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For my readers.


For those of us with rebel hearts, for the black sheep, for the ones


who’ve been told they feel too much or too little. For everyone who’s


never felt like they belong.


Welcome home.









To the system that thought it could grind us down.


That thought it could silence and erase us.


We are the power.


Our eyes are open.









‘There is nothing noble in being superior to your fellow man; true


nobility is being superior to your former self’


-- Ernest Hemingway









TRIGGER WARNINGS


DAGGERMOUTH IS AN ADULT dystopian romance with heavy themes. Please make sure to read through this list before starting.


- Death/Murder/Torture


- Emotional/Psychological/Physical abuse


- Mentions and conversations of sexual assault (off screen/character backstory)


- Mentions and conversations of child abuse (off screen/character backstory)


- Suicidal ideation and alcohol abuse


- Open door sex and sexual activities


- Graphic language


- Oppression, classism and sexism


Your mental health and well-being are not only important, but should ALWAYS come first. If you or a loved one is struggling with any form of abuse, please know you are not alone and there is help.


You are so incredibly loved.


Xo,


H. M. Wolfe
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CHAPTER ONE



MERCY IS DEAD



THE FIRST THING YOU’LL learn in New Found Haven is mercy no longer exists. Showing mercy is a weakness, and weakness will get you killed.


The second thing is this—the Veyra are always watching. From the highest glass atrium in the Heart to the windowless slum dens of the Boundary, no movement goes unseen.


The last lesson is the hardest. You must remember it, as Greyson Serel did, standing in the center of the plaza’s monolithic platform behind two bound and kneeling rebels.


Love outside of your ring was a death sentence.


The Heart was home to the elite of New Found Haven, the 1 per cent. The rich, and they wore masks to hide their faces.


The square slowly filled with those who resided in the Heart, coming not for belief in justice, but for proximity—proximity to power. To witness the suffering caused by the enforcement of that power upon those they claimed as less than. They came for the satisfaction of seeing blood spilled at someone else’s expense.


The elite pressed shoulder to shoulder, obediently silent beneath the evening sky, as the live stream flickered to life against the mirrored surface of the twin towers erected at Greyson’s back. The towers stood in the middle of the Heart, the very center point of New Found Haven, where all corruption spilled from.


A buzz of energy filled the air, saturating through every ring of the city as billboards—usually spewing endless streams of propaganda—switched to the live feed. It was law in New Found Haven, that any person who betrayed the Heart was executed publicly.


The raised platform where Greyson stood had been constructed in the absolute center of the plaza, where the veins of the city’s four main boulevards crossed. The two condemned rebels knelt, with their hands bound in red cord, and beside them, in a tight formation, the Veyra enforcers stood in ceremonial red, boots shining, helmets on, their batons held at precise right angles, with guns strapped to their backs.


Greyson stayed unmoving, his mask covering his face, gloved hands folded over his militant onyx garb. He looked neither left nor right, nor at the condemned, only straight ahead—watching, observing.


The platform was illuminated not just by the Heart’s orbital lamps, but by the harsh blue spotlight of the media drones as they circled, their lenses feeding every gesture, every tremor of the rebels, to the rest of New Found Haven.


On monitors across the Cardinal and Boundary rings, the event was broadcast live, in high-definition clarity.


The crowd’s attention was absolute. The masked elite looked up toward the rebels, like deadly flowers soaking in a poisonous sun, and waited for the carnage to begin.


Greyson let the silence ferment.


He waited until he felt the nervous pulse of the crowd sync with his own breathing, until the two on their knees began to twitch from the weight of attention. Only then did he step forward, moving his arms behind his back as the thud of his boots echoed against the marble dais.


He did not read from the script; he didn’t need to.


His father had beaten the lines into him.


“For crimes against the Mother Land,” Greyson started, his voice perfectly modulated, “and for violation of the sacred laws of New Found Haven, these criminals stand judged by the Heart.”


Greyson glanced at the crowd. The mask hid the micro-twitches of his jaw, the bloodlessness of his lips, but not the flatness of his gaze.


“By order of President Maximus Serel, justice will be enacted in the manner most befitting the crime. Death. The charges are as follows: conspiracy against the Heart, illegal communication between the rings, fornication, and love across faction lines.”


A ripple of approval sounded from the masked crowd, as if a liturgy had been completed.


Greyson raised a hand, silencing them.


The man was from the Boundary, the outer ring of the city. A nobody, with a face scarred by acid runoff from the industrial plants and poor nutrition. His clothing had been stripped of all rebel markings. He stared at Greyson with the intensity of someone who had nothing left to lose.


The woman kneeling next to him was a teacher from the Cardinal, the middle ring of New Found Haven. She was small and trembling, her hands mottled with burn scars just from proximity to the Cardinal ring’s chemical plants that turned even the air into poison. Even kneeling, she attempted to maintain her dignity, lips pressed tight.


Greyson regarded the couple, and allowed himself to feel nothing. He didn’t believe in the necessity of this act, but as he stood there, words from his childhood scraped at the back of his mind. A lesson in biology, an anecdote about wolves and culling, taught not in the classroom, but in the den at night by his father’s voice. ‘Mercy is weakness, Grey. Weakness is the end of all things.’


Greyson shook the thought off.


“In accordance with tradition,” he started again, “the condemned are allowed a final statement and to choose the method by which they will be executed.”


His attention turned to the man and woman kneeling before him.


“Do you understand?” he asked, his voice dropping a decibel.


The woman nodded, tongue darting between chapped lips, eyes not on Greyson but locked somewhere in the far distance.


The man spat onto the platform, barely missing Greyson’s boots. “Just get it over with, Veyra scum.”


Greyson admired him. Admired that even when there was no hope left, when most would begin to beg for their lives, he stayed true to what he believed, and accepted his fate. For a moment, Greyson wondered, if he were ever to be in the rebel’s position, would he show the same resolve?


He turned to the woman. “What would you prefer?”


Her voice was so quiet, it barely registered to his ears, but the drones caught it. With only a second delay, it echoed harsh and loud over the monitors. “Bullet.”


The Veyra captain standing to Greyson’s left made note of her answer on a data-slate.


Greyson looked back to the man, waiting for his answer.


“Go fuck yourself,” he growled.


Greyson’s hand was already pulling his gun from the holster strapped over his shoulders as the last syllable fell from the man’s lips. He didn’t look at the rebel man, instead he looked at the crowd. He found the mask of his mother, three rows back, perfectly composed. He saw the blur of his sister moving away from the platform, almost indiscernible behind the anonymity of her own mask.


He looked into the infinite eyes of the Veyra, the drone hovering in front of him at eye level as he aimed his gun at the base of the man’s skull, and watched as he tensed, jaw set.


He did not beg as he took his last breath.


“Noted,” Greyson said, and pulled the trigger.


The shot was dull in the open air, more a mechanical pop than a thunderclap, but the effect was immediate. The man’s head jerked forward, spattering the white marble platform and the woman with a fine red spray. For a moment, the body knelt upright, still propped by the tension in the muscles. Then it collapsed sideways, corded hands pinioned behind the back like a trussed animal.


The crowd erupted in applause, like some primordial satisfaction had been delivered as the woman’s scream cut through the air with unbridled agony. She doubled over, head pressed to the marble, sobbing into her knees. She was begging now, begging to be spared, to be kept alive through a torrent of wails.


Begging for mercy that didn’t exist.


Greyson watched her for one beat, then two.


He felt a shallow sickness grow in his throat, and the tremor in his left hand as he aimed the gun at the back of her head.


His mask hid almost everything but not his breathing.


The captain inclined his helmet, a silent prompt for Greyson to finish her off. He nodded, swallowing as his finger tightened on the trigger but hesitated, again.


A shot rang out beside Greyson in the next breath, and he blinked as the sound reverberated in his ears. The woman’s body slumped over beside her lover, blood pouring from the gaping hole in the back of her head. Slowly, Greyson turned toward the captain who was already holstering his own gun.


He’d hesitated, on live stream.


Greyson looked back into the crowd in search of his mother’s mask, but she was already gone, had slipped out through the revelry, the celebration of murder.


He’d be punished for this, he knew that.


The President’s son was not supposed to hesitate.


He pulled his eyes back to the woman’s lifeless body as he shoved his gun back into its holster, and squared his shoulders, waiting for the crowd to exhaust itself. As the applause finally died, Greyson stepped to the edge of the platform.


“Order has been preserved by the swift hand of justice,” he said, his voice cutting through the post-elation hush. “The Heart endures.”


He turned, not taking another look at the dead rebels, and descended the marble steps now dripping with crimson. The Veyra soldiers closed ranks behind him, a red ripple of authority as laborers began to remove the bodies and sterilize the platform. Above, the drones continued to hover, recording every angle.


Greyson could feel it—the eyes on him, analyzing every step he took away from the platform. He should’ve felt something, should’ve felt guilt or shame. But in that deep pit of his stomach, Greyson only felt cold.


He rode the elevator to the seventy-eighth floor of Serel Tower, alone.


The car was lined with smart-glass, which mirrored his mask back at him from every angle, each reflection rendered in harsher contrast by the surgical white light. It wasn’t the face of a man, but the emblem of a system—a system that had worked for five generations to keep the city from eating itself alive.


The glass registered his biometrics and glided to a halt with a sigh. The elevator door swept open, only for a second door to appear. He inserted his key into the lock, twisting then pushing the door open. For once, the rooms beyond the door gave him what he needed—silence.


His apartment was the largest unit in Serel Tower outside of the penthouse his parents resided in, that consumed the top three levels, but he felt like it was shrinking in on itself. Anyone would be lucky to have it, and he knew that. Those from the Boundary and even the Cardinal would kill to spend just an hour in the luxury it provided, would commit unspeakable crimes just for the opportunity to shower there and bask in the amenities as if it were heaven. But for Greyson, it felt like a prison.


The execution haunted him, echoing in his ears like a phantom taunt. The feeble pop of the first shot, the desperate way she screamed for mercy, the way he’d hesitated, the way she’d begged.


The punishment would come soon; his father’s wrath would be waiting to greet him. ‘Mercy is weakness, Grey. Weakness is the end of all things.’ The lesson returned, more than a whisper now, more than a scrape at the edges of memory. He could almost taste the consequences, could feel them sharpening the air like broken glass.


He locked the door behind him, allowing himself a small gesture of exhaustion, a quiet rebellion against the rest of the world as he let out a heavy sigh, and rested the back of his head against the cool door. He slowly peeled the gloves from his fingers, setting them on the entry table beside him before removing the mask from his face. He set it on its stand and stared at it.


The burden of privilege.


Five generations ago, they were no more than symbols, ritualistic garnishments only worn during Vow ceremonies. As time progressed, and New Found Haven became more stratified, they began to be used as tools for oppression and social control. Elaborate customs and laws were created around masking, making it illegal for lower rings to look upon any of the elite’s unveiled faces.


Now, even the elite were not allowed to see behind others’ masks. Outside of those you were vowed to through ceremony, looking upon the face of another elite was considered an extreme violation of New Found Haven law.


If one of the elite were found guilty of a crime, only then would they be unmasked on live stream before their execution.


Greyson pulled his eyes away from the mask and rolled his jaw, biting back the rage it ignited in him. As if you could oppress the citizens of this city any more than they already were. His father only cared about power, and being the seat of it. He didn’t care that the people under his watch, outside of the Heart, were dying every day from starvation.


President Serel told his son that this was an act of God—letting those not strong enough to survive, die. Though Greyson knew his father wouldn’t last a single day in the Boundary.


He swept the gloves off the entryway table and made his way to the bedroom, unbuttoning his jacket as he moved. The uniform went on a hanger, the gloves tucked into a drawer with compulsive neatness. He went to the far end of the large walk-in closet where the polished wooden floor met the baseboard, and knelt. The floor panel lifted at his touch, revealing a deep compartment lined with insulation and anti-scan mesh.


He reached his hand in and pulled out a large duffel bag, setting it beside him as he placed the wooden panel back in place, and leaned against the wall. His fingers wrapped around the handle of the bag, pulling it toward him as he unzipped it. The contents spilled onto the floor in front of him, and he began his inventory for the next scheduled drop.


Fifteen vials of antibiotics, five of narcotics, ten ampoules of enzyme suppressant for children, a thousand credits worth of meal stamps, and rolls of bandaging tape. He split the items equally, packing everything tight into five separate black padded pouches, checking the seals, then slipping them into the bottom compartment of his duffel bag.


He sat there on the floor in the dim light for a long while, his mind running through the plans.


He’d go to the maintenance levels while the Heart slept and security was at its weakest, sneak into the garages and strap the items to the bottom of the Veyra patrol vehicles. The vehicles were weighed upon entry and exit of each of the three rings, so they had to be light. Light enough that the guards at the checkpoints wouldn’t notice the loss of a few extra ounces between rings.


First, they’d stop at the industrial plants in the Cardinal ring and make their rounds to ensure all chemicals were flowing downstream toward the Boundary. While rounds were being completed, the rebels in the Cardinal would retrieve the first two packages.


Next, they would go to the Boundary.


The Veyra did not leave their vehicles there—it was too dangerous even for the militia. The Daggermouths owned the Boundary, and they did not take kindly to the Veyra coming into their ring.


Greyson flinched at the thought, his hands balling into fists as his knuckles blanched. He hated the Daggermouths with every atom of his being. They were murderers, contract killers, who only answered to one man.


Jaeger Nolin.


They were the reason his brother was dead.


Daggermouths were ruthless mercenaries, hungry for blood, and Greyson saw Jaeger as no better than his father. He saw an opportunity to snatch power and he took it, without caring who it could hurt.


Greyson took a deep breath to steady himself, to quell the fury that was all too easily ignited these days, and refocused his thoughts.


The Boundary—the Veyra.


If they stepped out of their vehicles, there would be a bullet between their eyes faster than they could take their next breath. Their patrols were driven, but they were predictable, and predictability made them an easy target.


The Boundary rebels used the sewage system. They waited until the patrol vehicles stopped over water drains and snuck up from the pipes to remove their packages. Every time it had worked without fail, and every time Greyson could not rest until the Veyra called in the completed patrols with no issues.


He recited the numbers in his head. Sixteen minutes between patrol cycles, enough for him to get into the maintenance levels if he was not stopped along the way. Five minutes to reach the patrol vehicles, two minutes to secure the packages and get out before the next patrol came through. He rehearsed it the way other men might rehearse a prayer.


It should’ve felt heroic, but it didn’t. It felt like routine. It felt like the desperate act of a man who couldn’t reconcile the crimes he’d committed against the very people he was trying to help.


Greyson’s involvement with the resistance was the only reason he didn’t fight the masks. It kept him safe, kept him unseen and anonymous. The thought sent guilt churning in his stomach. Anonymity was a privilege the other rebels were not afforded, a privilege he was only given because, in the light of day, he held up the very laws that oppressed them.


He’d just started opening the panel to put the duffel bag back in its hiding place when a knock sounded at his front door. Sharp and loud, meant to be heard.


Greyson froze.


There was nothing overtly incriminating in view, but he was always aware of the possibility of surprise audits, of random searches done by Veyra officers. He pushed the bag under the floorboard then ran a hand over his face as he stood.


The second knock was softer, more polite.


He crossed the living room maskless and peered through the spyhole. A Veyra stood outside, in the small gap between his front door and the elevator, waiting. The officer seemed relaxed, which made the muscles across Greyson’s back uncoil only slightly.


Greyson lifted his mask from its stand, placing it over his face, and opened the door. The officer saluted, then spoke in the clipped tones of a subordinate trained to never meet his gaze.


“Sir, the President requests your presence immediately.”


Greyson nodded, ignoring the sharp uptick of adrenaline in his veins. “Please tell my father I’ll be there in ten minutes. Will he be in his residence study, or Haven Tower offices?”


“Very good, sir. He is in his residence study,” the officer answered, withdrawing into the elevator without turning his back.


Greyson closed the door and took a slow, controlled breath. It was better to get it over with now than wait for days wondering when the iron fist would fall. He glanced into the mirror hanging above the entryway table and checked his appearance. Nothing of him existed on the outside—there could be no traces of individuality. He pushed back the deep charcoal strands of his hair, smoothing them into place, then strode out the door.


***


The private office of President Serel was an architectural relic, unchanged since the first days of New Found Haven. There was no painfully rigid furniture or blinding white lights. The space was filled with deep leather armchairs, and gold gilded portraits hanging on the walls. The lamps cast a low yellow light that made the windows at the far end seem like dark mirrors. There were no cameras in this room. No drones. Only the lingering sense that every inch had been measured and approved.


Greyson entered on silent feet, pausing just past the threshold. The doors sealed behind him with a pneumatic sigh.


Maximus Serel sat at a massive desk of polished walnut, the surface crowded with ledgers, printouts, and a tablet blinking with unread messages. His gold mask was off, set aside atop a small stack of correspondence.


When it was just them—when it was just the President and his family—he didn’t follow the laws he enforced on his citizens with cruelty. His face was lined but unbowed, with dark eyes that bore through anything they settled on.


Maximus hadn’t risen to power by intimidation alone—he inspired, dissected, and ultimately consumed those who opposed him.


“Father,” Greyson greeted, dipping his chin as his hands locked behind his back.


Maximus gestured at the chair before his desk and Greyson moved toward it carefully, then sat as his arms folded across his chest.


The silence drew out, unbroken except for the faint buzz of the city below.


“You carried out the executions,” Maximus said at last. It wasn’t a question.


Greyson nodded. “The protocol was followed. There were no complications.”


His father steepled his fingers, gaze fixed on a point just to the left of Greyson’s forehead. “And the broadcasts? Did you observe their effect?”


“I did, sir. The crowd responded as projected.”


“Good.” Maximus’s lips twitched with a fractional smile. “There are some who doubt the necessity of public punishment. I trust you are not among them.”


Greyson paused, just long enough for the question to settle.


“No, Father,” Greyson lied.


Maximus’s smile faded. “Then explain to me why, in the instant before the second shot, you hesitated.”


Greyson felt the air thicken, but he kept his voice measured. “The woman was defiant. I wished to make certain the message was clear, but Captain Mikel took the shot before I could pull the trigger.”


“Hm.” His father leaned back in his chair, the leather groaning under his weight. “You are not here to make messages clear. You are here to make them absolute. Fear is a solvent, Greyson—it dissolves doubt, resistance, the very concept of alternative. But only if administered pure. If you dilute it, even a little, the city will learn to adapt.”


Maximus shifted forward, elbows on the desk. “I have built this”—a small wave of his hand took in his office, the city, the world outside—“not by being loved, but by being inevitable. Do you understand what that means?”


Greyson looked at his father, at the way the age in his face seemed like just another weapon, another calculated effect. “Yes, sir, I do.”


Maximus studied him for a long moment, searching the blue eyes looking back at him from under the onyx mask. “You flinched at your duty today with your hesitation. Not much, but enough.”


He picked up a report from the desk, letting his gaze roam over it then tapped the corner. “There are rumors. Some Veyra officers question your priorities. Some say you are . . . distracted.” He set the paper down. “Distraction is a form of disloyalty.”


Greyson felt the knot of anger twist inside him, but he kept his expression blank. It was moments like these he was thankful he never relieved himself of his mask in his father’s presence.


“You are thirty-three years of age now, son. It is time you started taking your responsibility seriously. Your mother has paired you with a match, the Daunt family’s daughter, Moraine. You will complete your Vow ceremony in five days.”


There it was, the punishment.


Greyson had only met this woman once, and she was as loyal to the Heart as the President himself. If Maximus wanted to snuff out any doubt over his son’s loyalties, there was no better pairing that would do just that.


Greyson would’ve rather taken a beating.


“Father, I can’t—” Greyson started in protest, but was silenced with a stare sharp enough to kill. He nodded his head reluctantly. “Understood.”


Maximus dipped his chin, satisfied. He picked up the gold mask, turned it in his hands, then met his son’s eyes.


“There is no place for hesitation in this family, Greyson. Or in this city. If you doubt yourself, you are already lost. If you doubt me . . .”


He did not finish the sentence. He didn’t need to.


Greyson stood, bowing his head. “I will begin my preparations for the ceremony.”


Maximus dismissed him with a wave.


Greyson left the room with the same silent steps, but this time the cold in his stomach radiated outward, into his chest, his hands, his breath. The echo of his father’s warning ran through him, steady as the electricity humming through the Heart.


“There is no place for hesitation.”









CHAPTER TWO



THE BOUNDARY



SHADERA KAEL SHOULDERED INTO Wolf’s Head like a bullet entering bone. The neon script and skull above the door spat red and violet haze, scattering color over a room packed with Daggermouth mercenaries who would kill for less than a full day’s ration.


Shadera blinked past the stinging light, let her vision settle into the shadows, and read the crowd the way a butcher might inspect the next carcass—efficient, unsentimental, already hungry for the cut.


It wasn’t the worst den in the Boundary, not by a long shot, but it stank of iron, old sweat, and the sweetly synthetic tang of antifreeze. The walls were poured concrete scored with graffiti and scars, posters for dead uprisings and missing rebels fluttering above chipped tables.


The main event tonight, as every night, was the slow consumption of chemical despair, poured by the glass, in a dozen brands of Shadera’s favorite bottom-shelf poison.


Liquor.


The regulars tracked her approach. A few nodded, some looked away, and a handful braced for violence. Word of her return ran ahead of her boots, a nervous twitch running through the Daggermouth ranks. She’d broken her last assignment in half—literally. A Cardinal ring snitch. The cleanup crew was still scraping bits of them out of the storm drains.


She moved past the battered pool table where two wiry teens played for credits, one of them cradling a splinted hand, the other sporting a swollen black eye. Shadera passed by the half-circle bar, returning the old bartender’s offer of a smile, and threaded toward the back wall where the real authority lurked.


Jaeger Nolin, the Wolf.


Daggermouth Guildmaster.


He sat alone at a corner table under a sickly pink corona of cheap LEDs, left hand curled around a chipped glass, right one palming a dull coin he flipped and caught with impossible rhythm. Even in shadow, his eyes tracked everything—his people, the doors, the angles of approach.


Most thought there was no warmth in him, not for his mercenaries, not for anyone. But Shadera knew better. She’d seen his heart, seen the way he took care of the Boundary and its people, seen him take orphans off the street and care for them.


She’d been one of those orphans.


She stopped in front of him and he flashed a thin smile.


“Kael.” His voice was coarse but never raised, a low predator’s rumble. “Take a seat. You look like shit.”


She slid into the chair opposite him, leather jacket creaking as she lifted a sculpted brow. “You always say that. I’m starting to get offended.”


He grunted, nodding for the bartender, who appeared and set four clear shots on the table in front of Shadera, then vanished back into the crowd.


“Heard you finished the Dunmore contract early. Nice work.”


“Guy had it coming. He really thought no one would find out he was helping the fucking Heart.” Shadera inspected her nails, flecked with black paint and old blood. “You got another?”


Jaeger reached into his coat. The movement was casual, deliberate, no threat implied—but every Daggermouth in the room tensed except for her. No, instead she reached for the shot glasses in front of her, swallowing the liquid down without flinching, one after the other. She dropped the last glass on the table and placed it on its side. A signal she was ready for another round.


His hand came back with a thick envelope, wax-sealed and ringed with the Heart’s crimson insignia. He slid it across the battered table, never breaking eye contact.


She broke the seal.


The inside was lined with a thin scan-resistant mesh, an extra precaution taken only by buyers who resided in the Heart, to make sure the contract made it past the ring checkpoints. She let the envelope fall open, and began to read.


Shadera’s eyes widened, darting from the paper to Jaeger and back to the contract. “Is this a fucking joke? This has to be a setup.”


Jaeger grinned across the table. “Vetted it myself. I assure you, this contract is as real as they come.”


She snorted. “It says the target is Greyson Serel. The Greyson Serel. This’ll start a war.”


Jaeger shrugged, taking a sip of his drink as Shadera looked back down at the contract.


“What’s the price?” she asked.


“Enough to pay off this whole joint for the foreseeable future and feed every family in the Boundary camps for a year.” Shadera choked on the gasp that flung itself out of her lungs as Jaeger tossed the coin once, let it spin on the table until it slowed, then snatched it up again. “You up for it?”


“Of course I’m fucking up for it.” She scanned the brief, already memorizing the information supplied. “You want the mask or the corpse?”


Jaeger leaned in, the table creaking under his weight. His burn-scarred throat flexed as he swallowed the rest of his drink. “The mask. Too dangerous to try and sneak that corpse into the Boundary.”


At the next table, a brawny Daggermouth grinned, showing gold-capped teeth. “You mess it up, Shade, I’ll take the job off your hands. Bet I can get to the little heirling first.” He leaned back, boot propped on the bench. “Hell, I’ll even split the payout if you’re lucky.”


Shadera didn’t bother with a reply. She simply reached into her sleeve, thumbed the edge of her blade, and flicked it across the gap between tables. The knife bit into the meat of the Daggermouth’s shoulder as he slammed against the wall at his back. Blood ran quick and dark, painting the wood beneath him.


The room went silent.


She got up, crossed the short distance, and pressed a boot to his thigh as her fingers wrapped around the blade and twisted. He howled in pain and tried to bring a hand up, but she slapped it away.


“Anyone else want to take this job off my hands?” she asked, glancing around the bar. “Speak now, or shut the fuck up.”


No one spoke.


The gold-toothed mercenary glared, pulling the blade free with a snarl and a spray of blood, then slumped back, holding his ruined shoulder. Shadera plucked the knife from his hand as the bartender set four more shots at her table. She wiped the blade on her sleeve before tucking it away casually.


Jaeger sat back, eyes shining with mirthless amusement. “Never change, Kael.”


She downed the first two shots. The liquor tasted of melting plastic and old fruit rinds, but the burn steadied her hands. She took the third shot slow, savoring the way it seared the back of her throat.


“Anything else?” Shadera asked, throwing back the last of the shots.


“Yes.” Jaeger’s gaze was all edge now. “If you fail, we are all on some pretty short lists.”


“Nothing new there,” she said. “Anything I should know about the Heart’s precious little heir?”


Jaeger’s laugh was a single low bark. “He’s not little. And he’s not an idiot. He’s as calculating and ruthless as his father. He may have grown up in the luxury of the Heart but he sure as hell doesn’t fight like it.” Jaeger rolled his jaw. “Do not underestimate him, Kael.”


The bartender appeared, collecting the empty glasses, and dropped a fresh round in front of Shadera. She took one, eyed the men and women around them, then drank the rest.


“When’s the next drop from the Heart coming to the Boundary? I need more antibiotics,” she asked, voice lowering.


“Sometime this week. The rebels are going to intercept it again, but we haven’t received a concrete day.” Jaeger tucked the coin into his pocket.


Shadera slid from her chair and stood. “If you get word before I do, send a runner. I’ll be at the usual spot.”


Jaeger nodded, eyes already moving on to the next problem. “Don’t get killed, Shade. There’s no one left who could replace you.”


Shadera grinned. “I know.”


She left the bar through the back, into the alley where rain hissed against the hot neon, and let herself think—just for a second—about the thrill of it. Hunting Greyson Serel, the city’s golden bastard.


The thought tasted better than any liquor.


Like most, she hated the Heart. Hated the way it watched, the way it judged, the way it decided who mattered and who got ground into the slop beneath its boots. Hated the Veyra, the masks. Hated how the Heart pretended the Cardinal ring was any less a prison than this shithole.


But above all, she hated President Serel and his whole fucking family.


The rage that boiled inside her at even the thought of that name burned a hole into her soul. It was that family’s name, that family’s legacy, that created the oppression of New Found Haven, that created the rings and outlawed even the basest of human emotion. It was that family who was to blame for all the suffering in this godforsaken city.


Killing Greyson Serel would be an honor for Shadera.


It would be a pleasure to take a life from the very people that had taken so many away from her. Greyson deserved to pay for his crimes as Executioner, but his family was the hammer, and people like her were always the nails.


Shadera kept to the alleys, the black arteries of the Boundary that even the rain couldn’t cleanse. Nothing stayed clean for long. The gutter water frothed underfoot, leeching out the names of dead brands and long-forgotten products from the trash that choked every drain. Chemical stench clung to her hair, her boots, the exposed skin of her neck. Her every sense was tuned to the next threat, the next twitch behind a broken window, or whisper down a pipe.


The walk from Wolf’s Head to her home was three blocks, if you took the high routes, twice that if you looped the long way to lose a tail. Shadera always took the long way, moving with a killer’s patience and paranoia.


People watched her pass, but didn’t bother her. In the Boundary, you learned early: keep your face blank, your hands visible and your intentions hidden. Shadera’s reputation bought her quiet, but never safety. There was always someone newer, hungrier, or dumber on the block.


She spotted a kid loitering at the corner, maybe ten, maybe younger. No shoes, hands tucked into the sleeves of a coat five sizes too big. He eyed her, then the alley behind her, then vanished into a crawlspace like a rat. Shadera clocked the move—informant, or spotter for a micro-gang. The predators out here ate their young. Most didn’t live past their twenties on these streets.


A couple blocks on, she slowed as the city’s noise dipped—a silence that always meant trouble. Two men hunkered by a barrel fire, backs to her, their voices pitched low. She caught the shape of a knife in the first one’s hand, the glint of a cheap gun on the other’s hip. Daggermouth wannabes, from the look of their patches. She moved past them without breaking stride, projecting the unspoken threat that the only thing they would receive if they messed with her was a shallow grave.


The men shrank away from Shadera as she passed by and slipped into a narrow alley. She reached up, pulled down a rusted fire escape ladder, and watched as it descended in front of her. She hoisted herself onto the wobbling metal, climbed to the top of the abandoned warehouse, and drew the ladder up behind her, locking it in place.


Shadera paused to scan the horizon and sucked in a deep breath.


The skyline was jagged, teeth of concrete and glass rising above the smoke. In the distance, the twin towers of the Heart glowed bright and white, a fixed star above a dead planet. She ground her teeth together as she stared at them.


She remembered the night they came for her parents. Remembered the live stream, the screaming, the way her mother’s body hit the platform and didn’t get back up. She remembered what it felt like to pick up the knife afterward. How easy it was to carve out the soft parts of a man’s throat if you kept your hand steady.


They’d called her a monster for what she did to that first Veyra. She didn’t care. Monsters were the only ones that survived this fucking city.


She turned away from the skyline, letting the memories burn in the back of her mind. The utility door on the roof of the warehouse sat underneath a battered metal sign she’d drilled into the concrete.


Kael Recycling—she let her eyes glide over it. It was the only physical evidence left in New Found Haven that her parents ever existed.


To the Heart, she no longer existed. To the Heart, she had died the night of the raid.


Shadera keyed the code into the lock, listening to the whirl of the mechanisms behind the door before it popped open. The stink of oil and hot metal was a comfort here, a private ache that belonged only to her.


She stepped through the door, closing it at her back, and waited until she heard the click of the last lock before moving away from it. Her lair was larger than it looked from the outside—a forgotten warehouse, once belonging to a logistics firm, now honeycombed with her own custom upgrades. Mismatched lamps shed pools of yellow light on the concrete, illuminating the walls covered in Heart blueprints, topographical overlays, and mugshots. The centerpiece of it all was the sprawl of the Heart itself, mapped in lines of red and black tape, every guard rotation, every checkpoint, every secret maintenance crawl noted with obsession.


Dotted through the charts were faces—masked and maskless, pulled from black-market feeds or captured by her own hand. The Serel family’s masks dominated the wall: the President, his wife, daughter and two sons. Every face of that family was punctured by a knife, a dart, a sharpened bit of rebar. In the eldest son’s case, a thick red X.


Brooker Serel had been murdered. No one in the outer rings knew how or why, but one day he was on screen completing live executions, the next his funeral was being broadcast. It didn’t take long for Greyson to step up and take his brother’s place as the Heart’s Executioner, which didn’t surprise Shadera. She knew how deeply the Serel family enjoyed the shedding of innocent blood.


Her lips curled into a cruel smile as she stared at the wall and chucked another dagger toward Greyson’s masked photo. Soon, both sons of Maximus Serel would be dead, and he would have no male heir to run his poisoned little kingdom when Shadera killed him next.


She crossed to the wall, traced the path from the Cardinal’s service tunnels up to the base of the Heart, and marked a fresh access point she’d scouted months ago on the map. If the patrol schedules held, the tunnels would be dead from midnight to 3 a.m. More than enough time for her to get in unnoticed. Once she made it into the Heart, she’d climb the elevator shaft out of the maintenance tunnels, then split for the Serel residence tower. It was a suicide run for anyone else. For her, it was the only kind of job she accepted.


A heavy sigh passed over Shadera’s lips as her tattooed arms slipped from her jacket, the black metallic ink shimmering against her brown skin. She shrugged out of the leather and draped it over the metal chair that sat in front of the desk pushed against the wall.


Her eyes dropped to her skin as her fingers slid across the ridges of a newly healed scar on her forearm. She had a lot of new scars, but this one she’d earned lifting a package scanner from a Veyra officer. The job had been easy enough—she just hadn’t expected him to be so quick with a blade. In the end she got what she needed, and his body was slowly decomposing underneath chemical waste in the Cardinal.


Next, she moved to the set of six lockers in the corner of the large space as she unsnapped the holster wrapped around her waist and thighs. She never left home without both her favorite guns strapped to her body. A CZ 75 and a Sig P320. Both had been used to try to kill her, and both Shadera had used to kill their previous owners. There was a beautiful kind of poetry to that, she thought.


Her fingers wrapped around the lip of the first locker and pulled it open, setting both guns on the first shelf, and hanging the holster on a hook. She reached into the locker and snapped out the backing to reveal a hidden compartment, and a grin spread onto her lips. Her fist clamped around the handle of a slim black case. She pulled it out, walked to the desk and set it on the surface before unlatching it.


Inside, nestled in black foam, was the newest member of her arsenal. A Veyra-issue nine-mil, with the Heart’s insignia etched along the barrel. Shadera had been waiting for the moment she could use this gun. Waiting for a contract she could make look like an inside job. The beauty of Greyson being the one that would receive its bullet, when he had put the very same bullets into hundreds of those from the Boundary, was a special kind of karma.


She would make him kneel, she thought to herself as she began to strip and clean it. She would say the same ritual words to him that he’d said hundreds of times before murdering innocent men and women.


Greyson’s father had used the very same make of gun when he put the bullet in the back of her parents’ heads, when she was only ten years old. And in the twenty years since that day, she’d been waiting for her moment to take something from him.









CHAPTER THREE



ASK NO QUESTIONS



THE HEART’S ENTERTAINMENT DISTRICT ran on blood and artifice. Every club and theater was a living organ in the city’s anatomy, pumping the elite through arteries of polished obsidian and gold-veined marble. On evenings like this, the whole district shimmered with the pretense of pleasure—one-way glass and pheromone fog masking the rot beneath.


Greyson moved with the indifference of a man born into luxury, onyx mask fixed so tight it seemed part of his skull. The stares that clung to him in the club-lined corridor were all protocol and predator. Dancers in their crystalline bodysuits hoping he’d open his wallet, masked patrons high on Boundary spice, too out of their minds to recognize him. He ignored them, or pretended to. Every gesture was observed, cataloged and noted for use in future blackmail if needed.


Tonight, Greyson’s steps took him to the far end of the entertainment sector, an establishment dressed in platinum trim, playing shifting holograms of dancers whose bodies stretched and bled into one another with every pulse of the music. Above the entrance sat a simple sign.


Thane.


Even in the Heart, only fools used family names for clubs—unless you were too powerful to care, or too dangerous to be touched.


Callum Thane was both.


The inside was a velvet womb, with shadows clinging to every corner. Low light accentuated the dancers on their platforms and the masks staring up at them. Even at this early hour, the club was packed. There was always an uptick of business in Callum’s clubs the day after an execution, as if the elite needed to remind themselves that they were still alive.


Greyson pushed through the crowd, making his way to the back where stairs leading to Callum’s office sat. He didn’t need a meeting, didn’t need an appointment to see himself up. The two guards standing at the base of the spiral stairs didn’t bother scanning his biometrics as he approached, only stepped aside so he could pass.


He took the steps two at a time, hands pushed casually into the pockets of his black business-casual attire, and watched as the large glass door slid open at his arrival.


Callum waited for him, perched in a leather desk chair, mask shimmering with gold and copper filigree. The rest of him was covered in a dark suit, the top buttons of his crisp shirt open to accentuate the deep brown of his tattooed flesh where necklaces hung against his bare chest. His ringed fingers tapped a restless code against the desk. He was always in motion, even seated. Excessive energy coiled under the practiced languor of a Heart-bred host. The air in the room tasted of smoke, expensive gin, and bleach.


“Grey,” Callum greeted as Greyson stepped inside the spacious office. He didn’t rise, just flicked two fingers in a lazy salute. “If you’re here to shut down my club, you’ll have to stand in line. Three Veyra have already come this week. But you can skip to the front.”


Greyson eased the door closed behind him, the lock whispering shut. He crossed to the drinks cart—neatly curated with an array of options—and poured two fingers of gin into a tumbler.


“Only three? I would’ve expected the entire militia with those private anti-scan rooms you just opened.”


“You know how it goes. Lawmakers never live within the law. Of course, they left satisfied, and I gained three more secrets to keep them off my back.” Callum winked at Greyson as he lifted his own glass to the slit in his mask.


Greyson huffed; it was as close to a laugh as he could muster. He set the glass down on the desk’s edge, and leaned over it, head lowered. For a moment, neither spoke.


Callum’s mask caught the light, fracturing it into patterns that crawled across Greyson’s hands.


“You’re not here for pleasure or shit talk,” he said. “Something’s wrong.”


“Everything’s always wrong.” Greyson straightened, folding his arms. “Today it’s only more so.”


Callum waited, letting the silence thicken. He always did this, forced Greyson to fill the void, to name the thing that clawed at him.


Greyson looked away, eyes settling on the dance floor below through the one-way glass walls. “I hesitated, Cal. At the execution yesterday.”


Callum stilled for only a breath, then lifted his glass to the slit in his mask again, taking another swig as the rings on his right hand clinked against the crystal. “I saw.”


Greyson felt the anger again, rising hot beneath the cold. “She begged. Begged. It wasn’t dignified. But it was . . .” He couldn’t finish it, so he let the silence say the rest.


The other man stood, smoothing his jacket with both hands. He closed the gap between them in four strides and rested a hand on Greyson’s shoulder. The gesture would’ve been dangerous outside the walls of this club, where Veyra eyes could construe it as weakness. Here, it was necessary. Their masks hid nothing from each other, not really.


“You do the best you can,” Callum said. “You always do.”


Greyson looked at him. “That’s not true.”


“You’re not your father, Grey. No matter how many times he tries to carve himself into you.” Callum squeezed, gentle but immovable. “You’re better than him. You still have a heart.”


The words should’ve comforted, but instead they scraped him raw. “If I’m so much better, why did I put a bullet in that man’s head? Why have I put a bullet in hundreds of rebels’ heads?”


Callum shrugged. “Because you’re not a fucking idiot. You still have survival instincts. If you didn’t, you’d both be dead. Maybe that’s not enough. But it’s something.”


Greyson exhaled a slow, shaky breath. “He’s arranging a Vow. Moraine Daunt. In four days’ time.”


Callum whistled, low and sympathetic. “That’s quite the match. They’re not even pretending, are they?”


Greyson shook his head. “He wants to make an example. Show the city I’m loyal. If I’m married off to that family, there’s no room for rumor.”


Callum took his hand from Greyson’s shoulder and tapped his ring against the desk’s surface once. “They’re fucking right about that. Are you gonna do it?”


“I don’t have a choice.” Greyson didn’t say the next part. That he was both afraid that he would, and that he wouldn’t.


Callum eyed him, searching. “Why did you really hesitate, Grey?”


Greyson didn’t answer at first. The memory of the woman’s scream hung in his mind, a ghost that refused to be exorcised.


“Because . . .” he started, “her only crime was falling in love with a man from the Boundary.” He surprised himself with his honesty. “And though I cannot fathom being willing to die for such a feeble emotion, I thought maybe, if I let her go, it would . . . balance something. That it would start to heal the hurt my family has caused.”


Callum shook his head. “Balance does not exist in New Found Haven. And it doesn’t matter whether it was by your hand, or the Veyra, she was never making it off that platform alive.”


Greyson nodded. “I know.”


“Besides,” Callum started again, his voice lighter now, “love has brought down empires, and your father knows it.”


Greyson snorted. “What do you know about love?”


“Nothing,” Callum chuckled. “I only know of lust, and I would do unspeakable things in the name of lust. So, I can only imagine that if I found love, I’d also be willing to die for it.”


Greyson smiled then, shaking his head but saying nothing.


“Do you not love me, brother? Would you not die for me like I would die for you?” Callum added, with mock offense.


Greyson downed the remainder of his drink. “I’d kill for you without question, but dying for you . . . that’s debatable.”


A full-bodied laugh flowed from under Callum’s mask as he sat back down at his desk and propped his polished boots on the surface. “You may still have a heart, but you lack emotion.”


Greyson refilled his glass before falling into the chair across from him.


“You have enough emotion for the both of us,” Greyson teased as he swirled the liquid in his tumbler.


Callum’s smile reflected in his eyes. “That’s what got me kicked out of the Veyra training program. Too sentimental, and not enough of whatever the fuck they wanted me to be.”


Greyson remembered the first time he and Callum met. Late-night tactical drills, both of them exhausted, masks fogged with sweat, neither willing to let the other win. Callum would sneak rations to the janitorial staff, would hack Heart surveillance just to prove that he could. That kindness, mixed with his brilliant mind and firm hand, was what made Callum dangerous.


“You ever regret not finishing?” Greyson asked.


Callum shook his head. “I get to run my own show. Only now, I serve the liquor instead of the lies. Pleasure instead of death . . . for the most part.”


Greyson flinched at the word. His only job was to serve death on that platform. He studied Callum. “You do more good in this club than all the Veyra combined.”


“Tell that to my father,” Callum said, voice brittle. “Last time I saw him, he told me I was a parasite. Feeding off the city’s vices.” He laughed, a hollow sound. “I told him it runs in the family.”


Greyson’s lips curled. “I’m sure that went over well.”


Callum shrugged. “He didn’t disown me. Guess he’s still hoping I’ll make a scandal big enough to get myself shot by you on live stream. Until then, he gets free drinks and plausible deniability.”


Greyson swallowed back bile at the thought, the idea that his best friend could do something to land himself on that platform, and he would be the one ordered to take his life. Greyson would never do it. He would, in fact, die to protect Callum if it came down to it.


For a time, neither spoke. The music from the club below swelled, muffled by the double glass, but still present, like the ache in his chest.


Callum broke the silence. “So, what now?”


Greyson stared at the mask stand on the far shelf, empty except for a single antique specimen—blackened iron, a relic of the first generation.


Slowly he stood. “Now, I go to my family dinner. Pretend I care about the Vow, and try not to think about what comes after.”


Callum nodded, rising as well. “And what does come after?”


Greyson hesitated. “I don’t know. But something has to change.”


Callum stepped in front of him again, this time closer. He pressed a hand to Greyson’s chest, right over his sternum. Greyson could feel his heart pounding against Callum’s palm. “Don’t let him take this from you, Grey. Not ever.”


The masks made emotion unreadable, but the heat of Callum’s hand was real.


“I won’t,” Greyson said, and meant it.


Callum pulled his hand back with a flourish. “You know the old rule, right? If you break the Vow, you owe me a case of Boundary whiskey.”


Greyson’s mouth quirked. “If I break the Vow, you’ll die of shock, and I’ll just be dead.”


“I’ll die happy, then.” Callum’s laugh was softer this time. “Good luck with your mother. She terrifies me more than the President.”


“Her silence terrifies everyone,” Greyson replied.


Callum raised his glass in salute, found it empty, and mimed a toast anyway. “You’re going to get through this, Grey. You always do.”


Greyson turned to go, then paused at the door. “Cal?”


“Yeah?”


“If anything happens to me, make them suffer.”


Callum’s answer was immediate. “I’ve got you, brother.”


Greyson nodded, then slipped from the room. The mask of the Executioner never left his face, but under it, for a moment, he could breathe.


He cut through the club’s main room, ignoring the hungry looks and the whispers that trailed him like the scent of blood. Outside, the city waited, hungry for another show of power. He straightened his jacket, checked the watch on his wrist, and walked toward the dinner that always ended in threats.


***


THE SEREL RESIDENCE WAS a cathedral of old money and even older ambitions. No matter how much the rest of New Found Haven modernized, the President’s quarters remained untouched by anything as fragile as progress. Corridors of burnished black walnut led to the great dining hall, where generations of the Heart’s rule hung in oil and canvas, every ancestor rendered with the solemnity of a funeral mask.


Greyson’s shoes made no sound on the inlaid floors, an empty man among ghosts. He paused at the archway to the dining room, and took a breath, steadying himself before entering the room then taking his seat.


If the entertainment district was all veiled violence and artifice, this room was naked power—set like a trap, designed to draw blood with nothing but a glance.


The table stretched forever, a plank of mahogany so polished it reflected the candelabra’s flames in a perfect mirror image. At its head sat the gold-leafed throne, reserved for Maximus Serel. President and Patriarch.


Four places were set. One for Greyson, one for his father, one for Elara, the mother who’d built the city’s mask tradition into ironclad law. Outside of these walls, she was a force to be reckoned with. She was cutting and lethal. But here, in this house, she was as trapped as the rest of them.


A fourth chair—Lira’s—stood at a carefully measured distance, closer to Maximus but always out of arm’s reach.


The housekeepers moved like smoke, seen only in the periphery, never acknowledged by name. Each place setting was calibrated to perfection. Folded napkin, obsidian-edged plate, water goblet filled to the meniscus. There was no music, only the sizzle of wax and the faint scratch of preparations flowing from the kitchens.


Elara arrived first, her mask a shimmer of white gold, delicate as frost. Her hand swept lovingly across Greyson’s shoulder as she rounded the table and sat. She met his eyes behind her mask and held his gaze.


“You look tired, my dear,” she said, voice hushed. “Rough day?”


Greyson considered lying. “You could say that.”


She reached for her water glass but didn’t drink. “You should take better care of yourself. Your Vow will be in four days. You’ll want to look your best.”


He nearly smiled at her transactional tone. “Always the diplomat.”


Elara’s eyes flicked to the entrance. “It helps. Sometimes.”


Lira slipped in next, her mask a brutal geometry of rose-gold angles. She wore her hair up, every long dark strand lacquered into place. She didn’t greet her mother, nor her brother. She simply slid into her chair, arranged her napkin, and waited.


Maximus entered last.


He wore no mask, but his face was more formidable than any metal. The lines had deepened since Greyson was a boy, the jaw a little sharper, the eyes colder. He surveyed the table, assessed the seating, and sat without ceremony.


The meal was served in three silent courses. First, a soup as black as the city at midnight. Then, a slab of meat so rare it bled onto the plate. Last, a citrus tartlet.


They ate in silence. It wasn’t an awkward silence—there was nothing tentative about it—but a deliberate suppression, the kind that dared you to fill it and risk being devoured.


Greyson was the one who broke it.


“Father,” he said, careful to keep his tone neutral, “I wanted to ask about Brooker.”


His brother’s name landed on the table like a hammer. Elara’s hand trembled, just once, before she set her spoon down. Lira’s jaw clenched, so subtly only someone who’d known her from birth would notice.


Maximus didn’t look up from his plate. “What about him?”


“Where are you in your search for the Daggermouth that killed him?” Greyson forced himself to look at his father.


For a second, Maximus’s eyes flickered—something unsettling, lethal. Then he set his fork down, wiped his mouth with a napkin, and leaned back in the chair.


“I thought I told you to drop this.”


Greyson did not drop it.


He would never drop it, not until all of the Daggermouths were wiped from New Found Haven.


He ignored his father’s statement. “I heard from a Veyra captain that—”


Maximus cut him off. “What you heard is irrelevant. He was murdered, and I will not risk more of my men to satisfy you with a name.”


Elara tried to intervene, her voice brittle. “This is not the place—”


“I did not tell you, you could speak,” Maximus snapped. He turned back to Greyson, eyes dark as pitch. “When I tell you to drop something, you drop it.”


Greyson’s fists clenched around his knife, his muscles pulling tight in an effort not to jam the utensil into his father’s jugular at the disrespect he showed his mother. At the disrespect he showed Brooker’s memory.


“He did everything you ever asked of him. He killed hundreds of people day after day in the plaza on your orders. People you hunted down over minor infractions to your law. And yet you refuse to look for the Daggermouth scum that murdered him,” Greyson spat, knowing immediately he should have kept his mouth shut.


Maximus smiled, lips thin as a blade. “Your brother was a greater man than you will ever be, you do not need to remind me of that. He was the son I wish had lived. To insult me, to question my loyalty to him, is treason.” Slowly, Maximus leaned forward. “The elite are not immune from the violence of the rings. The job of Executioner will make you enemies. Brooker knew that, and still, he did it without hesitation. He died for the Heart, and that is what I will honor. I will not give our enemies the upper hand by making emotional decisions.”


Lira spoke up, her words flat and dangerous. “His death wasn’t an honor.”


Maximus’s hand curled around the stem of his goblet, knuckles whitening. “Please, speak plainly, Lira.”


She met his gaze, mask-to-face. “His death was a sign of weakness. A sign that the Daggermouths can get to us. And your hesitation to retaliate only gives them more power.”


The silence that followed was so pure, so total, it threatened to fracture the room.


Elara recovered first, smoothing her napkin with trembling fingers, daring to speak again without permission. “We’re all tired,” she said, voice a shade above a whisper. “Let’s not fight tonight.”


The back of Maximus’s hand struck the side of her face faster than anyone could stop it, knocking her out of her chair and onto the floor with a whimper of pain.


Greyson shot from his chair with a snarl as Lira gasped beside him.


“Sit. Down,” Maximus growled, raising a single pointed finger at Greyson.


Greyson hesitated, every instinct screaming to pull his gun from its holster and put a bullet into the back of his father’s head. His fingers splayed on the tabletop, breaths rough through his mask.


The decorum of the room demanded submission, but every knot in Greyson’s body flexed against it.


He forced himself to sit, knowing that would be the only way to protect his mother from another blow. Maximus held his gaze for a long, balanced moment then turned away.


Maximus’s voice trembled not with regret, but with rage. “This family is not a democracy. You will mourn your brother however I tell you to mourn. And you will never again question my choices.”


The words slashed through Greyson, and he felt the sudden irrational urge to laugh. To laugh at the irony of it all, the cruelty that rotted the inside of this family while its outside looked polished and pristine.


Instead, he forced his jaw tighter, grinding the fury down to a stone he could swallow, and watched as his mother straightened her mask. She struggled to her knees, steadying herself on the arm of her chair with no help from his father. Slowly, she slipped back into her seat and cleared her throat as she smoothed out the front of her cream blouse, now stained with drops of blood.


“Now, let’s finish this pleasant family meal, shall we?” Maximus said, the coolness of his voice more brutal than the violence of the moment before.


The scraping of silverware against china was the only sound that filled the room as each of them picked at their dessert, tasting nothing.


At last, Maximus set down his utensils and addressed the room. “The Vow is scheduled for Saturday. I expect full attendance. No exceptions.”


He rose, wiped his mouth, and left them with nothing but the echo of his footsteps. Elara’s voice caught as she rose, excusing herself to hurry after him, sparing a single look toward her children before disappearing into the corridor.


Greyson waited until they were alone, the room shrinking around them.


“You shouldn’t have said anything,” he said, but without the heat he’d intended. “He’ll make you pay for it.”


Lira’s own voice was flat. “I don’t care, Grey. Not any more.”


“You need to care. You need to let him think he’s won. He will hurt you, Li.”


“I need,” she replied, pushing her chair back with an abrupt scrape, “to get out of this family, before it eats me alive.”


Greyson watched Lira go for only a breath before he followed her into the corridor, catching up to her near the elevator. For a moment, neither spoke as they waited for the lift to arrive.


“If he’s not going to do it, we have to,” Lira started. “We have to find the Daggermouth that killed Brooker, and kill them ourselves. He deserves that much.”


He wanted to argue, to tell her that she shouldn’t get involved, but couldn’t find the words. She put a hand on his arm, just above the elbow, squeezed once, then stepped into the elevator.









CHAPTER FOUR



DON’T DIE



THE WAREHOUSE CHILLED TO the bone after sunset, sucking warmth from exposed skin until nerves went numb. Shadera had grown accustomed to it. It made her sharp, kept her from dulling around the edges.


The cold crawled over her as she sat on the concrete floor, knees spread, ankles crossed, guns and knives meticulously laid out in front of her, while she fieldstripped the Veyra-issue 9-mil. Each click, each metallic slide, was as soothing as another’s heartbeat. She let herself vanish into the work, until the rattle of the outer fire door knifed through the quiet.


She palmed the pistol one-handed, eyes on the crosshatch of shadow in the entryway. Only two people knew the passcode to her rooftop entrance. Jaeger and Jameson Vine. And Jaeger would rather walk on broken glass than show up uninvited.


Jameson’s tread was softer than most, but Shadera still heard the whisper of worn boots on steel stairs, the way the second step always betrayed the weight of him.


He didn’t knock. Instead, he shouldered through the door, letting it slam at his back. Jameson stepped into view and stopped, his brows pulling together as he looked at Shadera on the floor. He grinned at her, canines catching in the half-light. He leaned against a steel pillar, his threadbare T-shirt stretching tight against the muscles on his scarred and tattooed arms as he crossed them over his chest.


“Shit, Shade,” he said, his voice amused, “you ever fucking sleep?”


“Sometimes,” she answered, twisting a silencer into place. “You look worse than usual.”


“You still think I’m pretty though, huh?” he teased as Shadera’s eyes rolled to the back of her head.


He came to her in three long strides, then crouched by her side, elbows on his knees. “We got a problem. Jaeger’s boys just hit a Veyra patrol down in the sixth—”


“Not my sector. Not my problem,” she cut in, finally setting the gun down, and reaching for a bottle on the floor beside her. She took a long pull. “I’m busy tonight.”


Jameson glanced down at her kill kit. “So I see.”


He let the silence hang, scanning her face for a crack in her armor, then snatched the bottle from her and gulped down a heavy swig.


Shadera quirked a brow at the gash on his forearm. “You here for something, or just to bleed on my floor?”


His hand moved to her face, slow and cautious, as if she might bite. Maybe she would. But she let him trace the line of her jaw, let him hook a thumb behind her ear and drag the elastic free from her hair. Auburn curls tumbled loose, spilling around her face.


He leaned in and Shadera didn’t pull away.


Their mouths met with the same violence as every other part of their lives—teeth knocking, lips splitting, tongues pushing past the barricades. His hands were everywhere at once. She bit his bottom lip, and it unlocked a noise in his throat, almost a groan.


The first time they’d done this, neither of them had undressed at all, just pressed into each other against an empty wall and fucked like the world was ending. Since then, the routine had gained only a fraction of tenderness on her part.


Her hands slid up the back of his neck into his silver hair, feeling the way the cropped sides bristled against her palms as the longer strands on top caught between her fingers.


“I missed you,” he breathed against her lips, but the words didn’t land anywhere.


“Don’t get clingy,” she warned, shoving him back, then rising from the floor.


Jameson grinned again as he looked up at Shadera with sharp green eyes that never settled, and rose to his full height. In the next heartbeat, he’d swept her off her feet and set her on top of her desk, hands greedy on her hips, lips pressed into the pulse at her throat. The force of it startled the desk chair backward, made it clatter against the desk, then tip sideways. Shadera let her head fall back, eyes closed, jaw working as he bit a line up her neck to the place she always kept a razor blade tucked behind her ear.


She arched against him, feeling the hard line of his body through both their clothes. He was already hard—he was always hard for her, like a dog starved for too long and afraid it would never eat again.


She cupped the back of his skull and twisted her fingers in his hair, pulling him off her throat, then pushing him onto the bed tucked in the corner. He let her have her way with him, he always let her. Because the part of him that was as broken as she was liked it best when she played rough.


They landed on the nest of blankets, and she climbed on top of him with all the grace of a wolf mounting its prey as she dragged his shirt over his head. His own body was covered in wounds similar to hers, over his heavily tattooed flesh—stitches that never quite faded, puckered pink welts from Veyra shock batons, a ragged knife scar running from collarbone to ribcage.


In the next second, his hands were up her shirt, hot against her scars. He traced every raised edge like he was reading braille, mapping out the damage with a reverence that made her stomach knot. She grabbed his wrists and held them above his head, pinning him to the bed.


“Stop stalling,” Shadera hissed, and Jameson’s smile turned crooked.


“You always fuck me like you’re mad at me,” he said, voice muffled as she leaned forward and raked her teeth down his throat.


“I am,” she replied. “You came into my house without permission, again.”


She let his hands go, and he stripped her shirt over her head, mouth on her chest before the cloth even hit the floor. She felt his breath catch in his lungs as his fingers found an old bullet wound just under her ribs, the jagged oval where a Veyra officer had tried to end her three years ago.


“This should have killed you,” he whispered against her skin.


“They’ll have to do better than a bullet.” She pushed her hips down, ground against him.


He pulled at the buttons on her jeans, and she lifted her body just enough for him to slide them down her legs. Jameson moved to touch her face, but she caught his hand and drove it down to her hip, guiding his grip exactly where she wanted it. He didn’t protest, instead, he looked up at her like she was the only thing in the world worth dying for.


Shadera leaned down, auburn curls falling over her shoulder, and her lips met his. Her nipples brushed against his skin, hard and dark against his chest. The room was freezing, but her body ran hot as engine coolant.


She ground herself against the rough denim still clinging to his hips, then, growing impatient, reached down and unfastened his belt with a single jerk. The button popped, and she slid his jeans down, dragging his briefs with them, leaving him fully exposed.


His cock stood up straight, thick and veined, the head glistening with proof of his need for her. Shadera wrapped her hand around it, squeezing just enough to make his eyes flutter shut. She let him see her, all of her, just for a moment, then sank down, taking him in a single unhesitating motion.


They both groaned at the contact, the sound coming out of Shadera’s mouth too close to a whimper for her liking. She rode him slow at first, her pace measured and controlled.


Jameson’s hands found her waist, then her ass, fingers digging in hard enough to bruise.


“Fuck, you feel good,” he said, letting his head drop back onto the bundled blanket. “You always feel so fucking good.”


She leaned forward, bracing her hands on either side of his head, and picked up the pace. Each roll of her hips was deliberate, calculated to draw out the exact sounds she wanted from him. His breathing went ragged, chest heaving beneath her as she worked him with the same precision she used to dismantle her guns.


“Shut up,” she breathed, but her body betrayed her, clenching around him at the praise.


She hated how he could make her respond like this, hated the way her pulse hammered when he looked at her like she was more than just a weapon.


His thumb found her clit, circling with practiced strokes.


“You like it when I tell you how perfect you are,” he murmured, voice rough with want. “You get so wet for me.”


Shadera’s rhythm faltered, a sharp intake of breath escaping her lips. She pressed her palms flat against his chest, using the leverage to ride him harder, faster. “I said shut up.”


Jameson wouldn’t be silenced.


His free hand tangled in her hair, pulling her down until their foreheads nearly touched. “Tell me you want this,” he demanded. “Tell me you want me.”


“I want—” The words caught in her throat as he drove up into her, meeting her movement with a brutal thrust. “Fuck. I want you to stop talking.”


He laughed, the sound dark and knowing. “That’s not what your body’s saying.” His grip tightened in her hair. “You’re so tight around me, Shade. So perfect. Like you were made for this.”


Heat coiled low in her belly, building with each stroke. She could feel herself losing control, her composure cracking under the assault of sensation, and his relentless words.


“You think about this when you’re alone?” Jameson’s voice dropped to a whisper, intimate and devastating. “Think about me inside you? About me fucking you breathless?”


“No,” she lied, but her hips screamed the truth, grinding down frantically against him.


“Liar.” His thumb pressed harder against her clit, and she bit back a cry. “I think about you all the time. Think about making you come undone like this.”


The admission hit her with surprising force. She could see it in his eyes—the raw honesty, the desperate need that went deeper than flesh. It terrified her more than any blade or bullet ever could.


“Fuck you,” she spat at him.


“You already are.” He grinned up at her, that infuriating smile that made her want to kiss and kill him at the same time. “And you’re about to come all over me, aren’t you, Shade?”


Without warning, she pulled away from him, leaving them both gasping at the sudden absence. Before he could protest, she flipped onto her hands and knees, presenting herself to him like an offering.


“Take me like this,” she commanded, glancing back over her shoulder. “And for fuck’s sake, stop being gentle.”


Jameson’s eyes darkened with something primal. He moved behind her, hands gripping her hips as he positioned himself at her entrance. “Are you sure?”


“Do it.”


He slammed into her, burying himself to the hilt in one excruciating thrust. Shadera cried out, her fingers clawing at the blankets as he set a punishing pace.


This was what she needed—raw, mindless friction that drowned out everything else.


“That’s it,” he growled, one hand sliding up her spine to grip the back of her neck. “Take all of me.”


Each thrust drove her forward, the force of it making the bed frame creak against the wall. She pushed back against him, meeting his rhythm with hunger.


“Harder,” she gasped through clenched teeth.


The sound of flesh against flesh echoed off the concrete, punctuated by their ragged breathing and the occasional curse torn from her lips.


Jameson’s grip on her body tightened, fingers digging into the soft flesh at her hips, his other hand flexing across the base of her neck.


“This what you wanted?” he growled, his voice strained with effort and desire. “Yes.” The admission ripped from her throat.


Her body was betraying her again, responding to his rough handling with a desperation that made her hate herself.


He leaned over her, chest pressed against her back, his mouth at her ear. “You’re so fucking beautiful like this,” he whispered. “Taking everything I give you.”


The praise sent electricity down her spine, and she felt herself clenching around him involuntarily. She could feel the tension building, that familiar coil of heat threatening to snap.


The angle hit something devastating inside her, sending sparks of fire through her veins. She bit down on her wrist to muffle the sounds threatening to escape. But Jameson noticed—he always noticed.


“Don’t hide from me,” he commanded, his hand tangling in her hair and pulling her head back. “Moan for me, Shade.”


The heat building inside her reached breaking point at the sound of his words. Her body exploded around him, muscles contracting as waves of pleasure crashed through her. She came with a broken cry, her release coating him as her legs trembled with the force of it.


“Fuck, yes,” Jameson groaned as she spasmed around him. “That’s my girl.”


He pulled out suddenly, his hand working himself as he spilled across her back with a guttural moan. Hot liquid painted her skin as he shuddered through his climax.


They collapsed together, breathing hard in the warehouse’s frigid air. Shadera felt the wetness cooling on her back, marking her in a way that should have disgusted her, but somehow didn’t.


“Well,” she said, after a long moment of catching her breath, her voice carefully neutral again. “That was adequate.”


Jameson laughed, the sound genuine and satisfied. “Adequate? I’ll take it.”


“Hand me that rag.” She nodded toward a cloth on the floor.


Jameson retrieved it, gently cleaning her back. The tenderness in the gesture made her want to pull away, but exhaustion kept her still.


“You’re going after Greyson Serel,” he said quietly. It wasn’t a question.


She turned to face him, already rebuilding her walls. “Maybe.”


“That’s a suicide run, Shade. Even for you.”


“Everything’s a suicide run in this city.” She sat up, reaching for her clothes.


Jameson caught her wrist. “Promise me something.”


“No.”


He ignored her. “Promise me you’ll be careful. The city needs you alive.”


She looked down at his hand on her wrist, at the scars that matched her own. “The city needs the Executioner dead more.”


She pulled her clothes back on, already erecting the walls she only let down for sex. Shadera could feel his eyes on her, could sense the words he wanted to say hanging in the air between them.


“Don’t,” she warned without looking at him.


“Don’t what?”


“Don’t make this more than it is.”


He was quiet for a long moment, then she heard him getting dressed behind her. When she finally turned around, he was sitting on the edge of the bed, fully clothed again, watching her.


Shadera reached for a half-smoked cigarette on the crate by the bed.


“How do you even know about this contract?” she asked, fishing a lighter from the floor. She lit the tip, taking a long drag, and exhaled the smoke into the dark.


“Jaeger told me. Thought I should know, in case . . .” He trailed off, running a hand down his face, then let out a bitter laugh. “You know, I might be falling in love with you and it’s fucking terrible.”


Her heart convulsed at his words, but she rolled her eyes, forcing the emotion out.


“Then you’re dumber than I thought,” she scoffed, and turned away from him, heading back to her weapons on the floor.


Jameson rose, walking to where she stood, and pulled the cigarette from her fingers. He brought it to his lips as his eyes scanned over her arsenal, then blew out a plume of smoke.


“When do you leave?” he asked, not looking at her.


Shadera swallowed, suddenly feeling a twinge of guilt that in days since getting the contract, she hadn’t told him.


“Tonight.”


The cigarette burned down between his fingers. Jameson stared at her weapons spread across the concrete like a surgeon’s tools, each one cleaned and calibrated for death. His jaw worked silently, processing what she’d just told him.


“Tonight,” he repeated, voice flat. “And you weren’t going to tell me.”


Shadera knelt down and began reassembling a gun with muscle memory.


Click, slide, snap.


The sounds filled the silence between them like small explosions. “Nothing to tell. It’s just another job.”


“Bullshit.” He dropped the cigarette, crushing it under his boot. “This isn’t some Cardinal snitch or Boundary dealer. This is the President’s son. The fucking heir to New Found Haven.”


Her fingers didn’t pause their work. The gun came together in her hands like it had been born there, every component finding its home.


“Your point?”


“My point is you’re walking into the Heart with a death wish, and calling it Friday night.” His voice cracked. “My point is I might never see you again.”


Shadera’s hands stilled.


His honesty saturated the air, raw and bleeding. She could feel the weight of his stare on her shoulders, on the intricate tattoos that wound around her arms like vines of violence. Snakes and chains, roses with thorns sharp enough to cut, names of the dead written in a line that crawled up the side of her shoulder and onto her neck.


She forced herself to look at him then, really look at him. Silver hair falling across his forehead, green eyes that held too much hope for a man who’d seen what they both had. The scar that ran from his left temple to his jaw, courtesy of a too drunk Daggermouth a few years back.


He was beautiful in the way broken things could be—sharp edges and jagged lines that caught the light wrong.


“Well, it is just another Friday night, and you knew what this was when you started fucking me. You know I don’t make attachments,” she said. “Don’t act surprised now.”


“I’m not surprised.” Jameson stepped closer, close enough that she could smell the cigarette smoke on his hands and the faint scent of gunpowder that clung to his clothes. “I’m terrified.”


The admission caught her off guard as she stared up into his eyes. Men like Jameson didn’t admit fear. They swallowed it down with cheap liquor and let it fester until it poisoned them from the inside out. But here he stood, laying his throat bare for her to cut.


She rose slowly, the gun heavy in her hand. “Fear is a smart thing to feel, it keeps you safe.”


“Then be smart, Shade. Walk away from this one.”


A laugh escaped her throat. “Walk away? You think I can just walk away from Greyson Serel?” She gestured toward the wall where his masked face stared back at them, punctured with holes from her throwing knives. “That family destroyed everything I ever loved. My life, my—”


“Your parents,” Jameson finished quietly. “I know. But throwing your life away won’t bring them back.”


“Who says I’m throwing it away?” She moved past him toward the lockers and began pulling out gear. A tactical vest, night vision goggles and a drone scanner. “Maybe I’m finally taking it back.”


He watched her pack, each piece of equipment disappearing into her bag strategically. The weight distribution had to be perfect—too heavy and she’d never make it up the elevator shaft, too light and she’d lack the firepower to fight her way out, if it came to that.


“What if I asked you not to go?”


The question stopped Shadera cold. Her hand froze in midair, reaching for a coil of rappelling cord.


“What if I got on my knees right now and begged you to stay?” Jameson’s voice was raw, stripped of its usual cocky edge. “Would it matter?”


Shadera’s throat tightened. She could picture it—Jameson Vine, who’d never bent the knee to anyone, dropping to the concrete floor of her warehouse. The image made her sick, made something twist painfully in her chest.


“No,” she whispered.


It wasn’t a lie.


“Look at me when you say it.”


She turned, meeting his gaze head-on, watching as his eyes raged like an autumn storm. “No, Jay. I wouldn’t stay. And it’s not because I don’t care for you, and it’s not because I have a death wish. I don’t expect you to understand, but I have to do this. I have to do this for me.”


They stood staring at each other as seconds ticked by, neither knowing what else to say. She wanted to tell him that she’d be back, that she’d make it home safe, but it was a promise she refused to make. So instead, she stayed quiet, memorizing his features until the light on her watch went red, signaling the midnight hour.


It was time.


She felt a sudden, fierce thrill. The kind that came before a kill, before the whole world narrowed to the size of your target. She shouldered her pack, feeling the weight settle against her scars.


She strode toward him as she tightened the holster around her thigh, then took his face in both hands, scarred palms pressing into both cheeks. “You’re a good man, Jay. If all goes well, you’ll be the first to know when I’m back.”


Jameson didn’t ask for her approval, didn’t ask for permission as he pulled her against him and kissed her, hard and angry and scared. Shadera let him, let him have that.


Maybe even let herself have it too.


She pulled away, her forehead resting on his for only a breath before pressing a palm to his chest and stepping away. A sad smile flickered across her lips, as she pushed past him toward the door.


He reached for her hand, stopping her. “Don’t die on me, Shade.”


“I’ll try, but no promises.” She squeezed his fingers, then let go.


A heavy breath seeped out between Shadera’s lips as she slipped through the door and stepped out into the Boundary.


The countdown started at midnight, and her watch silently ticked away at the seconds. She had two hours and fifty-two minutes to get into the Heart before the next patrol.


***


JAMESON STOOD IN THE empty warehouse, surrounded by the ghost of Shadera. He looked around at the way she’d left it, and memorized every image he had of her walking inside these concrete walls over the years.


He groaned, dragging his palms down his face as he sat on the edge of the bed, and let his elbows fall to his knees. His fingers absently traced the cooling spot where she’d lain, as he let the silence settle over him.


He knew she’d be a legend someday, that her name would be the one people cheered in the streets as change rolled over New Found Haven. He’d just never imagined the possibility that she might not be there with him to witness it.


Killing Greyson Serel would incite that change, would start the ring war they were already on the precipice of.


He wondered to himself as he lay back on the bed, locking his arms behind his head, if she ever thought of him when she killed. If it was ever his face in the back of her mind in the moments when she didn’t know if she would make it home.


He hoped she did.









CHAPTER FIVE



CLOSE CALLS



SHADERA KAEL SLID INTO the maintenance tunnels with her breath locked in her throat, the entry hatch sealing behind her with a cough of carbon and dust. The world above—its petty clamor—was snuffed in an instant, replaced by the bone-deep silence of concrete. She pulled on her night vision, let her eyes adjust, and swallowed the dread that rose up in anyone who knew what the tunnels were built for. Not just the movement of Veyra foot patrols, but the drainage of blood, sewage, life.


The city’s bowels were a place things went to die.


She moved in the dark as vermin scattered around her, boots sinking into a silt that was half mud, half industrial ash and other things she refused to acknowledge. The beams overhead dripped a steady rain of black water, each droplet a cold needle along her collarbones. She drew her silenced pistol with one hand and kept the other wrapped tightly around the strap of her gear pack.


She counted the steps. Every fifty brought a new sensor in the tunnel wall, infrared eyes, milky behind spiderwebbed glass. She moved through the dead zones quickly, breathing through the balaclava covering her face.


It wasn’t the rats that bothered her but the way they seemed to track her progress, eyes bright as carbide, never scurrying far. Like the city itself, they watched for weakness.


She passed underneath the first checkpoint between the Boundary and the Cardinal rings with no issues and ahead of schedule, the glow from her wristwatch painting every drop of sweat a dull red.


Veyra patrol schedules were precise, and tonight the gap between them was slim—just three hours.


This is where the trouble would come.


The section of tunnel running under the Cardinal was where the city’s micro-gangs lurked in the shadows. They knew if you made it this close to the Heart without dying, you had something worth stealing.


She heard them long before she saw them—a rattle of dice, a whisper of laughter that cut short as she neared. She slowed her approach, pulling a blade from her thigh with her free hand, letting the darkness shroud her, counting their voices. Two, maybe three. A hot chemical reek leaked from behind the bulkhead.


She waited for a lull in their bravado, then stepped into the alcove, pistol raised, knife hidden behind her back.


The nearest one—a Boundary man by the look of his tattoos, all bones and buzzed scalp—lunged at her with a rusted shiv, screaming. She sidestepped and buried her blade under his jaw. The body went limp, eyes bulging in the dark as she eased him to the floor without a sound.


The second man bolted toward her, gun raised and ready to fire. But he was too slow, too high on Boundary spice. She fired once, the bullet final, catching him directly between the brows. The last of them—an older wary man—just sat there, hands visible, shivering.


“Get out,” Shadera said, voice low. “If I see you down here again, I’ll cut you open and feed you to the rats myself.”


He vanished, leaving the stench of terror and piss behind him. She stepped over the bodies, collecting anything useful off them, then pressed on without a second thought.


This was why Shadera was feared throughout every corner of this city, even by those that did not know her name. Because when it came time to kill or be killed, she did not hesitate.


She wasn’t afraid to die, and if she was honest with herself, she probably welcomed the idea. That was what made her lethal, what made her Jaeger Nolin’s greatest weapon.


Shadera took a right when the corridor split into two, without looking up from her watch. The tunnels were ingrained in her brain, every line and crosshatch burned in by repetition and study. So far, it had only taken her sixty minutes. She would pass into the Heart soon, and would need to find somewhere safe to hide until night, when she’d make the kill.


The tunnel sloped upward to the Heart’s center. Here, the walls were lined with titanium shielding, the air colder and more antiseptic. Even the rats had learned to keep their distance. She found the utility alcove she’d marked weeks ago, pried open the panel, and pulled herself onto the ledge of the Serel Tower elevator shaft.


This was where most people died trying to sneak into the Heart. Either from the fall or being crushed by the elevator itself if you could not get out of the way. But Shadera was not most people. It was a vertical climb, handholds slick with what she hoped was only condensation.


Her fingers tightened the straps of her pack as she holstered her gun and began the climb to the top. She scaled quickly, her boots never slipping as she moved like a spider across a web.


She paused halfway up, listening.


Far above, the faint groan of industrial fans. Below, a sudden clatter—metal singing against metal. The ladder underneath her fingers began to vibrate and her breath stilled.


The sound grew louder—a mechanical whine that scraped against her bones. The elevator was coming, fast and merciless as a guillotine. Shadera’s pulse quickened, a heady rush as she climbed at a rapid pace, forcing her limbs to go faster.


Panic erupted in her chest. A rare spike of fear lancing through her stomach—not the controlled adrenaline of a kill, but the animal terror of being crushed like an insect.


The shock of it made her legs pump harder.


She gritted her teeth, forcing it down, forcing herself to remain steady.


The elevator sped toward her, a bullet in a barrel. Shadera cursed as she scrambled to get away from it. It was so close now, she could feel the air compressing in her lungs, could smell the oil on its massive gears.


She hurled herself sideways into a tight space, barely squeezing inside the utility cavity as the car shot past her like a freight train, taking the guns strapped to her left thigh with it. The backdraft sucked at her legs, trying to drag her into the machinery’s hungry maw.


Shadera wedged herself deeper into the tiny space, ribs compressed until each breath was a struggle. Metal groaned around her, the building’s skeleton protesting the weight. The noise was deafening, a scream that died in an instant as the elevator stayed its course upward.


Shadera pressed herself against the cramped confines, heart a wild beast in her chest. She could feel every beat, rapid and alive, and a brief feral grin spread across her lips as a sharp laugh shot from her throat.


So, this was what fear felt like.


When silence returned, she exhaled slowly and pulled herself back onto the shaft wall. Her hands shook—barely perceptible, but there. She clenched them into fists until the tremor stopped.


The climb resumed. Higher now, toward the Heart’s poisoned core where Greyson Serel should be sleeping, unaware that death was scaling the walls to find him.


She reached the service hatch to the Heart’s underground garage and paused. She waited, pulse counting off the seconds. She’d memorized the guard rotations, the way the Heart’s enforcers walked their beats in lazy arcs. She listened for the telltale whir of a drone, the heavy tread of Veyra boots.


Silence.


She twisted the hatch and let it open a sliver. The light that bled through was blinding, bright and white. She pulled herself through, rolled flat onto her stomach, and pushed up from the concrete as her eyes adjusted.


The garage was a cathedral of order—rows of Veyra patrol vehicles, each lined up with the precision of military graves. Every surface gleamed, even the air seemed filtered and too still. She kept low, weaving between the glossy hulls, her own reflection distorted in the platinum trim of the cars.


She’d planned for this. Twenty-four steps from the shaft to the ground level vehicle exit, no less, no more. She took them in silence, feeling the cold seep into her bones with each measured advance.


Halfway across, she froze.


A sound—the sound of metal hitting concrete—echoed in the cavernous space.


She ducked behind the nearest vehicle, silenced pistol up and ready, blood pounding so hard she thought she could hear it leaking from her pores.


Someone was here. Someone not accounted for.


She waited. The silence dragged on, punctuated only by the thrum of the garage lights. Shadera forced herself to breathe slow, to let the adrenaline burn off into something clean, something focused.


She adjusted her grip on the gun, eyes fixed on the space between the vehicles as a shadow moved from an undercarriage.


Shadera inched forward, every instinct on a hair trigger. Whoever this was, they weren’t supposed to be here either, or they would have come out to ask for her credentials.


She moved closer, waiting for the next mistake, the next breath.


A bead of sweat slipped from her temple, trailed along the ridge of her cheekbone, and vanished into her collar. The smell of ozone and motor oil filled her nose.


Shadera retreated a half-step, recalibrating her plan.


She had not come here to kill a janitor or a ghost. The target was above, behind a thousand tons of armored glass and self-importance. So, she let the shadow be, for now. She didn’t have time to pick a fight with someone who wasn’t an active threat.


With a final glance over her shoulder, she fell back against the wall and followed it up the ramp and out into the night, praying that the Heart was still asleep.


***


GREYSON SEREL LAY FLAT ON his back, spine pressed to the cold concrete beneath a Veyra patrol vehicle’s underbelly. Above, the garage’s floodlights bled through the suspension’s lattice, painting the world in razor lines and motionless shadows.


He ignored the filth, the puddles of old oil seeping through his uniform. Instead, he kept his focus on his work—tucking the black foil packets deep into the undercarriage. Each movement was a calculated betrayal—one slipup, and the Heart would devour him.


The wrench in his hand twisted, tightening the last screw into the anti-scan mesh. That’s when the wrench slipped from his fingers, bounced off the steel crossbeam, and clanged onto the concrete next to his head.
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