, and her soul is calling to those also touched by the Beast, and we will not let such evilness succeed.” 

I want to claw Ysabelle’s words off my skin because her speech is no longer an invisible rope tying me to doom—each word is an insect with too many feet. They’re crawling all over me, greedy, trying to devour me. 

Iralda bows in front of me, makes the signs of the Cleansing Gods and Goddesses, and retreats to the right quickly, to where the huts are. A cold wind wraps around me. The ropes binding my ankles seem to get hotter. No, it’s the blood. The Overlord Seer infused it with his magic as he took it from the calf, and I look around for him now. 

There. I see him, standing by the huts. A lone figure. Pasty white face, red hair—just like Ysabelle’s and Iralda’s. All their family have that hair color. They say it proves their power, proves they’re supposed to be the ones in charge. 

More pain closes in on me. I become aware of a humming in the air. I clench my fingers into fists—it is the only movement I can make that doesn’t cause me more suffering. 

My vision blurs. The work of evil spirits. I look around for them but cannot see them. But I know the Overlord Seer keeps them in carved wooden boxes ready for the cleansings. Because Ysabelle’s group always has cleansings. Too many people in this area are tainted by the Beast, and the Beast needs containing. That’s what she says, else the Beast will spread beyond our section and into the section where the Savior Seer is. We mustn’t let the Beast contaminate the one Seer who can save us all in the War of Humanity. And it’s Ysabelle’s duty, as leader, to protect us all. 

The humming turns to chants. My vision blurs again, a watercolor painting just like what Jaqueline used to paint, and then the other clansmen are coming out of their huts, flocking around the Overlord Seer.

Sweat drips down my forehead, and I search them for someone who might help me. But it’s a futile thought. A desperate one. Selma—the only other one who was on my side, my friend, and a friend to Jaqueline, too—was instructed to go hunting this morning. No one here will help.

“And now we are ready.” Ysabelle’s voice croaks as she speaks.  

About time, I want to mutter.

Finally, Ysabelle slinks in front of me, revealing herself. She wears no mask, and her eyes are burning amber, brighter somehow than her hair, and she makes the signs of the Gods and Goddesses, just as Iralda did. She’s even shorter than Iralda. 

“This knife will get the evil out of you,” Ysabelle says, looking up at me. She holds up a hunting knife. Her eyes burn, make her face look even more lined, like she’s older than her sixty years. “The Beast is still glowing inside you.” 

My aunt, Caia-Lu Kachler—the most powerful Seer I know—always said you can tell a lot by someone’s eyes. Not just if they’re Untamed or Enhanced, but you can tell their intentions. Whether they’re honest or not. If they’re dangerous. A month ago, Ysabelle said she could see the Beast inside my eyes, but whenever I’ve looked since then, I just see my brown eyes.

There’s no Beast. 

But—

I grit my teeth. There’s no Beast. 

“Yes, it’s here all right,” Ysabelle says, touching the tip of the knife to my chest. 

“There’s no Beast in me.” 

“But there is, Kassandra. The evil Beast is sitting right here.” 

My heart pounds. And even though I know what’s coming—I saw them torture and hang Jaqueline—I want to scream that my name isn’t Kassandra. I go by Kacey. Everyone calls me Kacey. Kassandra shouldn’t be coming from these people’s mouths. They’ve never called me it before, and I don’t know why a spirit would tell them of it.

But I don’t say anything, because I know if I do, I’ll start fighting. Earlier, Selma told me and Jaqueline not to fight. “If you fight, it’s the parasite fighting. You have to remain still in the cleansing,” she said.

If I’m going to die either way—because there’s no way a person can survive being stabbed that many times, or hanged—then I’m putting up a fight. I will not go down easily. And, really, isn’t this what they’d expect from someone who has the Beast? 

I strain against the bindings around my body, screaming at Ysabelle. My saliva lands on her face, and she recoils. But it’s only ignited more of the fire in her eyes. I hate her eyes—Jaqueline once said they were too Untamed, too much was visible. You look at Ysabelle and you know exactly how much she hates you.

I fight my bindings.

Ysabelle stabs me. 

Pain, my side. Raw, pulsing. I scream, and it doesn’t sound like me screaming—but it is. My head’s splintering, and I can’t see and—

More pain. Hot, white flashes in front of my eyes. Iralda’s shouting, and so is the Overlord Seer.  

“Get it out of her!” someone yells. 

Pain in my leg. I scream again. 

There’s no Beast. There’s no Beast. There’s no Beast.

Another slash of the blade. 

My blood, mingling with the bison’s and—

“Don’t look down!” Ysabelle shrieks, necklace clanging, tinkling, making so much noise. “The Beast is strong in you, Kassandra. I think we need another knife.” 

No sooner has she said the words, when a clansman’s in front of me. It’s Dev, the hunter who taught me how to refine my spear-throwing. He holds a bigger knife. 

“Her throat,” Ysabelle says. “The Beast has moved to her throat!” 

Dev lifts the blade to my neck. His eyes are glowing purple—the Overlord Seer must be controlling him. 

Ysabelle’s knife wriggles in my side. And I feel it—the darkness. It’s stirring. 

Something is stirring inside me. Fury and fear.

“Stop! I’m not possessed!” 

There’s no Beast. There’s no Beast. There’s no Beast. 

“Stop, please!” With every word, I feel the other knife tickling my throat. Dev’s not applying any pressure yet, waiting for Ysabelle’s command. 

“Aw, the Beast is begging,” Ysabelle says, and behind her, I see the moon, a hazy halo around her flaming hair. “The Beast thinks it can outwit us and—"

And something moves inside me. Sharp pain and—

It’s in my chest, rising into my throat. 

No—what the hell? 

What the—

My throat burns as it erupts from me. A wave of power and light and sound—and Iralda shrieks and Ysabelle shouts and the Overlord Seer races toward me. The Beast gets them. Fries them. The stench of rotting flesh fills the air as they fall, as more power floods from me. More and more—until it’s all out. 

All the darkness, the badness, the Beast. I slump forward as far as the bindings will let me. 

“There is a Beast,” I whisper, as I see the bodies of the clansmen. All of them. “I am the Beast.”

And then my eyes are too heavy, and the pool of red at my feet is too big, and somewhere there’s a baby crying, but I see no more. 
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The truck rumbles over uneven ground, and for what has to be the hundredth time, my head crashes against the inside wall. Smack. 

“Look at her—she can’t even stay awake. I don’t understand why my mother likes her so much.” Celena doesn’t even try and hide the disdain in her voice.

I yawn, rub my shoulder, and pretend I can breathe without being choked by Celena’s ridiculous perfume. It’s way too strong; she may as well have bathed in it. “Maybe I can’t stay awake because I’m the only one who actually did any work.” I give her my best glare. “And sleeping when we know we can is smart.” Because now is a time we can rest—as much as we ever can. And rest is what we need. Especially when tomorrow is the big day.

“Oh, for the love of the Gods.” Celena rolls her eyes then adjusts the sling that her left arm is in. She sprained it two weeks ago, and it should be better now, but she insists it isn’t. Though it was interesting that she was dancing and flinging that arm about at the Moon Worship with apparently no problem. “Do you ever not sound like a walking-talking-instruction-guide?” 

“Better to know how to lead than pretend.” My words are dry.

Between us in the back of the cab, Shweta flashes a nervous smile in my direction. She’s quiet, beautiful, and usually has a calming influence. She doesn’t speak to either of us, doesn’t side with one or the other. She’s our group’s Seer, and she’s only just started accompanying us on raids again. For the last four months, grief has blocked her powers—grief for her girlfriend Hana who was killed. Grief that ripped her apart. I didn’t realize at first that her grief was so intense, intense in a way that she couldn’t cope with. I’ve never really grieved for anyone... not someone close to me, because I don’t remember my parents, and then when the D’Elinous ambush took everyone, I didn’t really see any deaths. I was concentrating on escaping, on surviving. I had no time to explore it, no time to even remember Jaqueline or Selma. I just pushed all the clansmen out of my mind. 

But Shweta had time. Time when she couldn’t do anything. Time when she said she was turning inside out as she tried to use her Seer powers to find who Hana had been reincarnated as, until her powers wouldn’t work anymore. Shweta became obsessive for a while, insisting that we had to travel around. She had to find Hana, again. She had to feel her soul once more.

She ran away twice, taking nothing with her. No food, no water, no weapons. We sent search parties after her, finding her both times, collapsed from dehydration, feeble, barely stirring in the earth, like she’d tried to bury herself but had given up.

Some people started to say she was crazy, recounting how they’d seen her talking to thin air, convinced Hana was still there. That she was collecting two meals at a time instead of one, to make sure Hana had food. 

Maggot and Evor were very worried about her. Evor tried to consult with the Gods and Goddesses. He talked with Shweta. And slowly, slowly, she began to get better, act more like we’d expect, like she used to, after those intense weeks. Now, she’s almost back to normal—or, rather her new normal where she’s quieter, subdued, more contemplative. Her powers are emerging again too now—and just in time. We’re going to need her tomorrow.  

Tomorrow.

My heart pounds a little faster, adrenaline filling me. I’m excited by the plan, of course I am, but that doesn’t mean I’m not apprehensive. And it’s not just the gravity of the situation, of what we’re planning to do. It’s more than that—it’s the effect it’ll have on me. What it will unleash inside me again. Because I’ve kept the Beast contained since that day with the clansmen. And I vowed to the Gods and Goddesses never to let it out again. Never to kill. 

And we’re going to have to kill, if this plan is going to work.

But, before I can think more about the plan—and my worries—Celena launches a verbal attack on me, one all about how she’s got leader blood and I’m just a stray. It’s the usual spiel. 

“Cut it out, you two,” Evor snaps from the front. He’s driving—always the designated driver as he’s got ridiculously good skills. Kazem is in the front with him, riding shotgun, but only because he gets travelsick if he sits in the back. He’s also not that great at driving, and it’s something I tease him about constantly. 

“Oh, Evor, I’m sorry,” Celena says, and she leans forward and, with her good arm, pats him on the shoulder. He squirms and leans away a little, but Celena doesn’t let that deter her. She stretches forward even more, the back of her shirt riding up, exposing her lower back—and what’s sticking out of the back pocket of her jeans. 

A pregnancy test. 

Wow. 

Shweta sees it, too, if her sharp inhale is anything to go by. 

“What?” Celena turns to her. 

Shweta shrinks back into the seat. Her hands are clenched. Shweta is a bit scared of Celena—and it’s no surprise, given that Celena’s the type of person who thinks she can throw her weight about, due to the status she was born with, as the daughter of Maggot, our leader. But because Shweta’s a Seer, her status is actually higher than Celena’s, higher than all of ours because a Seer is always top dog, that’s what Maggot says. But Shweta’s not the type of person to enforce that, and Celena’s definitely the type of person to challenge everyone else’s status constantly.

“Pregnancy,” I say, leaning forward. Celena’s gaze crosses onto me, and Shweta sinks back, like she’s trying to melt into the sticky leather seat. I point at Celena’s pregnancy test. “Really? That’s what you went to the pharmacy for?” 

“Where else would I have got it?” Her tone has a goading edge to it. 

Kazem’s looking around now from the front. His dark eyes are wide, peeking out from under his shock of hair. The flash of blue hair-dye that he added for a joke a couple of months ago has faded now, makes his black bangs look slightly iridescent. Now, I’m sure he’s thinking what I am—because Kazem and I are in tune, in sync, whatever you want to call it. And Celena is stupid. And with what we’re planning, too. That was the rule for everyone who moved here from the Muskoxen group—no children. Anyone who’s under Maggot’s leadership and can get pregnant cannot be having sex. Not when we all volunteered for this, put ourselves forward for this job. We need runners, fighters, and soldiers here. Not mothers. 

Just last year, two women became pregnant and made the journey back to the Muskoxen group. Maggot didn’t want us to rely on them when they wouldn’t be here during the moment. Which is set to be tomorrow. And now Celena’s choosing this day to reveal it—because if she really wanted it to be a secret, she’d not have stashed that test in her pocket like that.

Celena’s eyes narrow on me. “I’m not pregnant.” 

“Just as well with the amount you drank yesterday at the Moon Worship,” Evor mutters. 

I want to laugh, but there was is something about the tone in which Celena spoke with—hurt—that is twisting around me, and I remember the miscarriages she had when we lived at the Muskoxen site. How her marriage fell apart due to the losses. How she agreed to come with Maggot when some of us relocated, as the Goddess of Fertility clearly isn’t blessing me and maybe me being a mother isn’t meant to be. But before I can voice anything that might be sympathetic—even though by definition she’s broken our no-sex rule—she pulls the test-stick out of her pocket and throws it at me. It lands on my lap, and I stare at it, my hands frozen in mid-air. 

“Ewww, that’s been in your urine. And now it’s touching me.” I indicate my jean-clad thighs. “Like, disgusting.” And with those last two words, I mimic Celena’s own high-pitched voice.

Kazem’s lips quirk into a smile. 

Celena glares at me. 

“Kindly take back your property,” I say. 

“If you call me by my chosen name, I will.” 

I laugh. Not even a urine-dipped test-stick is going to have me calling her Flesh—she wants to sound edgy, with a name akin to Maggot’s—so I flick the stick toward her with one finger. The jump the test does is short though, and it lands on Shweta’s lap. Shweta doesn’t move, just stares at it, her eyes all glassy. Bags hang under her eyes, making her tawny skin look sallow. It’s the same look she always gets after she’s used her powers. She used them earlier—mainly, her power to compel—as we’d got intel that New Bere, a town three-hours away, was having a refurb done on a weapons store. It was too good an opportunity to miss, and what we did doesn’t even count as stealing weapons. The Enhanced call it sports gear. Much better.

Of course, Shweta’s powers are why she’s vital tomorrow, and it makes me feel better knowing she’ll be with us. Like, maybe, there’ll be no need for me personally to cause any bloodshed, with her powers backing us up.

But I know that’s wishful thinking. Maggot’s put Shweta in a different team. We’re not unleashing our Seer on the Enhanced until our runners have secured the perimeter of the town. Until it’s safe for her. We can’t have our Seer murdered—or converted—by them. That means I’m most likely going to have to kill—and control the Beast.

“I said cut it out,” Evor mutters. “I know you’re nervous about tomorrow—all of you—but don’t wind each other up.” 

#
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TWENTY MINUTES LATER, Evor parks the truck as close to our base as we can, which isn’t that close, and we trek through the grassy lands. It’s almost dark now, low light levels kissing us, and we keep radio contact with Maggot and the rest of the group as we lug back our new weapons. I keep an eye on Shweta. She didn’t have to keep the compulsion power going for long, but it takes a lot out of her. It’s also the reason why we will use her in a time-limited fashion tomorrow, to persuade all the Enhanced in one go. Shweta’s power is limited by time rather than by numbers. Compelling one person uses the same amount of energy as a hundred. Tomorrow, the thousands of Enhanced we’re up against won’t be the problem. Keeping them immobilized for an hour before her role will be. 

Evor and Shweta walk at the front of our group. Kazem and I are next, and Celena’s trailing behind. I keep my eye on her. Last time she walked behind me and I wasn’t paying her enough attention, she kicked me in the back of my left knee. Sure, that was right after Maggot made me her second and publicly humiliated Celena, but I learnt my lesson then. 

And a leopard never changes their spots. 

“Who do you think she’s sleeping with?” I ask Kazem. The usual balled-up carrier bags he always has on him are rustling from his pockets. I used to hate that sound, but now I’m used to it. It’s part of Kazem, and the bags are always handy if we’re out raiding or gathering. 

He shrugs. “Someone who’s confident they won’t get found out.” His answer is kind of blunt, just as it always is when I bring up sex in any way. I don’t mind talking about it, but he does. “Anyway, won’t matter after tomorrow.”

After tomorrow. The time that we’ve all dreamt about. The time that many of us have been uncertain would ever come. But it’s going to. We’ve gone over this plan so many times, and we know exactly what we’re doing. We’ve got solutions planned and rehearsed for all possible outcomes. And then we’ll be...free. We’ll have buildings and safety and food. We’ll be where we’re supposed to be. 

We’ll be setting the example, proving that the impossible can be done.

Just as we’re almost at the entranceway, Celena overtakes us all, spins around, and holds her good hand up in a stop-signal. “Don’t say a word about that test to anyone.” Her voice is low, and she glances at each of us in turn. Shweta and Evor first, because she knows they won’t be the issue here. Neither’s Kazem really. It’s me. 

She doesn’t trust me, and rightly so. If she’s broken the rules, then Maggot should know. We have rules for a reason. Knowing she’s broken them means I can keep an eye on her, even if I don’t tell Maggot—but I need to know who the other participant is.

“Sure, if you tell me who’s been doing it with you,” I say. 

Her eyes narrow. “What is your weird obsession with sex?” 

I snort-laugh. “My weird obsession? I haven’t got one.” But I notice how Kazem’s eyes get all shifty and he looks toward me quickly. I don’t look at him, though I feel his burning gaze on my face. If I look, it makes it more obvious. Not that there is anything to be made obvious. Not in the way that anyone here would find interesting. We’ve never broken the rules. We have no intention of it.

“Yeah,” Celena says. “You’re always prying, always trying to catch people out.” 

I’m not. It’s just that as second-in-command, I have to uphold Maggot’s rules. And...and there’s something more too. I’m kind of fascinated by the idea of sex, because I’ve never done it or felt like I want to. It’s this thing that I just don’t understand, and I’m curious, I guess. 

Kazem’s gaze is still burning a hole in me. I know what he’s thinking: how I should just be quiet, not talk about sex at all. I turn my head farther away from him. “I won’t report you,” I tell Celena. “Or ask any more questions about who the other person is. If you do something for me.” 

Her eyes narrow, and her brows furrow. “What?” 

I beckon her closer and then step away from Kazem. Evor and Shweta exchange looks then Evor says we should all keep walking again. So, we do, but I make Celena hang back a bit, giving her a look. 

“What?” she asks again. 

“Tell Maggot that you want Clive on your team tomorrow.” 

Celena laughs abruptly, then stops when she apparently realizes I’m serious. Another waft of her perfume drifts over to me. “Really? You don’t want Clive?” 

“No,” I say. 

It’s not so much Clive himself, but what he makes me remember. He’s ten years old, and he’s the youngest of the Griffin children here. The others are older teenagers, some just a few years younger than me, but Clive’s different. He reminds me of the clansmen children I massacred. I’ve always found it difficult around children—and that’s part of the reason why, when we were part of the Muskoxen group, I jumped at the chance to work with Maggot in what I thought would be an adult-only group. Then I discovered that the Griffin children were all coming with their parents. Like Evor, the Griffin couple are doctors, and Kate and Markus insisted that their five children came with them. The children are in-training. And Maggot agreed in the end. Although Evor’s Maggot’s half-brother and a perfectly good doctor, she didn’t want just one doctor. She wanted three. You never know when one of them could be killed. 

“Why?” Celena raises her left eyebrow. She has a small scar across it, where her hair doesn’t grow. Maggot told her it’s less noticeable than it actually is. She got the scar when she walked into a thorny tree branch, a few years ago. “What’s wrong with Clive?”

“Nothing,” I say. 

“There must be something.” 

“There must be someone you’ve been sleeping with.” 

She smirks a little then wipes sweat from her forehead. “Fine.” 

I flash a smile at her. All this time, I’d been stealing myself, telling myself I’d just have to work with Clive tomorrow and hope that it’s not one of the times my flashbacks arise, but this solves it perfectly. 

Celena nods, and I nod. Then we join up again with Kazem, Evor, and Shweta. Kazem brushes his hand against mine, and I smile up at him. 

“What was that about?” he asks. 

I shake my head. “Nothing. All’s good.” 

His sharp look tells me he doesn’t quite believe that, but then the entrance to our base—a limestone mouth peeking out from the grassland—is in sight. We inhabit the caves and tunnels that extend down and across, below New Zeralzi, an Enhanced town, and a couple of figures are milling about in the tunnel entrance. Our guards, as we call them.  

“You’re just in time for practice,” Tammy says, greeting us. She’s a couple years older than me and an excellent fighter. “Maggot wants another session for the free-running teams. That includes you, Celena. Without your sling.” 

Celena groans. “I’m tired!”

“Bet you wish you got some sleep on the journey back now,” I say.

She gives me the finger. 

I ignore her. “I’ll get my running shoes on.”

“Good.” Tammy nods. “Maggot’s meeting all the runners out here in fifteen.” 
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I grunt, tuck my head in as I roll through the night air, then land on the balls of my feet. My momentum pushes me forward, and I cartwheel twice, get to the other side of the courtyard. I look up. Wait. My breaths are short, calculated, careful. The buildings rise around me, and I listen, hear the thrum of electricity. And his footsteps. 

Good. He’s coming. 

A grin stretches across my face, and I turn, sprint across the courtyard. The building ahead is red brick, with scaffolding starting from the second story. I hurtle forward, kicking off from the concrete slabs, and use the momentum to propel myself upward. One step. Two. Three. I stretch up, grab the metal bar above. Yes. 

Adrenaline pounds through me. I always love running up walls. I swing myself upward and tuck my head in as I launch myself through a gap in the scaffolding. My knees land on the wooden board of the scaffolding’s floor, and I roll to the side, dissipating some of the energy, before jumping back up. Scaffolding makes everything so much easier. Maggot graded this building as a level five before the Enhanced decided it needed repairing. The scaffolding makes it an easy level two. I roll my eyes. I almost want it to be harder. More challenging. I have this constant need to prove myself. Maggot says that’s my flaw. But I think it’s good to be ambitious. And Bhavesh agrees. His lessons are all about that. 

Never get comfortable with your abilities, that’s when you mess up. Rule number one of free-running. 

A swift glance down shows me Kazem is on the other side of the courtyard. His mirror eyes flash and send a direct, burning beam into my gaze as he sees me. He runs for me. Silent, of course. We’re always silent. 

Go! 

I have a ten-second lead on him, but Kazem’s faster at climbing than me. I know that. 

I climb as quickly as I can, using the scaffolding. My heart pounds. Got to get to the top. If I can get to the top before Kazem’s hand lands on my shoulder, I’m good.  

My lungs burn as I climb and climb. Energy floods through me, pounds deliciously through my body. The electricity hums louder up here—it always does—and I pull myself up, past a window. A lone green light winks from somewhere inside that room—but it’s okay, no Enhanced will be in there now. The green light just shows their alarms are set. And then the window’s gone, far below me, and I’m here. The roof. Four stories up. I smile as I race forward, using my arms to adjust my center of gravity according to the angle of the roof. My shoes barely make a sound on the gray slate tiles. 

Run quick and light on the balls of your feet. 

Kazem is behind me, his steps soft. I picture his mirror eyes flashing in the darkness, and it makes me smile. Because every time I see him like this, he’s danger and familiarity, and it sends a new kind of warmth through my body. 

No. Can’t get distracted. 

I’ve got to jump now. I smile as the cold, night air wraps around me, lifts the few tendrils of hair that have escaped my ponytail. They weave around my face like moths. No, like snakes. Ghostly snakes. 

Kazem may be faster at climbing, but I’m better at jumping. 

I glance back, grinning at him. He’s ten feet away. Then I inhale and run, plowing toward the end of the roof. The night expels me as I jump. I soar through the air, downward and across, tuck my head in, my arms circling my knees. 

Tuck tighter. I can hear Bhavesh’s voice. One of my early lessons. 

I tuck tighter—I’ve got a habit of not tucking my legs enough as I roll through the air and—

Dust flies up as I land, and energy pounds through my shoulder. I roll over and over, disbanding the energy. 

And I feel alive. So alive as I stand, grinning. 

I turn and look up. Kazem’s on the edge of the roof. There’s nothing like being chased through an Enhanced Ones’ town to make you feel alive. 

I smile, and he gives me a thumbs up. Passed the test. Of course I did. 

“Watch out!” 

The shout comes from my right. Maggot’s sharp tone. I flick my head, see our leader. She’s watching Clive—her directive was issued at him, not me. Because he’s about to be grabbed by a mirror man. 

Clive yelps and twists, tries to jump, but of course the mirror man grabs him. It’s too dark for me to tell which of the men it is. Winston, Bhavesh, and SJ all have similar builds, and we’re all dressed in the same loose, dark clothes. Kazem only stands out more in these conditions because he’s so tall. 

Clive curses, earning a reprimand from Maggot and whichever man is holding onto him. I think it’s probably Winston, though I didn’t catch the exact tone. 

Kazem jumps from the building—his body tucks in mid-air, a bullet plowing to the ground. He lands silently. His dent in the dust isn’t as far out as mine. I’m better at leaping than him, and I often remind him of this. Usually, when we’re play-arguing. 

“Good job,” Kazem says, and I stare up into his mirrors. See myself reflected in him. 

My face is sharp angles, and I immediately look at my eyes in his—as if I need to prove to myself that I’m still Untamed, that we’re winning. It’s too dark to see the details of my eyes—a shame, I like my eyes—but I can see they’re not mirrors. And that’s enough for now. 

Kazem wraps his arms around me, and I lean into him. My head tucks neatly under his chin, and I feel his heartbeat. 

“Did well,” he says, smiling. 

I look up at him, want to kiss him. But that can wait. I don’t like kissing him when he’s got his mirrors in anyway. 

He squeezes me once, then we pull apart. 

We’re all congregating here now. All seventeen free-runners that our group has—half of us still posing as mirror men—plus our guards and leader. Maggot tucks her pistol into her belt as she walks over to me. Behind her are the Griffin siblings, two of them with mirrors in. We’ve just completed a relatively basic practice, something that wouldn’t risk great injury. We’re all free-running tomorrow, divided into many teams. 

Everyone’s breathing hard, and Maggot says something to one of our guards, before he nods and walks to the edge of our group. He’ll be watching for the enemy. The real enemy. 

“I think we’ll be all right,” Maggot says. She has a scar below her left eye, and it looks more ragged, the skin puckering. “On the ’ole.” Her gaze crosses to Clive, the youngest of the Griffin siblings. He looks both annoyed and like he’s going to cry. 

But Maggot knows what she’s doing. She’s the best leader, ever. Her name isn’t really Maggot—it’s Margot—but I’ve only ever known her as Maggot. She said the word was used as an insult when Enhanced Ones caught her thirty years ago. They underestimated her, and she kicked their butts. She got away before they converted her. She was twenty-four years old, and she killed twelve Enhanced Ones. Since then, she’s used the name Maggot as a badge of honor. I think she likes the squeamish factor it gives her, how it makes the little children at the Muskoxen group more scared of her on the occasions when we go back for the Night Celebrations, every six months. It keeps her revered. 

And we’re going to win this war, because of her. I just know it. I mean, sure there’s an augury about someone else who will save us, an augury that says, The Seventh One, born of Light, holds the strongest Seer powers. Her side will win the War of Humanity. The rest will be destroyed, and Death will call the Seventh One back to him at the end of the war. It’s an augury that has apparently been delivered to some Seers—but not all. No one at D’Elinous spoke of her, but so many of the Untamed groups, Maggot’s and the clansmen included, believe in this augury, though I’ve never had any proof that this Seventh Seer is real. What I do know is the Untamed have Maggot. She’s the leader we need. She’s real.

“I won’t be far from you, tomorrow,” the mirror man who caught Clive says. Now we’re closer, I can see it is Winston. Clive’s the youngest of the Griffin family, and he’s the only one who’s not pale like the rest of them. Instead, he’s got Winston’s dark skin and the two look very similar. And Winston’s always been good friends with Kate, the mother of the Griffin children. No guessing who Clive’s biological dad is, even if no one ever outright acknowledges it. 

Winston gives Clive a squeeze, before grabbing his bag from one of the guards. He opens the pouch on the front, then removes one of his mirror eyes. 

“Not out ’ere.” Maggot shakes her head at him. “We’ve still got to get back. An’ we don’t want to lose ’em.” 

“Don’t want to lose my sight either,” Winston says, pulling out the container for the lenses. He’s still got one mirror eye. “Especially not ahead of tomorrow.” 

“The lenses are irritating.” Kazem grunts, rolling his shoulder.

I’ve only worn them a couple times. When we practice our free-running and parkour, we usually do it as Untamed—under the cover of darkness, of course. We’re not stupid. And we’ve got systems in place to alert us if the Enhanced come over here. But we choose to do it in the regions of New Zeralzi that they lock up at night. Their labs. The council buildings. The locker rooms near the sports fields.  

When we began putting this plan in place, Maggot decided we’d best get used to the feeling of being chased by the Enhanced—chances are it’s going to happen on the day. Tammy got hold of the mirror lenses.

“Fall back,” Maggot says. She starts to turn. She’s wearing a Cami top that reveals the upper part of the tattoo that fills her back—it’s a tiger. A crude, badly drawn one, its face distorted and lopsided. But Maggot loves it. “We’ll discuss final arrangements inside.” 

The entrance to the tunnels isn’t far. Our guards are wearing the mirror lenses too, and they station themselves around us, in case the real Enhanced come out. Then they can pretend they’re Enhanced and have caught us. At least long enough to get us all out of there. Most of us aren’t afraid of shooting.  

We walk for ten minutes across the flat, grassy plain, climbing up a few steps and moving several loose limestone blocks in the wall so we can climb through the barrier that marks the edge of the city. We replace the blocks after the last of us is through, then keep going through the steppe until we reach the entrance to our underground network: giant layers of limestone rise from the rocky grassy ground at a slight angle, giving birth to the narrow entrance of a cave. Tammy’s still on guard, sitting cross-legged by the entrance, in the grasses and wild hollyhock, but now she’s been joined by her older brother, Mal. They’ve got the whistles. If any Enhanced Ones come along and find the entrance, Tammy and Mal can disband them with the guns or alert us with a shrill sound if the former option isn’t possible or doesn’t work. 

Not that the Enhanced come out here much. This is the spirits’ territory. It’s not just the Turnings that bring them out, but the spirits lurk about a fair amount of time anyway. Most of the spirits leave us alone though, so long as we avoid looking at them and go underground as soon as they arrive. But the Enhanced Ones hate the spirits. That’s why they generally don’t build many towns out here, and why they constructed high walls around this one. Huh. As if a thirty-foot wall and domed roof can keep the spirits out. They could smash through that in seconds if they wanted to. 

Tammy and Mal nod at us.  

We slither on our bellies through the entranceway to our network, then descend into the earth, into a larger space that we can stand in. Kazem’s just behind me. These tunnels have been our home for the last two years, ever since we split from the Muskoxen group. Underground, there’s a whole network of the tunnels, and they spread right under the Enhanced Ones’ buildings. There is one small exit from our tunnels that leads into the town directly, but we keep that one blocked up; from the town’s side, it just looks like another rocky outcrop, of which there are a lot in New Zeralzi.  

We walk to our main chamber—the largest ‘room’ in the network. The rest of our group is waiting here. 

“We’re all set then,” Maggot says, sitting on the edge of the desk at the side of the room. She swings her thighs. She’s the biggest woman here—muscularly built and tall—and her physique outranks several of the men, too. 

When we first moved in here, we didn’t have any furniture. Hard to carry stuff like that out of New Zeralzi without the Enhanced noticing, even harder to get it through the perimeter wall. But the Muskoxen group sent us some. Assembling that desk though, in the meagre lighting in here, wasn’t easy. Involved a lot of swearing on Maggot’s part. 

“Tomorrow it is,” she continues. “We’re goin’ with the first plan, ’kay? So, the runners will go out first, lead all the Enhanced toward the center. That’s where our guards will be. We’ll contain ’em in the rink. Patrol teams will round up anyone else. We’ve got their guns. They’re not goin’ to fight us.” 

Because violence is bad. 

“But what if the reports from the Muskoxen are true?” Rohan asks. He’s one of the oldest men in our tunnel-dwelling group. When we split from the Muskoxen group and came here with the intention of eventually taking New Zeralzi for ourselves, Maggot and the council decided we could only take people who could fight. They wanted the upper age limit to be sixty. Rohan’s sixty-three now. But he’s the best shot out of everyone. We’d have been stupid to leave him behind. He’s going to be important tomorrow. 

“The reports can’t be true,” Maggot says. “The Enhanced despise violence.” 

Kazem looks across at me, but I don’t say anything. We’ve all heard the rumors, that some of the Enhanced are resorting to violence, that their weapons aren’t just for sport, but that they are going against their core beliefs—the ones they convert us in the name of. We heard the new preference for violence originated in New Kimearo, a town in Section Three, under the orders of Raleigh, an Enhanced man who is apparently growing in popularity there. The Muskoxen group hacked into some of the communication channels—that’s where we get our info from. Traci and the others at the Muskoxen settlement give us regular updates on the Enhanced Ones’ plans in the war, across our Untamed channel. 

And New Kimearo is where most of the violent Enhanced are. This inclination toward violence may be spreading, according to what we’ve heard, but we’re nowhere near New Kimearo. We’re in the middle of Section Five, and New Kimearo is in Section Three, south-west of our section. If this Raleigh guy is using violence and it has become the norm in Section Three, it hasn’t reached Section Five yet. We’re safe until the Enhanced here start backing that plan. 

Maggot goes through a few other details about tomorrow’s plan, but it’s not new stuff. We’ve been going over this for months. 

“Get some rest,” she says finally, “because we’re about to have the biggest ol’ day of our lives. We’ll meet here in the mornin’ for the final prep.” 
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With Maggot’s dismissal, we head back to our rooms. But we’re smiling. All of us, not just the free-running crew. We’ve got more guards—those with good aims—and a communications team. Our engineers made the radios for us and rigged up a sound system across the city. Bhavesh and the older Griffin siblings got the speakers in place at various points around New Zeralzi last week. We’ll be using them tomorrow, ordering all the Enhanced Ones to the rink who haven’t already been lured out with our parkour display. 

I smile. I know I shouldn’t think of it as a display. It could be life and death—well, death in the sense of conversion. And conversion is worse than death. 

For hundreds of years, the Enhanced Ones have been hunting us down, converting us into them. They believe all emotions need to be controlled so that they can only feel positive things, because negative emotions are the source of all things bad in the world. They take augmenters, the highly addictive chemicals that were created to only allow people to feel good things. Augmenters also give you mirror eyes. Evor says he heard an Enhanced man spout off a load of crap about the eyes being the doorway to the soul or something and how that needs to be guarded, so they made their augmenters simultaneously create mirrors. But at least that means it’s easy to see who is Untamed. Who is resisting. Who is still wild and bad and evil. 

Who still has their humanity. 

Kazem and I reach our sleeping place. Most of the ‘bedrooms’ are on one side of our underground network, where several large spaces have been divided by an amalgamation of wooden planks, tree branches, grass-woven mats, the occasional bit of discarded building materials salvaged from New Zeralzi, and leathery drapes made from Saiga antelope hides. Our room is at the edge of one of the divided cavernous spaces, and dry-stone walling holds back the surrounding earth. Most of the network consists of manmade tunnels leading from the cave. Shweta reckons the network is from before. Before the first augmenters were created and before the first Untamed turned themselves into the Enhanced. Before the War of Humanity. 

When we first found these tunnels, guided by a Seer from the Muskoxen group who’d had a prophetic dream, they were full of cobwebs and rodents. There were bones of steppe marmots, gerbils, and the skull of what looked like a corsac fox. Maggot thought she could smell a bear in there, even though brown bears are rare in this part of the steppe lands, but sure enough, there were signs of recent bear habitation. We were skeptical about going inside at first, but no bears came. Every tunnel smelled damp and cold, and it took a while to make it all habitable. 
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