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A warning for my readers...


This book is by no means one that should be taken lightly. Throughout this series, you have seen Forest and Xavier's story unfold, leading up to this very book. That being said, without giving away too much, this book is going to tackle very, very descriptive and heartbreaking losses of varying ages, and if you have recently dealt with the loss of someone close to you or have dealt with tremendous loss, please proceed with this book carefully. This book is the last book in the prequel series and the conclusion to how our villain for the main series was made. Thank you all for watching this origin story unfold, and welcome to the New Empire.
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Dear Readers,


Bill me for the therapy session you'll need after this book
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Playlist
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Cold- Aqualung & Lucy Schwartz

The End of the World- Billie Eilish (youtube)

Born to Die- Lana Del Ray

Earth- Sleeping at Last

Fourth of July- Sufjan Stevens

The War- SYML

Warriors- Imagine Dragons

Atlantis- Seafret

Everything I Wanted- Billie Eilish

Family Line- Conan Gray

Gravedigger- Dave Matthews

I'm Tired- Labrinth & Zendaya

If We Were Vampires-Jason Isbell and the 400 unit

Humankind- David Kushner
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Forest- New Hope- Months Prior


"Her name was Dove."

Bile settles into the airways of my throat, every thought entering my mind one of a vile nature. Taking several seconds to compose myself, I blankly stare at Elyon. His face is stuck in a cold mask.

"What did you say?" I question, as if hearing him repeat the name a second time will make it any more tolerable to hear.

"Dove Morgan," he sighs, looking over the picture once more. The image settled behind the glass of the frame is now much more challenging to stomach.

Where there were initially two women, both beautiful and enthralling, there is now a primary focal point. His daughter. With her straight black hair and cold, dead eyes.

I've seen those eyes before.

Giving me an up-and-down look, Elyon runs his hands through his hair, his body warily rising from behind his desk.

"You look unsettled, Forest. I do hope I haven't said anything to displease you."

Forcing myself up and out of the chair, the air feels much colder, the space around me closing in as if every breath I take pulls me further away from a cognitive state. Taking a step toward me, Elyon holds his hands up with confusion, my eyes on the man, my body a shaking mess.

"Stay right fucking there," I hiss. A pounding headache creeps into my mind. The fleeting images of the very woman in the picture are now in my memories.

It's distant.

A memory locked away, not meant to be seen by my eyes.

"I wondered if mentioning her name would warrant this reaction," Elyon sighs. My palms sweat as pain crawls along the back of my head.

"What the hell is happening?" I question. His eyebrows raise as he leans into his desk.

Only minutes ago, I was surrounded by the comfort of all that I love, needing nothing but Fallan's arms wrapped around my body and Xavier's blood painting the floor.

Now, I can barely stomach the idea of Fallan's hands being anywhere near me.

"Despite how hard your mother worked on your chip, that medication, and the amount of energy I exerted on my Call in your mind, it would seem few words still seem to be your fail-safe for flooding distant memories into your mind," he sighs, looking me over as if every reaction I am having is one he could have guessed would happen.

"Your Call isn't in my fucking mind!" I snap, a pounding headache developing behind my eyes.

"Is it not?" he questions, his mind as open as ever.

"Do you honestly believe that?" he questions silently, his voice caressing every quiet space in my thoughts.

"How did you-"

"Come on, Forest, I know you're a smarter girl than that. I wouldn't have kept you alive if I thought you could not exceed my expectations. In some ways, I suppose you owe me some gratitude. I wasn't the happiest to receive the little gift you gave me on these compound steps oh so long ago," he smiles, more broken memories forcing their way into my mind.

I see fleeting images, each one more confusing than the last. There is the girl, Dove, her thoughts wicked and deceptive, the blood she spilled the blood of my own.

The blood of the Revolutionists.

The blood of the Marked.

Gripping my chair, I fall to my knees, my head pounding, begging for some form of relief. Sensing him creep closer, the warmth he radiated moments ago fades away, the presence of something new tucked away in the depths of his desk.

No, not new.

My blood.

Crouching down on my level, his hand grazes my face, his fingers as cold as ice.

“She was my sweet Dove. Innocent and pure like the bird, unscathed by our brutal society," he continues, Fallan's exact explanation for my nickname now spilling free from Elyon's mouth.

Little Dove.

Dovey.

Dove.

All names so very distant from Forest.

But that's the point.

"I'm not Dove," I whisper, my nerves unbearable.

"To me?" Elyon questions, staying eye level with my figure as he holds my chin up. "Not in the slightest. Initially, after you killed her, I had assumed ripping your body limb from limb would have been euphoric. That is until I took a deeper dive into your little blood samples Jonah was able to obtain for me," he smiles, the name of the doctor who had treated me my first few weeks here clinging to me.

"W- What the hell are you talking about?" I question, slapping his hand away from my face and getting a firm grip on his front. My body leans into his seemingly less frail figure.

Wait... he's using-

"Deception?" Elyon questions, his mouth curling into a nasty smile. "Took you long enough to figure that one out."

Feeling his hand slam into my chest, the headache, coupled with the strength of his Hold, forces me across the floor. My body skids across the weathered wood, splinters dragging across my skin. Unable to take a full breath, my lungs gasp for air frantically, my mind buzzing with what feels like one of the largest adrenaline highs of my life. Stuck in place, my back stays plastered to the floor, my eyes shifting to the man's figure walking towards me with careful steps.

As if each step melts away another layer of facade, the feeble old man who held me close fades away, replaced by the silver-haired image of a man comparable to my father's age. Like ice melting from the heat of a flame, his image is entirely new, youth and power flooding his features, new uncertainty shaking my core.

"Fallan-"

"I wouldn't do that if I were you, Forest Flower," he mocks, the nickname sending chills down my spine.

His voice.

Pain circulates my already throbbing head.

His voice is not the one who should be saying that name.

"You'd be right," he snaps, slamming his foot down on my wrist, his hand clamping over my mouth before I have the time to process screaming. "Xavier was much better at picking out nicknames for you. I mean, calling you my dead daughter's name?" Elyon questions, the images in my mind becoming clearer with each passing second, taking inklings of my life force with it. "How fucking pathetic could Fallan be?"

Solidifying the images within my mind, the name Dove becomes clear.

Dove.

Fallan's Dove.

Fallan's lover.

Feeling my heart break in every possible way, a violent sob exits my throat. The gag trapped in my throat finally comes to fruition. Snapping his hand back, I release the sputter, watching the blood drip from my mouth. The pain from the hazy memories is killing me from the inside out.

"God, that's got to be hurting lover boy in the cells," Elyon smiles. "And to think, I already have my men giving him a wonderful birthday treat, with some new scars to go with it."

Thinking of Xavier, his hard eyes suddenly become that much lighter. His off-putting demeanor is now a source of calm in my mind. Running my mental hand through the connection Fallan and I share, the validity it carries falters, something foreign in the way it has been formed. Gravitating toward the pull I share with Xavier, it's as if I am seeing our connection for the first time. Every staggered breath entering my lungs fuels the fire burning between us.

"Fallan, he-"

"Fucked you with the intent to kill you?" Elyon questions. "You must be one hell of a woman for him to look past the decapitation of his lover to share a bed with you."

Once more feeling the twang of pain that comes with each revelation, I cough up again. Elyon's knee stays positioned on my chest, the weight of his large figure making it that much harder to breathe.

"I suppose it's unfair for me to have you in this position and feel as if I have an upper hand. All those false memories bleeding together with reality, your bind to me urging your mind to reject the truths, forcing your body into submission. I'm sure this is all a lot for you. Given Fallan's relation to my hot-headed daughter and the realization that your fiancé is suffering in this very compound-"

Fiancé?

Feeling my own spine arch so hard, it fractures. Elyon stifles yet another scream with his hand. My eyes haze with tears. My body's violent reactions to new information are unbearable.

"I wonder what Xavier thinks right now," Elyon whispers, his lips inches away from my ear. "Do you think he is crouched in that cell now, wondering why every thought he is having is causing him pain? How long do you think he can handle being in the very position you are in now-"

Forcing my gnarled hand forward, my Hold shoves the man back. My teeth sink into his wrist before he can stumble to the floor. Clamping down as hard as I can, his blood fills my mouth, every part of me going into hyperdrive at the feeling of one of the richest bloods grazing across my tongue. Taking several large gulps, the pain in my back subsides. The wounds quickly heal. My mouth hungrily devours until he has delivered me a harsh slap across the face.

Winnowing before he can get a grasp on me again, every thought I embrace is a mix of truth and a facade. Inklings of reality bleed into my very existence.

Looking at the man now, I see that it's not just Elyon.

I know you.

And you know me.

This whole time.

This whole fucking time you've been here.

Grasping my head, I stare the man down.

"Why the hell is my blood in your desk?"

Observing the nasty bite marks left on his wrist, the wound quickly heals. His head shakes with annoyance.

"There goes Xavier's pain. I was hoping you'd hold off on that long enough for me to utilize your two's little connection a little longer-"

"Who the fuck are you?!" I snap, my consciousness phasing in and out as if I no longer hold the reigns to the face in which I am presenting.

"The Prophet," my internal voice screams as loud as it possibly can.

"The Prophet!" I scream out, the voice no longer confined to the comforts of my mind.

"There you are, Evermoore!" he yells, each blink phasing me in and out of reality. "Show yourself, please. It has been a pleasure to watch my bind eat you alive."

Shoving back what I can of my other half, I dig my nails into the side of my head, forcing my side of consciousness.

"You're the fucking Prophet," I cry, my throat filled with sobs. "And Fallan-"

"Is using you. Or so he says he is. As much hate as he expresses to me, I know, deep down, some part of his hate has bred a bit of admiration for you."

"Xavier. Oh, my god, Xavier-" I sob, his face becoming much clearer in my mind.

The bonfire.

The cabin.

My sweet Xavier.

"And you left him. You left him to suffer because you were too weak to find a way to stop me. You were too weak to put your duty over your love. Do you know?" he questions, taking a step closer. "Do you know how often he weeps for you? His pillowcases damp from the pain he carries in light of your absence. Every day, holding that damn watch, looking at your picture, praying you find a way back to him, while being touched by the man who ensured you'd never see Xavier as anything but a monster," Elyon snaps.

Shaking my head, my legs give out. My heart beats uncomfortably slow.

"Xavier. Xavier. Xavier," I repeat over and over, the name now holding an entirely new meaning.

"Should we listen to his screams together?"

"Wait-"

Winnowing toward me, Elyon's hands grasp my head. The sounds of Xavier's cries circulate in my mind.

Aiding in my heart being ripped from my chest, Xavier's screams are painful. His voice breaks as his lungs burn with pain.

"Another candle," Elyon whispers. "Another burn."

"Forest!" he screams, blatantly unaware that anyone can hear him.

"He calls to you. He calls to you even when he knows you're not there. Every moment feels like his last when he feels the consequences of his bind, and the only thing he can think of is you."

"Xavier-"

"There's no use in calling out to him. The only presence within your mind now is mine and your dear Raven."

"Forest, please!" he screams again, his voice breaking with each syllable of my name.

Feeling a wave of pain wash over me, every heartbreaking memory seeping through the cracks in the barriers forced into my mind sends me closer to the edge. My throat barely retains air.

Grabbing Elyon's front, I gasp, the sound of Xavier's frantic heart rate enough to make even the sanest scholar question how close they are to madness.

"Can you hear his cries?" Elyon pushes, tears flowing free from my own eyes.

Listening to the sounds flooding my mind, the sheer panic rolling through the man's tone is horrific. His body curled onto the floor. The guard's feet drive into his side as his hands cover his head.

"He thinks he is a vile monster," Elyon pushes. "His last bit of humanity nestled in the confines of memories you can barely stomach long enough to take a full breath."

Inhaling sharply, I try to push past Elyon's presence over me, tugging him just a bit closer.

"I should have made you watch me rip that bitch's head clean from her neck," I hiss, the vivid image of Dove's lifeless body touching my mind. Fallan's petrified gaze watched the exchange with fear.

He knew.

He knew what she would do to Xavier.

I had to kill her.

"I've always wondered at what point that brilliant mind of yours would put the pieces together," he mutters, tapping my head. My once rapid heart rate quickly dwindles.

I need more of Elyon's blood.

I have to push past the grasp of these new memories-

"She was your daughter!" I hiss, keeping the man close.

His focus is dead set on me.

“Yes, and you were quite prideful when you delivered her severed head to the front steps of this very compound.”

Swallowing nothing, he shoves me away. Taking a stand, he watches me with a look of taunt.

Feeling a weight lift off of me in light of his absence, I cling to the nearest wall, clawing my way into a standing position.

Barely able to stay in the light, the parts of myself I have fought so hard to keep buried come out to play. The urge to take down this whole compound creeps into my thoughts.

"Humor me, Forest. Would you care to see what an alliance with me would look like?" Elyon questions. My head shakes violently.

"Alliance with you?" I question, Xavier's screams filling my mind once more. "You can fuck right off and go to hell," I scream, my voice no longer my own.

"Even when I can guarantee him and your friend's safety?" Elyon questions, the noise in my mind settling down.

My ability to fight the pull toward death is dwindling.

“Between you and I, something big is coming. Loverboy out there has a grand plan, one that will end in his supposed death.” 

“Why would Fallan-” 

“Because he loves Dove and will do anything he can to avenge her. Have you really not pieced together yet whose love between the two of those men has always run true?”

Knowing deep within my soul whose heart I hold closest, every vile word I have thrown at Xavier comes crashing down. The way I have chosen to look at him pierces me worse than the tip of the finest blade.

"Can you sense it?" Elyon asks, raising his brows in amusement. "Can you sense the truth buried in my words? Can you sense the way you never truly stepped into Fallan's mind? The deceit in your weak, fabricated bond with him? No wonder Xavier let you leave that little Lottery," Elyon smiles. "The lashing he received that day was devastating."

“In some ways, I think I am telling you this because I feel as if it is my fatherly duty-” 

"You're not my father.” 

“Am I not? You derived from my blood and seed. You have been my sole reason for creating the life I have for myself. Initially, I thought killing you was the best plan of action, but impress me enough, and perhaps an alliance is the bonding we've truly needed.” 

"You're the devil-"

“And you're my legacy, Forest.”

Using his Hold to urge me forward, I stumble into the man's arms. His breath is hot with the presence of alcohol. Holding me to his chest, he keeps me still, his hands forcing what air I have left out of my lungs with a simple push to my chest.

"There's no use in me allowing you to stand here, slowly slipping away as your true memories eat away at your life force. If you were smart, you'd know showing me your allegiance will be the only thing that sets you-" he pauses, his hand squeezing my ring finger. "And the people you love most free."

“I will kill you-” 

"No…. You won't. For now, you will forget our entire conversation. You will remember no part of this interaction. Your mind is mine, and mine alone. You will only remember what I want you to remember, how I want you to remember it. You will love Fallan and loathe Xavier. When and only when Josh's little trigger-happy hand kills you, will you remember this conversation and the allegiance I have offered you to show me. You won't know it then, but when the time comes, you will want nothing more than to make Fallan suffer and show me what kind of monster you really are.”

"Wait-"

Touching my temples once more, his wrist comes over my mouth, a clean cut already allowing a flood of blood to pass my lips. Keeping his grasp on my head as he feeds me, the parts of myself shoved down into the confines of my mind slip away. My eyes push past a haze as the pain, once enveloping me, suddenly becomes nothing at all.

Wondering how and why I ever allowed my mind to pull away from Fallan and the admiration I carry for the man, the thought of Xavier becomes vile once again. More and more, the conversation Elyon and I might have had slips away, bringing me back to the warm embrace we shared seconds ago.

Blinking slowly, the feeling of hands touching my head fades. The thoughts circulating in my mind are stagnant once more. Reflecting on how long I have been standing here, the name Dove comes to mind. Elyon's focus is still on the picture of his family, his eyes watching me with worry.

As if I have dreamt while standing, I take a look around the space, nothing out of the ordinary. Touching my head, all my barriers stay intact. The keycard to Xavier's cell remains nestled in my hand, waiting for me to deliver him the pain he so rightfully deserves.

Where the hell did my mind go?

"What... what the hell were we just talking about?" I ask Elyon, my mind biting at the opportunity to question Fallan about his seemingly not-so-uncommon nickname for me.

Glancing at the clock, it seems multiple minutes have passed.

That's not possible-

“We were just talking about my daughter, but I think it's time for you to get going," the old man states, his body feeble. The image I had painted of him in my mind is no longer the much more youthful completion my daydreams had bred.

Dove.

The name clings to the back of my mind.

Her name was Dove.

Trying to brush off the whispers floating in my mind, one thing is for sure. I need to speak to Fallan.

Faint inklings of a conversation conjured by my mind infiltrate my thoughts, dissipating into whispers before becoming nothing at all.

"Thank you for the key," I mutter, giving the man a gentle smile.

Saying nothing else, I excuse myself from the man's study, letting out a sigh of relief once I have made it to the other side of the door.

Xavier.

The thought of him was in my mind.

Or perhaps it was nothing more than my own delusions bred by the reflection in the mirror.
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Chapter one
Fallan- New Haven- Months Prior


Pep rallies.

The bane of my existence.

Walking and talking like one of these Untouchable fucks is one thing.

Having to blend into the crowd, feeding into their egotistical hierarchy is another.

Tolerating Valerie's obsession with being near me, hiding the true nature of what her heart yearns for, has grown close to unbearable. The feeling of her hands on my body is something I know Dove would have broken her neck for.

But there's no way to know now what Dove would think of the current situation I have found myself in.

Forest Evermoore ensured I may never find peace with the woman I love.

If it weren't for the Prophet and their hatred for Xavier and Forest, perhaps I would have no opportunity whatsoever to get the justice she so rightfully deserves.

Sweeping through the crowd, a face all too similar to Andrew kisses ass to the Upper Leadership. He speaks and dictates with a tone he thinks he gets to use, given his position with the Student Advocates. Clung to his side, the excessively annoying blonde twin, Max, goggles at the Officials, ready to take every ounce of power the uniform will one day give him.

Dirty, ungrateful, vile Untouchables.

Yet, nothing is worse than the Marked.

Nothing is worse than my own kind.

Who knew Forest could be both?

"You're doing it again," Valerie utters from next to me. Her legs are draped across my lap, giving little care to my stringent stare plastered on the student body.

"You're staring everyone down as if you expect them to know what you're thinking," she whispers, keeping her focus on me.

Given how long I have known her and her cousin and their relation to Hunter, keeping Dove away from the trio was near impossible, making it unusually hard to stomach my lies once the Prophet altered their memories as well. The Prophet forced my grief over Dove to look like loss over Forest, a woman who they think I am choosing to keep a watchful eye on out of admiration rather than hate.

Regardless, Valerie still seems to have no issue holding a cold demeanor toward the woman.

"I'm keeping my eyes out," I snap. "You know how the Untouchables can be," I whisper, keeping my focus on the wave of perfectly ironed uniforms before us.

"Keeping your eyes out for our peers? Or her?" she questions, the accusation in her tone enough to make anyone livid.

There are not enough words to describe the anger that comes over me anytime I see that Blackburn bitch's face. Stealing her Cure-All was only a fraction of what I am going to do to her. The torment has to start small. She has to question my hate for her and the connection she feels toward me. I need Xavier to see what is happening. I need him to feel as helpless as I have been ever since Forest killed Dove.

They both deserve to suffer, eternally punished for allowing themselves to feed into the devils they are.

New Haven's devils.

"My fascination with Forest Blackburn has nothing to do with you. I asked you to be my distraction, nothing more, nothing less," I hiss.

Rolling her eyes at the statement, she shakes her head, glaring toward the stage.

"Yeah? You going to stay this calm when Andrew Blackburn comes waltzing on stage?" she questions. The man's name is like bitter medicine in her throat. "First, he gets your father killed, betrays his kind, and then ensures you get a public beat down, leaving a plethora of scars on your back," she hisses, the real reason for my beating far from her and Andrews's mind.

The Prophet wanted me to show my fealty.

What better way than humiliation and the permanent reminder on my back of who I belong to?

Getting Andrew and Adam to film and execute the action blindly only adds to the layers of deceit planted for Forest to find.

She may have thought she was clever when all of her mind was intact.

But what now?

Now, all that remains is a girl.

One who thinks she is just like all the rest, struggling to hide a secret she used to wear with pride.

If only Dove knew.

If only Dove knew the lengths I would go for her-

"Seems your Little Dove is watching, Fallan," Valerie whispers, the nickname the Prophet has forced me to call her a punch to the gut every time it is said.

Peering at me from against the wall, she watches me with a clueless observance, too absolved from the world around her to consider my hate as anything but one derived from the divide in our society. All of the memories floating around her mind, once tied to Xavier, are now replaced with my image, driving the flow between our false bond.

Can you feel my presence, Forest?

Her eyes stay focused. Nervous sweat shakily rolls down her face.

Are you questioning once more why I watch you as I do, holding your false mother's Cure-All in my pocket like a red flag?

Shifting uncomfortably, she looks me over. You'd never know she had the power she did when she ended Dove's life.

If you told me this was the woman that killed Dove, I would laugh in your face.

She looks delicate, so very breakable. I would give anything to slash my blade over her throat-

Grabbing my chin to get me to look at her, Valerie eyes me. Her scarred hands are rigid against my skin.

"Don't look now, but an Official was making his way over to her. I figured you didn't want to be caught staring."

Raising my brows, I pull her hand away from my face, getting a good look at the Official she felt the need to shield my gaze from.

What the fuck is he doing here?

Was my warning in the hallway not enough?

Speaking to her without a care in the world, he leans against the wall, her fearful gaze no longer directed toward me. Dyed with a rich light blonde, the color hides his grey. His charismatic smile lights up his face. Her focus is only on him.

As if he paid no attention to mine and the Prophet's warning, he carries on a conversation with the woman. Forcefully clenching his hands, he bites back every urge to take her away from this rally and make her his once more.

Feeling the cool metal of her engagement ring press to my chest, I fight back the urge to wrap the chain around that pretty neck of hers and pull as tight as I can.

Watching him be the source of her laughter, her eyes light up, her thoughts, though swarmed with the fleeting images of me, still so very invested in his presence.

He swore to stay away.

His promises to the Prophet triumphs whatever the hell this little act is.

Does he think he can stand here and speak to her as if there will be no consequences for his defiance-

"Her past memories may be filled with false images of you," Xavier's mind whispers in my own. My fingers dig into Valerie's thighs at the sudden noise. "But you are a damn fool if you think her reality will be void of my presence. Give me your worst, Markswood, and I will give you mine. Game fucking on."

Unable to find a retort to his mental intrusion, every camera in this room is already focused on their direction. The Prophet's watchful eye is aware of the game Xavier is playing here.

So long as he carries out his duties, speaking to Forest is not out of the picture.

He is playing a dangerous game, walking the line, seeing how close he may get to the woman before the Prophet steps in.

She needs to find trust in me.

I must allow her to have trust in me.

So long as Xavier is creeping in the shadows, the only way I am getting near Forest is with my own mental game.

She must think that the connection we share is one that has derived from a part of herself that Xavier has no grasp over.

The part of herself showing face now.

He fell in love with the woman ready to lead the rebellion.

Can he swoon the empty shell he stands before now?

"Look who it is," Valerie whispers, my focus finally diverging someplace other than Forest.

Glancing at the stage, our eyes lock. His body goes rigid at the sight of me in his presence.

Against all better judgment, I manipulated my way into my placement at the Academy, bribing every single other candidate ahead of me with contraband goods stolen from the Untouchable sector. So long as Andrew remained in his position with the Officials, getting the board to boost my credibility up enough to get placed into the program would have been a red flag for Andrew or, even worse, Xavier. I would not have made it five feet into the Academy.

Looking at the man now, I feel a wave of satisfaction at the fear rolling through him.

He knows what he did to me.

He knows what he did to my family.

I was only a boy when my father's life was taken before my eyes, and my mother's body gave out from a disease that infiltrated our sector soon after.

Now, he parades a vile demon in disguise around as his daughter, blatantly unaware of the damage she has inflicted on his family and many others in her years.

He clothes her, feeds her, and loves her.

I used to think it was impossible for Forest Evermoore to feel any form of love.

Would she scold herself now for how pathetic all of this really is?

Catching a glimpse at Xavier still speaking to Forest, something vile infiltrates my mind. The true nature of my hatred toward the Blackburn family.

I suppose it really wasn't their fault.

Xavier was the one who sent the hit on my family.

He had no reason to execute my father, rather than orders the Prophet swears to not have made.

Xavier is impulsive and explosive, almost as much as Forest.

Maybe that's why they went so well together.

Even now, he looks at her with love, parading around as if he can keep up this sweet Official act.

Perhaps the best punishment to him is something much deeper than severing the stem of his sweet flower.

What's a look, when I can have a taste of what is his for myself?

Make her fall in love with me, then watch her suffer in all the ways I was forced to.

What better punishment could there be?

Come hell or high water, the day her heart stops is the day I have found my peace.
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Chapter two
Xavier- Present


Fallan's screams drown out the noise. Every thought entering my mind hits dead ends every time I try to conjure up a logical reason for what has just happened.

Isn't it clear now? I don't love you.

Her words are stuck in my mind. The feeling of betrayal has latched onto my soul, turning what could be rage into a pit of dread I may never come back from.

Taking in sinfully shallow breaths, I squeeze my wrist as hard as I can, seconds away from snapping my own bones to deliver myself a feeling other than betrayal to focus on.

Still clutching her engagement ring, its metal feels as if it is cutting into my palm, etching another set of scars across my skin. The feeling of Elyon's bind was considerably more tolerable than the pain I am feeling right now.

I'd do it all again.

Every second spent feeling my own flesh rip open to hold her close.

I'd do it all again.

At least Elyon's pain was a reminder her love prevailed.

This?

What the fuck is this?

"Xavier?" Kai repeats once more. His tone is panicked. His body is barely suited for the tactical gear he now wears.

Inches away from my face, he tries to snap me out of my blank stare. The few words I exchanged with him when questioning the whereabouts of his sister were nothing that brought him comfort. Shaking me uncontrollably, Fallan's wails escalate. The sound of his pain is the only thing keeping me cognitively functional.

"Where is my sister, Xavier?" Kai repeats again, the only thoughts circulating in his mind revolved around her death.

Would that be easier?

Would knowing she died fighting for something she loves feel better than the pit of emptiness swarming me now?

"She's gone," I mutter silently, repeating myself once again. Glaring at Kai, I grab his collar, forcing him to stay silent. "And she's not coming back for you, me, or anyone else."

Shoving him away, he sprawls across the floor, skidding across the shattered remains of Elyon's home. There is not a single soul inside the once very packed ballroom. Hovering near Fallan, Valerie and Aaron keep pressure on Fallan's wrist. Both of their eyes are wide as they process seeing the man in the flesh. Hovering near the broken door, Bekah and Mason keep a lookout. They frantically shift on their feet, ready to alert us if anyone chooses to come our way.

"We don't have a lot of time, guys. Stop fucking around. Take pretty boy and I'll get Xavier-" Mason starts, my voice already cold.

"How the hell did you know to come here?" I question. Pausing his steps, Kai shoves himself to his feet, his focus on Mason.

"They found sand," Fallan gasps, his cries shifting into a burst of laughter most would be unsettled by. "They found sand in my urn."

Bleeding out onto the floor, his eyes are dead focused on me. A twisted grin pulls up his lips, eating up his expression. Taking several seconds to process his expression, his mouth curls higher, his eyes lowering at my confusion.

"Maybe I should have opted for the oak ash-"

Clamoring to my feet, I shove away Mason, keeping him away well after he has Winnowed toward me.

Grabbing Aaron's red locks, I yank him away from Fallan. Giving Valerie a daring look, I beg her to try and stop me right now. Taking a cautious step away from the man, Aaron swats my arm. My hands are already around Fallan's throat, watching his shit-eating grin drop instantly.

"What the fuck did you do?!" I question, slamming his head to the floor. His bloodied mouth spits across my front.

Winnowing out from under me, he clutches his arm, delivering my back a harsh kick from behind. Grabbing his ankle before he can try again, I pull him to the floor once more, feeling a sense of satisfaction once his bloodied stub slams into the ground. Too focused on his pain to act quickly enough, I'm on him once more, burying my Call into the depths of his mind.

"Answer me, Markswood! What the hell did you do?!" I question. All of our friends circle us like a murder of crows ready to swoop in.

"Tik tok, Mason," Bekah whispers.

The very distant sound of Officials funneling through the Prophet's home rides the air.

Saying nothing, he shows me his teeth, the look of satisfaction plastered across his face enough to drive anyone mad.

Slamming my fist into his jaw over and over, I wipe the expression clean from his face. I only stop once Mason has grabbed my hand, keeping me from breaking the man more than I already have.

"We need answers, Xavier. Beating him to a pulp will solve nothing," Mason says, forcing a lick of reason into my already rapidly spiraling mind.

"You should listen to your little monster mutt-"

Kicking him in the side, Mason silences his crude remark.

"Maybe I should reconsider my position on how to deal with him," Mason starts, ready to deliver Fallan another clean kick to the side.

"Alright!" Fallan screams, sitting up with his arms raised. "I'd rather not get beaten to death before I can explain my side of everything," Fallan hisses. The cocky attitude he chose to carry quickly fades the longer we circle him.

"I was playing his side," Fallan snaps, giving us all a stern look. "After I realized how deep I was into the situation and I admitted some truths to myself about my feelings for Forest that I could not come back from, I knew I could no longer play the part Elyon wanted me to. I thought by staying close to the man, I might get some insight as to what is at play here-"

"Bullshit," I hiss, sensing his thoughts before he has had the opportunity to spew his web of lies. "You seriously are going to sit here and tell me you have found enough feelings for Forest that you thought by playing Elyon's little pet, you might be saving her and us?" I question, his eyes going wide.

"Xavier-"

"Don't fucking utter my name as if we are mutuals. And sure as hell don't group your fucking justifications for being a backstabbing little shit with the name Forest Evermoore," I hiss, shoving my finger into his chest. "The only reason you are sitting here, trying to convince us you are on our side, is because her little stunt was not something you had planned for."

Shaking his head at me, he lowers his gaze.

"I do have love for her, for all of you," he mutters, giving a glance to his childhood friends he so carelessly tossed away. "Don't you think I would have fucking ran if I was choosing to serve myself?" he questions. My anger is already escalating.

"Where is my sister?" Kai questions quietly. His gaze is plastered to the floor.

"Mason?" Bekah urges, tapping her watch.

"The love you have for her is the same love Untouchables have for Unfortunate torture," I seethe, leaning so close to the man our noses touch. "Nothing more, nothing less."

"And what makes that type of love any different than what you two have? It seems to be both are equally destructive."

"My sister?" Kai questions again. Mason is now urging Fallan to his feet, trying to get the group in motion.

"Guys, come on, we have to move-"

"Do you have any idea how much pain you caused her?" I question, getting in the man's face. Our eyes are locked, waiting for the other to submit. "Do you have any idea what you stole from her? From me?" I push, narrowing my eyes at the man. "No, you don't," I hiss. "You're nothing but a fucking Unfortunate boy who fucked a crazy bitch and thought it was love. And now, your delusional ass wants to justify your actions as some sadistic bid of love toward the woman who killed your crazy ass girlfriend-"

"You didn't know Dove," Fallan snaps. The true parts of his personality finally slip through the cracks. "And apparently, you barely knew Forest. Perhaps we were both deceived-"

Feeling a pair of hands grab us both, our bodies are forced forward. Both of us nearly clack heads as we are yanked toward Kaiden. He is gripping our shirts in a furious grasp. His eyes blaze with the heat of rage.

"Where the fuck is my sister!" Kaiden snaps. His voice is teetering on the brink of madness.

"She went hand in hand with the Prophet," I whisper. Fallan picks up where I left off.

"Right after she cut off my hand and tossed lover boy back his engagement ring," Fallan says. Kai's eyes are hazed with betrayal.

"Forest wouldn't do that," Kai smiles. Shoving Fallan back, his focus now on me.

"That was part of your plan, right? This is all part of some plan you made with her?" Kai questions in a plea. His voice is shaking with adrenaline.

"You all have about ten fucking seconds to keep talking before we grab all of you and continue this conversation elsewhere," Mason snaps, no longer willing to let us stand here to continue making our revelations.

"K-Kai, we need to go," I start. Grabbing the man, the impending sound of approaching footsteps rattles off in my ears.

"Xavier-" Kai starts again. His hands brush across my front. His voice is rigid with the presence of emotion.

"Kai, move-"

"Xavier Evermoore!" Kai screams. His hands grab the sides of my face, forcing me to look at him. "Tell me she didn't do that!" he yells. His voice cracks with emotion.

Barely able to look Kai in the eyes, I see Andrew in his expression. The countless Blackburn lives stolen are trapped in the iris of his eyes.

He has lost so much.

How much more can he take?

"She's gone, Kaiden," I reiterate once more. His kind expression fades into something much more challenging to stomach.

After all he has lost, not once has he looked at me as he does now.

"She left me?" he asks as if the answer is floating in the air between us.

"She left both of us," I shudder, my body rigid at the realization. "And I don't think she's coming back."

Saying nothing, Kai slowly rises to his feet. His expression is blanketed with betrayal.

"She wouldn't," Kai snaps, his head shaking vigorously. "She wouldn't-"

"She would," Fallan says without thinking. His cold gaze is set on every person in the room. "And she did so with a smile."

It doesn't matter what that cancer says now.

Once we are alone, I will ensure he feels the pain he has caused.

Shifting uncomfortably at my expression, Fallan cocks his head. His brows are heavy with the presence of sweat.

He knows I'm coming for him.

"How the fuck are you here?" Valerie exclaims, finally breaking her long streak of silence. Her hands shove Fallan as hard as she can.

Holding back his cousin, Aaron looks defeated. His job to choose who to comfort right now brings him great distress.

"We've all made our deals," Fallan hisses. "It is all about perspective. The side I chose to follow is the one you deemed evil. How do you think you all look from where I stand?" he questions, his voice feeding me the motivation I need to move.

"You won't live long enough to get that answer," I hiss, ready to tear this man apart.

"I like the ambition, Evermoore," Mason seethes, his hand clamping around my shoulder. "And trust me, I am the last person to stop you from delivering this asshole the punishment he deserves, but it's time for us to get going if you plan on living long enough to make him suffer."

Craning his neck, Mason forces Fallan forward, his hand grasping his neck.

"Help me Winnow us back to New Hope," Mason snaps at Fallan.

A scoff rumbles from his throat.

"I'm not-"

Grabbing his bloodied stump, I pry at the skin, watching his eyes grow wide as the burning hot pain of his own flesh ripping comes over him.

Driving his foot down on Fallan's, Mason throws the man a stern look, waiting for Fallan to oblige.

"W-Who the hell even are you?" Fallan yells. A smirk pulls along Mason's lips.

"Just a dirty Shifter," Mason smiles. "With a taste for Marked blood, pretty boy, so-"

Without many other words, Fallan nods his head, gathering who he can in his arms. His body is shaking from the pain.

Joining the group, Bekah aims her weapon toward the oncoming Officials. All of their weapons are raised, their focus dead set on us.

Sinking in my arms, tears coat Kai's face. His voice is on the edge of bawling.

Grabbing the side of his face, I get him to focus on me the way he had me, our foreheads pressing together, the last bit of Forest left standing right before me.

"I'm not leaving without my sister," he sobs.

"Forest is gone, Kai," I hiss, the bite in my words unbearable for both of us.

Can I stand to look at him now?

What will I see when he looks at me?

The best parts of Forest or the worst?

Holding it together, all he gives me is a nod.

"Time to go."

Winnowing away from the gun fire, I ease into the movement, watching the world around me fade. Her ring is tucked into the depths of my pocket as my heart settles into a million different pieces.
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Chapter three
Xavier- 9 Months Later


Inever thought the days could feel so long.

It has been nine months since Forest locked hands with the Prophet, leaving all that she knew in the dust behind her.

Nine months of waiting.

Nine months of pain.

Nine months of complete and utter silence.

Growing up, I always assumed I'd find comfort in being alone.

The idea of giving my heart to anyone after my family's death always seemed like an unrealistic ideology.

Giving anyone a glimpse into the parts of myself I hold closest was one of the few things I still had control over.

She came into my life with no warning, taking over every single one of my waking thoughts. I did all that I could to avoid falling in love with her, letting the poisonous thoughts Elyon had instilled in my mind settle. I always kept her at arm's length.

But then, she saw me as something other than a monster.

She saw me as someone worthy of love.

How the hell was I supposed to turn my back on that?

Her words keep replaying in my mind. The day I lost her grows less hazy each night I am left to deal with the effects of her absence.

It's more than just waking up, knowing I won't hear her voice or see her smile.

It's the fact she has been utterly silent.

Absolutely quiet.

I almost wish she would leave a trail of bodies in her wake so that I know she is alive.

I repeatedly play the words she shared with me in my mind after tossing me her ring.

"Usque ad extremum spiritum meu."

Latin.

The same Latin I spoke to her during her confinement in the Lottery, hoping she or her brother, with knowledge vaster than most, might be able to translate it for what it was.

Back then, I was always trying to give her signs of the evil Fallan harbored, all while feeling the cold knife of Elyon press into my back, threatening to twist at any given moment.

The Latin I know is brief, taught to me by my mother through the children's stories she used to read Lily. Given the limited texts both compounds have, most of the books pertaining to the old world's many languages are in confinement or burned away to a crisp, all for the sake of hiding valuable information. Sadly, my mother's bedtime stories did not provide enough content for me to know what Forest said.

I suppose I shouldn't be surprised.

The world is a dark place waiting to swallow you whole.

Trusting anyone other than Kai has been difficult.

Despite all that I have gone through with the others, one thing connects Kai and me more than the rest.

The love we have for Forest will always be far greater than the way anyone else around us feels about her.

Most feel as if her actions were a betrayal. One that she had been planning since the beginning.

Possibly even before her memories were wiped.

Deep down, I know that's not the case, but letting them believe I'm anything but broken is the last thing I will do.

Given Fallan's horrid presence, the one thing I won't do is repeat past mistakes. Letting anyone see the actual thoughts rolling through my mind is a weakness.

I need to play my part as a grieving man, and I need to play it well, all while doing everything I can to bring Forest home.

The girl who turned her back on me was working for something bigger than her and me.

Forest knows something, and it's up to me to figure out what the hell it is.

I can convince everyone around me I feel nothing but pain from her actions.

I know the drive to bring her home triumphs over any lies she tried to convince me was reality.

Her heart is mine to safeguard.

She should know by now my love comes with no constraints.

Glancing back at the cabin, I stay leaned on the railing of the deck, entirely avoidant of all of those settled inside my home.

Initially, I thought being surrounded by those who found some form of comfort in my presence would ease my soul, making it that much easier to stomach the fact that even in Elyon's confinement, I never felt this alone.

Every day, I wake up, forced to face the raven-haired devil, so carelessly sleeping in Forest and I's home. His thoughts are filled with nothing but all the ways he could have done things differently.

As much as I have fantasized about the idea of killing the man, I know deep down I keep him alive to savor his death.

To savor his death with her.

Her little gift to him before she left was no light message.

That man was someone who held great value in her heart, even in death. Forest is vengeful, but despite that rage, the love she has for others defeats her vile nature.

The fact she hurt Fallan without so much as a second thought brings him a fear I intend on using.

Forest's rage is not something to take lightly.

Even Kai, someone I have considered to be a martyr for peace, often looks at the man as if he is debating which way would be the most torturous to end his existence.

Feeling the cool breeze of the spring air roll through the wooded area, the waters once ravaged by Forest's rage have somehow emerged once more, changing with the seasons. Crystal blue in the hottest months and frosted in the coldest, the waters remain stagnant, the secrets of what lies beneath its depths something that only seems to bring Mason fascination.

Mason has taken it upon himself to train the Marked residing in both compounds, being sure to keep his thoughts safeguarded. His mind is always on high alert. After quite a few conversations and many close calls, he has managed to find allies in the Shifters, promising hope for a reality like his so long as they pledge their allegiance to what he has begun to call the Revolutionists.

During Forest's time leading her following, she, too, called her people the Revolutionists, fighting for a cause much more significant than her and me.

She believed there was a way to find peace. One that could involve the safeguarding of our kind while bringing down the evil that is Elyon.

Now, she stands side by side with Elyon while his forces paint the streets in the blood of her own as if they are worthless cattle bred to be slaughtered.

I've heard the stories of what is going on behind the wards, not only in New Haven but in Sanctum's other hubs. Forest Evermoore has become no small name. It is heard in the whispers of those who have managed to make it out of confinement. Forest's name leaves the mouth of those like a scary bedtime story, filled with monsters that were meant to stay locked in the closet or shoved under the bed.

Her name evokes fear.

A fear she would have revolted at not that long ago.

As far as I know, Elyon and Forest have worked hard to reestablish the social classes within New Haven, offering living conditions suited for kings for the Unfortunates, urging the lower class into a new wave of subserviency they don't even know they are being manipulated into.

Killing off Marked left and right, the promise of Elyon and Forest's new empire brings nothing but bloodshed.

It's a damn genocide.

Auburn's group inside the city managed to take as many as they could, retreating to the compound. They entered our doors with one absent person.

The fiery red head with the raspy voice.

Staying solo, Rowan feeds into her isolation, leaving her own trail of blood despite her young age.

Violating the throats of any Official she can, she stays hidden within the depths of the ash. Cutting all communication with her group, she has become the ghost Mason has found some fascination in.

Despite his lack of care, the girl's ability to move effortlessly through a society built around control fascinated him regardless of the fact he has never laid eyes on the child with the blazing hair.

"Hey," Kai's strained voice whispers. His eyes are heavy with the presence of exhaustion.

He holds two mugs in hand.

"I brought you some energy," he whispers, shaking the mugs filled with a dark roast.

Setting it on the balconies railing, he takes a deep breath, letting himself settle in next to me. His curls are a wild mess atop his head.

"Hey," I mutter, using my voice for the first time in what feels like forever.

Giving me a sideways look, he rolls back his shoulders. His body is strained with the tension of stress.

"Didn't sleep either?" he questions. Both of us are up early enough that it's safe to assume our thoughts were nothing short of insomnia inducing.

"I never sleep," I whisper, taking a long drink from the mug. "Every time I do, I am left to dream of a reality I am no longer in," I whisper. Her image paints my mind every time I allow myself to close my eyes.

"How are you holding up?" Kai questions, an audible scoff exiting my throat at the man's silly question.

"Every day, you ask me that," I say, finally finding some clarity in my voice. "And every day, I have the same answer for you. I’m sharing my home with the very man that ruined my life. Elyon and Forest have scathed so much in their vicinity. So truthfully? I'm blissful," I snap sarcastically. His mouth is already pulled into a smile.

"Sometimes, I think asking enough times will finally change the answer," he says, shaking his head at his own comment.

Looking me over, he holds back a thought. I'm avoidant of searching his mind.

"Say whatever it is you want to say," I urge.

"Mason thinks that the Marked and the Shifters he has rallied-"

"Kai," I snap, the idea of entertaining hypotheticals eating me alive. "The last thing I want to do is talk about more scenarios that give us both blind faith. You know how I feel. As far as I see it now, your sister is far from us-"

"I translated that Latin you know," Kai says. His eyes gaze into the depths of the waters.

Stopping my statement, I finally focus on the man, both of my eyes wide.

"How?" I question.

"Mason found an old textbook with his people. A dictionary. Latin was the old language. It would seem the Shifters held value in that," Kai says. Reaching into his pocket, his hands pulls out a paper.

Holding it out to me, I take the paper, its words giving me my first bit of hope in months.

"Until my last breath," I whisper, crumpling the note into my hand.

"She meant for you to hear that message," Kai whispers. "She wanted you to hold faith, so excuse me if I will choose to hold onto mine."

Pressing the note to my chest, I keep it close to my heart, letting the words settle into my soul.

I heard you, Forest Evermoore.

I heard you.

For the love of God don't let your message fail me.

"Whatever urged her to stand by his side, Xavier, there's more to all of this than we think. That ball was part of something much bigger than what we think," Kai says. The gears in his head are rolling.

"That ball was torturous," I sigh. The revelations made that day are ones that have made me look at this home as something much more than a place to rest and keep valuables.

Could she truly have pictured me with a young one, guiding their hands as I taught them how to take their first steps on this very porch?

Is that a reality she saw herself in?

"At least you got out of that situation with both of your hands," his voice mocks. Both Kai and I turn, filled to the brim with an anger we can't expel.

Leaning into the doorway without a shirt, he watches us. His severed hand is scarred and bound in a tight leather binding. Forced to become accustomed to using his left hand, his mark clings to his skin. My mind can't help but wander to the thought that she once explored that skin.

“Who knew us falling for the same woman would have such a detrimental outcome.”

Ready to rip into this man's chest, Kai speaks for me.

“You do not love my sister!" Kai yells. His hand tosses his mug, barely missing Fallan's head with the scorching drink.

Smiling at Kai's attempt to injure him, he glances my way. Mason's warnings to keep him alive as leverage fade.

"I love the idea of her. I wasn't lying when I said she was the better sister at-"

Moving forward, I force him backward, wrapping my hand around his throat. Listening to the sweet sound of his throat constricting, I bare my teeth, pressing until his grin has left his face.

"Open your mouth one more fucking time, and I will rip your vocal cords clean from your neck," I snap. His hand grasps my own.

I slam him back into the house, finding satisfaction in the way he crumples to the ground. Raising my foot, I deliver him a hard kick to the chest.

“Don't be angry with me because she is god knows where, not even thinking twice about you. That's why you're pissy, right? Because she hasn't even so much as reached out to you?”

Slamming the door shut, Aaron steps outside, his hand curling into Fallan's hair, forcing him to stand.

“Mind your fucking mouth,” Aaron snaps.

"Well, isn't it Hunter's replacement?”

Going red at the statement, Kai covers his mouth. Aaron's hand is already raised, ready to deliver Fallan a new blow.

Stepping forward, I grab Fallan's good hand, my fingers wrapping around his pinky. Giving it a good twist, his cocky smile drops as his mouth wails out in pain. Grabbing Aaron's knife, I cut my palm, slamming my bleeding wound into Fallan's mouth. His throat chokes back blood as I force him to shut his mouth and accept the drink.

"I will gladly tie you up, and break every bone in your body repeatedly, making you shatter and feed until you have gone insane. Shut your damn mouth before I sew it shut and watch you try and force it open."

Taking a step back, I nudge my head, urging Aaron to take a step back as Fallan wipes his mouth.

His finger heals as he gives us all a look of resentment.

His silence is bittersweet.

Hearing the gravel in front of the house shift, I turn. Mason's golden eyes land on my own. His arms are crossed as his eyes switch between the three of us.

"How long were you watching?" I question. His head cocks.

"Long enough to crack a grin," he says.

His expression is as cold as ice.

You would never know he is capable of smiling.

"You better have good news-"

"One of my men spotted her," he says. All of us go rigid at the comment.

"You are not going to like what I have to say."
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Chapter four
Forest


Power.

Power is the only word to describe the luxury that radiates through this hub.

Initially, when Elyon warned me of the advancements in New Haven's closest sister hub, I assumed I would see technology a few years past what we see back home.

This? This is nothing short of revolutionary.

Having arrived only a few minutes ago, the Precipice's people welcomed us with praise and treats. They swarmed our vehicles with smiles and shouts. All of the citizens within this city are filled with a subservience we are only now seeing in New Haven.

Unlike the chips used in New Haven, the Precipice's citizens all wear films over their eyes. They are thin lenses meant to keep track of every citizen, giving each citizen a direct look into the social status of their peers. As helpful as it is to have a constant reminder of where you rank amongst these people, the film can turn deadly, breaching the mind through the eyes, activating code with something as simple as a verbal command, rather than the Re-Regulation Devices we see back home.

Along with the films, Veils, as they call them, their Marked are advanced, -like marks coating their skin, making them a sight for sore eyes if spotted in public. Due to the varying climates across the continent caused by the fallout of war, Marked took on varying traits, some harboring scars like my people, others decorated with dark swirls, sticking out in ways that would have gotten me killed well before I reached my first year at the academy.

Shackled and bound, the few Marked allowed to live in the Precipice are used as crowd control. Mind-numbingly subservient, each one was forced to participate in a lobotomy well before they had found the drive to fight.

Dragging along as empty shells, they hastily dictate the crowd, making a clear path for our vehicle. Elyon's eyes are observantly looking over the city.

I know he wishes he could lay claim to it.

"Jealous?" I question, knowing his answer well before he has spoken.

Despite his ability to hide what he is thinking, some of his larger emotions seem to stay plastered across his expression.

"Jealous? Of this?" he questions, unable to hide his envy. "Perhaps I have failed to industrialize New Haven as much as I would have liked."

Cold and bitter, he remains closed off. He keeps a safe distance from me despite the blood we share.

The past nine months have been nothing short of hell.

Bending at Elyon's every whim, day in and day out, I awake to a new form of mental torture, ready to submit to the man's every word.

Barely able to keep down food, I force down my meals with him. My room is uncomfortably empty. The cold hallways of Elyon's home are worse than the cells I was forced into during the Lottery.

Wearing a large cloak, the material seems to hug my figure.

My stomach is filled to the brim with nausea from the bumpy car ride.

Barely able to look down, I run my hand along the surface of my stomach, feeling a slight bump in the places my torso used to nearly concave.

Chalking up the slight weight gain as nothing more than a product of stress and full meals, I hold back the urge to dig deeper, the plausibility that it is anything more fading away.

It's been nine months.

There's nothing there.

Despite the quiet efforts we have tried to make with our people, the whispers of a father-daughter duo bringing a new form of reform to their hub spread quickly, rapidly expanding with the help of Elyon's arrogant need to be on top.

Fanning the flames of our new empire, the Precipice's governing council reached out, inviting us with thrill despite the Marked blood rolling through our veins.

It would seem Marked are only vile, so long as their power remains lesser.

"Power is the only thing that matters," Elyon mutters, his presence creeping into my mind. "Do not discredit the fear you have created in those unknowing of your gifts. Marked or not, we were both invited here for what we can provide," he whispers, gripping the wheel a tad harder. "So use their greed."

Keeping my head down, I give him a nod, letting my head settle into the glass of the vehicle. My only focus is on the bumpy road ahead and the rolling nerves in my stomach, ready to bring up breakfast.
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Taking a seat around the large table, eyes of varying colors watch over us, each face varying in age. Staring at the glass of water resting before me, I question how many of these fuckers I could kill with its broken edge. I allow Elyon to take the lead on starting this horrid conversation.

Surrounded by the governing council running this city, every person in the space is wary, watching us as if we are blatantly unaware of the guards ready to put a bullet in our heads the minute we make a wrong move. Squeezing my leg beneath the large granite table, Elyon's nails dig into my thigh, his only way to ease anxiety is to replace the nerves with pain.

Keeping my focus on the bubbles rolling through the water, Elyon taps his foot. His brows raise with confusion.

"Can't say we have ever had Marked sit at this table," one of the older gentlemen mutters.

The irony in what kind of Marked he is speaking to is almost comedic.

Biting back a smile at the idea of how easily he could kill all of these people, Elyon rolls his shoulders back. His confidence washes over his expression.

"No Marked have had any of the gifts that my daughter and I have," Elyon says.

The word "daughter" in association with me and him, is tremendously hard to stomach,

Leaders from varying hubs surround the table. New Haven's isolation from its neighboring developments has never been more prominent.

Blocking out the varying voices carrying through the minds of all around me, the sound of a rapid heartbeat touches my ears. The once quiet silence I savored is now stowed away by the noise pounding in my ears.

More recently, it seems as if I can never escape the sound of my own heartbeat.

Hazed with the presence of their Veils, all of the eyes of those around us take on varying colors, each wide with judgment.

“We have heard of the conformity in New Haven, as well as your misfortunes. Tell us how your authority in one of Sanctum's other hubs is more beneficial than, say, a clean-blooded individual," the old man snaps, taking the lead in this interrogation.

“They would kill us on sight if they had their way.” I snap, watching Elyon's mouth curl into a smile.

“Tread carefully young one.”

“We hit a bump, yes, but New Haven has one of the highest production qualities of produce in this part of the continent.”

Scoffing at the comment, the old man laughs.

"Production value alone is not enough. Tell us how you have dealt with the Revolutionists in your hub, as well as your Marked."

Revolutionists? Here?

Perhaps my cause did not die with my memories.

Cutting off Elyon before he can speak, I snap.

“We kill them, simple as that. The less Marked, the better. Though slow, we have managed to begin weening the Revolutionists out of the city. The next step is hitting the compounds. I’m sure you have your fair share of compounds surrounding your city.”

"You're killing your own kind? How much can we trust that ideology?"

Craning my attention to one of the Marked servants stationed by the double doors to the space, their painful thoughts swarm me, their lids heavy with the presence of dread. Looking over the numerous runes coating their skin, their eyes slightly widen, my only gesture a small nod of my head.

"I'm sorry."

Flipping up my wrist, the metal of their necklace wraps around their throat, violently tearing through their skin. Their scream is stifled by the pain radiating through their body. Watching their eyes roll into the back of their skull as they thrash, the metal slices through their skin, ripping until there is no more resistance left to give. Hearing the sound of the metal flying through the air, the warm, wet feeling of blood collides with my palm. The red drips down my wrist as Elyon and I glare at the necklace dangling in my hand. Watching the Marked's head fall away from their shoulders, the body crumples to the floor. The room becomes consumed in silence.

Gravitating the necklace toward my mouth, I lick the blood clean from the chain, moving aside my cloak to wrap the chain around my belt, settling it next to the dozens of powerless neuro chips strapped to my waist. Sitting as still as they possibly can, all of those ready to mock me seconds ago grow silent. Each one of them takes their time to observe the dozens of trophies I have collected while helping Elyon rid our streets of the Marked.

"Our Marked's neuro chips," I sigh, running my finger over each lifeless spindle, giving them all a chance to look at the kill count plastered to my side.

Elyon hides his smile with his hands, finally registering the power play I have offered up to this table of rich elites.

"I'd say you are more than capable of trusting that ideology," I snap toward the old man. Any confidence he had in his words quickly fades away.

Feeling the creeping presence of nausea swarm my stomach at the taste of the Marked's blood, I keep on the facade of my cold face, digging my nails into my legs the moment I begin to taste bile.

More recently, stomaching blood has become a task. What once gave me an abundance of power now only satiates me for a few days. My body is drained no matter how much fuel I give it.

Taking a stand from his seated position, Elyon takes over the conversation. The clear sign of unsettlement after my actions has started to settle in my expression.

The last thing he wants is for either of us to show weakness.

“Seems we have a common need to reestablish order and get rid of our filthy Marked running through our cities," Elyon smiles. "So, are you as eager for an alliance as we are?" Elyon questions. The old man warily rises to his feet.

Cautiously approaching Elyon with unnerved and paced steps, the man holds his own. The malicious smiles of his peers are now petrified frowns.

"I think, Mr. Morgan, we do indeed have a vested interest," the man says, his name formulating in my mind.

"Can we rely on you, Arthur, to back our cause with full support?" I question, his body jolting at the use of his name. "Do you intend to back New Haven in all of its effort to wean out its Marked and deviants in exchange for our integration of your technological advances in our city?" I question the trade-off here, one that only benefits us.

He would be a fool to question me right now.

Waiting for a response, Elyon raises his brows.

"My daughter asked you a question," Elyon hisses, patting the man on the back with an empathetic touch.

"The Precipice would want nothing more than to foster New Haven into its inner circle," he smiles. His body is seconds away from relieving itself out of fear.

Standing like Elyon, I take a stand next to him, both of us shoulder to shoulder, facing Arthur's trembling figure.

"Anyone opposed to this union?" I question toward the group of onlookers. No one dares to think of a snide remark.

Holding his hands out to the both of us, Arthur's hands clasp around our own, embracing us with a firm handshake.

Giving me a look I know all too well, Elyon is ready for me to claim more control, his eyes filled with impatience.

Taking a step into Arthur's mind, I bare my teeth, exhausted and tired of entertaining any more control.

“We would also like top authority amongst all military personnel in your city, as well as any outlying resources New Haven is void of. Make it happen," I hiss, only adding to the flood of control Elyon hopes to establish.

Clamping his mouth shut, Arthur says nothing, giving us both a nod.

Taking several moments to compose ourselves, we step away from the man, finding a common ground to end our meeting.

"Well, it would seem we are done here. I'm sure none of you will mind if my daughter and I take some time to explore your city?" Elyon questions.

Everyone nods eagerly, making it clear they are ready for us to leave.

Turning on our heels, we accept the invitation to leave, hearing the deep sighs of relief the moment we have reached the double doors. Stepping over the body of the Marked, I keep my eyes forward, ignoring the roll of nerves in my stomach.

"Getting our hands in every place you can?" I question silently to Elyon once we are both out of earshot of anyone who might hear us.

"That is how you establish control," he snaps, giving me a stern look. "Why did you look so ill? That is not your first kill of the day," he pushes. My nerves escalate.

"I'm hungry," I lie.

Food is the last thing on my mind.

Shoving past the doors that lead us to the clean streets of the Precipice, the numerous Veils clouding people's eyes look over us. Their eyebrows raise in confusion as they watch us.

"We aren't in their system. My guess is we are not an Untouchable or Unfortunate. We're outsiders," Elyon smiles, finding satisfaction in the mystery he carries. "Despite that council's efforts, Marked still roam their city. Let's find you some food, then," he smiles. Wiping the blood off the corner of my mouth, he licks his finger clean. "We can find a Marked for dessert."

Forcing on a smile, I don't object once he takes my hand. Guiding us down the street, he urges our own military personnel to give us space as we roam.

Catching a glimpse of something in the corner of my eye, I swear I see a set of golden eyes, ones I had seen far too many times during my time in New Hope.

Mason.

Turning my body fully, my heart rate escalates as my energy surges to life. Taking a second look at the building I swore I saw the head of brown curls near to, the space is now empty, all of my defensive senses dialing back.

"What is it?" Elyon questions, his hand tugging my own.

"Nothing, I whisper, giving him another useless smile. "I'm just tired."

Barely accepting the answer, he questions my reaction, letting the conversation die in the air between us.

"Right," he smiles. "Of course."

Saying nothing else, he continues guiding us down the street. The ache in my stomach grows that much more uncomfortable.

Just another stressor to shove into the depths of my mind and lock away, along with the hope I will ever make it back to the one person I can call home.

Who knew the sky could become a reminder of those deep blue eyes that paint my dreams every night?

No wonder the night has become my ally.
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Chapter five
Aaron


Skipping rocks across the surface of the reflecting pools, Kai takes a seat on its edge, his feet avoiding touching the water given his traumatic experience within its depths.

Tuning out of the other's conversation on the deck revolved around Mason's discovery, I keep my focus on Kai.

I can always ask Xavier for information later.

Whatever the hell is happening with Kai right now is more important.

For months, he has been biting at any opportunity for information on his sister, and now that he has it, he sits in isolation, filled to the brim with nothing but pain.

Taking a seat next to him, he barely glances up at me, tossing yet another rock with as much force as he possibly has.

Despite the interaction we shared in the cabin, Kai's avoidance of talking about the touch we had shared has been at an all-time high. Most of his free time is spent with Xavier or absolved in his own theories and thought patterns.

Forest's absence has driven the man mad. His last bit of hope for family was caught up in the woman, given the love he has for her is stronger than most biological siblings.

Watching the rock skid across the surface of the water, he lets out a large sigh, keeping his focus on the ripples working through the water each time he tosses.

"Your form is getting weak," I joke, nudging him in the shoulder. A frown paints his expression.

"I want to kill Fallan," Kai hisses.

The hatred Kai harbors for Fallan has only escalated over the past several months.

Taking a sharp breath, he resorts to chucking the rocks, watching them drive into the water, months of hate settled in each toss.

"I'm sure Xavier would help you," I sigh, glancing at the group. All of their eyes are wide.

Perhaps I don't want to be a part of that conversation.

"Why aren't you up there with the others?" I question, knowing his answer well before he has said it.

"So I can hear more bad news about Forest when all I can do is almost get myself killed in every given situation that can help her? All while Fallan's cocky ass gets to stay in her home, sleeping in her sheets as if he isn't the very reason my sister," he grabs a new rock, turning his body, chucking it toward the balcony. Narrowly missing Fallan's face, he glares, giving him a sideways expression. Kai's mouth pulls into a grin. "Is doing god knows what with Elyon."

Initially, all Kai felt was pain.

Pain is his default, something that keeps his soul kind. Despite all of his loss, the one thing that has stayed true to the man is his ability to find the good in most situations. No matter how much death the man has faced, the way he chooses to hold himself in this ruthless world has always been derived from love, not revenge.

Now?

Now, all he feels is revenge.

Coated in scars from his incident with Josh, Kai hides away each time he changes, having a panic attack the one-time Fallan tried to get a good look at his torso one morning at breakfast.

That was the first time I had seen Kai's rage.

Grabbing a butter knife, Kai slammed the cutlery into Fallan's leg, screaming in a frantic frenzy, ready to tear Fallan's face off.

Had Xavier allowed the interaction to go on for longer than the five seconds it did, I question whether or not Kai would have killed him.

Not that anyone would blame him.

"You feel better?" I question once he has turned back toward the water.

"Not in the slightest," Kai sighs. "I didn't even graze him."

Scooting a bit closer, I grab his shirt before he can shift away, slamming my hand down on his leg, keeping him as close as I can.

Ready to tear my hand away from his leg, I glare at him, giving him a stern look.

"Not with me," I hiss. "You're not going to do that isolation bullshit with me any longer," I snap. "Eventually, we will both have to hear what they have to say about Forest, and you will have to listen."

Saying nothing, Kai keeps still, something breaching past his cold face.

"What?" I question, finally seeing the one thing I have yet to see in his expression for months.

Emotion.

"I forgot," Kai whispers. "What touch felt like."

Letting out a sigh of relief at his comment, I ignore the group of people watching us from the deck, letting my arm wrap around his shoulders. Feeling him settle into my side, I run my hand through his curls, ready to feel his hand push on my torso, creating as much space as he possibly can.

It never comes.

"Why the hell have you shut me out?" I question. "When has that ever benefited any of us?" I push, his head shaking.

"It seems like anything I hold onto is compromised the moment I have any attachment toward it. You are one of the few things I'd rather not see hurt, all because I allowed you to be close to me," he answers honestly, keeping his voice down.

"Remember that night, in this very cabin, before I got a knife pressed to my back?" I question, finally gaining his interest. "We sat like this, side by side, listening to each other's dreams and hopes, even though you felt as if they were pointless," I push. A small laugh escapes his lips.

Who knew I needed to hear that laugh so desperately.

"You leaned into me like this, and I clung onto every word you said," I push, grabbing his chin to get him to look at me. "How the hell do you think I have felt knowing we shared a moment like that? How do you think it has felt to feel your isolation? You think I find comfort in knowing how much time you spend with Xavier-"

"We have a common interest-"

"Doesn't mean I don't need you, Kaiden," I snap, finally laying out my truth for the both of us. "Maybe I am delusional to think the moment we shared in that room was more than just a lapse of judgment created by emotion, but I know one thing is for sure. That touch we shared has been the only thing on my mind every time I look at you, and all you've been doing is feeling a pain that I can't even begin to try and comfort because you can barely look at me long enough to hold a conversation," I snap, seeing his eyes up close for the first time in what feels like forever.

"I don't want to hurt you," he pushes, a scoff rolling off of my throat.

"You already did," I push. "You hurt me every day you keep me isolated. Forest is gone, and we are doing everything we can to figure out if there is a way to bring her back. Xavier is suffering because Forest is all he has, but Forest is not all that you have. I am still here."

"And if you leave me?" he questions. "Then what am I left with?"

Shaking my head, I stare him down, leaning as close as I possibly can.

Touching noses, his curls graze my forehead. Our eyes lock with a burning heat.

"I didn't leave you when I hated you, Kaiden Blackburn," I whisper. "Why the hell would I leave you when I love you?"

Watching his eyes grow wide at the statement, his mouth snaps shut. All of the words he was ready to throw at me are suddenly impossible to spit out.

Leaning back just enough to see the red flaring through his cheeks, I give him a long look.

"When I kissed you, at the time, I thought you were just sad, needing someone with you, so holding you seemed like the only thing I could do-"

Saying nothing, his lips collide with my own, his hands wrapping around my neck, stopping me from entertaining my own spiral.

Feeling his body press into my own, I let myself melt into the kiss, thinking of every lonely waking thought I have suffered through during the past several months. Feeling him kiss me with a need far deeper than anything I have felt before, I let my hands cup his face, feeling wet blotches paint my face in all the places the tears have managed to escape his eyes. Keeping him as close as humanly possible, his body burns with heat, the desire to have him open up like this to me eating us both alive. Kissing the man until there is no air left in our lungs, he pulls away, keeping his face settled between my hands.

"Please, be the one thing that loves me and doesn't let go," he sobs, Kai's true emotions finally present.

"I've come this far, haven't I?" I smile, leaning into him once more.

Initiating the kiss this time, I let his lips land on my own, rolling my thumbs over his cheeks and wiping away every tear I can. Moving away from his lips, I kiss his cheek, working over to his jawline before closing into his ear. "So help me Sanctum, if you confide in Xavier again over me, I will pummel our Commander," I warn, my deep-rooted jealousy revolved around their connection something I can no longer hide.

"Pummel me?" Xavier's voice questions. His arms are crossed as he watches us.

Not immediately pulling away as he has done in the past, Kai hides his smile. He looks back toward the water as I stare down the grey-haired brute.

"I really hope you are not insinuating you could ever get an advantage over me," Xavier mocks, a lick of sarcasm ridding his tone. "Unless you'd like to try. I have a feeling you'd feel more pleasure than you would rage in hand-to-hand combat with me," he smiles.

It's the first smile I have seen on his face in months.

"So, he smiles and jokes now?" I question, taking a glance at Fallan's stoic figure positioned on the deck with the others.

"Today is a good day, Aaron," he smiles, taking a seat next to me. Mason's brooding figure approaches our trio.

"Care to enlighten me?" I question, his eyebrows raising with delight.

"Depends. Do you plan on telling Kai more lies on how you plan on 'pummeling me.'" Xavier questions, his sarcasm intact.

Creeping closer, Mason tucks his hands in his pockets, keeping a safe distance away from us.

"What the hell did you do to him?" I question, wondering how long Xavier can hold his smile before cracking. "I thought you had bad news."

"I did," Mason snaps, his eyes narrowing at Xavier. "Apparently, all news is good news to him when it involves Forest."

"We know where she is," Xavier smiles, letting his head crane back as he enjoys the rays of the sun. "That sure as hell is good news to me, golden eyes," Xavier says giddily. Mason's only response is a smirk.

"What did you give him?" Kai questions, now, just as wary as me.

"Information," Mason sighs. "Seems at least one of you was fond of what I had to say."

"Love birds?" Xavier questions, giving us both a thrilled look.

Keeping Kai leaned against me, we both raise our brows, wondering at what point we will understand the root of Xavier's joy.

"Yes?" I ask with fake thrill, nudging Xavier in the leg with my foot.

"I have a simple question for both of you," Xavier smiles. Both of us lean forward in anticipation.

"Have either of you ever been to the Precipice?" he questions, Kai and I exchanging a look of confusion.

What the fuck did Mason just pull us into?
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Chapter six
Forest


"Why are you doing this?" the man questions in between gasps.

Bleeding out onto the floor, his nails are ripped clean from his fingers, his eye pulled from his socket well into the first ten minutes of Elyon's unprompted interrogation.

Having only spent fifteen minutes wandering the downtown portion of the Precipice, it took Elyon seconds to spot a Marked. He was crafty in the ways he chose to hide his apparent runed skin.

Despite the thick layer of makeup the man wore on his skin, one clean swipe from Elyon with a damp cloth unveiled the true power festering in the man's blood. Now crammed into the depths of a back alley distant from observant eyes or closely listening ears, the man remains bound, a thin IV taped to his forearm, slowly filling a bag with the rich liquid Elyon savors so deeply.

"They always love to ask that question," I sigh, the deep-rooted betrayal each Maked feels when subject to death by our hands adamantly apparent.

It's one thing to be persecuted by those who fear what you are.

It's another to be hunted by your very own kind.

"Seems like you don't have an answer," the man spits, my stomach recoiling the longer I stare at his empty socket once housing an eye.

For Elyon, the kill of the Marked he chooses to flush out from the cities must always be theatric, resulting in extravagant torturous ways of forcing the Marked to bend at our will before ultimately ending their lives.

"I suppose I love the way your screams fill the air each time I push you a little further," Elyon gripes, twisting one of the man's fingers. My hand clamps over his mouth before he can release another scream.

I hate this.

I fucking hate this.

Glaring down the alleyway, our guards stay on high alert, ready to tip us off at any given moment someone from the Precipice, that we'd rather not explain this to, decides to take a glance at our outlet for control.

"I've heard of you both, you know?" the man spits, his eye focusing on me. "You're Forest Evermoore. The one that started the Revolutionists," he hisses, wailing to me as if the woman he speaks of is long gone. "How in the hell could you be caught up with another faceless dictator? Your whole purpose was to save us all from the creator-"

"Things get complicated when you're related to said creator," I hiss, giving Elyon a long glance.

Now narrowing his eye at Elyon, the man shakes his head.

"You're the Prophet. The first Marked," he gasps. Elyon's face twists into a vindictive smile.

"I love to hear my reputation proceeds me," Elyon smiles, driving his hand into the man's chest, twisting and pulling until all life has left the man's one good eye.

"He should know the cost of knowing my true origin," Elyon gripes, poking the blood bag with one of his bloodied fingers. "Plus, we got all from him that we could."

Watching the Marked slump to the ground, I rise to my feet, observing as Elyon helps himself to several mouthfuls of the rich liquid. Devouring it with little to no shame, he wipes his mouth, extending the treat out to me. The last thing on my mind is the urge to partake in any of the liquid.

"Imperfect Marked," He smiles. "But damn good blood."

Shaking my head at the offer, I bite back bile once more. Slowly taking in breaths, I try to regulate the flood of anxiety rolling through me.

Keep it down, Forest.

Keep it down-

Unable to stop myself, I let the release happen, doubling over with nausea, expelling myself until there is nothing left in my stomach. Leaning into the wall, I wipe my mouth clean, watching Elyon's wide eyes observe the action. His hand holds the blood in the air between us.

"Since when does a kill bring you sickness?" he questions. Doubt festers in his mind.

"I told you," I hiss, staring the man down. "I was fucking hungry!" I snap, grabbing the blood bag away from him, forcing down several drinks of the liquid, hoping it settles more comfortably in an empty stomach rather than a full one. "And your driving was fucking horrendous," I gripe, taking a step toward the fallen Marked. "But do not question my willingness to kill in your name," I push, holding my hand out, forcing my Hold on the man's skull, closing my palm until every bone within the man's cranium has shattered, leaving a bloody mess to pool from every open hole on his face. His eye rolling toward me with a horrible squelch, I stop it with my foot. Bending down to peel his Veil off the pupil, I wipe the remnants of the Marked's brain matter off of it. I add it to the collection around my waist, taking all of Elyon's self-doubt away with the action.

Glaring at the horrendous display of force, Elyon shrugs his shoulders, giving me a wide-eyed grin.

"And you say I live for the theatrics," he smiles, squeezing my shoulders. His hands are as cold as ice. "I was willing to let the rats do the work in deforming him," he pushes. His lips are inches away from my ear. "I suppose I'll be more cautious on our drive home."

Feeling his hand pat my lower back to urge me to move, I shove the blood bag into his chest, making my way close to the alleyway entrance, putting an end to this horrendous interaction. Wiping my mouth clean of blood, Elyon casually walks next to me, trying to figure out what is going through my mind.

"You've been off," he says casually as if that much is not apparent.

"I'm in a new place and have been doing nothing but dirty work for nine months. You sure know how to make a woman feel special," I snap. His mouth is pulled into a smirk.

"As if you don't live a life of luxury back home," he pushes, once more reminding me how little say I have in what I am allowed to consider a home.

"I just feel off," I admit, forcing as much sympathy into my voice as I possibly can. "All of this is so new, and the last thing I want to do is disappoint you because I don't know what I'm doing," I admit with some honesty.

Disappointing Elyon is the last thing I want to do.

Giving him any reason to question my fealty is the one thing I have tried to avoid these past nine months.

"The only thing that could disappoint me, Forest, is a lack of trust between us. Your fear should reside in breaking my trust, nothing else," he says, something malicious lingering in his words.

Walking side by side, I grab his arm for support, feeling an oncoming wave of vertigo hit me. My step is misplaced every so often due to the sudden wave of disorientation.

"Still dehydrated?" he questions, eyeing me down like a small child.

Nodding, all I can do is agree.

For the past few days, spells of vertigo have come over me, making it impossible to predict when they may flare up. Taking a few seconds to compose myself, I continue, looking at the trail of bloodied footprints in the path behind us.

"I need you to figure out whatever has been going on with you, the last thing we need is either of us showing any weakness, especially now. Our control has managed to take grasp, spreading through the fear we have inflicted. If all goes according to plan, we will have authority in every single one of Sanctum's hubs, giving us all the resources needed to flush out the compounds and any strangling Marked or Revolutionists creeping in the shadows. Word of our presence has already had an impact. The last thing either of us needs is you suddenly so weak that others notice."

Letting go of my grip on Elyon's arm, I pull my shoulders back.

"I am the farthest thing from weak, Elyon Morgan. Do not be foolish enough to mistake the glimpse of humanity you have seen in me as weakness. That would make you one of the most foolish bastards there is," I snap, forcing more reassurance into Elyon's already constantly shifting thoughts.

"I never said you were weak. Though, everyone is subject to create their own shortcomings," he says, the outlines of our men in the alleyway becoming clearer the closer we approach.

We have already chased the Revolutionists out of New Haven, leaving nothing but the Marked slaves to serve at our will. They funnel us power and serve us with the snap of our fingers.

Whispers have begun of an underground division being created by those Revolutionists willing to test our authority.

Still, none of the whispers are loud enough to get an exact idea on where the Revolutionists would be foolish enough to set up an establishment.

As far as Elyon sees it, wiping out the Marked is the first step in creating a new divine breed, one easily manipulated by his hand, void of free will. Without me, there's no way to enact that dream without procreation. If it weren't for the power I hold in creating Marked, I often wonder how that night at the ball would have gone.

"What are you thinking about?" Elyon questions, offering me the opportunity to be honest with him before he has the chance to slip into my mind.

"Will you sire more children in light of the new breed of Marked you are trying to create?" I question, forcing every one of my thoughts to be genuine in regard to that thought pattern. "You are so adamant about flushing out the product of the Marked you once created. Do you not question what having a connection like Dove might mean for you?" I question. His mouth pulls into a straight line.

"I kept you alive, didn't I?" he questions. My nose scrunches at the insinuation he has care for me.

"But you raised Dove," I whisper. "What was different about her?" I question, the answer nagging at me, as much as I wish it wouldn't.

Stepping out of the bleak lighting of the alleyway, our men make a path for us, both of us drawing up our hoods as we walk.

"I suppose it was hard to leave Dove once I saw her mother's pregnancy to completion. It wasn't the first time I had a child, let alone known of their existence, but given how involved I was with Dove's mother during her pregnancy, I gravitated toward her more than most," his nails grind against his palms as he relays such sensitive information. "So many months of that little girl growing in her stomach-"

"Why are you insinuating the pregnancy was lengthier than normal?" I question. His head snaps my way.

"Do you not know how Marked pregnancies work?" Elyon questions. My throat is dry and void of a response.

"Due to the genetic makeup of the Marked, their pregnancies are more prolonged. It takes time to cook up a child with gifts, some having pregnancies that reach well past a year before completion, some not showing until their eleventh month. The longer a pregnancy, it is said, the more traits. In New Haven, with all of their medicine and regulated meals, most of the Marked children's abilities were watered down, making the pregnancies regulate to the traditional nine months. Without the flood of medicine New Haven could provide, a Marked pregnancy could go undetectable for months. Maybe that's why I didn't leave Dove's mother. By the time she was showing, well, I was too fascinated to leave at that point. I had to see it through. Power is possible even in the most unlikely of places," the man smiles, my hand grazing over my torso beneath the cloak.

Don't go there.

There's no way.

There's no fucking way.

One night.

One fucking night we spend together.

It's not possible.

"Why do you ask me all of a sudden about Dove?" Elyon questions, stopping us both dead in our tracks.

Pulling myself away from my swarm of thoughts, I look the man up and down, giving him a cold expression.

"You watched me for years, tormenting the people I love, using your daughter to do your dirty work," I snap. "The least you can do, is give me some clarity as to who you are, given I now seem to carry Dove's title," I hiss, his look of question quickly fading away.

Watching his pager blink at his side, he takes a quick glance, gravitating his focus away from the conversation at hand.

"We've been invited to spend a few days in the Precipice," he smiles, looking toward his men. "Let's see how much ruckus you and I can cause."

Moving away from my quiet figure, the man tucks his hands in his pockets, the creeping presence of his Call in my mind looking for answers casting a wave of unsettlement down my spine.

"Why'd you take a glance?" I question. His head rolls back to look at me.

"All this talk about family, made me wonder if you were reflecting on your beloved childhood with Katiana's mother."

Still caught up with his fascination of the Lockland woman, the man grasps at straws to see a side of the Lockland woman I had the exclusivity of knowing all too well.

"No," he sighs, giving me an empathetic look. "I wouldn't want to remember the torture either."

No longer entertaining conversation with me, the man moves forward, nothing but the memory of my childhood swarming my mind.

Touching my torso, a painful thought enters my mind.

I thought I was protecting Xavier and the others.

What the hell will I do for you?
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Chapter seven
Melanie Blackburn- Years Ago


"Test subject Number Thirty. Active and awake," I say through the intercom, its scratchy tone blaring through the speakers, the child's wide eyes wincing each time I speak.

Looking through the double-sided glass, test subject Number Thirty, the Apparatus, shakes uncontrollably, the chillier months of the year no kind companion to our development.

One of the downfalls of keeping our work concealed is the conservation of energy, leaving most of us to bundle up in as many layers as we possibly can.

"It's ice cold in here," her small voice says, her head covered by her blanket, her eyes holding no trace of amusement.

"I told you we would work on trying to warm it up," I sigh, tapping the glass so she knows where I am.

Despite my ability to see her, her side is much less transparent, giving only one of us a one-way look into the other side.

"Remind me again why I am in here?" she questions, defiant as ever.

Over the past few months, her face has finally begun to gain some of the genetic structure we implemented, bits and pieces of her father and mother, and a dash of the Lockland bloodline, all mixed together to create the beauty that she is.

"You've done three of your five traits. I need you to try and use your Deception once more," I plea. "Then, I'll let you out and it's free time for you for the rest of the day," I smile, hoping the bribery of sweets and painting will be enough for her to try her hardest.

"Melanie," my husband's soft voice utters, his eyes heavy with the presence of sleep. Creeping into the observational space, he takes a cautious look around, the presence of two other bodies behind him startling me more than I'd like to admit.

"Trying," Number Thirty's voice mutters, her eyes rolling. "Trying-"

Hitting the button that feeds her noise into my space, she grows silent, containing on with her protests as if I can still hear her.

"What is this, Jacob?" I question, narrowing my eyes behind him, my hand instinctively reaching behind me, grazing the hilt of the pistol resting behind my back.

"No need for violence, Melanie," Jacob sighs, urging the group further into the space.

Wearing two dark cloaks and thick leather masks, the third body in the group is much smaller, a boy, no older than Number Thirty, his hair rich with the presence of gray.

Another Marked.

"These two are from New Hope, the compound we have been looking into. This boy has been scouring the outer lands for quite some time. He says his parents recently fell ill-"

"They were killed," the young boy states, numb to the idea of emotion. "Not ill," he pushes, giving us both a wide-eyed look.

Slowly nodding my head, I look around the room, all of us averting our attention to Number Thirty's face now pressed against the glass, giving us her best attempt on making us laugh.

Hearing the last thing I expected to, a small giggle exits the boy's mouth, his mouth pulling into the slightest of grins.

"Active today?" Jacob questions, my only response a small sigh.

"Why are you here?" I question toward the men, both of them exchanging a look.

"They want us to watch over the boy-"

"He seems to have a high Marked blood count," one of the men says, handing over one of their readings, the boy's blood rich with the presence of Marked DNA. "His abilities and conditioning are beyond what we can provide at the compound. Jacob overheard this and-"

"We can take him in. Just until he's old enough to get a grasp on his abilities. Number Thirty and him can stay separated, or if you want together-"

"No," I warn, shaking my head before he can continue. "She must remain isolated-"

"Why?" the young boy questions, all of our eyes averting to him.

Keeping his focus on Number Thirty on the other side of the glass, she patiently waits, hours of refining her Marked abilities eating away at her ability to stay focused. "Why keep her away from other people?" he questions, taking a step closer.

Saying something no one can understand, Number Thirty's breath fogs the glass, her eyes focused ahead of her.

Hitting the button to get some clarity, I look past the young boy's question, asking her to repeat whatever it is that has her so interested.

"Can you repeat that, dear?" I question, her eyes narrowing.

"Who is with you?" she questions, Jacob and I exchanging a long glance. "I can sense another Marked," she mutters, dragging her finger across the glass until she is pointing in the boy's general direction. "Right there."

Saying nothing, Jacob and I eye down one another, both of us unsettled by the foresight she seems to have.

"My name is-"

Hitting the button, I clamp my hand over the boy's mouth, stopping him from saying another word.

"She cannot know your name," I hiss, lowering my eyes. "She can't know any of our names. A name and her Call will find more information than a DNA strand could ever provide on a person."

Looking over the numbers the men have provided once more, I look over his potential, racking through the possibilities that having another Marked child here could create.

I suppose if he disappoints me, perhaps he could be a worthy energy supply for Number Thirty.

"We can take him," I sigh, looking over the wild set of gray curls on the boy's head. "Only for a few months. I'll see what I can do with him. Whatever happens to him during our care is out of my control," I warn, both men nodding in agreeance.

"He has a family set to take him at the compound once his aging has hit his teenage years. Figure out what you can, then hand him off. We have someone very curious about the potential in a strong Marked like this one," they smile, giving the glass a long look. "What's her story?" they question, Number Thirty's eyes filled with boredom.

"Nothing that pertains to all of you," I smile, patting the boy on the shoulders, his body rigid at the feeling of touch. "Jacob, see them out."

Saying nothing else, Jacob urges the men out of the space, both their eyes lingering on Number Thirty as they leave the space. Glancing at the picture of Katiana and Andrew rested on my desk, both of their young faces are flowing, the reminder of why I have done any of this settling in my mind.

"I have two rules," I snap, addressing no one in particular

"First rule down here," I warn, getting the boy to look at me. "No names." Taking a piece of masking tape, I write in bold #31 on the strip, plastering it across his chest.

"And the second?" he questions, tugging at his shirt to eye the tape.

Touching the glass with a shaky finger, I land my pointer above Number Thirty, giving him a warning look.

"Don't ever speak to her."
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Number Thirty

Having been let out of confinement hours ago, I rack my brain trying to sort out how I could have been more efficient in triggering a way to use my Deception.

Time and time again, the woman in the lab coat has asked me to push myself, using every form of fear or adrenaline she could to get me to phase in and out of all the abilities she thinks I am capable of using.

Cold baths, the frequency, guards. Anything she can to drive enough fear into me to fight back.

Initially, I thought showing her the mercy I carry for others would be enough for her to leave me alone.

Forcing the empty promise of one day meeting my mother, the patience to stay here has been near impossible, making it harder to exert the energy needed to get results that would help me see the light of day.

Staring at the food left for my dinner rations, I kick the tray across the room, eyeing the bland mush meant to keep me in optimal physical condition.

Glaring at the dozens of children's books lining the small rickety shelf in my room, I envy the families plastered on the covers of each book, wondering if normalcy is ever a reality that I will ever be able to obtain.

"Deception," I scoff. "Why don't you show me what a real family looks like?" I question, driving a small tennis ball into the wall, watching it clatter around the space, knocking over the empty cup once filled with blood nestled on my nightstand.

Sometimes, it feels as if that is the only thing that makes me happy down here.

"Bad day?" a voice questions, my body immediately whipping around, my hands grabbing at the metal detention collar around my neck, forcing back my abilities.

Startled once I see no one, I gulp back my confusions, keeping all of my senses on high alert.

"Was that you?" I question, eyeing the camera in my room, its light red.

Everyone has gone home.

"I'm not with the lab coats," the male's voice says, his voice void of the age most of the other males down here have.

Touching my temple, I replay the sound of the voice in my head.

I'm losing it.

I told that woman-

"You're not losing it," he retorts, some humor lingering in his tone. "At least I hope you're not. Who else am I going to talk to while I'm stuck down here?" he questions, a smile creeping along my face.

Thinking of my words mentally before speaking out loud, I creep around the space.

"Where are you?" I question, a warmth flooding my chest.

"I believe on the other side of this wall."

Hearing a loud bang, the wall closest to my bed rattles, my body moving closer, pressing my ear against the layered drywall.

"Can you hear me now?" his voice questions, the smile growing across my face.

"So, they dragged someone new down here?" I question, suddenly much less interested in ridiculing myself.

"Dragged? More like I was given up," he laughs.

What a nice laugh.

"Dragged would mean you were taken here. You've seen the outside world?" I question, eager to get to speak to someone who doesn't expect something of me.

"Seen?" he questions. "Yeah, it's nothing special. At least the people down here seem clean," he jokes, my smile quickly fading.

"All that open space, and you're worried about cleanliness?" I question, another laugh leaving his mouth.

"Figuratively," he warns. "Everyone's hands are dirty up there," he hisses.

"Clearly, you have not been here long enough if you think the people down here are any better," I sigh, pressing my head to the wall.

"They seem awfully interested in you..." he starts, trailing off. "I'm sorry, normally I associate people with their names," he answers honestly, hitting me like a punch to the stomach.

Perhaps I would prefer that right now.

"Number Thirty," I sigh. "That's my name down here."

"So I've heard," the boy laughs, utterly unamused by my comment. "I don't like it."

Rolling my eyes at the boy's attitude, I scoff at the wall, nudging it with my hand.

"And what would you do? Last time I checked I was born here. Not many options for naming me when your only use is to be used as a weapon for a bunch of paranoid radicals," I snap, listening to yet another laugh.

"All this time, and you haven't even considered giving yourself a name?"

"The woman in the lab coat-"

"Her name is Melanie Lockland," the boy says, startling me. "I saw it on her name tag before she shoved me in here."

Melanie Lockland.

"So, that name?" he questions, moving the conversation. back in his initial direction. "Let me hear the options."

"You seem real pushy on names," I scoff. "What's yours?"

"Down here?" he questions. "Number Thirty-One," he snorts. "Above ground? Nothing that matters."

Se creative.

Perfect.

"Melanie says names only add attachment."

"Well, it would seem you and I are stuck down here, and name or not, you are pretty much the only thing I think I will get to interact with, so name or number, I'd say I will become pretty dependent on these conversations," the boy jokes. "The least you could do is give me a name to call you by."

Taking several moments to think about the boy's proposal, I look around the space, my eyes landing on the something that has any value into this horrid room.

Poking out from beneath the mattress, a picture of the woman who volunteered to carry me stays hidden, stolen from Melanie's desk in passing one night she was a tad too sleep deprived to notice it as gone. Signed and dated on the back, her name sticks out to me, her cursive writing bold against the worn photo.

Giving little clarity to how and why my mother passed, my father is a mystery entirely, Melanie's face growing sour each time I prod her on the issue, as if she knew the man more than she'd like to let on

Forest.

"Forest," I whisper, tucking the picture back under my bed. "You can call me Forest."

"Forest?" he questions, thinking over the name. "I like it," he says with delight.

"And you?" I question, trying to get more information. "What's your name?"

Watching the lights go out, the start of resting hours has begun, the darkness swallowing me whole.

"I think it's time for you to get some rest, Forest," the boy says, enunciating my new name.

"I hate the dark," I sigh, creeping closer to my bed.

Pulling myself under the sheets, I face the wall closest to the boy, letting my body curl in on itself.

"Good thing I'm here," he says, another warmth taking over my chest, something new latching to my mind.

Rolling onto my back, I try and close my eyes, hearing nothing but the faint heartbeat settled on the other side of the wall.

"Xavier," the boy says, my eyes flying open.

"My name is Xavier."

"Xavier?' I question, my own smile finally reaching me.

Sleep has never greeted me quicker.


[image: image-placeholder]
Chapter eight
Xavier


"It's called the Precipice?" I question Mason, watching the man shift uncomfortably every time Fallan looks his way, as if he is debating whether or not killing the man in front of all of us is a smart move.

The few instances the men shared together were brief, one being the night Forest pulled her chip clean from her head right after Fallan had tried his first attempt at murdering her. At the time, he chalked up his feelings for her as his reasoning for holding back ending her life right there against the side of her house. Now, I know the Elyon lingered in his mind, warning him not to go through with the action, despite how much he might have wanted to.

He can tell everyone here he had found love for her, or at least his version of what love is.

I know deep down that any feelings Fallan has felt for Forest have been out of convenience.

Nothing more, nothing less.

"Sanctum made a conscious effort to set up as many of their developments as they could around the globe. Each development has a sister city, one far enough away no one could get there on foot but close enough resources can be traded in between each development, sort of like New Hope and the Sanctuary, and how they often trade off goods. The problem is, since Elyon's control took over New Haven, the development you all know to be home was outcast. My guess is Elyon is making his best effort to extend his control, somehow weaseling his way into an authoritative position in the other developments despite their hate for the Marked."

"I'm only hearing bad news," Kai says, narrowing his eyes at Mason, his cheeks still red from the interaction he shared with Aaron.

"You are a joy in the morning," Mason sighs. "While there may be numerous developments, there are just as many compounds, many hidden, filled with Marked and a spare few Revolutionists ready to spread their word. Most of these compounds, unlike us, have utilized the resources of the fallout of war. The compounds chose to stay above ground, many others decided to go below, growing and branching off, creating their own society void of Sanctum's grasp in ways that makes the compounds defenses and wards look like child play. Those who have fled the cities or not been executed are searching for the underground-"

"The girl found it," I say, finally connecting the dots on the man's obsession with the child that slipped away. "That's why you're looking for her. You have no idea where to start looking. It would seem your Shifter sister and brothers are just as clueless as you?" I question, his posture going a little more rigid.

Ever since Forest's incident at the pond where she nearly wiped out all the waters, all he has done is shut down at the sound of either of our voices.

"That might have been a motivating factor. Regardless, she's a ghost. I don't even know her name."

Perhaps it's better off that way.

"So, where can we suspect this Underground is?" I question, coining the name Mason has been so keen on utilizing.

Giving me a sideways look, he shakes his head, offering me no snarky rebuttal as he normally would.

"I have no clue," Mason sighs, avoiding my eye contact as he speaks. "That is sort of the issue. I have no clue where it is, or where to start looking. I suppose that means the Underground has done its part in staying concealed-"

"I think we have larger issues above ground right now," Kai snaps, his voice quick to be the breaker of silence these days. "My sister is still in this fucking Precipice, and we are entertaining the idea of going after another one of your shitty leads for your own self gain-"

"My own self gain?" Mason questions, disbelief written across his expression.

"You do realize everything I have done for what feels like the past three years has been nothing but for Forest Evermoore? Have you even stopped to question what it feels like to be a ravenous monster, only to be a man who can barely process how to display humanity?" Mason questions, prodding Kai a little further.

"Mason-"

"You shut your mouth, Aaron. Do you have any idea what I went through before I was turned? Before I was stuck as that hideous monster?" Mason questions, pulling up his shirt, an array of hashmarks lining his side. "Do you want to know what this scorecard means, Untouchable?" Mason hisses, backing Kai into a corner of his own making.

"Mason," I utter, grabbing the man's shoulder, his skin hot with the fury of anger. "We are all suffering. No one was trying to discredit-" 
"Oh, save it, Evermoore," Mason snaps. "You stopped giving a shit about anyone but her the minute she remembered you. Maybe friendship was disposable to you, but the kindness you showed me was one of the few things that allowed me to hold onto humanity, so excuse me if I find some comfort knowing there might be a place better than this shitty fucking ant farm your people dragged me into," Mason seethes, shoving me on the chest, my feet taking several steps back.

A powerhouse of strength when angry, the man pushes back his curls tinged with grey, years of conflict and pain swirling in his eyes.

"You have few allies, Mason," I warn, keeping my gaze on the man. "Do not start mistaking me for an enemy."

Giving me a scoff, he shakes his head.

"You'd burn down the world for her, Xavier," Mason sighs, lowering his head toward the man. "The hell am I supposed to see you as when it's time to light the match?"

Letting the room fall into silence, I digest his words, wondering at what point I find the words to fight his point.

"The Precipice," Aaron says, guiding the conversation away from the direction it has taken. "Where is it?"

Feeling a breeze roll through the cabin, the door swings open on its hinges, the bright eyes of Bekah and Valerie waltzing into the space, both of them sensing the tension from a mile away.

Sporting a much shorter haircut, Valerie's blonde hair rests at her shoulders, her hands concealed in dark gloves, hiding the scars lining her skin. Letting her hair grow out, Bekah's red hair is pulled back into a small bun, her stature as defensive as always. Barely acknowledging the two women, Mason motions them in, letting yet another two people join the tense conversation at hand.

"What did we just walk in on?" Valerie questions, creeping closer to me, my arms ready to embrace her with a hug I didn't know I needed.

Over the past few months, Valerie has warmed up to the idea of me, even pushing Bekah to give me a simple nod or pat on the back when needed. Wrapping her thin arms around my waist, I place my head atop her own, watching Bekah kick Fallan in the ankle as she walks by, shoving his head back the moment he tries to stand up.

Maybe there is more than one redhead I enjoy.

"Mason saw Forest," Aaron says, letting Kai lean into him, Fallan's eyes rolling at the gesture.

"And?" Valerie questions, Bekah's attention now on Mason.

"And she's in some fucking carbon copy of New Haven, most likely killing off cute little Marked, and feeding their blood to their parents," Fallan smiles, motivating me to take a step toward the man.

Releasing Valerie, I pinch his ear, ready to twist it clean from his head.

"He brings up a good point," Mason sighs, rubbing his fingers over his tired eyes. "What the hell is your guy's plan if you make it to the Precipice? You know the bloodshed she has created with Elyon. You infiltrate the city to convince her of what? That she is loved? Last time I checked, that's not enough to get her to fucking come back to us."

“Theres no way she just decided one day, hey, I'm just going to betray everyone I love out of spite," Kai says, throwing up his arms in defeat. "I mean, Jesus, she has everything she could have wanted, and walked away from all of it," Kai says, speaking with no boundaries.

Narrowing my eyes at the talkative brother, he loses his confidence in his careless words.

There's more to why she left.

There's no scenario in which Forest would turn her back on everything she loved the way she did.

Until my last breath.

What were you hiding from, Flower?

Who were you protecting?

"Clearly she is willing to take things to the extreme," Fallan hisses, holding up his nonexistent right hand, forcing yet another smile along my lips.

At least she made her point.

“We are getting more resources by the day. Eventually, Sanctum's hubs and Elyon won't be able to handle the forces we have against them. They want to exterminate the Marked, we want to bring him and his forces down," Mason retorts.

“Does that include Forest?” Fallan smirks, both me and Kai widening our eyes.

“To think, you said you loved her,” Kai scoffs, forcing a frown on the raven's face.

"I do have love for Forest," Fallan begins, all of my rage ramping up to an unprecedented level. "I did love her-"

"Do you wish to lose the other hand?" I question, forcing myself to stay calm. "You have no idea what it means to truly feel her love. You will never know what it means to love with no constraints. Heed your words," I say in a tone no one, not even Fallan, is willing to fight.

"You really think there is no scenario in which she cut a deal to keep us safe?" Bekah questions the group. "Think about it, not once has Elyon or his forces come this way since the night of the ball, or any of the compounds. The bloodshed has stayed confined to Sanctum's hubs, areas that are clearly the Prophet's domain."

"Perhaps that's what they want us to believe," Mason says, shrugging his shoulders. "What better way to get the obstacles out of the way than to lure them to you? Every single one of you is a weakness to Forest in one way or another," dragging his finger over, he waves it between me and Kai. "Those two being the most lethal. If I were her, I'd want to stay hidden from the both of you two."

"I need to see her," I snap. "It doesn't matter what fucked up plan she has involved herself in. I know there's more to all of this than I am seeing."

"You haven't seen the true bloodshed she left behind, Xavier," Mason grovels, empathy finally hitting his tone. "You haven't seen what kind of killer Forest Evermore really is. All the times you have seen her kill, she has been fighting for you. She has had you to be her moral guide, now? Now, what she is willing to do would bring you nightmares. You all benefit from never seeing the carnage she has left behind."

Painting Forest to be something worse than the Prophet, I close my eyes, composing myself as best I can.

There's more to this story.

There's more to all of this.

I just have to get to her.

I just have to find her.

Creeping up on me as suddenly as it had the first time, a chill runs down my spine, a feral need to be as close to Forest as possible, adrenaline coursing through my vein. Gripping the back of the closest chair near me, the instinct to hold her close and tear off the head of anyone who dares to come near her dawns on me, all of my senses fading away. Once before has this feeling flooded my emotions. Despite the quiet connection rolling through us, I feel this force, one much deeper than her and I urging me to find her.

As quickly as it comes, it fades, leaving nothing but a sense of emptiness.

It doesn't matter how far away she is from me.

Something always pulls me back to her.

Tuning back into the chatter around me, I blink past my sudden absence, releasing the chair, now scratched with my nail marks.

"You have Marked to be training," I whisper, creeping into Mason's mind, getting a clear picture of the path he took to make it to the Precipice. "Thank you for the information. We will rest here one last night, then be on our way," I smile, excusing Mason from an already heated conversation.

Shaking his head at me, he takes the cue to leave, giving the space a look of disapproval. Swinging the door open, the man turns to leave, keeping his focus toward the water.

"When you light that match, Xavier," Mason says, his voice cold. "Know there will always be someone waiting to blow it out."
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Chapter nine
Xavier


Barely opening my eyes, I cling to the sheets of my bed, my room heavy with the presence of another body, the only light in the bleak space the moonlight filtering through the window.

Having barely made it to sleep moments ago, a chill breeze startled me awake, pulling me away from my night of miserable sleep.

Feeling warmth flood my chest, something foreign touches my soul, something other than the feeling of dread that has seemed to follow me nonstop for the past several months. Keeping my eyes pried open, I stay still, wondering how close I am to the nearest weapon.

I suppose my hands are more than capable of strangling whoever was foolish enough to creep into my space unannounced.

"You always were an overthinker," her voice whispers, every single violent thought I have kept pent up for the past several months melting away.

This isn't possible.

I must be dreaming.

"I forgot how much I loved watching you sleep."

Forcing my body upward, there's a moment of pause once I observe the space, taking several seconds to let my eyes adjust before landing on the figure in the window. Perfectly perched on the windowsill, her back leans into the farthest side of the window, her knees tucked into her chest. Wearing a thick, black cloak, one far too dense for the warm weather, her hair is pulled back from her drained face, her golden green eyes like pools of fire in the night. Watching me like a crow stalking its prey, a smile is the last thing to touch her lips. Touching her ring settled on my chest, I run through the scenario that I am dreaming once again, counting silently in my mind until all possibilities of being asleep have faded away.

She's really here.

Running through every single question I have wanted to ask her for the past several months, one burning desire eats away at me.

To feel her.

To really feel her.

"F-Forest?" I question, her face wincing as if the sound of her voice in my tone brings her great pain.

"Forest Flower-"

"You can't travel to the Precipice," she snaps, her voice cold, her hand clamped into a fist, the feeling of her Hold keeping me down more than enough to startle me.

Stuck in a seated position on our bed, I thrash around, doing my best to get some movement out of the constraining position.

"How the hell-"

"I saw Mason lurking," she sighs, slipping down from the window, her body shielded from prying eyes.

Walking and talking like Elyon, the woman before me is isolated, her thoughts entirely her own.

What the hell has he done to you?

"Nothing, he's done nothing," she sighs, taking a seat on the edge of our bed, her body only a few inches away from my constrained hands. "I told you nine months ago your purpose to me, and now I'm telling you-"

"I've missed your voice," I snap, unable to hold back anything in her presence. "Sanctum, I've missed your voice," I grovel, unsure where all of this is coming from.

Giving me a blank stare, she watches me close, her eyes hazy, as if she hasn't slept in days.

"I can't say the feeling has been mutual," she hisses.

She is lying.

She is lying through her teeth.

Feeling the faint pull of our connection, I hone in on its suddenly lively presence, focusing all of my energy on making my way into her mind.

"Why was Mason trailing me-"

"Why are you lying to me?" I question, anger riding my tone.

"What lies, Xavier?" she questions, narrowing her eyes at me. "I figured you'd appreciate the opportunity to start over, find some place better than this decrepit cabin," she snaps, her focus diverting away from the strongholds in her mind.

Talking.

I have to keep her talking.

"You honestly think I believe that pile of lies you threw at me nine months ago?" I question, straining my arms to get as close to her as I can, forcing my way into any open space in her mind. "Why else would you come back here? Why keep me away? What are you really doing, Forest Evermoore?" I question, her nose scrunching like a small child.

Pulling her eyes away from me, she shakes her head.

"My last name is Morgan-"

"Evermoore," I correct, now angry enough to tear off my own hands to get to her. "Or, if you're so confident you share the devils last name now, look at me while you lay claim to the last name Morgan."

Feeling a sense of self doubt that is not my own, I focus in on the portion of her mind I have tapped into, feeding her the idea to loosen her Hold with my Call.

"My name is Forest Morgan-"

"Look at me," I demand, her eyes hyper focused on the ground, her jaw clenched with strain.

Slowly pulling her chin up, her eyes barely lock with mine, her focus anywhere but here.

"Say it, Forest-"

Moving with great precision, she forces her body onto mine, her hands pressed against my chest, forcing me back down onto the bed. Straddling my hips, she keeps me down with all her strength, shoving me out of her mind, her teeth gleaming in the light of the moon. Lowering her head inches away from mine, she scans my face up and down, as if she is taking a mental note of what I look like in this position. Still held back by the sheer force of her Hold, I draw a shaky breath, taking in her scent, something warm and comforting clung to her despite the position she has me in now.

"Stay the fuck out of my head," she seethes. "You should know better than to creep inside my mind," she snaps, her face flushed with heat.

Feeling immense satisfaction with her being this close, despite the anger she seems to be forcing onto me, I let a smile creep along my lips, not feeding into the string of bullshit she has tried to throw onto me.

"Why don't you let me go and we can handle this more appropriately?" I question, ready to tear off that horrid cloak and tie her to this bed.

"You think I wanted a reunion?" she questions, nothing but malice touching her tone. "You think I want your touch?" she pushes, doing her best to hit me where it hurts.

Unlucky for her, she has given me nine months to grovel in my pain.

Now? Now, all I have is the drive to bring her home.

"I'd say you worked awfully hard to ensure I can't touch you," I hiss. "Why would that be, Forest Flower?" I push, forcing my head close to feel her breath. "Does your father believe in this little act?" I smile. "Or should I scream out for the others in this house, and see how you act when Kaiden is looking you in the eyes-"

"You need to stop looking for me, Xavier," she mutters, her voice breaking.

There you are.

How long can you pursue this little act.

"Then you'll have to kill me," I smirk, laying my head back down. "You don't love me, should be simple enough," I sigh, throwing her words from that night back at her.

Finally getting a reaction out of her that signifies something other than hate, her head shakes once more, her body gravitating closer.

"Don't tempt me," she hisses.

"You really think I believe you came all of this way to warn me to stop looking?" I question, now the one shaking my head. "Go feed that bullshit to Elyon, not me," I push. "You knew I'd see past all of this didn't you? You wanted me to see past all of this... You wanted to see me-"

"No-"

"Liar."

Pulling something free from her side, the cold pressure of the tip of a blade touches my neck, her mouth inches away from my ear. Shakily holding the dagger, she keeps me as still as she possibly can, her voice low and slow.

"I have been gracious. Xavier," she whispers. "Try anything-"

Turning my head, I let the blade nick me, forcing my lips onto hers, her words caught in her throat, her Hold faltering immediately.

Cupping the back of her head once I have control, I force the knife away from her hand, letting it clatter to the floor, my body weight becoming my ally. Using my leg to push her off of me, it is now her back meeting the mattress. Her hands bracing her lower body, stopping my body weight from fully being able to lean on her. Ready to turn away from the kiss, something wet touches my cheeks, her eyes leaking a stream of tears. Keeping her pinned with my body, I pull away from the kiss, half expecting her to Winnow far away from here. Breathing violently, her tears coat both of our cheeks, her eyes wide, as if this is the first time she has allowed herself emotion in nine months.

"Look me in the eyes, Forest," I warn. "And tell me that you do not love me," I push, grabbing her chin to get her to stay focused on me.

Watching her lip wobble, all I want to do is hold her close and never let her go.

"I'm trying," she sobs. "I'm trying to protect-"

Her voice trails off, the mask of cold returning.

No, not with me.

"Tell me you want me to stop looking," I push, her body a shaking mess.

Trying to look away, I force her focus back to me.

"I said look at me, Forest," I push, her hands shaking, struggling to keep my weight off of her.

"Xavier, please, get off," she cries, the urgency in her tone eating me alive.

"What did he do to you?" I question, my own tears breaching my tear line. "What did he do to you, baby-"

"I said get off!" she snaps, her Hold taking over.

Winnowing with urgency, she stumbles into the nearest wall, the anger radiating off of the woman so primal. Running her hands up and down the front of her cloak, she takes several deep breaths, holding back a gag.

She's sick.

Slipping off the bed, she raises her hand, warning me not to take another step.

"What did he do to you, Forest?" I question. "Who are you trying to protect?" I push, tears soaking both of our cheeks.

"You," she mutters. "I'm protecting my family," she continues, an inkling of hope nestling itself into my soul. "And I can't do that if I know you're caught in the crossfire," she pushes. "So, for the love of Sanctum, Xavier, please, stop looking for me."

Taking several seconds to digest her words, I do the one thing I can.

"Come here," I suggest, no longer posing a question. "Just come here."

Staring at me with doubt, she clenches her fists.

"I will hold onto you, for as long as I walk this plane of existence," I say, keeping my focus on the petrified woman. "So, if you love me, Forest, then, please, come here-"

Feeling her body meet mine, every single restraint she forced on me dies down, her hands coiling in my hair as she pushes me back onto the bed. Staying in a seated position, I force her legs back to my sides, letting her land in my lap, her lips colliding with mine. Now, kissing me as hungrily as I had her, our teeth nearly clatter, her mouth savoring every second of this interaction. Feeling the burning heat of lust creep into my body, I look past the blood flow accumulating between my legs, holding her as tight as I possibly can. Feeling weight on her despite her hollow face, her tongue glides over my bottom lip, my focus quickly pulling away from the feeling of her touch.

Trying to force my head away from its downward position, she grabs my cheeks, her eyes wide, her body rigid. Having crept my hand beneath her cloak, I feel her torso as I normally do, something odd in the way her body feels. Frozen like a statue, the once prominent ribs and muscled torso now a bloated firm stomach, her face masked with a film of illness. Clutching my hand with a death grip, she pries it free from beneath her cloak, shakily drawing breath.

"What-"

"I shouldn't have come here," she hisses, Winnowing to the window, my mind still trying to piece together how she could look so sickly yet carry the extra weight.

Flicking her wrist, the window slides open, my body confided to the restraint of her Hold once more.

"If you come looking for me in the Precipice," she whispers. "You won't like what you find."

Saying nothing else, her body slips out the window, the sound of footsteps fading until nothing at all. Feeling her Hold die down, I scramble to the window, meeting nothing but the pitch-black forest surrounding the cabin. Reaching instinctively for her ring, I feel an absence in the place it was once settled, the chain broken, barely hanging to my neck.

She took it.

Letting my knees hit the ground as I blanky stare out the window, the drive to bring her home now higher than ever. Running through every event that just happened, I focus solely on one thought pattern.

What the hell did Elyon do to her?
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Chapter ten
Forest


Trying my best to quietly creep into our housing in the Precipice, the large creaky doors to the lodging units seem to announce my every move, making it that much harder to remain as silent as I was hoping to. Keeping my hood drawn, every guard on watch barely looks my direction, too petrified by my presence to question my late-night comings and goings. Keeping my hands on my stomach as I move, the firm torso Xavier had taken notice of seems to be that much more prominent, the feeling of his hands and lips on me something I never thought I could crave as much as I did last night.

I knew it was stupid to seek him out.

It was even more idiotic to think I could see him and hold up this façade of hate.

What was I thinking?

Xavier seeing me will only fuel the fire burning within him to come looking for me. Coupled with the fact he thinks I am sick and, perhaps in some ways, I am. There's no telling what he will do now that he has had a taste of the love we share that was so violently taken from the both of us nine months ago-

"Where were you?" Elyon's cold voice snaps, all of my focus diverting to the man so casually positioned in one of the soft velvet chairs of the leisure area of our quarters.

Sipping on a small glass of espresso, his focus pulls away from the book nestled in his hand, the old world's literature something the man frequently partakes in.

Shutting the book with raised brows, I keep on a cold façade, mentally double checking how concealed my body is in this cloak.

"I couldn't sleep last night so I decided to get a good look at the night life of this place," I casually say, gravitating toward the array of breakfast foods left for us on the small kitchen table.

Salivating like a starved dog, the idea of food has been impossible to stow away, my portion sizes going from barely anything, to an absurd amount in a matter of weeks. Looking over the rich red glass of blood left next to a plate of eggs, Elyon's dishes are already clean, his morning starting well before I got here.

"So, you thought leaving alone in your condition was a good idea?" he questions, my back toward the insufferable man.

"My condition?" I question, doing my best to casually avoid any meaning he might have hidden in the words. "Last time I checked, I'm fucking old enough to leave when I please and I am more than capable of defending myself-"

"Defending just yourself still?" Elyon questions, his lips inches away from my ear, his body a mere foot away from my side.

Looking me over with a look of disapproval, I try and understand what he is getting at, keeping my hand clamped over the opening to the cloak.

"What the hell are you talking about?" I question, his eyes narrowing.

"Avoidance of blood, all the questions about Dove, and now, suddenly leaving in the middle of the night and feeding me the half assed lie of exploring this sector?" he questions, his mind's ability to put pieces together both unsettling and admirable.

"I don't know what you're talking about," I continue on, reaching for one of the many fruits positioned in the bowl.

Coiling his hand around my long locks, he yanks back before I can grab anything, forcing my head toward the ceiling, a gasp ripping free from my throat.

Casually grabbing the small cup of blood from the table, he urges the drink close to my mouth, letting the rim settle between my lips.

"If you're so keen on lying to me then perhaps you will enjoy the drink I so graciously had prepared for you this morning," he seethes, tipping the glass back.

Already feeling a churn rise in my stomach, I hold back the want to vomit, keeping my focus on the man.

Forcing my hand into his side, I shove him away, letting his hand yank my hair, the glass nearly spilling the contents. Facing the front of his shirt, a nasty grin spreads across his face, my hand clutching the glass.

"Gladly."

Downing the drink, it settles in my stomach like acid, my face stagnant despite the want to hurl the drink all over this display of food. Slamming the glass so hard on the table it cracks, his grin turns into a smirk, his head shaking with disappointment.

"One more thing," he continues, looking me up and down. "Take off your cloak," he pushes, my throat dry despite the drink.

"What-"

Winnowing before me, he grabs the collar of the cloak, tugging me toward him with one great heave. Stumbling into him, I brace my hands on his chest, his grasp so tight around the material, my throat struggles to take in air.

"I said take off the cloak, Forest," he pushes, no humor in his tone.

"I'm not taking off my cloak in front of you," I snap, his hand raised, his finger slowly shaking.

"I wasn't asking what you wanted. Take it off, before I take it off for you."

Narrowing my eyes at the man, I do the one thing I can in this situation, exerting all my energy into getting some space from the man.

Burying my Call into what little spaces in his mind he has allowed me to see. I force a thought pattern toward him, staring daggers in the man's direction.

"Let me go," I snap, watching his hand forcefully unhand the cloak.

Taking a step back, I point toward the man, all of my defenses on high alert.

"Do not mistake me for someone you may order around. I drank the blood. You are a damn fool if you think I will undress in front of you," I push, praying that this shirt is enough to conceal what lingers beneath this cloak.

Tearing off the cloak, the baggy sweater I had chosen to wear widens the size of my small frame, giving the man little opportunity to scan my skin. Tossing the cloak to the floor, I narrow my eyes at the man, hearing the scoff roll off of his throat.

"Happy?" I question, thankful I merely look bloated.

"Was that so hard?" Elyon questions, shaking his head at me like Andrew used to when disapproving of my actions.

"Disappointed?" I question, dripping with rage.

"Just testing a theory," Elyon gripes, both of us unwilling to reveal the true nature of this little interaction.

It's nothing.

It's nothing, Forest.

There's nothing in there.

There's no baby-

"You visited him, didn't you?" Elyon questions, shifting his focus away from his initial theory on where my wariness originated from.

Good. Perhaps his focus being on a new direction will allow me the time to process all of this for myself.

"You'll have to be specific. I know a lot of men," I snap, his eyes rolling at the statement.

"Your ring," he smiles, my body seizing at the mention of the jewelry.

Glancing down at my ring finger, the engagement ring I stole remains plastered to my finger, the true nature of him wanting to get my cloak off not to see my body, rather my hands.

There's nothing.

A pain creeps inside my torso.

It's all in your head.

Elyon knows nothing.

"I may have checked in on things," I say, the guards in my mind on high alert. "I don't need any of them sticking their noses where they don't belong."

"And that's why you took the ring?" Elyon questions, clearly off put by my willingness to hold onto Xavier.

You wretched evil.

I will burn down this whole fucking world if it means my family is safe.

Pain creeps in my stomach again.

All of my family.

"You will have to learn to let go of the past, Forest," Elyon lectures, tossing me back my cloak. "This meeting today is important. The last thing I need you doing is killing an important ally, all because you are too absorbed in your mundane wants, hopes, and dreams."

Looking at Elyon now, he looks so defenseless, nothing like the entity in silver I chased for so long. Now, he looks like a simple man, one that would have done well in New Haven, working a cushy Untouchable job.

In fleeting moments, humanity touches his soul, making me question how he turned out the way he did.

But humans know nothing but influence.

The kindest soul can be broken.

The most hated man can be changed.

Mankind was never meant to be just good and evil.

Perhaps that's why free will is such a dangerous thing.

Turning away, ready to dismiss the entirety of this conversation, I snap.

"And what if Xavier could be a resource?" I question, selfish wants flooding my thoughts. "What if they all could be a resource?" I question, Elyon's interest suddenly much more present.

"How so?" the man questions, crossing his arms with confusion.

"The creature. The one turned man, Mason, I heard his thoughts. He has become allies with his Shifter counterparts."

"I thought-"

"We thought wrong. It would seem any influence we had cannot beat the loyalties my companions have created. Something larger is at play here. While we make our moves, so do others. Isolating them from all of this may serve you now, but what happens when we need our reach in the places we don't even know about?" I question, a million thoughts rolling through Elyon's mind.

"Perhaps my companions are larger resources than you have decided to give them credit for," I push, hoping my way of thinking is just.

If keeping them away does not keep them safe, perhaps keeping them at arm's length will.

"And if they try and poison your mind? Try and sway your way of thinking-"

"Then you kill them," I rebuttal, forcing the words free from my throat. "Simple as that."

Still hesitant, I push the man further.

"You can hide the people I love from me and make them your weapon against me, Elyon, and defiance is all I will know. Or, you keep them close and keep them safe, and all I will know is my fealty to you."

Finally seeing a shift in the man's face, something new settles in his mind, something he has yet to show me.

Remorse.

"I suppose," he starts, sighing as he speaks. "Allowing them in might have potential benefits-"

"Allowing who in?" a new voice questions, both of us widening our eyes at the presence of someone new.

Turning on our heels, a man leans into the doorway, his dark hair perfectly pristine, his skin olive, his eyes darker than a night sky. Wearing a suit only upper leadership in the Precipice would partake in, his face is youthful, his demeanor far too ignorant to mean he has age on his side.

If it weren't for the deep red scar running down his left cheek, you'd think he was damn near perfect.

Clearly perfection means nothing in a society this vain.

"Who the fuck are you-"

"Atticus Hawthorn," Elyon says with glee, stopping me before I am able to hurl a wave of questions toward the man.

Sensing it from a mile away, the blood of the Marked runs through him, his bright white smile and malicious eyes enough to pull in any ignorant woman.

"Commander of the Precipice," Elyon clarifies.

"An ignorant power-hungry bastard," Elyon whispers, giving some clarity to the man's off putting presence.

Extending a hand out toward Atticus, Elyon embraces the man in a grasp, being sure to squeeze the man's hand as hard as he can. Barely looking at Elyon, Atticus focusses on me, my hands fumbling to put my cloak back on.

"Elyon Morgan, I presume," Atticus smiles, extending his hand toward me. "And you're his daughter, Forest-"

Grabbing his hand, the strong presence of Marked energy rolls through him, his blood a powerhouse just waiting to be ripped into. Only touching his hand long enough to gather what information on the man I need, I take a step behind Elyon, lowering my eyes as the man smirks.

"Another Marked aiding in our cause to flush out our kind from Sanctum's hubs?" I question, amusement consuming Atticus' face.

"So, you're the Apparatus all the fearful Marked swore was their salvation?" Atticus questions, throwing the promises I made to my people back in my face. "Do they know how dirty their savior's hands truly are?" he questions, regret nestling into my soul.

"I suppose one's perception of me depends on what side you stand on," I seethe, feeling satisfaction in Atticus' wariness around me.

"I believe we have other matters to attend to, given your presence," Elyon states, trying to pull the conversation into a new direction.

"Right," Atticus states, his focus on me only growing. "Of course," he smiles, clapping his hands together. "Let me show you both around."

Something tells me, Atticus Hawthorn is the farthest thing from an ally.
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Chapter eleven
Xavier


"So, your plan is to hide people underground as if they are in confinement once more?" I question Mason, watching the man take a widespread seat on my couch, his eyes heavy with the presence of exhaustion.

Though very open about most things, the actions he has taken to protect the Marked have been quiet, only leading back to a name, the Underground, an old underground bunker meant to be utilized during the nuclear fallout. During my time as Commander, there were brief talks about the possibility of finding the bunker, utilizing what resources it may have for Sanctum's hubs. After some scouring through the old world texts, and many dead ends, no one, not even our historians were able to find the massive refugee bigger than some of Sanctum's cities.

"Hide is such a harsh word," Mason sighs, glaring in my direction. "It would be a place to condition the Marked, let them become one with their abilities. We'd be able to create soldiers, house the young, protect the weak. It could be a place to learn rather than survive," Mason states, his optimism apparent despite his cold expression.

"By hiding them underground," Kai reiterates. "And what if they choose to leave?"

Closing his eyes as he inhales, Mason shakes his head.

"I have a feeling the structure that could be created underground will be significantly better than what will be on the surface," Mason snaps. "Once cadets-"

"Cadets?" Aaron questions, cutting Mason off.

"Yes, Danvers, cadets. Once cadets are old enough and experienced enough to hold their own, real liberation could begin. Finding a way to inhabit the surface in a society void of Sanctum's reign should be everyone's priority," he seethes, glaring in my direction. "That is still your goal, right, Evermoore?" Mason questions, clearly avoiding saying more.

"Why wouldn't it be?" I question, now ready to throw my own accusations at the man.

"We have all been through a lot," Mason stands, his arms crossed once more. "Sometimes priorities change."

"What are you suggesting?" I question, ready to get in the man's face.

"Now is not the time for you two's testosterone-fueled arguments," Valerie snaps, shoving Mason away from me.

Letting her lay hands on him, he rolls his eyes at the woman, pinching her cheek between his fingers.

"I'm petrified," he mocks, his first real grin touching his lips once she swats his arm.

The man gets a kick out of flustering Valerie, knowing damn well he is not high on her list of people she likes.

"So, cadets? What will that make you and me?" Aaron questions, both Kai and I snapping our direction to the man.

"You want to aid in his cause?" Kai questions, clearly as focused on finding Forest as I am.

"Bekah is already training Marked. Upholding what resources we can is vital to a new beginning. I'm not going to stick around and sacrifice the potential for a new beginning when there is so much more we could be doing," Aaron states, Kai's eyes lowering with annoyance.

"I have to agree, Kai," Valerie states, empathy filling her tone. "We might have a shot with this-"

"Would you be saying that if your bed buddy wasn't on board?" Kai questions, all of our eyes widening at the man's cold tone.

"Kaiden," I state, off put by the man's cold tone. "I think-"

"Don't lecture me like a child, Xavier," Kai snaps, his emotions spilling free from him like a tidal wave. "I'm not going to sit here and entertain conversations of a new beginning when my sister is being forced to do god knows what-"

"Section leaders," Mason interrupts, his focus on Aaron. "We would be section leaders overseeing the cadets."

Dumbfounded by Mason's need to continue speaking about a place he hasn't even given us the location to, my anger finally begins to register.

"If you're going to sit here and entertain this idiotic plan, be my guest," I hiss, feeling Kaiden's frustrations from a mile away. "But what you won't do is discredit Kaiden's frustrations. None of this is happening so long as Forest is in confinement-"

"And what if you're wrong about her?" Mason questions, uttering the one thing no one has dared to in my presence. "What if you're wrong about the reason she left?" he pushes, the last voice I want entering this conversation tuning in.

"He hasn't thought that far," Fallan states, making his way onto my couch, quickly plummeting to the ground the moment Mason kicks him to the floor.

"I, too, am curious about the whereabouts of this supposed underground," Fallan sighs, watching as Mason raises his foot, ready to deliver the man another blow.

"You all know as much as I do," Mason states, something lingering in his tone.

Is he lying?

"These are only talks, Kaiden, I figured some hope after we get your sister back would be appropriate."

Settling into Aaron, Kai rubs his eyes, his mix of emotions ones he has done his best to try and regulate.

"Are you lying to me, Mason?" I question, the first shroud of emotion touching the man's face.

"Would there be a reason I need to lie to you, Xavier?" Mason questions, unspoken words floating in the air between us. "Something tells me there is a reason you're being so adamant about Forest-"

"She saw me last night," I blurt out, all mouths snapping shut, everyone's focus dead set on me.

"What?" Kai questions, his body gravitating away from Aaron.

"Why would she-"

"She saw Mason in the Precipice," I continue on, his expression dropping. "She knows we are trailing her."

"Perfect," Fallan mutters, his commentary the last thing needed.

"What did she say?" Mason questions, the events that unfolded last night still seeming like a blur.

Her lips felt like fire on my own, her presence like a warm light at the end of a very dark tunnel. Holding her made me feel complete, making these nine months of hell seem worth it in every way possible.

But then there's that moment we locked eyes after I felt beneath her cloak.

The firm skin of her torso protruding just enough, the shock on her face from a protective nature rather than defensive.

It wouldn't be possible, would it?

There's no way-

"She told us not to follow her," I utter, cutting off my own rampant spiral of thoughts.

Nodding his head slowly, the others wait for more clarification.

"That's all we really had time to speak about before she was running off."

The last thing I need is all of us deep diving into what I felt last night.

Especially Fallan.

"Well, that seems like the very reason to begin following her," Kai says with some joy, ignoring the downturned expressions of everyone but me. "If Forest is warning us to stay away, it would seem we are getting closer to her than we anticipated."

Holding onto Kai's optimism, I smile at the man.

"It would seem your love is allowing you to look past the obvious fault in just charging into another one of Sanctum's hubs," Mason says, shattering any hope of optimism.

"And what would that be?" Kai questions, eagerly awaiting the opportunity to snap at the man.

"Elyon is still with her, as well as any other resources he and Forest have rallied during their bloodshed. There is no swift and clean liberation mission of Forest. Clearly, if she wanted to come home, she would have."

Hit with a wave of pain by the man's words, his blatant honesty is suffocating, sometimes aggravating.

Standing now, the man holds a certain authority he lacked during the weeks after his initial transition. Much more clean-shaven, and his body more filled out, he is one of the largest presences in the room, holding his authoritative posture despite how many glares make their way in his direction. As far as I know from Valerie's word, he has swiftly moved up the ranks amongst the other Marked he and Bekah have overseen, becoming a deadly force, one I know better than to take my full focus away from.

Friend or not, Mason stands with the side of his people.

I sometimes wonder if his side is still my own.

The art teacher's group was welcomed into Bekah and Mason's development, finally finding some sanctuary amongst a similar populous fighting for their cause. Despite the eagerness the group had to join Bekah and Mason, one bright-eyed redhead was absent from the group, making it easy to clue Auburn in on staying silent around Mason when mentioning Rowan.

He trailed the girl for god knows how long and found nothing.

The last thing he needs right now is another reason to distance himself from the rest of us.

Mark has been distant, his mind slowly gravitating away from him, leaving his visits from Kai to end with the names "Andrew and Katiana," more than "Forest and Kaiden."

Kai does his best to ignore how much Mark's faltering mind has affected him, but given how cold he's been, it's hard to tell much of what the young man is thinking.

Rolling up his sleeves, Mason's inked skin stands out to all of us, the intricate symbols seemingly etched into his skin meant to be seen. Taking several seconds to observe the rune like symbols, he eyes down the group, waiting for someone to bring up the elephant in the room.

"What's with the ink?" Fallan questions, observing the man's skin with wide eyes.

"They're runes," Mason snaps, ready to tear Fallan's throat out each time he speaks. "Some of the Marked, with time, had a few genetic shifts. I had the honor of getting this one."

"Genetic shifts?" I question. "As in, abilities altering?"

"I have yet to see a Marked with new abilities, but I suppose it's possible," Mason sighs. "Many of the Marked in the Precipice carried these runes. I suppose that's why I had a vested interest."

Marked with altered DNA.

What could that mean for Elyon?

Could the power truly shift if Marked were able to evolve?

Feeling a wave of fatigue wash over me, the events from last night made it impossible to sleep, making it impossible to focus on much of anything.

"Mason?" I question, narrowing my eyes. "Do you have-"

"You're lucky I like you, Evermoore," Mason warns, reaching into his back pocket, his hand holding up a reasonably sized bag of blood. "Fresh out of the vein, just like you requested, your majesty," he jokes, his humor a rare sight.

Tossing me the bag, I silently thank him in his mind, letting my mouth rip into the bag's contents, taking in every drop of power rolling down my throat. Watching Fallan's face contort at the sight, the irony in his avoidance of the drink is almost comedic.

"I knew Dove, you know?" Mason says, finally getting Fallan's attention.

Waiting for Mason to continue on, Mason's mouth pulls into a grin.

"She ripped the jugular from a child. Makes this look sanitary."

Dropping his head, Fallan tenses his jaw, excusing himself from the room.

"I'm going to get some fresh air."

Grabbing a jacket, Fallan shoves past Mason as he leaves, slamming the door shut with little to no care.

"I never liked him," Mason sighs, the last few drops from the bag rolling down my throat.

"I should have let you kill him that night on the deck," I seethe, wiping my mouth clean.

"Why didn't you?" Kai questions, regret filling me.

"Elyon was torturing him," Mason says, giving the shameful answer for me. "That's why Xavier tasked me to watch over her."

Giving Mason a nod of acknowledgment, I silently thank the man for his loyalty despite his avoidance of much of what we are doing.

"Are you riding solo today?" Mason questions toward me, my answer leaving me quickly.

"Yes-"

"No!" Kai, Aaron, and Valerie snap in unison, all of them shaking their heads in disbelief.

"You think we are allowing you to go to this place alone?" Aaron questions, looking at me with confusion.

"We don't know what is behind their borders-"

"Forest is," Kai barks. "That's more than enough reason to allow us to go."

"I don't know what we are walking into, Kai," I push, his head already shaking.

"None of us do. The least you can do is allow us to give you some backing."

All watching me with stern expressions, getting any of them to stay behind will be near impossible.

"And you?" I question toward Mason. "What will you do?"

"Bekah and I have more cadets that need to get settled into the Underground. If you all don't come back by nightfall, I'll make my way back to the Precipice with some resources," Mason sighs, unspoken words settling on his tongue.

"Is there more?" I question, his eyes heavy with dread.

"I don't know what you think you are walking into, Xavier," he sighs, his tone filled with pain. "At a certain point, we have to consider how far we are willing to let the people we love spiral before someone else has to step in."

Digesting his words, I take a shaky breath.

"Have a safe ride back," I mutter. "I think I'm done with your advice for today."
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Chapter twelve
Fallan


Lugging the massive bags into the vehicle, I glare at the cabin door, shoving down every hateful thought toward every single person in that cabin. Kicking the tires of the vehicle as I work, I clench my hand into my palm, struggling to get the vehicle loaded with only one hand. Replaying Mason's words in my mind, every vile action Dove inflicted replays through my mind, all ending with the imagery of her head being ripped clean from her body.

All anyone has done is vile actions to protect the people they love, what makes what she did any different?

I have allowed myself to be housed by the very people who killed the woman I love, all in the name of finding a way to find some peace in this life. Falling for Forest was the farthest thing from part of the plan.

In many ways, she was the closest thing I had to her sister, entirely different despite the blood they share. Now, I know I held onto her out of obligation to Dove, but at what point do the lines no longer blur?

Shoving yet another heavy bag onto the bed of the vehicle, the whole vehicle shakes, my body quickly taking several steps back, my words caught in my throat once I catch a glimpse of what rocked the massive locomotive.

Sitting silently on the hood of the car, her hood is drawn, her silver hair pulled back into a long braid. Slim in the face, her glowing eyes watch me like a hawk, her cloak drawn, her legs dangling off the side of the hood. Holding a knife in her hand, she twirls its point on the hood of the car, watching me with a cocked head.

Ready to shout out to the others, my throat feels closed, my words nothing more than a few silent gasps.

"You think I'd allow you to scream out to them?" she questions, clicking her tongue like a disapproving mother. "I thought you knew me better than that, Fal," she mocks, her tone rigid, so very distant from that girl at the academy.

Pointing the dagger in my direction, she pulls back her hood, letting the sunlight cast rays across her enticing face.

"If I allow you to speak and you try anything stupid, this point will lodge itself in your throat. You should know I keep true to my word," she smiles, pointing to my absent right hand.

Feeling the strain in my throat begin to die down, I cough, letting myself take a step closer.

"What are you doing here, Forest?" I question, shifting my eyes back and forth between her and the cabin. "Xavier and the others are only a few feet away-"

"It's a good thing you're the one I wanted to speak to," she smiles, sliding off the hood of the car, her grin wide and welcoming.

"We never really did get to have a conversation about your betrayal, did we?" she questions, leaning into the vehicle with an unamused expression. "Fucking my sister and using me as a replacement. Didn't think you had it in you, Markswood," she smiles. "I suppose I deserve it for what I did to my bitch of a sister-"

"Dove wasn't-"

Winnowing before me, she grabs my collar, yanking me toward her, all of my limbs rendered useless in light of her Hold.

"Shall I replay the torture she oversaw to Xavier and let you continue justifying her actions to me?" she whispers. "I promise you, the outcome of ignorance like that will not be in your benefit."

Shoving me away, I stagger backward, her eyes lowered with hate.

"I didn't come here to speak about my dearly departed sister, though you clearly have a type, don't you?" she mocks, my face flooding with heat.

"I did love you-"

"Ah, ah, ah," she smiles, waving her finger in the air. "You loved the idea of me. You loved the version of me that knew nothing but you, which, I hate to break it to you, Fallan, wasn't me," she spits, her engagement ring flashing on her finger.

"You really did come back last night," I whisper, her eyes briefly widening at the statement.

"So, Xavier has already told everyone then?" she questions.

"If you mean does Kaiden know, then yes, he does. It would seem your visit has only motivated them to come looking for you-"

"And you, Fallan?" she questions, crossing her arms. "What's your play here? I doubt they forced you to stay in my home. Why the hell are you here?" she pushes, inklings of guilt swirling in my consciousness.

"Regret?" she questions, laughing as if the emotion is comedic. "Perhaps you should have felt some regret with you fucked me and brainwashed me into thinking I loved you," she warns.

"You did love me-"

"No," she smiles. "I really didn't. Xavier was always in the back of my mind, and you hated him and I for that. Do not stand here and act as if you are a man filled with remorse. You got caught. You cannot honestly tell me that the act you were portraying would have lasted a lifetime," she smiles, regret swarming me.

"You think what you're doing now is love?" I push, glancing toward the cabin. "Do you have any idea how much your brother has spiraled? Or Xavier?" I hiss, more emotion breaching through her cold expression.

"I have only ever acted for the people I love," she pushes, sheathing her knife, her cloak devouring her body in black satin. "That's a concept you will never fully understand."

"Then why didn't I kill you?" I push, watching her smile drop at the statement.

"What?"

"If I didn't love you, Forest, if I hated you as much as you think I do, then why the hell did I not kill you?" I push, a smile creeping along her lips once more.

"That answer is simple," she whispers, taking a step closer. "You were a damn idiot."

Reaching her hand up toward me, her fingers graze my cheek, her eyes observing me the closest they have before.

"You will always say whatever you need to stay alive," she says with awe, funneling her Call into my mind. "Redemption is one hell of a thing, sadly, you've exhausted that opportunity with me," she continues on, touching my chin to get me to look down at her. "Though I won't kill you, Fallan," she sighs. "Because perhaps you're right, I did have some love for you," she laughs, glancing at my tattered hand. "Clearly not enough."

"You seemed to have healed nicely," she smiles, looking over her handiwork.

Feeling a let up in her Hold, I try and reach for my walkie as quickly as I can, feeling her hand coil around the device, crushing it in a matter of seconds.

Watching the fragmented pieces fall to the ground, she shakes her head, forcing her Hold over me stronger than she has before.

"See where trusting you lands me?" she questions, my throat dryly swallowing nothing.

"Now, now, Fallan, no need to be fearful of me."

"What the hell do you want, Forest?" I question, no longer willing to entertain the woman's mind games.

"And just like that, your sweet talks of our love fizzles away once you are not getting your way," she pushes, reading me like a book.

"What do you want?" I snap, watching her eyes fill with thrill.

"There's that killer my sister loved so dearly," she smiles, patting my chest. "It's a damn shame she can't see you now... Perhaps we can dig up her head-"

"Forest," I hiss. "Answer me."

Rolling her eyes at me, she scoffs.

"I'm here to offer you a job you can't deny on behalf of me and my father."

"Your father? Really warmed up to that title for him. What would Andrew-"

"I'll never know," she hisses, grabbing my throat, her nails digging into my skin. "You killed him, which I have yet to forget. Mention his name again, Fallan, and I'll rip out your tongue."

Snapping my mouth shut, I heed the woman's warning.

"A job?" I question, shaking my head. "There's no way in hell I am doing anything for either of you."

"You have done my father's work once before and did so with no regrets."

Her Call festers inside my mind, making it impossible to lie to the woman.

"And look where that landed me."

"Well, you've never made a deal with me before," she smiles, looking around the area. "Are you not tired of being looked at as if you are a walking body bag?" she questions, knowing my answer well before I have said it.

"Come on, Fallan, there was a time you thought you loved me-"

"Thought being the defining word."

"So you say," she urges, taking in a deep breath.

"Xavier is going to come after you," I spit, her interest suddenly sparked. "Your little conversation with him last night has only motivated the man."

Shaking her head at the claim, she clasps her hands together.

"What better time to make an offer then?" she questions, giving me a wide-eyed look.

"Don't you think I know Xavier would come after me? Have you not gathered I allow all things to happen around me?" she questions, her posture isolated, meant to stay away.

Taking a step closer, her nose grazes mine, her Hold letting up once more.

"If you don't take this offer, Fallan, there's no guarantee you make it to see your birthday. I am offering you a way out, I figured you of all people would jump at the opportunity to stand on the winning side," she barks, my arms gaining some mobility.

"You stand on the winning side?" I question.

"Well, of course... I'm on it."

Reaching out toward her, I grab her hips, clamping down hard with my fingers, my thumbs pressed into her hard torso. Feeling startled at her protruding stomach, we both widen our eyes, my shout ready to leave my throat fading away, her body Winnowing away before I can question her. Backing herself into the side of the vehicle, her Hold forces me to the ground, my own hand clamping over my mouth as her first real sign of emotion comes over her expression. Panting like a fool, her cloak is wide open from my actions, her once toned torso now a small stomach strained against her tight black shirt. Widening my eyes at the sight, we both lock eyes for a moment, the Forest that Xavier knows breaking through the surface, her hand gravitating toward her stomach before sliding into her pocket. Tossing a note on the ground, she clamps her cloak back together, her voice shaky as she speaks.

"What the hell were you thinking?" she questions, my voice silenced by my own hand. Shaking her head as she runs her hands through her hair, the sound of others coming toward the door pulls us both away from the moment, giving neither of us any time to digest what has just happened.

"It's an offer you won't be able to refuse," she snaps. "I'll be hearing from you soon."

Winnowing away from the space, she takes the interaction with her, all of the force from her Hold slowly fading away. Scrambling to drag myself to the note, I unfold the message, blankly staring at the offer with confusion.

He wants you and Xavier.

I suppose you are both more worthy allies than we thought.

You have a day to decide.

I look forward to your response.

-Forest

Looking over the note repeatedly, I try to process the offer, my eyes hyper-focused on Xavier's name.

Hearing the door swing open, I shove the note in my pocket, scrambling to stand up, letting my flustered expression pan to each person.

"Winded already?" Xavier questions with a grin, allowing himself to load the rest of the materials, my neck still sore from the places Forest's nails dug in.

Running my finger over the note in my pocket, I think back over the interaction, the image of her body settled in my mind.

There is no way.

There is no way she's preg-

"Hey," Kai questions, waving his hand in front of my eyes, bringing me back to reality.

"What?" I question, barely registering anyone's words.

"I asked if you're ready to go?" he questions as everyone loads into the vehicle.

Taking several seconds to compose myself, I watch as Mason excuses himself from the area. Winnowing away from the space, his look of question is the last thing I see before nothing at all.

Slowly nodding my head, I let the interaction fade away, moving toward the vehicle, Xavier's hand grasps my shoulder.

Lowering his head toward my ear, his voice is low, his tone something straight out of nightmares.

"She should have known better than to think I wouldn't sense her."

Patting me on the back, he loads himself onto the vehicle.
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Chapter thirteen
Forest


"Do you like what you see?" Atticus maliciously whispers in my ear, his eyes hazed with the presence of power.

Lined up like animals ready for the slaughter, women and men of varying ages, all filled to the brim with Marked energy, kneel before us, each one trembling uncontrollably, their faces concealed with masks to hide the monsters before them. Depleted and disoriented, they all are drugged, each one mentally begging to be released from their hell.

"Like?" I question, wishing it could be Atticus I am ripping into. "I'm fucking addicted," I hiss, feeding into the man's narrow minded way of looking at his own kind.

Looking over the peace offerings with delight, Elyon's thoughts stay close to my own, his own annoyances toward Atticus safeguarded between the guards of our mind.

"Quite a power hungry fool isn't he?" Elyon questions, taking time to examine each and every person before him.

"And you're better?" I question, a small smirk pulling across the man's lips.

"I see no need to make a grand display like this to feed. I don't need to prove to anyone I hold power as this young one does. If he wasn't so vital to the stability of the Precipice, perhaps I'd allow you to feed into the sick fantasy of tearing out his jugular where he stands."

"Allow?" I scoff. "You seem to forget I require no permission from you."

Turning back toward me, he lowers his expression.

"You willing to draw blood to continue defending that point, sweet one?"

Lowering my head at the man's offer, I take a step back from pushing the man's authority, letting him continue on with examining the line up.

"The two eldest hold the most traits," Elyon sighs, glaring at the man and woman before him.

Holding hands, the pair wear bands, their hands grasping each other vigorously.

They're married.

Looking to her raised shirt, a deep scar runs across her lower torso, a wave of shame coming over me.

She's a mother.

"Well, don't let me stop you," Atticus coos, waving his hand in the air, allowing his men to excuse all of the others in the lineup.

Gasping with relief, those not picked silently sob, dragging their feet across the cool tile floor. Gagged and unable to get a word out, the couples muffled screams rip through the air, my focus on nothing but the woman's scar.

Ready to feed with no regret, Elyon slides a knife free from his waist, licking his lips as if the two Marked before him are just another meal.

"Ladies first, Elyon," Atticus smiles, his focus on my stare toward the woman. "Forest seems awfully focused on her," he snaps, pointing to the woman.

Taking notice of my already avoidant attitude these past few days toward his word, Elyon straightens his shoulders, tossing me the knife before I can object.

"I suppose you're right," Elyon smiles, my hand shakily holding the hilt. "How rude of me."

Moving away from the pair, Elyon gasps, his eyes wide with confusion.

"I almost forgot," he sighs.

Tearing off the pair's masks, their frantic eyes look over me, tears spilling free from each of their already reddened pairs of eyes. Walking past me with a coy smirk, I ready myself to hand the blade back, no longer wanting to entertain these games.

"I'm not-"

"Do it," Elyon hisses, his voice echoing through my mind like a thunderstorm.

Watching him take a stand next to Atticus, the men watch me with amusement, mentally hoping I back down, giving them both a reason to look at me as the weak woman they view me as deep down.

Forcing on the cold mask I have grown accustomed to for the past nine months, I take a shallow breath, letting my expression drop, taking my kneeled position before the trembling couple.

Muffled and gasping, I gravitate the knife toward the woman, ready to do this as quickly as I possibly can.,

"One more thing," Elyon's voice chimes in, her screams drowning out my thoughts.

Flicking his wrist, the gag in the woman's mouth comes free, her and her husband's bodies held in place by Atticus's Hold. Gasping for air, her muffled cry becomes a shrill scream, her eyes puffed from the tears she has shed.

"You're the Apparatus," she gasps, her throat scratchy. "Why are you allowing this-"

"Not anymore," I cut her off, my voice cold and unwelcoming. "Things have changed."

Ready to force this knife into her neck and be rid of this interaction, her hand flails forward, her body lurching toward me. Feeling her hand pass over my torso, her eyes grow wide the moment she comes in contact with my skin, a feral rage overcoming me the moment she presses down on my stomach.

"You're pr-"

Driving the knife into the woman neck with little to no thought, I silence the words she dared to utter in both of these men's presence, letting the sound of her own blood choking her drown out the words she might have spoken. Feeling her hand remain plastered on my stomach, I raise and slam the knife down repeatedly, watching the way her husband cowers, horror lining his eyes. Repeating this action until her limp hand falls away from beneath my cloak, her blood coats my skin, my tongue licking clean the red touching my lips.

It's her or you.

The same thought that has been haunting my mind for months.

"You let go of your Hold," I hiss, craning my head back toward Atticus.

"What's a little fun-"

Jabbing the point of the blade into her husband's eye, his frantic cries die down, his body slumping to the floor, joining his wife in her still position. Watching the pool of red collect around me, I look at my reflection in the remnants of death, pulling the blade clean from the man's head, allowing my tongue to graze over the side of the blade. Eyeing down Atticus, the woman's scar touches my mind.

"I'm not too fond of games, Mr. Hawthorn."

Without thinking, I toss the blade through the air, ready to watch its point collide with the man's chest. Grabbing the blade before it can make impact, the young, naive commander takes a deep breath, all of his guards reaching for their weapons. Shakily holding the blade, his eyes slowly avert to me.

"All in fun games," I mock. "Not so fun when the cards are no longer in your hand."

Laughing like a mad man, Elyon squeezes the man's shoulders, Atticus nodding toward his guards, urging them to lower their weapons.

"What did I tell you?" Elyon questions, squeezing the man tight. "She's just what I promised."

Dropping the blade to the floor, Atticus snaps, pointing to the two bodies, his hand healing quickly.

"I suppose you're right. It was my mistake to think of you as anything but an equal."

Games.

It's nothing but games with Elyon.

He knows the truth.

He is just waiting for me to let them all free.

But then he wins.

Feeding into any of this allows him to win.

I have to play his rules.

I have to keep Xavier and Kai safe.

My hand grazes my stomach.

I have to keep you safe.

Gathering the bodies like it is second nature, the guards begin to collect what blood is left in the bodies, cleaning the space with great efficiency.

Grabbing three glasses, Atticus fills the cups straight from the tap, allowing us all to partake in a drink.

"And you swear you and your daughter are capable of creating a less defective breed of Marked? Ones that the chips and Veils may work on with 100% efficiency?" the commander questions, his only true motive power.

"Clearly, second guessing either of us is in no one's best interest," Elyon smiles, taking a long drink from the glass.

"Of course we can," I snap, feeding into Elyon's wants. "Why spit in the face of those offering you complete control?" I question, eyeing the knife inches away from the man's heart only moments ago.

"We've managed to weed out most of the Marked. Some hide in the Unfortunate sector, others in the Untouchable, some in the slums, but that can't be said about Sanctum's capital city-"

"Capitol City?" I question, Atticus's eyes widening.

"The epicenter of Sanctum's hand. The Foundation. Sanctum's largest development. Never been myself, but their people are quite a spectacle," Atticus gripes, clearly not fond of what he has seen of the establishment.

Just another place to bring down.

"There lies one other issue," Atticus continues. "Many of the Revolutionists still work in the name of Forest Evermoore, and they are damn tricky bastards to get a grasp of," Atticus sighs. "Perhaps you being here will help solve more problem than one," the man smiles, Elyon's hand slapping my back.

"She would be delighted," he speaks for me, a million horrid thoughts coursing through my mind.

"Then perhaps these will aid in your hunt," Atticus smiles, snapping once more.

Brining over a small black box, one of the guards bows toward the man, his hand grabbing the box with delight.

Flipping open the lid, two pairs of Veils wait before us, perfectly fitted for both of our eyes.

"To help you weed out the poisoned from the Cleansed," he grins, tapping his own eye. "Two pairs just like mine."

Looking over Sanctum's emblem, the idea of welcoming more of their technology into my body is alarming.

"Unless, perhaps, you'd rather not-"

Grabbing the Veils, I don't allow the man to continue his vile power trip, letting my finger land on the devices, sliding each over my eyes, a small haze blurring my vision before complete clarity. Blinking away the haze, words and numbers sprawl in front of me, red outlines fashioning themselves around the silhouettes of both men before me. Taking his pair with ease, Elyon slips on the Veils, looking around the room with a startled look.

"Red for the Marked," Atticus sighs, my focus going to the guards surrounded in a green hue. "Green for the Untouchables, and yellow for the Unfortunates."

Tapping my temple twice, the colors and names attached to each individual fade away, leaving nothing but clear sight once more. "Tap twice to reactivate," he smiles, the white scarring of his cheek prevalent up this close.

Elyon wasn't kidding when he said the Precipice was advanced.

Grabbing his wrist before he can touch my face again, I give the man a soft smile.

"Thank you for the gift."

Ready to leave this whole interaction behind me, Atticus clears his throat.

"Forest, would you join me in a dinner, as well as you, Elyon, a show of force with unified cities would be great for the council to see, given our little Revolutionist problem," he hisses, glaring at me longer than I'd like.

"Of course," Elyon answers once again, ready to explore this city on his own terms.

"I'll let the kitchen staff know-"

"One more thing," I cut off, eager to hold Elyon true to his word. "There's someone else I'd like to join us, another ally from New Haven," I plea, Elyon's eyes glaring toward me.

Let's put your money where your mouth is.

"Another mutual-"

"The old Commander of New Haven, one of Elyon's best," I smile, Elyon's face dropping. "That is if you still want him to join us," I smile, hanging the idea of power in front of one of the greediest men of all.

"Well, you know how I feel about resources," Atticus smiles. "So long as he may prove fealty, I see nothing wrong with it-"

"Fealty is the only thing he will show," Elyon snaps, a warning meant just for me.

"And so he shall."

"I'll make the arrangements," Atticus urges, finally allowing us away from this dreaded study.

Funneling toward the doorway, I drag on behind Elyon, unnerved by the Veil clung to my eyes.

"I hope you know what you're doing," Elyon warns. "An act is coming together, one to wipe about the Marked. With these chips, there isn't much we can't do. The last thing I need is to kill Xavier because you were too foolish to let him go."

Clinging onto the man's words, Atticus opens the door, my focus on the man's scar once again.

"How does a Marked of your power acquire an injury as noticeable as that?" I question, the first real sign of weakness touching his expression.

Passing his fingers over the injury, he takes a shallow breath, forcing on a grin once again.

"Let's just say I'm not too fond of red heads," he grins, shutting the door only seconds later.
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Chapter fourteen
Xavier


"Holy shit," Kai mutters, the massive city sprawling before us one that of dreams.

Taking it all in, the Precipice is far from the place we once called home. Filled with dozens of newer buildings and manpower, the city is a fortress meant to keep anything beyond its borders out.

"I guess Mason wasn't lying when he said Sanctum funneled more of their resources into a few of these hubs," I mutter, tucking away the coordinates the hesitant man had given me.

Despite all that we have gone through together, Mason is reserved, keeping us all at a safe distance, as if at any moment any of us may snap, ready to bring him down with us. I don't know why I am surprised. Mason has always held true to his need for isolation, allowing no one or nothing in, keeping all parts of his life closed off from everyone around him.

Mason's life before his time as a Shifter has always been something he chooses to stay quiet about.

I'm starting to wonder why.

Parked just close enough to get a look at the city without being spotted, we all stay crammed in the vehicle's bed, resorting to binding and gagging Fallan as an extra precaution. The last thing we need is Fallan calling out to Elyon in some desperate attempt to get back in his good will. For the most part, Fallan has been silent ever since we left the cabin, making me that much more suspicious of his actions.

Generally, all the man knows how to do is speak. Now he sits in silence, patiently waiting for one of us to make the first move.

"Problem with that," Aaron signs, his finger pointing out the gleam of the city ward.

"I'd say we are hopeful if we think their ward is as compromised as New Haven's," Aaron hisses. "How the hell are we getting in?"

Taking several moments to look over the spacious empire, one large entrance faces the front of the city, armed with guards ready to fire at will.

"That can't be the only way in," I mutter. "The city is too big to make that their primary way in."

Eyeing me with question, Kai raises his brows.

"I was in charge of New Haven long enough to know Sanctum's preferred architecture," I snap. "There's never just one way in."
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Making our way around the perimeter of the Precipice, a gaggle of guards catches my attention, all of them swarming one of the more secluded portions of the ward. Watching them all take long drags from their cigarettes, they work in rushed movements, clearly utilizing a contraband item in their city.

"A lot of the Officials in New Haven would hide their contraband outside the city's ward. Drugs, pills, anything they wanted out of reach from upper leadership," I smile. "It would seem the more addictive side to human nature always seems to prevail."

"So what's the plan?" Aaron questions, my hands gripping the steering wheel.

"Simple," I smile. "A distraction."

Grabbing my blade, I tug Fallan toward me, allowing my knife's point to plunge into his side, his mouth stifling a loud yelp. Cutting him in a place that serves no real damage, his body already tries to heal, his teeth clamping down on the gag with hate.

"Play prisoner for me, pretty boy," I smile, shoving him off of the truck bed, the others following shortly after.

Keeping our vehicle hidden by rubble and debris, I shove Fallan past our way of staying hidden, letting him stumble within the eyesight of the guards observant enough to notice our sudden intrusion. Clutching his bleeding side and throwing me a mental fleet of cusswords, I urge the others to stay hidden.

"Wait for my word," I whisper, all of the guards, once conversing with smiles, are now staring in my direction.

Taking a step, they draw their weapons, each one eager to pull the trigger.

"Who the hell are you?" One of the guards yells, my hand's raised.

"My name is Xavier Evermoore, I have a prisoner here on behalf of New Haven-"

"Evermoore?" one of the guard's questions, all of them exchanging a glance of confusion.

"Yes," I start, ready to continue on with my act. "I have-"

"They were expecting you and Markswood," the closest guard snaps. "I'm assuming you accepted her offer?" one of the guards questions, my confusions escalating.

"What offer?" I question, Fallan now flailing like a madman.

"Forest Morgan sent out an offer to Fallan Markswood and has now extended the invitation to Xavier Evermoore. You being here means her message was well received?" they question, the smile from my face immediately dropping.

Crouching down to the ground, I grab Fallan's hair, tearing the gag free form his mouth. Ready to do more than give him a small poke to the side, I raise my fist, nothing but violence guiding my actions.

"Front pocket, asshole," Fallan hisses, keeping his voice down. "I didn't really know when the best time to tell you was in between being gagged, detained, and stabbed."

Reaching into the man's pocket, I pull free the note, the others still silently waiting for my word. Looking over the familiar handwriting, the words scrawled across the paper settle with me, some small bit of hope forming in my heart as I choose to read between the lines.

"She gave you this?" I question, Fallan's eyes going wide.

"It's clearly a trap, Xavier-"

Shoving his head back down, I ignore the ramble he was sure to begin, waving the note in the air.

"Of course, we accepted the offer, but we brought a few others to partake in this beautiful city," I smile, throwing on the Commander charm as best as I can.

Waving my hand to get Aaron's attention, Kai and Aaron step out from concealment, leaving Valerie to keep watch on the vehicle. Looking over our group with grins, the guards step aside, clearing a straightforward path through their back entrance.

"Right this way, Mr. Evermoore," one of the guards smiles, a thin mask of color coating over the guard's eyes.

Odd, I've never seen color like that in a Cleansed eye.

Helping me lift up Fallan, he stumbles to his feet, my hand severing the cords around his wrists with the knife still stained with his blood. Once we drag Fallan to a standing position, Aaron and Kai lug the man, all of us moving past the guards with stiff shoulders. "Your woman is waiting on you," one of the guards mocks, the mention of Forest in any connotation sending fire rushing through my blood.

"Fiancé," I reiterate, my voice cold. Forcing my arm forward, I grab the man by the neck, clamping down so hard bones shatter after a mere few seconds. Watching his body barrel toward the ground, the other guards stand in disbelief, the others in my group watching as if this is nothing to them. "Tread carefully when mentioning her," I hiss, anger dripping from my tone.

Moving past the guards, every single man willing to watch us with superior expressions lowers their heads, Kai's body making way next to me.

"Sorry you had to see that-"

"You should have killed them all," Kai whispers. "I wouldn't have minded."

That's the last thing the man says before leading the charge into the unknown city.
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Much newer than the Unfortunate sector back home, the people still walk with hunched backs, trudging along to partake in their daily duties, their eyes void of life. Taking extra notice of each passing patron's eyes, the unfamiliar hue coating every person's iris becomes alarming, Kai the one to shine some clarity on the situation.

"They call them Veils," Kai whispers, all of us out of place in our newer clothing. "An upgrade New Haven failed to take in."

"What's it do?" I question, watching the lingering stares each time we make way past anyone.

"Separates the Unfortunates from the Untouchables from what I gathered," he mutters. "But given we're outsiders, I'm sure we are sticking out like a sore thumb right now."

Seizing the opportunity to stand next to Kai, Aaron grabs the man's hand, his focus on no one but the brunette.

"Are you doing okay-"

"I'm fine, Aaron," Kai snaps, a worried expression panning down Aaron's face.

This is not a new thing for Kai.

For weeks he has grown distant, colder.

I thought it would begin to falter the more time he spent with Aaron.

I suppose I was wrong.

Looking at the walls of the downtown portion of the city, faded propaganda posters from the Revolutionists barely cling to the walls, inklings of a fight now lacking a leader. Covered with posters promising to weed out the radicals, it becomes clear how little this city chooses to hide from their people.

They have made the Marked a public enemy to all.

Including those choosing to fight in the Apparatus's name.

Tearing through the air, a violent scream further down the street startles us all, a group forming in place, shielding out eyes from the horrors that could warrant such a large reaction. Pushing forward, a small pull toward the chaos festers within me, the dull warmth of her connection and mine flooding to life.
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Forest.

Ready to back away from it all, Fallan shakes his head.

"There's no fucking way-"

"Keep moving," I hiss, grabbing the man's shirt, forcing him to walk despite his aversions.

Leading the group closer to the clamor of people, we all push past the fearful Unfortunates, drawing our hoods, hoping to conceal our identities as best we can. Making it to the front of the group, my blood runs cold, my focus on one person and one person alone.

My flower.

"I asked you how you got past your Expulsion test," Forest hisses, her hand coiled around the young child's neck, his mother's lifeless body settled at her feet, her dead eyes set towards my direction. Flailing in Forest's hand, the child screams for help, every single person witnessing the sight doing so with no regret.

"Dirty Marked," an Unfortunate next to me whispers, the hate these people have for our kind unimaginable.

Watching the child's face grow purple, something inside of me snaps. I need to stop this-

"Don't," Fallan whispers, his good hand grabbing my shoulder. "Elyon is watching her," directing my head toward the vile man lingering in the crowd, he observes Forest like a proud parent. "You have to let this play out."

Swallowing back my pride, I keep my head lowered, listening to the shrill cry of the child.

"I didn't-"

"You choose to defend your vile kind?" she questions, her cloak drawn, her eyes wide with confliction.

Don't do it, Forest.

Why are you doing this?

Grabbing her wrist, the boy tries to use his Hold on the woman, her rage only escalating.

"Bad move," she hisses. "Time to see Mommy."

Twisting the young boy's neck with her free hand, he goes limp in her grasp, cheers of varying volumes filling the space.

Horrified by the look of power encasing her expression, her nose scrunches the moment she faces away from Elyon, a petrified look devouring her face the longer she looks at the boy.

Feeling an overwhelming sense of pain touch my heart, her hand shakily drops the boy, her hand clutching her chest, the connection between us burning bright. Looking around the group, I lower my head as quick as I can, sensing our companions do the same, regret eating me alive.

Her regret.

He's made her do this.

"The Marked still walk among us!" she yells, riling up the group as best she can. "This is what happens to Marked that defy the reign of Sanctum!" she continues, Elyon's smile only growing.

Snapping her fingers, Unfortunates drag the bodies away from her feet, receiving nothing but a small nod from Elyon.

Turning away from the man once more, I watch her face go pale, her mouth barely holding back the vomit threatening to leave her.

As if the nod was permission to leave, her face immediately drops, her hands shoving past the rowdy crowd, allowing her direct access toward one of the more run down looking buildings. Watching Elyon whisper to a few guards, I keep my focus on Forest, turning toward the others as the rambunctious group begins to dissipate.

"I need to follow her-"

"Did you not just see what she did?" Fallan questions, Aaron's eyes wide, Kai's focus on no one but Forest.

"Elyon was watching over her-"

"And that excuses what she just allowed to happen?" Fallan questions, ready to argue with me on this point. "Forest has no limitation to who she is willing to kill-"

"Then stay out of her way," Kai hisses, looking to Aaron, watching the redhead take a deep breath. "Or die trying to fucking test her."

Grabbing Fallan, Aaron works with no words, keeping the man pressed against him. Still weak from the loss of blood, he does not fight the action, giving me a stern look.

"You are willing to risk everything for her-"

"Every fucking time," I snap, pointing my finger into Fallan's chest. "That's why one of us still has one of the sisters."

Leaving him to digest the comment, Kai urges me forward, taking on the responsibility of dealing with both Fallan and an off-put Aaron.

Pulling on a face of Deception, I weave through the crowd, avoiding Elyon's gaze, trailing behind my one reason for existing in this miserable world.
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Chapter fifteen
Mason


The cabin is vacant. Hours have passed since the group's exit to the Precipice.

Keeping a close eye on the time, the hands of my watch only seem to dwindle down. Was it foolish to allow them to go alone knowing how tricky it was to find a way in to begin with?

I trust Xavier's mind enough to know he'd find a way in, but with his thoughts so consumed by Forest, how realistic is it to believe he would not make mistakes?

The man with full focus is one thing, the man with his focus only on Forest is something else entirely.

Creeping along the edge of the woods facing the dense forest, I take in the smell of fresh air, wondering how long I could truly tolerate being underground before craving something other than synthetic oxygen.

I know it angered Xavier how cryptic I chose to be about the Underground, but, given the reckless thought patterns he and Kai developed over the past several months, trusting the men to keep any secret close is a fool's game.

Running my hand along the bases of the trees, I catch myself stuck in my own spiral of thoughts, my mind coming back to one place.

What happens after Elyon is confined?

How long can we allow the man to be alive before we have to face a hard truth?

For Elyon to be taken down, so must Forest-

Crack.

Snapping my head, the broken twig pulls me away from my thoughts, my focus no longer on far off realities that have yet to present themselves.

Picking up on a scent that is not my own, I stand at a dead still, reaching for my pistol rather than my blade.

Marked, young, that much I can tell.

Keeping my focus on the thick brush, the scent grows stronger, any slight movement now a dead man's move.

"Who's there?" I question, ready to pull the trigger with little thought.

Watching a pair of hands reach up from behind a bush, I raise my arms, ready to blow a hole right through their head-

"Bekah told me to trail you," the young voice grovels, their tone closer to that of a child than a man. "Please don't shoot," they plea, my trigger-happy hand quicky lowering.

"Step out," I command, watching the lanky boy present himself, his eyes wide with relief.

Dark straight hair and rich tan skin, his eyes are upturned, his face touched with a gentle youth.

"You're one of the new cadets from the Underground," I observe, clicking my tongue with annoyance. "Of course, Bekah has already allowed some of you to tag along with me," I mutter, tapping my head against the base of the gun. "Fucking perfect."

Smiling at the comment, the boy shakes his head.

"I think she might have been sick of me in all honesty. Spending most of your childhood in confinement would lead anyone to be a talker," he shrugs. "Plus, I overheard you were checking in on the Apparatus's home-"

"Your name, cadet?" I question, already sick of this interaction.

"Silas Nyx. I was told I would be shadowing you today-"

"You're a kid," I point out, giving the boy a long look. "What are you, like twelve-"

"Thirteen," he clarifies. "Plus, you made it all the way here without noticing me. I'd say class is very much in session," he boasts, making a decent point I'd rather not give praise to.

"And you know who I am?" I question, his head viciously nodding.

"General Veron-"

General Veron?

Who knew Bekah would be so quick to force formality.

"Just call me Veron," I sigh, my last name the last thing I want anyone throwing around.

Turning back toward the cabin, I push past what little of the thicket is in my way, creeping closer to the gleaming body of water.

"So, you're Marked?" Silas questions, comfortably finding a spot next to me.

"Clearly."

"And you know the Apparatus? And the old Commander of New Haven? " he asks with giddy, clearly unaware of the full extent of their pasts.

"Somewhat. You're one of those kids from under the compound?" I question, his head nodding.

Under the compound.

He knows the girl that got away.

"Were there any others your age?" I question, his shoulders shrugging.

"I saw a few in passing. I thankfully had enough talent in Deception to have my use. Many of the kids were kept alive for reproduction purposes... or to give the guards a pretty face to look at," he says, his smile dropping instantly.

"They valued the ones with talent?" I question, once more receiving a nod.

"Unless you were one of the not so lucky few that was valued for talent as well as looks. I heard one of the Marked get visits to her cell multiple nights from those horrendous men," he shivers, something urging me to keep asking questions.

"She was strong then?" I question, a scoff rolling off of his throat.

"Strong enough to get out. The Prophet utilized her like a pet-"

"What was her name?" I question, showcasing my first real sign of involvement in the conversation.

Abuse and pain are all things I understand.

Taking time to sympathize and force feed empathy down the boy's throat won't fix what he has been through.

The most he can do is move on.

"I don't know, we never really had time to speak. A few times, when she was more banged up, I would sneak her some of my extra scraps in passing, but, other than her red locks, I couldn't tell you much more about her," he sighs, my Call already buried in his mind, his words fully honest.

Why do I care so much?

It's not like there aren't other Marked with unprecedented skill.

"Can I ask a few questions of my own now?" Silas questions, my only response a hesitant nod.

"You're one of the runed Marked?" he questions, taking a long look at my exposed arms.

"It would seem so," I mutter, glancing at my reflection in the water.

"What's that like?" he questions, keeping his focus on his own image in the pool.

"The same as you I suppose. Genetics alter, new variations begin. There aren't many of us to go around-"

"The girl from below was runed," he interrupts. "I assumed she was the only one."

Taking in this new bit of information, I let the silence settle between us, taking in shallow breaths.

"You know to keep the whereabouts of the Underground to yourself?" I question, his feet kicking rocks into the water.

"Like I'd compromise a safe place to live," he shudders, narrowing his focus in on the pool. "What is that?"

"Don't deflect-"

"No, look," he exclaims, pointing toward the middle of the water. "There is something down there," he pushes, using his Hold to direct my chin toward his focus.

Barely glinting in the light of the lowering sun, something shiny reflects at the bottom of the waters, nearly blinding once the sun has hit it just right.

"It's probably just a tossed blade-" I begin, feeling an immense pull toward the debris the longer I am forced to face it.

"You feel that?" Silas questions, his voice filled with nerves.

"Regrettably," I whisper, my body moving quicker than my mind can react.

Peeling off layers, I tear away clothing until I am just in my boxers, letting Silas eye me with a great deal of confusion.

"What are you-"

"I'm checking it out," I smile. "Scream if you need me."

Diving in before the young boy can protest, the water envelops me in its cool embrace, the last time I was submerged like this a day filled with horrific events. Letting the light from the setting sun continue showcasing the glinting material, I make my way toward the bottom of the pools. The dead and ash ridden Shifter carcasses sunken in the sand below. Eyes blurred from the film of water, I reach my hand toward the debris, feeling a great weight force resistance down on me, my next best option to force my Hold to get the material to move. Urging the material up and out of the sand with my Hold, I am barely able to get a look at it, moving quicker than I did during my initial dive, my lungs already greedy for air.

Forcing the debris out before me, I poke my head to the surface of the water, taking in a generous breath, my hand rapidly pushing back my hair, trying to blink away the burning sting in my eyes. Winnowing out of the water, I take a stand next to my clothing, letting my body drip dry, Silas's body shielding what I had managed to find.

"You did all of that for some metal?" he questions, my vision finally regaining back its clarity.

Peering at what lies before him, organic metal lies at his feet, something you'd see a blacksmith hold before crafting a blade.

"That was not there before," I say, recalling the empty bottom of the pools the day all hell broke loose here. "How the hell did that get there?" I question, shaking my head in disbelief.

"The earth will find a way to undo its wrongs," Silas says, my focus snapping to him.

"What did you say?"

"Some of the others in confinement used to talk about the Prophet and the Apparatus," he sighs. "They always used to say, the earth would always find a way to undo its wrongs... These are the pools the Prophet came from, correct?" he questions, his mind brighter than what I have chosen to give him credit for.

"If you knew anything about the Prophet's origin, then you'd know there is no good way to kill him-"

"What if you were just given your good way?" the boy questions, running his hand over the material. "This was organically made. How often do you just stumble across steel strong enough to craft a blade? Seems like Mother Earth is begging you to undo her wrongs," he pushes, marveling at the material.

"You should stop listening to the stories of a bunch of delusional captives," I hiss, forcing my clothes back on.

"Then you won't mind if I toss it back in?" Silas questions, his own Hold urging the material back toward the waters.

Grabbing his wrist, I stop him from continuing his actions, watching the grin fade from his expression.

"I don't know what kind of fucking buddy buddy act you are trying to play with me here, kid, but, as far as I see it, I am your superior, a superior trying to keep you alive and help you hone in that cocky little attitude you get when using your abilities. I allowed you to come along today, don't give me a reason to show you why I have the runes," I hiss, all playfulness leaving the boy's body.

Staying silent, he lowers his hand, dryly swallowing nothing.

"Do you want help?" he questions after a few moments, his eyes glancing to the metal. "I can help you bring it back to the Underground."

Looking over this expression, I see the sincerity in his face, my foot viciously tapping the ground.

A discovery like this is something Xavier would love to know.

Anything linked to the Prophet is generally something I would tell him in a heartbeat.

Why the hell can I not shake the feeling that this discovery is better left with me?

Ignoring Sila's question, I force my Hold on the heavy metal, letting it drag along behind me, turning back toward the brush.

"You're not waiting for them?" he questions, my focus on anyone but those stuck in the Precipice.

"You said it yourself, kid, the earth provides gifts, it would be a shame to ignore her requests," I whisper, listening to the sound of his feet walking next to me.

"And what do you plan to do with it?" he questions, my gaze finally meeting his.

"The only thing I know how to do with it," I smile. "Looks like it's time to make a blade."

A blade strong enough to stop Elyon.

A blade strong to stop Forest.
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Chapter sixteen
Forest


In New Haven, Untouchable's vile need to exploit the Unfortunates sexually was subject to only a few Unfortunate street workers, whoring their bodies away on the side of the street, allowing the Untouchables to use and berate them in any way they please.

Here, in the Precipice, the need for sexual release in the Unfortunate sector has been confined to brothel houses like this one, giving women a semi-safe place to alleviate the sexual needs of anyone who walks through the door.

Lucky for me, Marked linger in the establishment, giving me both a direct path to the rich blood, and a way to isolate myself from the grand display of power Elyon has loved to force onto me.

As much energy as it takes to force fear into the minds of those around me, my body struggles to keep up, forcing me to have to feed in the moments Elyon has allowed me to be out of eyesight. Showing him weakness is fatal, leaving little options other than promising to look into the more illegal operations in the Precipice.

Completely out of place, the distant sounds of sexual pleasure fill the air, a young woman, low in Marked blood, creeping her way closer to me, her eyes hazed, her body no doubt filled with some sort of endorphin to keep her in this dump.

"Not often we get women in here-"

"Stay silent, how many abilities do you carry?" I question, cocking my head at the young girl, her rosy cheeks and thin body something most men would pay large dollar for.

"One," she whispers.

"Any family?"

"No-"

"Take me to a room," I push, not allowing myself to explore the ins and outs of the woman's life any further.

Nodding, she reaches for my hand, throwing on her best look of seduction, as if I actually want any of this.

"I haven't dealt with many women, but I can do my best to give you a good time," she purrs, my stomach rolling at the idea of anyone other than Xavier touching me.

"Stop talking," I hiss, the last thing I need to hear is her voice.

Sensing another presence enter the establishment, I take the woman's hand, allowing her to guide me toward the back, the establishment clean despite the work that happens here.

"I have a fresh room for you," she exclaims, my only response a small nod.

Moving past higher-ranking Untouchables, all smiling ear to ear, they look me up and down, my only response a cold stare once I have seen their very worn girls step out of the rooms, some even bleeding.

Vile.

Vile wicked people.

Reflecting on what I am about to do, I quickly stop my moral high ground.

I am no better I suppose.

Unlocking the door with a keypad, she punches in four numbers, guiding me into the room, her first instinct to begin undressing. Tugging at the clasps of her bra, she turns toward me, ready to lay on a script she has no doubt repeated a dozen times.

"Shall I undress you, or-"

Slamming my hand over her mouth, I shove her into the wall closest to the front door, stifling her scream, my foot ready to kick the door closed and devour on this woman until my energy has come back to me.

Watching a hand clamp down on the door's edge, we both are startled once a man peeks inside, his eyes widening at my aggressive force, my anger only escalating.

"Who the fuck are you?" I question, keeping the women pinned to the wall, her body flailing, her fight barely doing anything.

"Let her go before I yell," he says, his tone mutilated, holding to definitive noise.

"Why would I do that?" I question, narrowing my eyes at the asshole.

"Do it, or I put a bullet in Kaiden's skull," he hisses, all of my defensive natures crashing down the moment my brother's name is mentioned.

Peering the woman in the eyes, I coax her thoughts away from the interaction, urging her to allow me to stay in the room unbothered, keeping everyone away from the closed door. Suddenly much less scared, I drop my hand away from her mouth, watching her fix her top, her only focus on leaving the space for me and this asshole.

"I'll leave you both to it," she urges, the man helping himself into the space, Marked blood rolling through his veins.

At least I will find pleasure in killing this asshole.

Shutting the door behind him, I take a step back, ready to rip this man's face clean off.

"Like taking advantage of drugged up Marked?" he questions, reaching toward me, my hand grasping his wrist with little remorse.

"I don't like being touched," I hiss.

"Yes," he whispers, his face shifting, the face of Deception wearing away, my words caught in my throat. "You do, and you aren't stopping it this time."

Unable to think clearly, Xavier's figure stands before me, his Deception fading away, his voice clear as can be. Grabbing me before I can protest, the man moves me toward the clean bed positioned in the center of the room, pushing me down, my first reaction to try and get away, the last thing I need is him opening my cloak.

Frantically looking around the space, I catch eye of the lamp lighting the space, letting my Hold shatter the lightbulb, darkness blanketing us both. Feeling a moment of pause between us, he hovers over me, our breaths mixing, nothing but touch our guide for one another's presence.

"Xavier-"

"Tell me you don't love me," he snaps, his nose touching my own. "Tell me-"

I can't do this.

I can't avoid his touch.

"All I know is your love," I cry, the emotion in my voice something I have not allowed myself to for months. "Kiss me-"

Slamming his mouth into mine, the feeling of his lips is electric, the pain inside my mind fading away. Clawing at his shirt, we fumble through the dark, his warm, scarred skin touching my hands, his lips not once breaking from mine. Grabbing me gently, he pulls me upward, impatiently tearing off the cloak, giving me no time to debate whether or not my shirt remains on. Ripping the back of the shirt, its noise tears through the air, his hand fumbling to toss away the material, his hands working toward my pants next, his hand pushing me back down on the mattress.

Continuing to kiss me, our voices become a mix of moans, his hands too focused on my pants to graze my stomach.

Nipping at my bottom lip, I take a deep breath once he has pulled away, feeling his body lean into mine, his lips working slowly down my neck, putting pressure on each spot that gets a rise out of me. Feeling the warmth grown between my legs, I help him take my pants off, feeling his breath brush my neck, his hand diving straight beneath my underwear waistband, a small scoff of pleasure rolling down his throat at my body's reaction to his touch.

"You miss me, Flower?" he questions, dipping a finger within me, my body betraying me once again as I arch into him, my stomach barely crazing his torso, his hand pausing before continuing on with the motion.

Starting a slow drag in and out of me, his lips position themselves next to my ear, kissing my neck in sweet touches, the sound of my dripping warmth growing louder the harder he begins to work in and out of me. Unable to hide my gasps, I grab the man's hair, holding his head close to me, his fingers curling a little more each time he drives into me.

"Fuck, Xavier," I hiss, his name like a sweet song coming from my mouth.

"Keep saying my name, Forest," he whispers, this touch not like any of the other times we have explored one another.

"Say my name as many times as you can," he pushes, working harder and faster, quiet moans slipping free from my lips, each one his name.

Working down my chest, the man kisses my breasts, ready to tear away my bra, his hand dragging free from within me, moving dangerously close to my torso.

Grabbing his head, I force him further down, urging him to finish what he started, feeling a bit of relief once he starts to kiss my inner thigh, dragging me closer to the edge of the bed as he takes a kneeled position on the floor.

"Fine," he whispers. "My mouth was always better for this than talking."

Dragging my underwear down my ankles, the man slips his fingers back inside, biting and kissing my inner thighs, my teeth clamping down on my hand, doing my best to silence how much pleasure this is bringing me. Pounding in and out of me, he drags my legs open, kissing my warmth in a slow, taunting kiss.

"Xavier-"

"Keep saying it," he pushes. "I like hearing you struggle to speak."

Devouring me like a starved man, he licks and moves his fingers, taking time on each fold, his jaw working vigorously, my hips bucking closer to the man's face. Taking extra time to swirl his tongue around my clit, I allow the moans to slip free from my lips, grabbing his free hand, allowing our fingers to interlace, a band of his own now resting on his ring finger. Trying not to let my emotions cloud me, the man continues on with his actions, my mouth hushing the small gasps leaving my voice, the warmth escalating in my stomach.

Sensing the tipping point approach us, Xavier works harder, his mouth focusing on my clit, his fingers curling harder each time.

Unable to stop the warmth from imploding, I gasp the man's name, feeling his fingers slip free from me, his hands clenching my lips as the sweet relief of an orgasm comes over me.

Devouring me well after I have finished, my body shakes from adrenaline, his tongue savoring every drip of me, the emotion finally finding its way in.

Touching his soft hair, the sounds of pleasure quickly shift to sobs, his mouth pausing, his head quickly snapping up, my finger grazing his chin.

"Forest-"

"I can't," I whisper, the true pain of having him this close settling. "I can't do this," I sob, all sexual frustrations fading away as he creeps onto the bed, dragging my underwear up with him.

Laying down next to me, he tries to get me to lay on him, my body scooting away the moment he gets close to my torso.

"Forest, I'm not letting you hide-"

"I'm not hiding!" I snap, tears rolling down my cheeks, pain festering in my soul.

Letting several seconds of silence span between us, the man reaches for my face through the dark, wiping my tears free from my face, his lips kissing my salty cheeks, his forehead pressed to mine.

"Then why did you run?" he questions, clarity something he deserves more than anyone. "Why are you running away from me? Why are you working with Elyon?" he pushes, cupping the back of my neck, his body leaning closer.

"Xavier-"

"I won't stop until you're home, Forest," he pushes, my mind bouncing back and forth, struggling to do what is best in this situation. "There is no resting until you are home-"

"Xavier," I sob, cupping the man's face, all of my coldness fading away.

"Listen," I say with regret.

"What-"

"Just listen," I push, laying back down, my hands shakily putting the man's hands over my firm torso, both of them large enough to cup the entirety of my larger stomach.

As if the nausea never even existed, a bright warmth burns within me, the unease in my stomach fading away, a pure ecstasy flooding through me. As if my energy had never left, something within me lights to life, his hands rubbing slowly over my stomach, the darkness the only thing stopping me from breaking down.

Seeing his face now would be detrimental.

"Another Marked is in the room," he whispers, both of us picking up on the sudden energy. "What the hell-"

Faint and strong, the noise fills our ears.

Thump, thump, thump.

A heartbeat.

The same heartbeat I have been hearing for weeks.

One so very different from my own.

Drowning out his questions with the sound, his hands freeze in place, his head shakily lowering, his ear pressing to my stomach, my lip stuck between my teeth.

All I have felt is unease.

Now, with him here, everything feels complete.

"I-Is that-"

"Her heart," I sob, finally acknowledging what it is. "It's your daughter's heart," I gasp, hearing the words out loud for the first time. "I'm pregnant, Xavier."

Petrified and stuck in place, his head remains plastered on my stomach, his hands slowly dipping under my back, wrapping around my body.

"Xavier-"

Tears coat my stomach, silent sobs breaching the man's lips, my body paralyzed from emotion.

"You're pregnant?" he questions, anger the last thing to ride his tone. "You're carrying our child?" he pushes, my only response a nod he cannot see.

Stuck on the moment with him, I want nothing more than to allow him to take me home, keeping this child safe, never allowing her to see the pain of this world.

But this is no dream.

Reality is not safe.

"It is because I love you, Xavier, that I have to do this," I sob, feeling his grasp grow. "It's not just you anymore."

"Wait, Forest-"

Winnowing before he can find a way to keep me confined, I stumble into the hallway, grabbing one of the robes meant for the staff, slamming my hand down on the lock to our room, hearing him jiggle it on the other side.

Running down the hallway, shoving past patrons and workers, I grasp my torso, feeling nothing but dread as the unbearable nausea and unease fills my body once more.

Winnowing out of the brothel, I make my way back to mine and Elyon's lodging, moving quicker than I had before, a small kick hitting my ribs.

Doubling over, I hiss, grasping my aching torso.

Running my hand over my stomach, I coax the skin, working until all pain has died down.

How can I blame her for being angry?

I want her father too.


[image: image-placeholder]
Chapter seventeen
Kaiden


"It really is the same everywhere," Aaron whispers, his hand loosely grasping mine for comfort.

Weaving through the streets of the Unfortunate sector, though less run down than the shops back home, Unfortunates are still nothing more than civil servants wasting their lives away for reasons beyond their understanding.

Taking berating remarks and slaps from Untouchables, the superiority the divide in society has created is inevitable.

"I suppose it's a little easier to swallow when your living conditions are not miserable," Aaron sighs, taking his time looking over the sector.

"It's the first time you've seen this sector from the outside looking in," Fallan says, his eyes narrowing each time an Untouchable screams at an Unfortunate.

"Shouldn't you see all things from an outside perspective?" I question, shoving the man forward. "Given you betrayed us all-"

Whipping around, the man looks ready to hit, my hand the first to reach out, grabbing his one good wrist. Curling my fingers around his wrist, the urge to break it is enticing, feeding a part of myself I once thought best to keep buried.

"What are you going to do?" I question, holding the man's arm in the air between us. "Are you going to hit me?" I push. "Do you not like how it feels to have your deceit thrown back into your face? You want someone on your side for what you did, pretty boy?" I question.

"Of course you'd be the one to call me that-"

"Is that all you have?" I question, taking a step further. "You want to throw my preferences in my face? Be my fucking guest! How do you think it will feel hurling insults when your nose is broken and you're missing your front teeth?" I question, getting in the man's face.

"You fucked my sister and destroyed my family. I don't think I've properly acknowledged how much that makes me want to fucking kill you."

"Then do it," Fallan hisses. "You want to stand here and hurl threats, be my fucking guest, Kaiden. At least your sister is capable of living up to-"

Seeing red, I drive my fist forward, landing it straight on his nose, watching the man stumble backward, blood dragging down his face. Working on instinct, I pull my hand away from Aaron's, forcing my hands into Fallan's chest, watching the man plummet to the ground, my body quickly following him, pinning him with my knees. Raising my fist once more, I hit the man as hard as I can in the side, feeling a great wave of relief, some eyes gravitating our way.

"Is this what you want, mother fucker?" I yell, hitting the man again. "Fuck you! Fuck you for everything you fucking did to my family-"

Grabbing my arm, Aaron yanks me off the man, his eyes wide with surprise.

"I-"

Pulling me into his chest, he wraps his arms around me, letting me calm down in his grasp, his hand running through my hair as Fallan sputters.

Struggling to stand up, he touches his bleeding nose, his head shaking with disappointment.

"Just as feral as her. I suppose her influence has extended to others," Fallan mocks, the need to continue pummeling the man escalating.

"Don't," Aaron whispers in my ear. "He is miserable and trying to bring you to his level. Don't feed into it, Kaiden," he smiles, ignoring Fallan's spew of insults.

Pressing his forehead to mine, I take a deep breath, allowing the asshole to struggle on his own terms.

"Hey," a voice bellows, all of us turning around, a figured cloaked much like us watching us from an alleyway.

Rasing our brows, Fallan stops his rambling, his focus suddenly on someone other than himself.

Waving us over, we creep closer, all of us startled once the figure takes off in a sprint down the alleyway, none of us hesitating to follow after.
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Darting into one of the side doors of the building, I am the first to catch up, wasting no time to follow along inside, despite Aaron's warnings to stay back with them.

Stumbling into the space, my weapon is drawn, multiple pairs of eyes looking my way, blades pointed toward my torso, stopping me from getting any further.

Funneling in after me, the others are at a standstill, the door slamming shut the moment we all have made it into the space.

Fuck.

Pulling her hood down, a woman stands before us, her dark short hair pulled back, her eyes hazed with a film.

Examining closer, a white band is wrapped around her arm, the symbol of the Marked painted on its front.

"Revolutionists," I smile, her blade instantly dropping.

"You're her brother," she sighs. "You're the Apparatus's brother," she smiles, waving her hand in the air, all blades around us sheathing in unison.

Looking around the space, small circular films are being packaged away, weapons of varying degrees being boxed, a good ten people crowded into the small space.

"Barely an Apparatus when she's off working with the enemy," Fallan scoffs, a larger smile playing across the woman's lips.

"That was always her plan," the woman snaps. "Did you think she could lead a rebellion from the outside?" she questions, all of us dead silent.

"What? How did you know-"

"The Veils this society uses are useful in isolating when newcomers have made their way in. Given the way you all are dressed, I'd assume New Haven is your origin. I've heard of you, Kaiden. You're one of the Blackburns she was forced into isolation with during her time away from the light. Which would make you," she hisses, painting toward Fallan. "The cowardly unfortunate who was sleeping with Dove Morgan," she seethes, Fallan's cocky attitude quickly dying down.

Kicking at the ground, Fallan lowers his head, all of our focus on the development before us.

"Part of her plan?" I question. "What the hell do you mean?"

"Forest Evermoore always knew there would come a time when she had to get closest to the Prophet. When that time came, the Revolutionists would have to begin their real work, burning down Sanctum's forces from the inside out. You were not foolish enough to think she left willingly? Were you?" she questions, all of us shamefully bowing our heads.

"Makes sense," she sighs. "She can be one convincing actress."

"Where are all of these resources going to?" Aaron questions, watching the Revolutionists work.

“To aid the cause, to aid the Revolutionists working with the Marked to overthrow the government." the woman smiles.

Reaching her hand out toward me, she smiles.

"Niverna Marlins. One of the newer members to this revolution."

Shaking her hand for me, Aaron sighs with relief.

"My name's Aaron and you already seem to know Kaiden and Fallan."

"I've heard stories," she grins. "Although, I am surprised to see you all within the Precipice. Did Forest not warn you all to stay away?" she questions, crossing her arms with confusion.

"No one wanted to listen," Fallan yawns.

Nodding her head once, a blade goes whipping through the air, its point landing near Fallan's shoulder, Niverna's eyes lowered with hate.

"What the fuck-"

"I had a child," she hisses. "Dove Morgan killed her and boasted to you about it with joy. You're lucky I don't skin you alive," she snaps.

Trying to gain some clarity, I shake my head, rolling my fingers over my eyes.

"So, my sister, she planned all of this out?" I question.

"To the best of her ability. She knew there would come a time she would have to leave the life she loved so desperately and find her way to the inside. Before Xavier, it was simple and straightforward. Now, it would seem her sudden exit was fueled by the list of people she regrettably did not want to leave. War is one hell of a thing."

Grabbing the knife from the wall, Fallan scoffs, waving his arms with frustration.

"You truly think war will solve any of this? Have we not learned from our past-"

"So long as free will exists, Fallan Markswood, there will always be war," Niverna snaps. "In ten days' time, the Revolutionists plan their greatest attack, allied with the Shifters. Forest knows the deadline. We all must make preparations-"

Feeling a gust of wind, the door to the small space swings open, another man concealed in a cloak panting painfully.

"He's found our operation," the man gasps, blood pooling from his mouth. "Run-"

Watching a blade slam into the man's head, we all gasp, taking a step back, Niverna's hands quickly yanking us backward, pulling us toward the farthest end of the room.

"Go," she gasps. "Go!"

Making a barrier with their bodies, those once focused on packing now grab their weapons, all of us barreling toward the floor, her hand running along the wall, fumbling until a latch presents itself.

Flipping it up, a large space in the wall opens up, her hands shoving us all in, one of her men slamming the door shut behind us.

Putting her finger over her lips, we all stay dead silent, taking a seat on the floor, her chest rising and falling rapidly.

"What-"

Slamming her hand over my mouth, she urges us to stay silent, touching my ear as we all begin to listen.

Hearing the heavy presence of boots slamming down on the floor, a joyous laugh breaks out through the air, Niverna's body shaking with adrenaline.

"As you can see, a few pesky Revolutionists still try to make leeway in the cities, setting up illegal operations like this," an unfamiliar voice taunts.

"Well, that just won't do," his voice beckons.

I know that voice.

Elyon.

Pressing her lips to my ear, Niverna faintly whispers.

"Atticus is here. The Commander of the Precipice," she grovels. "He has brought the Prophet-"

"What do you say, Elyon?' Atticus questions. "Care to shed some blood?"

Taking in a few seconds of silence, we all wait with fear.

"Gladly."

Horrified, screams rip through the air, bodies slamming into the wall, a thick pool of blood seeping under the crack of the door to the small hideaway. Letting the blood touch our bodies, we all stay perfectly still, flinching each time bones crack or bodies rip clean open. Covering my ears, I lean into Aaron, feeling his body tremble, all of us allowing the blood to seep into our clothing, the men's laughs maniacal, continuing until every scream is silenced.

Smelling the rich iron with every inhale, I focus on nothing but the sounds around me, counting silently in my head, the men's deep inhales uncomfortably close to our hideaway.

"Once all the Revolutionists are dead, our war will be done," Atticus boasts. "But damn is their blood divine."

"I should be getting back to Forest," Elyon sighs, my focus centered on the man. "She has been a bit off these past few days."

"Leaving everything behind to fight a real cause? I'd be off too," Atticus says with empathy. "Though, I do hope my display here was convincing enough to show you how willing I am to back your cause."

Knowing damn well Elyon is smiling, rage builds within me.

"Let's go get you a proper drink."

Hearing the footsteps exit the space, we all wait minutes, no one able to move an inch, our chests barely taking in air.

Shakily reaching his hand toward the latch, Fallan takes the initiative to go first, all of us backed against the wall, the shadows concealing us from the light ready to give away our positions.

Slightly nudging the door open, the mangled bodies of the Revolutionists touch my eye, Fallan's head barely poking outside.

"Shit-"

Watching a pair of hands reach inside the space, we all silence our gasps, watching the man get dragged from isolation, all of us praying silently.

"I fucking knew there was another Marked in here," Atticus snaps, his focus solely on Fallan.

"Fallan Markswood," Elyon scoffs. "So, if you're here, it's safe to assume Xavier is as well?" Elyon questions, Fallan's eyes still adjusting to the light.

"What's new?" Fallan mocks.

"Is there anyone else with you?" Elyon questions, all of us holding our breaths.

Looking back at the hideaway, Fallan makes eye contact with me, his eyes lowering. "No," he hisses, kicking the door shut. "You should know I'm not one to put anyone before me."

Hearing nothing else, the men drag Fallan across the floor, slamming the front door shut, all of us siting in silence.

"What the fuck just happened?" I question, Niverna the first to speak up.

"The Prophet," she hisses. "There will never be peace so long as he is alive. But on the bright side, I suppose Markswood may have some empathy after all."


[image: image-placeholder]
Chapter eighteen
Xavier


Covered in blood, the well-dressed young man finds his way out of the alleyway, my mind filled with a feral need to hurt anyone and anything in my way of finding Forest.

Taking a step into the arrogant son of a bitch's mind, he walks alone, those around him cowering in fear, bowing their heads with respect despite the blood dripping down his face. Finding a name within the depths of his mind, it all comes together.

Atticus Hawthorn.

Commander of the Precipice.

Snapping his fingers, his men drag someone along, the muffled yells of Fallan getting my attention.

Covered in duct tape, he tries to get away, my nerves escalating the longer I think about the others.

If they have Fallan, where the hell are Kai and-

I won't get answers by sitting here and spiraling.

Taking several seconds to take in the faces of those around me, Elyon's is the last one I see, his suffocating energy nowhere to be seen.

Still buried in Atticus's mind, a fleeting image of the one person I was hoping not to see touches my vision, her silver locks and beautiful eyes staring the man down with anger.

You've been around my flower.

You've been around my girls.

And did so with lust in your mind.

Time to make this asshole feel some real fear.

Here goes everything.

Raising my hood and lowering my head, I dart in between civilians, creeping closer to the bloodied authoritative figures, some sense of relief filling me once I glance down the alleyway, my companion's faces looking back at me as they shakily exit the building.

Led by an unfamiliar woman, she urges them to move quickly, Kai the only one to notice me, his body held back by Aaron as he readies himself to drag me along with them.

Giving him one look, I shake my head, watching his face fill with a sense of confusion.

"Sorry, Kaiden," I whisper, turning away from the man. "I have other priorities now."

Looking to the open gap in the crowd, Atticus's back faces me, his guards too focused on the crowd to truly keep the man concealed. Rolling back my shoulders, I take several seconds to debate my actions, ultimately coming back to one place.

If anyone knows where Forest is hiding, it would sure as hell be the one source of power in this dreadful hub.

Charging forward, I shove past anyone I can, breaching the wall of observant civilians, my arms wrapping around the young man's frame, his voice startled as he attempts to bury his Call in my mind. Already one step ahead of him, I coax him with thoughts of submission, driving my fist down on his face before he can even consider utilizing his Hold. Flipping him onto his stomach, his guards run toward me, my head craning as I slip into their minds.

"Take your damn pistols and do us all a favor."

"Wait!" Atticus yells, the men moving too quickly, both of them pressing the barrels to the side of their heads, the loud shots singing through the air. Hitting the ground, Fallan flails violently, doing his best to get his hands and legs free from the set of binds.

Looking Atticus in the eyes, a grin spans across the man's face.

"You're-"

"Your damn nightmare," I hiss, not allowing the man to finish, my fist slamming down on his face, his Hold starting to take effect. Grabbing his neck before he can get me off of him, his thoughts stay buried in my mind, her face constantly painting his mind.

"You must be the lover boy she left behind," Atticus sputters, shoving me as hard as he can, his Hold doing all of the work.

Getting me off of him, the man's instincts for fight are depleted, his ability to transition far from seamless.

Grabbing a blade strapped to my leg, I force it toward him, his body barely able to roll away before getting a taste of my metal down his arm.

Yelling out in pain, Atticus yells, our friends hesitantly observing from a vantage point that keeps them best concealed.

"You mother fucker," Atticus yells. "Do you have any idea how much-"

Yelling at the man, the need to add a plethora of scars to his face is enticing. Grabbing his ankle, I drag him toward me, pressing my knee to his chest, ready to drive this blade straight through his chest-

"If you wanted my attention, Xavier, you've gained it," his cold voice snaps, my arms stuck in the air, Atticus's nose leaking blood.

Feeling his wretched hand touch my shoulder, my hands shake with adrenaline, nothing but the need to hunt all of those standing in my way guiding my actions.

"Stand up," Elyon urges, his Hold forcing me to rise, some of New Haven's guards stopping Fallan from his sorry excuse for an escape.

Scrambling to stand up, Atticus slowly begins to heal, his livid eyes narrowed behind me.

"This is the one she has asked me to be allies with?" Atticus yells, my throat closed, Elyon doing all that he can to silence me.

"Him and the man behind you-"

"Why the hell would I allow anyone who tried to kill me to be anywhere near me-"

"You asked for power, did you not?" Elyon questions, moving his way around me, his focus only on Atticus.

Where the hell are my girls?

"You can show me as many times as you'd like the power you are capable of emitting to those less powerful than you. You hold more gifts than Xavier, yet he bested you without a second thought. We can sit here and pretend as if you hold power in watts beyond the grasp you have over your hub, or you can allow Marked with real power to aid in your cause," Elyon snaps, grazing the scar across Atticus's cheek. "I can assure you, no Marked I have brought forward to you worthy of joining hands with has been bested by a child and has a scar to prove it."

Snapping his mouth shut, Atticus glares my way, his wounds now fully healed.

The cut it would require to have a scar that deep is horrendous.

I'd hate to meet that child.

Letting me breathe, I glare at Atticus, my mouth curling at the sight of him so flustered.

"Weren't prepared to put on the big boy pants-"

Surging toward me, Elyon presses his chest, stopping him from laying a hand on me.

"You pesky, vile Marked scum-"

"Ah, ah, ah," Elyon snaps. "If we are to be allies, then you will treat my daughter's fiancé with some respect, as well as her past lover," Elyon smiles, being sure to throw Fallan in my face.

Taking a step back, Elyon's hand runs down my back, the fine tip of a blade pressed to my spinal cord.

"Apologize to the man, Xavier. You have spent far too long away from Forest. Pain like that sometimes warrants a few outbursts," Elyon smiles, hiding the leverage he holds in this moment.

Biting back my pride, my spit feels like acid, my hand reaching toward the man, motivated by the need to see Forest.

"It has been a long journey to come here," I smile. "Let us find peace," I hiss.

Barely taking my hand in his own, the man shakes his head.

"I hope you and your daughter know what the hell you are doing, Elyon," he hisses, dropping my hand as quickly as he can.

"So, both pets came looking for her?" Atticus questions. "Isn't there also a brother I should be worried about?"

Keeping my thoughts away from my companions, I shrug my shoulders.

"We thought best to leave them behind-"

"We can still kill them, sir," one of Elyon's guards snaps, rubbing his arm, Fallan's teeth marks lining his skin. Forced to be gagged once again, they haul the man to his feet, all of the men around us impatient, ready to have our heads on a stick.

"I want them both. Leave her pests to roam," Elyon snaps, my stomach dropping knowing he already has knowledge of the others we brought with us.

Dragging me along, Elyon urges me and Fallan forward, both of us staggering, Elyon's nails digging into my arm.

Debating killing us off from behind with his pistol, Atticus brews with anger, doing his best to stay calm in Elyon's presence.

"Where are we going?" I whisper, my focus only on Elyon.

"Home," Elyon smiles. "Welcome to the winning team."
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Chapter nineteen
Aaron


Tripping as we follow Niverna's trail, we all slip on the cobblestone path leading out of the alleyway, our shoes leaving a trail of blood behind. Barely able to stomach the atrocities that lay before us once we mustered the courage to leave the small hideaway, the mangled bodies of the Revolutionists painted the walls. Torn limbs and ligaments scattered the floor, eyes plucked clean from the sockets of those willing to try and beat the Commander attached to Elyon's arm. Slipping on blood puddles, the bodies create a vile smell, all of us gasping for air once we have exited the establishment.

"I know a way out," Niverna gasps. "We have to move quickly-"

Hearing commotion at the end of the alleyway, I ignore the other's pleas to have me stay behind, our group is already two men down, just waiting for more to be stolen.

"Would Xavier leave us behind like this?" I snap, everyone, growing silent.

Stealing the opportunity to slip away, I press myself against the wall, looking at the commotion stirring once I've found an opportunity to look closer.

Driving his fist into Atticus's face, a figure pulls away from the swarm, watching Xavier gain the upper hand. Flooding Atticus's face in his own blood, Xavier is merciless, his anger derived from a place I can't pinpoint.

"Aaron," Kai whispers, his lips pressed to my ear. "We need to go-"

Watching with confusion, we both focus on the display of force happening before us, narrowing our eyes as the man who ruined our lives breaks away from the crowd.

"Xav-" Kai begins to yell, ready to warn Xavier with no thought as to who he could be exposing. Covering his mouth, I drag him into me, letting his frustrations die down the longer he watches the encounter.

Dragging Fallan and Xavier, Elyon's Hold is clung to both men, forcing both Fallan and Xavier into submission.

"Leave her pests to roam," Elyon yells, waving his hand in the air, excusing the crowd that has gathered to watch the fight.

Trying to seek out Forest in the crowd, I draw blanks, seeing nothing but Elyon's men.

"We have to go, Xavier will find Forest," I whisper, the crowd's dissipation only making us that much more exposed.

"Now, Kai."

Snapping his eyes to me, a look I've never seen in his eyes startles me, his jaw clenched with anger. Pulling his hand away from me, he takes a step closer, his words as cold as ice.

"You better be right."

Drawing his hood, Kai heads toward the others, each one of them impatiently waving me over, ready to leave this wretched hub.

Nudging past me, I grab his arm, stopping him from leaving like this.

"Kai, we don't have time to stand here and try and rationalize-"

"We are leaving yet another person behind," Kai snaps. "And once they are with the Prophet, Aaron, they never come back. Who's next, you-"

Grabbing his face, I silence him with my lips, letting his words trail off in my mouth, feeling some relief once his rigid body eases into the touch. Letting his lips linger on mine, I begin to pull away, pleasantly surprised once he tugs me back in, clearly needing this touch as much as I thought. Pressing his forehead to mine, he shakes, the Kai I have grown to love looking back at me.

"I'm scared, Aaron," he shudders. "I'm fucking terrified."

"Then trust me, Kaiden... Trust Xavier," I whisper. "And let's get the hell out of here."
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Running back to our vehicle, Niverna helps us slip past the guards, a small tear in their defenses our only way out without being seen. Covered in blood and sweat, Valerie looks at us all in confusion, her finger pointing, clearly counting, trying to make sense of where two of us have gone. Jumping down from the hood of the car, she looks bewildered, her eyebrows narrowing with confusion.

"Where the hell is Xavier and Fallan-"

"With Elyon," I snap, already on edge. "The fucking Commander of this hub massacred a group of Revolutionists-"

"My people," Niverna says, holding back how much that occurrence really shook her core.

"Xavier went after the Commander like a mad man. They grabbed Fallan while we were all trying to hide-"

"And Forest?" Valerie questions, trying to make sense of all of this.

"She was there," Kai mutters. "Not in the ways we were hoping."

Slowly nodding her head, Valerie fumbles in her pocket, pulling out the walkie Bekah had left her with.

"Where are they being taken?" Valerie questions.

"If I had to assume," Niverna interjects. "Wherever the hell they came from. The trucks they came in on were packed, ready to make a new voyage-"

"New Haven," we all spit.

At some point, the place was a home to all of us.

Now?

Hell would probably be more appealing.

"What use are Xavier and Fallan in New Haven? What the hell kind of use do they have there?" I question.

"I suppose that's what we need to find out," Valerie sighs. "I'm going to walkie Mason. Maybe he and a few others can try and keep tabs in New Haven while we migrate back to base and try and make a plan. Clearly, we have no idea what we're doing. It was idiotic to show up here thinking Forest would just come home," Valerie hisses, her fear of loss most prominent at times like these.

"And if my sister doesn't come home?" Kai pushes, asking the one question no one has dared to. "What then?"

Growing silent, I am the first to speak.

"She'll come home, Kai," I say, doing my best to reassure the man.

Picking up static, Valerie finally gets a connection, Mason's voice carrying through the walkie only moments later.

Looking petrified, Kai eyes Valerie, his hands wrapped around his body.

"Hey," I force a smile. "We will figure it out, Kai."

"And if we don't?" he questions. "What then?"

Moving away from me, Kai hauls himself into the vehicles bed, leaning over his knees, his face resting in his hands.

As much as I hate to think about it, Kai poses a valid question.

What the hell do we do if Forest is not willing to take our side?

Do we stop her?

Or let the world burn keeping her safe?

I saw the rage scathing Xaviers face when he looked at Atticus.

It was unlike anything I had seen before.

One thing's for sure.

Whatever Xavier saw in that brothel has changed the trajectory of all of this more than anyone is willing to admit.
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Chapter twenty
Forest


Thrashing like wild animals, Xavier and Fallan's wrists are rubbed raw from their binds, their mouths gagged, forcing them into silence. Loading our vehicles with a plethora of supplies provided by Atticus to aid in New Haven's growth, boxes of Veils are carefully packaged and slid into the backs of the trucks, guards holding them in place for travel.

Shoving Xavier and Fallan into the back of one of the armored cars, Xavier tries to catch my attention, his eyes shifting from my eyes to my torso, a look of fear eating away at his expression.

Keeping on a cold front, Elyon's men move past me, each one on edge in my presence.

Good.

Power is the only thing keeping the people I love safe.

The only way I keep anyone safe is playing Elyon's game.

Running my hand over the slight bump on my stomach, the heartbeat Xavier and I heard replays in my mind.

Sometimes at night, I hear the soft heartbeat, listening to its rhythmic tune until sleep has claimed me. At first, I had convinced myself it was my own heart, fueled by fear.

Now, I know it's a heart fueled by strength.

Fueled by love.

A love Xavier would give the little creation with no hesitation.

Yet, here I am, hiding her away from him, all to keep them both safe-

"Forest," one of the men silently utters, breaking my train of thought. "Your father says it's time to go-"

"I can tell her myself," Elyon scolds, Atticus's dirtied self trailing behind the man. Beaten and bruised, even the man's healing properties struggle to compensate for what Xavier did to him.

"I don't trust them to be alone," Elyon hisses, ready to implement any detainment measures he can on the two.

"Might I suggest ripping their fingers off and watching them bleed out-"

"I'll ride with them," I say coldly, cocking my head at Atticus, stopping the man from continuing his tangent.

"You'll ride in the back?" Elyon questions, his eyes narrowing with confusion.

"Fallan is still alive. Alive because he chose to make a poor deal and hunt me like prey. Union or not, do you not think I might find a little satisfaction in his discomfort?" I question, both men silent.

"And Xavier?" Atticus pushes, the authority in his tone making me question why I have not torn into him.

"Xavier needs to conform," I smile. "My father's ways did not work. Why not give me a chance?" I question, thoughts of torture rolling through my mind, already crowded with Elyon's presence.

Watching Elyon's mouth curl into a smile, he gives me a simple nod.

"You think you can handle them?" Atticus questions, two of his men creeping up behind him, ready to cleanse his skin of dried blood. "Don't you think-"

Watching the men's necks twist so far backwards, they are now facing the opposite direction, they become dead weight, slumping toward their Commander, his voice silenced in the presence of sudden death. Snapping his head up to me, Elyon hides his wide smile.

"I do not like being questioned, Atticus," I hiss, clicking my tongue. "Mind to remember who is in your presence next time you choose to open that mouth."

Stepping over the bodies of his men, I leave the conversation behind me, making my way to what might be a detrimental isolation.
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Watching the doors to the armored truck close, both men watch me with wide eyes, their mouths gagged. Taking a seat across from them, I double check to make sure my cloak is closed, ignoring Xavier's searing gaze. Thrashing toward me, Fallan looks bewildered, my mouth creeping into a smile at his absent hand.

"I do question how I could not pick up on your deceit sooner," I snap, feeling the wheels of the vehicle roll into motion. "Though, when there is only part of me, I suppose I, too, would be able to be manipulated with ease."

Dragging down my finger in the air, the gag pulls free form Fallan's mouth, his lungs gasping for air.

"Choose to speak?" I question, cocking my head at the man. "How is the land of the living after all?"

"Don't bullshit me right now, Forest. What the hell is your plan here?" Fallan questions, trying to get insight Xavier barely even has.

Primal instinct drives Xavier right now, my Hold forcing him back, keeping him from tearing his own hands off just to get over to me.

"Plan?" I question. "I needed allies. I needed both of you. Loose ends are not anything my father and I want to entertain cleaning up-"

"What about Kai and the others? We could have been murdered by that crazy Commander. You now consider your family loose ends?" Fallan questions, my nose scrunching at the mention of my brother.

He is fine.

I had one of our men keep tabs on their vehicle, reporting back to me once they all left the Precipice safely.

A woman helped them escape.

A Revolutionist if whispers choose to be true.

How much farther can my cause spread with no leader?

"Kai is collateral damage that is better left alone," I smile. "Clearly that was not the case for Dove-"

"You want an answer?" Fallan questions, stopping me before I have even started. "You want to know why I never left?" he asks, shaking his head. "That's why you continue to bring her up. You want to know why I never hurt you."

Staying silent, feeding into this mindset is best.

Though I could give two shits why he decided not to kill me, I can't say I've never been curious about his true motives.

Deceit or not, he did things he did not have to in the name of his act.

"You were the closest thing I had to her, Forest," he sighs, shaking his head. "It was almost frustrating how different you and her were, but, eventually, I pieced something together," a look of dread spans across his face. "Dove and you were not the same because you genuinely did care about me. That is what isolated you from her. You may have shared blood, but, beyond that, you were willing to die for me. I was wrong. I made a mess of everything, and I tried to fix it. I tried to find a way to throw off Elyon's trail," he pleads, something else lingering in his mind. "I did love you, Forest. I do love you-"

"Fallan," I snap, looking over the man. "Humor me for a moment."

Unfastening my seat belt, I move across the space, standing in front of the man, ignoring Xavier's muffled pleas. Regrettably taking a seat on Fallan's lap, his eyes grow wide, Xavier's anger growing. Chained behind his back and to the side of the car, his arms hold him still, my knees straddling his seat, planting myself on his lap. Cupping his face in my hands, he looks as if he is seeing me for the first time, my thumbs rolling over his cheeks.

"I did all of this to keep you safe, Forest," he sobs, emotion breaching the surface.

"Would that still apply if Dove were alive?" I question, forcing emotion to touch my face.

"The love I have for you, Forest, was created despite every single disadvantage we had," he whispers, my Call creeping into his mind in ways touch can only create. Trying not to throw up at the feeling of blood flow between his legs, I move closer to the man, his nose grazing mine.

"You love me, Fallan?" I question, flooding through every single one of his thoughts, deceit hiding behind every locked door.

"Until my-"

Cupping my hand over his mouth, I shake my head.

"Your blood runs cold when you lie, Fallan," I hiss. "Shouldn't have suspected I'd actually fall for that."

Slamming his head into the wall behind him, I knock the man out cold, pulling myself off of his lap, doubling over with a gag at the feeling of his touch, barely holding back vomit, Xavier grows silent, his eyes panning from Fallan's slumped state to my nauseous figure.

Lowering my eyes, I move over to Xavier, tearing free his gag, his voice a trembling mess.

"I-"

"Don't speak."

Crawling into his lap, his hands remain bound, my self control if he were to be unbound unpredictable. Kissing the man like I never have before, I slam my lips into his, smiling once he feeds into it, the connection running through us burning hot, filling my body with serenity beneath my small bump. Coiling my fingers in his hair, I kiss the man until we have no air, letting our tongues collide, hungrily kissing his neck once he is gasping for air. Kissing the side of my face as I plant his skin in warm affection, I pull my hands to his face, cupping his warm cheeks, satisfied at the feeling of his body reacting to me on him like this.

God, how I love this man.

"Fallan-"

"Needed to shut up," I sob. "I needed to be alone with you," I cry, tears rolling down my cheeks.

"Xavier-"

Kissing me again, he does all that he can with arms behind his back, my hands wrapping around the back of his neck, pulling myself as close to the man as it may allow.

"Untie my hands, love," he whispers. "Let me feel her energy-"

"Don't talk," I sob, trying to hold it together at the mention of our daughter. "Please, don't fucking talk, Xavier. You just make things harder-"

Hearing the window to the back barely slide open, the guards silently try to listen to what is happening, ready to report back to Elyon with any news they may find.

“You think you can come back here, and things will go back to the way they are?" I question, raising my voice for the men, running my hands down Xavier's front, gently kissing his temples. "You will willingly follow mine and my father's cause, creating a divine world, void of the tainted Marked we so willingly supported," I snap, smiling once his mouth curls into a soft grin. Kissing his forehead, I continue on. "You and Fallan will serve the house of Morgan, fighting for a larger cause," moving his head to my chest, I let him listen to my heart, gently kissing the top of his head as my hands work through his hair. “If you want our gracious hospitality, you will earn it. Unlike Fallan, you hold value in your strengths-"

Closing the small window, they are pleased with what they have heard, my lungs releasing a shaky breath.

Holding him close, I am unable to hide the flood of tears leaking from my eyes, the only thing I need is the man's arms wrapped around me.

"Forest, look at me," Xavier whispers, trying to get me to focus.

Shaking my head, I bite my cheek, trying to force myself to keep him like this.

"Please, angel," he whispers. "Look at me."

Leaning back, I wrap my arms around his neck, watching the tears wet both of our clothing. Filling with a look of pain, his eyes grow watery, his head slowly shaking.

"I can't wipe your tears away, beautiful-"

"I know," I sob. "It has to be that way for now," I whisper, pressing my forehead to his, doing my best to keep it all together. "So many things are out of my control, Xavier."

"What is the larger plan here, Forest?" he whispers, filled to the brim with the fear I too carry.

"I had to gain his trust to keep you both safe," I sob. "Now, I have to find a way to keep him down-"

"I won't let you-"

"Not with my sacrifice, Xavier," I sob, trying to get him to focus. "He needs to be locked away, hidden for no one to find, fed the smallest rations and blood until I can find a way to unlink me and our girl," I cry. "I would never hurt you, Xavier. I would never willingly leave you-"

"I know that," he whispers. "I know that now."

Rolling my fingers over his cheeks, I kiss his forehead.

"So long as you follow my rules, everything will be okay," I reassure, regrettably breaking one of his binds.

Grabbing his hand before he can react, I settle it beneath my cloak, allowing him to feel the small bump, the warmth in my stomach growing.

"It will be okay for both of you."

Smiling the largest I have ever seen; he looks up at me in admiration.

"I feel her," he smiles. "I feel her strength."

"Just like her dad," I smile, his hand moving away from my stomach, cupping my face, my head leaning into the touch with closed eyes.

"And her mom," he whispers, his thumb rolling over my cheek wiping away what tears he can.

Biting my lip, I give the man one last kiss, letting it linger.

Winnowing, I give us space, taking my seat back across from him, his face flustered at my sudden absence.

"We're going back to New Haven," I warn, throwing on my cold front once more.

It's the only way to hold it together.

"That is where the real work begins."
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Chapter twenty-one
Mason


"You were one of those things?" Silas questions, looking over the sketchbook in hand, the eerie drawing of the Shifter something a child might pull from their nightmares.

Having taken the sketchbook from the cabin, Silas's curiosities grew larger with every passing minute, his eyes stuck on the brief images Forest had managed to draw of my people.

"For a long time," I sigh, feeding the young boy what little information I can stomach.

"Marked stuck in a state of Deception, right?" Silas questions, my shoulders shrugging.

"Some perhaps, most of the other Shifters were results of nuclear fallout. Marked that became collateral damage to the effects of war. There are still pockets of nuclear waste in some parts of the continent."

Barely able to recall much before my time as a Shifter, the pain from the transition was unbearable, feeling as if my bones were being broken in every single way they could, my flesh ripped clean from my body.

"And your people know we are coming?" Silas questions, still on edge at the idea of most interactions given his time away from others.

"At this point they don't really have a choice. Either they kill me for trespassing or hear what I have to say. Not like they have many options in a world that is always changing, leaving them out of it."

Hiking up my backpack, I try and keep the conversations light, still pissed off at Bekah for tasking me with training Silas.

For most of my life, I have done things alone, never having to feel the presence of another breathing down my neck.

Now, the kid looks up to me like a deity, holding onto my every word.

"You know I remembered something last night," Silas whispers, my eyes barely glancing his way. "About the girl you asked me about from below."

Keeping my focus forward, the conversation finally takes a turn that holds some interest to me.

"And?" I question.

"The Prophet used her like a dog. Most of the time, the man never cared to give any of us a second glance. Unlike the rest of us, she held abilities years past what he had seen. She was like his own personal lie detector, able to get into anyone's mind to grab any information the Prophet wanted-"

Tuning out Silas, something itches at the back of my mind.

Atticus, the Commander from the Precipice.

The deep scar working down his face.

I took a glimpse into the man's thoughts.

Someone, another Marked, had managed to do that.

Someone young.

Could a child truly hold enough strength to harm someone like Atticus?

"Can I ask a question of my own?" Silas asks, glancing my way.

Shrugging my shoulders, I allow the boy to speak freely.

"What happens if this Forest woman doesn't choose to convert back? If her life and the Prophet's are entwined, wouldn't the solution be simple?" he questions. The repercussions of what would happen if she died is something he can't see.

I sense the darkness in Xavier.

I know it's something she keeps far from him.

"If Xavier lost her," I start, speaking with no boundaries. "I fear we will have something much worse than Elyon to fear."

"Why is that?" Silas questions, tucking his hands in his pockets like me.

"Xavier fought for his love, tasted it, and had it ripped away on multiple occasions. What would you do if you lost everything and had the means to use your power to make a change. Xavier is man who loves. Take that love away, and the repercussions would be astronomical."

Taking several seconds to digest my words, Silas speaks up.

"Are you a man who values love?"

"I value living. I value my kind living. That's what I love. Human connection holds no value to me so long as the path I'm paving has a light at the end of the tunnel for those after me," I admit with full honesty.

Laughing, I dart my attention to Silas.

"What's so funny?" I question, his eyebrows raising.

"Full honesty?" he questions. "It sounds like you are a man who has felt no real love."

Snapping my mouth shut, I struggle to think of a rebuttal, the loud buzzing in my pocket throwing me off from my argumentative state.

Pulling out the communication device Bekah had handed off to me, her name sprawls across my phone.

"Yes?" I question, with a little more aggression than I'd like.

"How close are you to home?" she questions, poking fun at my once horrific state.

"Close enough, why-"

"I heard from Valerie," Bekah sighs. "They got Fallan and Xavier. The others barely made it out alive because of that sick fucking Commander," she hisses, my head shaking.

"Forest and Elyon got Xavier and Fallan?" I clarify. "Why the hell would Xavier let that happen?"

"Apparently, he made a large show of force on the Commander. They had already grabbed Fallan and Xavier made things worse. If trying to remain unseen was the plan, Xavier shattered it entirely. Valerie and the others are heading back to the cabin. Aaron and Val might stop by the Underground-"

"Just them," I hiss, stopping her before she can continue. "No one but the Danvers are allowed in."

"What about Kaiden?"

"Bekah, please, trust me," I plead, something within the Blackburn boy keeping me unsettled for days. "I told you our whereabouts need to remain concealed. Kaiden has too much at stake to stay neutral."

Saying nothing, the line is silent.

"Fine. You better come back here with an alliance. Elyon's forces have made an alliance with the Precipice. A mass extinction of our kind is coming, Mason, if we don't do anything."

Wide-eyed and fearful, Silas stares at the device.

"I know that, so you do your job, and I'll do mine," I hiss.

Ending the call, I cram the device back in my pocket, shaking my head at the boy.

"I hate to break it to you, kid, but I don't have time to love anything. If you were smart, you'd do the same thing."

Brushing past the boy, I move toward the front door, ready to be rid of this cabin.

Busting open the door, the group funnels into the space, each one looking bruised and defeated, their clothes lined in blood.

Taking a step back, Silas drops Forest's sketchbook, the boy still wary of any and all social interactions.

Meeting my gaze, Aaron looks defeated, his focus narrowing once he senses another.

"Who's the kid?"

"A cadet," I snap, watching as Kai takes a seat on a couch, his focus lowering toward Silas.

"More Marked?" Kai questions, saying the statement with a hint of disgust.

All taking a seat, the group is worn, their hands trembling as they sit.

"Bekah told me what happened," I sigh. "We lost them both?"

"Not like Xavier made it easier for anyone," Valerie scoffs. "He went after Atticus-"

"And what would you have done after what we told you happened?" Kai questions, stopping her before she can start. "Xavier always has a plan. Clearly, he saw something in that brothel that motivated him to allow himself to be detained-"

"Cause Xavier has never done anything impulsive?" I question, shaking my head at the man. "Last time I checked, Kaiden, all Xavier and Forest do is impulsive decisions, leaving everyone else to figure out what the hell they are doing."

Tensing his jaw, Kai snaps with rage.

"Why the hell are you even here? Where's this fucking solution you think you found? Aren't you supposed to be talking to your genetic mutt of a family about a plan?" Kai snaps. Aaron's hand grabbing his, forcing him to take a seat next to him.

"Kaiden, chill out," Aaron hisses.

"No, Aaron, I'm not going to fucking chill out. You all are putting your faith in someone who could give two shits about my sister, while the rest of us are fucking trying to get a solution-"

"Like you'd put Forest before the greater good," I snap, throwing my hands up in defeat. "Do you have any idea what is going on outside of your goddamn family?" I question, his body flinching. "There is a whole fucking world teetering on the brink of something horrible, and you think all priorities should be on your fucking sister, who, news flash, Kai, left you too," I hiss, my brute honesty a trait I wish I didn't have.

"It's comedic really," Kai whispers. "That some fucking Shifter, with no fucking family has any say in what the hell it means to love someone unconditionally!" Kai yells, anger dripping from his tone.

"Can all of you shut the hell up?" Valerie snaps, nudging her head behind me.

Turning around, Silas looks fearful, his eyes watery, ready to spill tears.

Feeling immense guilt, it's moments like these I forget children still hold innocence.

"Silas-"

"Come here, kid," Valerie gently states, urging the boy toward her. "Let's go sit outside while these assholes work their shit out," she snaps, enunciating her words.

Guiding Silas out of the space, Kai and I stare one another down, our focus entirely set on one another.

"They have Xavier and Forest. I am not waiting around like a sitting dog for them to find our operation," I admit with full honesty, watching Aaron nod his head.

"Well, I'm sure you'll be fine given only some of us know where the Underground is," Kai snaps, sitting away from Aaron.

"Do you seem like someone capable of safeguarding that knowledge?" I question, his focus lowering once more. "I'm not entertaining this."

Moving toward the back of the cabin, I grab the blade free from the fire prodder rack, looking over its sleek build, admiring the work of the Underground's blade smith for working with the material so quickly. Sheathing the weapon, I move toward the front door, ready to leave this horrid space.

"What the fuck is that?" Kai yells, looking toward Aaron.

"Aaron?" he questions, the man's face filled with dread.

"Silas and Mason found metal below the waters of the reflection pools. If it's true the earth provides, we figured it could not hurt to fashion a weapon-"

"To kill my sister-"

"To kill the fucking Prophet," I hiss, shaking my head in disbelief. "We can listen to those bullshit stories that they are joined or actually try and find a way to harm the man in an isolated setting," I hiss. "Let's hope Xavier and Fallan are still capable of finding a way to detain the man. The only way we are going to be able to test our theory is if the Prophet is in our confinement."

"What the hell are you doing?" Kai questions, taking a step toward me. "What the hell are you really doing, Mason?"

Scoffing, I shove the man away from me.

"Unlike you, Kai, I can follow a plan. We have forces, Kaiden, we have the blade. I think it's pretty fucking clear what the hell I'm doing.”

"A plan? If it goes south, there's only one more solution to end the Prophet. I'm not willing to harm my sister to find peace," Kai snaps.

“Our kind will be exterminated if we do nothing. Can't you see that? If we sit back and do nothing, our kind is gone-”

“And what makes you think your kind is needed?” Kai yells, both me and Aaron turning our attention to the man.

"What the hell did you say to me?" I question, the darkness I have sensed in the man only growing.

There are those true colors, Kaiden Blackburn.

"What makes you think your kind is needed in the world, all the Marked have ever done is fuck up my life-"

"Do you think that was their choice?" I snap, getting in the man's face. "Of course you do, because you have no idea what it means to bear the burden of being a Marked. We did not ask to be fucking genetically mutated. We didn't ask for any of this, so you can sit here and act as if we are the problem when you know damn well you are related to the real issue. I will sit here and entertain the idea that she turns back to us, but in the meantime, I will always keep a realistic plan within arm's reach."

Glancing at Aaron, I nudge past Kai, allowing him to fester in his own despair.

"I am getting my resources. I am getting my fighters. Choose your side now, Kaiden," I hiss, barely looking the man's way. "Just know, any scenario in which you are not on mine will end poorly for you."

Making my way out the front door, I slam the door shut, listening to the shouts from Kai and Aaron as they begin to argue, focusing on one thing and one thing alone.

The fall to the house of the Prophet.
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Chapter twenty-two
Xavier


If this is real life, how much worse could hell be?

For the past twenty-four hours, every second I have spent with the land of the living has felt like pure torture.

Driven by the feral need to protect my girls, every moment spent not knowing where they are only brings me further to a tipping point I can't come back from.

Groggy and disoriented, I pull my head up from its slumped position against the cold floor, doing my best to rationalize all that has happened before this.

Feeling her lips press to my skin as she comforted me, tears rolled down her cheeks, her heart filled with sorrow as she played the game.

His game.

She's playing his game, and I'm in the dark about all of it.

"Fucking hell," Fallan's voice groans, the crackle of the fireplace burning before us the only light in the space.

Pulling his head from the floor, we are both bound, the feeling of sedatives pumping through our veins.

Taking notice of the sleek furnishings before us, it's easy to piece together where the hell we are.

The Prophet's quarters.

Specifically, in New Haven.

"He brought us back home," I hiss, forcing myself into a seated position, kicking Fallan's legs once he tries to go back to sleep.

"Perfect," Fallan hisses, clearly as thrilled to be here as I.

Wearing clothes much nicer than the ones we came in, we both are dressed to impress, wearing silks of the finest craftsmanship.

"These are the guest quarters," I whisper, taking into account the nicely folded sheets swarming the bed.

Sensing a buzzing energy below us, I press my ear to the floor, the faint whispers of the Marked still being held captive touching my ear.

"He still has Marked held here for consumption," I whisper, Fallan's eyes going wide.

"Think that's why Forest brought us here?" Fallan questions, forcing himself to his feet, stretching his arms above his head.

"I don't know anything anymore," I admit, following in his lead. "What I do know is I won't sit here and wait around to see what Elyon needs from us."

Forest told me to follow his rules.

It was her telling me to follow those rules.

What the hell is the bigger picture here?

Hearing the murmur of voices circulate through the space, we both quiet down, gravitating toward the unlocked door.

Swinging it open, the moonlight filters through the large glass windows, a single room filled with light filtering into the hallway.

Tugging my wrists as hard as I can, the binds around them snap free. Tugging on Fallan's binds to let him free, we both cautiously approach the source of light, his hand grabbing one of the decorative vases, dumping out the wilted flowers.

Silently moving through the hallway, we both make it to the doorway, barely looking inside, catching a glimpse of the roaring fire bringing forth the light.

Seated on a chair, her silver hair is back in multiple braids, her body concealed by a large sweater. Swirling a glass of blood in her hand, Elyon paces back and forth, drinking the same rich liquid, his voice scoffing with annoyance as she watches him.

"It was foolish for me to allow them to come into our home," he seethes, the use of the word home in association with her making my blood boil.

"No need to pout, Elyon," she smirks, taking a long drink from the glass, hesitation clouding her expression. "You know they could be useful to our cause. How else do you plan to flush out the Marked that we have no grasp on?" she questions, narrowing her eyes at the man. "Not to mention, they still have a Shifter on their side, whether he is man or not. You think they will choose to side with us once Mason has dug his pesky little claws into their minds?" she questions, throwing logic at the man.

"Do not lecture me like you do not know where my hesitation has come from," Elyon snaps, getting in her face, Fallan the only thing holding me back. "One of them will be a distraction to you, and we both know it," he hisses, looking the woman up and down. "Are you sure there are no other motivating factors to having him here?" he questions, reaching for her stomach.

"I have told you," she snaps, grabbing his wrist. "If there were anything, it has been dealt with. You yourself saw me take the drink. Nothing would have survived that concoction," she hisses, my heart dropping at the statement.

What the hell did you take, Forest?

"What is she talking about?" Fallan whispers in my mind, my focus anywhere but him.

“The Marked are out of line, unable to be managed. You want power, he is one of our greatest resources, as well as my largest weakness. I'd rather not have the thing that means the most to me running around, I'd rather be able to watch him,” she snaps, holding her weakness in his face.

"And if it ever comes time to cut that weakness off?" Elyon questions, shaking his head.

"Well, that won't be your burden to bear now, will it?" she questions, challenging the man with a flood of defiance.

"You sure it's just him you hold closest now?" Elyon questions, trying to get her to yield, her hand pressing her temple as he tries to force himself into her mind.

"Careful," she hisses, watching as Elyon staggers backward, a painful hiss leaving his mouth. "Do not speak to me as if I am just another thing you have control over," she warns. "You often underestimate what kind of power I hold, Elyon Morgan."

Shaking his head, he looks at his spilled drink, tossing the rest of its contents into the fire.

"I don't underestimate anything, Forest."

"Tread carefully, father. If I wanted your judgment, I would have come looking for it."

Snapping his fingers, Elyon looks unamused. Urging in shackled Marked, they all stumble into the room, their ages varying from twelve to ten.

"Whatever you say, sweet one," Elyon snaps, his head snapping up toward Fallan and me.

Shit.

"Won't you boys please come and join us for a drink?" Elyon questions, both of our bodies being forced forward as we stumble into the room.

Looking just as stoic as before, Forest barely looks our way, her focus diverted to the fire. Hearing the doors slam shut behind us, we both stay close to one another, trying to think of our next best plan of action.

"Please, take a seat, won't you get a drink for our guests, my dear?" Elyon questions forest, both of our asses being forced down into a seat.

Standing up, she tugs a blade free from her father's side, tossing it back and forth in her hand.

Casually approaching the eldest of the Marked slaves, his small voice screams, begging for mercy, both Fallan and me flinching at the noise.

She looks utterly unbothered.

"Please, Forest, you're supposed to be our Apparatus-"

"Shhh," she whispers, getting eye level with the child, grabbing his hand. "What kind of person would I be to drain you in one go?" she questions, snapping her fingers, urging her father to bring over two fresh glasses.

Holding the boy still with her Hold, she slides the blade over his palm, tears rolling down his face as his wound fills the cups. Gravitating her hand over the cut, she forces the skin back together, healing the boy's wounds with a great deal of strategy.

Eyeing his daughters work with surprise, a lingering jealousy in the abilities Forest carries infiltrates Elyon's mind.

"No need to cry when you still offer so many uses," she smiles, patting the boys head, nudging her chin in our direction.

"Well, go serve our guests."

"Why don't you, my dear?" he questions, handing her off the drinks, her eyes scanning the man up and down.

"I would be delighted."

Winnowing in front of us, she holds the drinks filled with the child's blood, looking us over with a look I can't quite decipher.

"Drink," she demands, handing us the cups, a great deal of hesitation in Fallan's expression.

"For fuck's sake, Forest, that's a child-"

"I said drink, you fucking traitor," Forest snaps, forcing the glass's rim on Fallan's lips, tipping the drink until it has forced its way down his throat.

Wide eyed and fearful, Fallan holds back a gag as he finishes off the drink, his throat gasping for air once she has pulled the cup away.

Turning her head towards me, she glances at my full glass.

"Do you need some extra motivation too, Commander?" she questions, her face unreadable.

"Please, I know given the circumstances this might be harder, but, please, just drink," she whispers in my mind, her face not breaking its cold facade once.

Tipping the cup, I regrettably enjoy the taste of the blood, taking in every ounce of power flooding through me, only stopping once the cup has run dry.

"What do you want from us, Forest?" Fallan questions, entirely in the dark to any of her motives right now.

That's best.

The less that know, the better.

“Mason and the Revolutionists have the metal from the waters. Metal that can kill me and my daughter. As well as that, they have the Shifter's support. You boys are close to them. We need that metal back.” Elyon snaps, answering for Forest.

Confused, I shake my head.

"What the hell are you talking about? Mason or Bekah would have radioed one of us if they had found something like that," Fallan shrugs, leaning back in his chair.

"That might have been true before, but it would seem, given Xavier's loyalty to my daughter, they chose to keep you out of it. One of my guards oversaw Mason retrieve the metal. He was alone, unable to get the upper hand on two Marked like that. I myself knew the metals might emerge at some point. It would seem mother nature is ready to rid herself of her own creation," Elyon hisses.

"Metal that can kill you and Forest?" I question, confused.

"You think just any blade could defeat the beginning and the end?" Elyon questions, confusion finally flooding Forest's expression. "The Earth always provides answers for its mistakes and your little weasel of a Shifter was the first to get his hands on that answer," Elyon smiles, glancing toward Forest.

"I didn't feel like scaring you," Elyon clarifies.

Clearly Forest was just as much in the dark about this as we were.

"While you work to give us an upper hand, you both will remain in my home as guests, no binds necessary," Elyon smiles, giving us both an up and down look. "Though, your looks will need to remain presentable so long as you both walk in my shadow."

Saying nothing, Forest slowly nods her head, not arguing with the man whatsoever.

She's shocked.

She didn't know Mason had a weapon of that magnitude.

Running her hand over her stomach beneath her sweater, I know she only fears for one life right now. 
The same life I fear for. 
"You want us to swear fealty to you?" Fallan snaps, standing up with accusation. 
Getting in both of our faces, Forest shoves Fallan back down in his chair, touching both of our chins. 
"Fealty to me," she hisses, unamused by Fallan's need to complain. "You will swear fealty to me and do so with a smile. I'm sure you can play the part just fine." 
Scoffing, she looks Fallan up and down. 
"I mean, you have done it before." 
Cutting her hand with the blade she had used to make the drink, she holds it out to Fallan, waiting for him to latch on. 
"What?" Fallan questions, eyeing the pool of blood with confusion. 
"Though you may roam freely in our home, you may not roam without one thing," she whispers, gravitating her mouth toward the man's ear. "A bind." 
Shocked, Fallan looks unnerved. 
"A bind to you?" he questions, shaking. 
'Who else?" she questions, pressing her palm to his lips, her eyes flooding with a tinge of light. "Now, drink. Try and run away or turn your back on us, and your bind will kill you faster than my hand could." 
Watching his throat force down the drink, his veins glow like the members of a fire, his throat gasping for air, his eyes filling with a similar glow like hers. 
Trying to pull her hand away from his mouth, he flails like a wild animal. 
"Drink up, traitor," she hisses, only stopping once the glow has died down in both of them. 
Tearing her hand away from his mouth, he gasps, rubbing his throat in discomfort.

Moving toward me, I embrace the taste of her blood, letting it settle in my throat, feeling her energy work through me.

"Just trust me, love," she whispers, her eyes glowing, my skin burning hot. "I offer no bind to you; your love will always be more than enough fealty."

Mimicking the discomfort I watched Fallan display, I feel nothing but her energy, something different in the way her blood rolls through me, the power of what is nestled in her belly adding a new sense of comfort in her energy.

Giving me as much time as Fallan, Elyon focuses his attention on the embers of the fire, pulling free two hot prods, making his way over to us once she is complete.

She did not bind me.

She has allowed me to keep my free will.

Burning hot and searing, Elyon holds to branding prods, Sanctum's logo tethered to the end of each one.

"Present your forearms. Or I plant it on your ass."

Not arguing with the man, both Fallan and I roll up our sleeves, biting back a scream once Elyon has planted the rods on our wrists. Watching our skin burn, he holds the prods until a scar can present itself, tugging the prods away, a fresh branding on both of our skin.

Glaring at Elyon, Fallan covers his brand.

"Your reign will not last forever, Elyon," Fallan hisses. "Power like yours was not meant to exist.

Laughing Elyon drops the prods on the floor, giving little attention to Fallan's words.

“You are a fool if you think that I am the only thing that can top this food chain. Even if I die, something much bigger lingers beneath the surface," Elyon whispers. "Now, get yourselves cleaned up and rested for the night. We have much bigger things to tackle tomorrow."

Both Winnowing away, Elyon and Forest leave Fallan and me to grovel, both of our eyes locked on our brands, fear rolling through both of our minds.
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Chapter twenty-three
Forest


Getting the guards to force the boys into their own quarters was no easy task.

Kicking and yelling, trying to figure out where I was located, Elyon saw it best to lock Xavier into the confines of his room until he had settled down.

Going to his space with less resistance, Fallan had settled in, doing so with little grief.

Creeping inside his room, I kick the door shut, watching as he runs his towel through his hair, nothing but a pair of leisure pants hugging his hips, his absent hand something I never get used to seeing.

Slowly turning his head toward me, we both lock eyes, his hand dropping the towel with annoyance.

"What the hell do you want, Forest?" he questions, clearly pissed off by all that has happened.

Good.

Anger keeps his defiance intact.

The last thing I need is either of them actually feeding into this act.

"I'm sorry you've been dragged along into all of this," I admit with full honesty, a scoff rolling off of his throat.

"Had you told me avenging Dove would lead to all of this, I would have left her grave flowers like a sane person, and dealt with the few years of alcoholism until I could land back on my feet," he whispers, taking a seat on his bed.

"You should have known never to get entwined with me. You were no fool. Playing the act of a loving Unfortunate was a death wish waiting to happen," I say, crossing my arms, his head snapping up to me.

"It wasn't an act. Not the whole tome," he snaps, diverting his focus to me. "I did love you. I do love you. Maybe it's not what most would consider traditional, but don't you think I would have run if I didn't care?" he questions, trying to get me to feed into his pain.

"You could have lived a life away from all of this," I snap, trying to rationalize. "Why the hell didn't you just run?" I question, his shoulders shrugging in defeat.

"That's an answer I have been trying to find myself," he sighs looking at his severed hand. "I clearly have paid the price for my poor judgement."

"Why the hell are you in here and not with Xavier?" he questions.

"I honestly don't know," I admit, taking a seat on the bed next to him, running my hands through my hair. "I don't ever know why I continue to give you grace you don't deserve."

"Don't you think I have suffered enough?" Fallan questions, holding his wound up in my face. "I have paid the price tenfold for my betrayal to you. I sometimes question why I have not let death claim me-"

"I truly did love you. The parts of myself closed off from my entire being loved you so much," I hiss, still pained by his betrayal. "I would have kept you safe, Fallan. I would have understood your need to come after me. But then, you came after the people I love. You came after my family," I snap, shaking with pain. "How does what I have done make me any worse than you?" I question, his mind stumped.

"I suppose it doesn't," he whispers, running his hand through his hair. "Maybe that's why I stay."

“You know, I did love you,” he starts. “I don't know how the hell I did, but I did, maybe still do.”

"I'm sorry I killed someone you cared about," I admit with full honesty, his eyes locking with mine. "I was doing what I thought was best for my family. I'm sure you can understand that much."

Saying nothing, he shakes his head.

"I think I understand it a little too well," he admits, resting his face in his hands. "Initially, I hated your guts. I wanted nothing more than to watch you suffer in the ways you had done to me and Dove. The closer I got to you, the harder it was to see you as the murderer who took the women I loved away from me. My hate for you changed into a love," he whispers, his hand landing in my own, his thumb rolling over my knuckles. "That day in the snow. The day you told me about a life we could have lived together, that was the moment I knew that the way I saw you had shifted," he whispers. "I was bound by promises I had made to Elyon, and thought following through with them would keep you safe," he admits, nothing but truth rolling off of his tongue.

Pulling my hand away from him, I shake my head.

"That was not love, Fallan," I hiss. "You loved me out of convenience. If my sister was alive, you would have gladly killed me and walked off into the sunset with her."

Narrowing his eyes, he shakes his head.

"You think when I touched you that was fake?"

Sliding his hand under my sweater, I can't stop him, his hand grazing over my bump as his lips go for my neck. Panicking, I grab his good wrist, forcing it down on the bed before backing away, my cheeks flustered from the heat of embarrassment.

Widening my eyes, he looks shocked. Standing up to become eye level with me, we both stare one another down.

"Is that-"

"I loved you when I only had memories of you,” I push. “I loved the ideas you forced into my mind and allowed me to hold onto. I do not love what stands before me now," I hiss, trying to divert his focus elsewhere.

"Does Xavier know?" Fallan questions, completely ignoring my words.

"Does he know what?" I question, doing my best to play dumb despite what Fallan had felt.

"You're still in denial then?" Fallan pushes, taking a step closer.

"In denial about what?" I question, not feeding into the man's game.

“If you're so keen on kidding yourself, perhaps you won't mind me giving you a poke for what you did to my hand-”

Winnowing toward me, he grabs one of his small blades, ready to drive it into my torso, my hand grabbing his wrist before he can get too far. Feeling a surge of energy within my stomach, I shove Fallan across the room, watching him collide with his nightstand. Widening his eyes, I clutch my stomach, staring the man down with feral rage.

"I will tear your head clean from your body if you get anywhere near me like that again," I snap, baring my teeth toward the man.

"How far along are you?" he questions, completely ignoring my threat.

"Nine months," I hiss. "I have another five to go," I admit, struggling to hide the growing bump.

"For fuck's sake, Forest," Fallan sighs. "Does Xavier know?" he questions.

"Why the hell do you think he's here?" I question. "Why do you think I am here?" I push, getting in the man's face.

"You say you understand protecting family, Fallan, well, that's all I've been doing."

Placing his hands on my stomach, he jumps back at the feeling of her energy, my hands holding him in place.

"That's my little girl," I whisper. "That's Xavier's little girl, and I'm terrified. I'm fucking terrified of what would happen if Elyon knew she survived that horrid concoction. Throwing it up was a long shot, but she's a fighter," I smile, dumping all of my pain on Fallan.

"I'm trying to keep her, Xavier, and my family safe. That includes you, as much as you don't deserve it."

Dropping his hands, we both pick up on approaching voices, staring at his door as it slowly creaks open.

Standing in the doorway, Elyon looks confused, crossing his arms with amusement.

"Doing your rounds with your boy toys?" Elyon questions, clearly getting a thrill from what he has stumbled upon.

Straightening up, I pull my sweater over my bump, keeping my back to Elyon.

Staring at Fallan, the power he holds right now is unprecedented.

He could blow the lid on my secret and finally gain some favor from the man.

"Forest was just laying out the rules one more time for me," Fallan whispers, looking me up and down. "It would seem she was scared my Unfortunate roots would hinder my ability to appreciate the hospitality you both have offered," Fallan lies, my lungs finally taking in air.

"A fair assumption," Elyon scoffs. "Xavier's door is still locked," he sighs, tossing something through the air.

Grabbing the key, I look it over, throwing the man a look of question.

"Xavier nearly broke down the door trying to get to you. I explained from the other side once he had calmed down, then you would be seeing him. Don't take this as an opportunity to explore all of your sexual urges and cloud your mind with foolish emotion," Elyon scoffs, glancing down at my torso. "I would hate to kill off two children caught in the crossfire of your inability to close your legs."

Clutching the key, Elyon is satisfied with my silence.

"You two enjoy your night."

Slamming the door shut, I stare forward, nausea churning in my stomach.

"Forest-"

Doubling over with a gag, I hold Fallan back, doing my best to stomach all the vile actions I have allowed myself to do over the past several days. Taking shallow breaths, Fallan hesitantly rubs my back, my mind racing with a million thoughts.

"She doesn't like the blood," I sob, covering my mouth. "It's all Elyon has been forcing me to consume for months. It's why my face is so hollow," I whisper, touching my deep cheekbones. "I'm allowing her to take all the nutrients I can."

Looking me over, his hand cups my cheek, his thumb rolling over my skin.

"You did all of this for her?" he questions, glancing down at his arm.

"Elyon asked me to kill you or prove I was willing to harm you. Your hand was the only thing I could think of that wouldn't make you bleed out on the spot. I had to show force I was willing to exert," I sniffle, trying to hold it together. "I knew about her at conception. A few days after me and Xavier had..." I trail off, letting Fallan put together what I am suggesting. "It was like a new energy flooded my system, growing as the weeks went by. Initially, I thought it was just a result of Xavier's absence, but when I still felt a part of him with me, and felt her presence grow, I knew that the deal Elyon had offered me all the way back at the compound was something I'd have to take in order to keep her, Xavier, and Kai safe."

Staying still, his hand drops from my face.

"She's why Xavier has been losing it ever since you gave him the surprise visit?"

"Xavier didn't know for sure, not until his deceptive ass snuck into that brothel. She feels her father's presence, it lights her up. She is not whole unless he is around. What strength she carries increases tenfold when he is around. What the hell do you think Elyon will do if he knows a child conceived from such power might have a chance to walk the planes of this Earth?" I question, Fallan's head dropping.

"The concoction you were speaking about-"

"Elyon had suspicions and killed them with the drink. Any traditional Marked fetus would have died moments after consumption. The worst effect I got was nausea and a brutal headache. She rejected his poison. Any child strong enough for that before they are even born, will be a threat to Elyon in ways only those closest to him can see coming. I'd much rather her father be in the loop when it comes time to protect my family."

"And how do you plan on doing that?" Fallan questions, the scary truth breathing down my neck.

"I have to wait until she is strong enough to be taken from my uterus. Then, when the time is right, I need you to do something for me," I whisper, taking a step closer. "Mason did not find that metal by accident, nor did he pick up the thought pattern on his own to create the blade. I slipped into his mind while I spoke to you, seeing the metals while I was below the water's surface bleeding out."

"Then after she is out?" Fallan questions, his eyes wide as I speak.

"Do you feel remorse for what you allowed to happen to me?" I question, his head slowly nodding.

"Can you see I am sorry for what I have done to you?" I question. Once more, his head nods.

"Then we will be killing two birds with one stone. Once my girl is out and safe, and my family is out of the crossfire, you may do the one thing you have always wanted to do," I whisper, taking a step closer to the man.

"And what's that, Forest?" he questions quietly.

"You're going to take the blade from Mason, and, when the time is right, you are going to drive it through mine and Elyon's hearts, ending the reign of the Marked once and for all."

Saying nothing, his body shakes.

"It is my birth right," I whisper touching the man's throat. "And you, Fallan Markswood, have no choice," I whisper, dragging my finger down his throat. "Why else do you think I gave you a bind?"

Stepping aside, I leave the conversation in the air between us.

"Oh, and speak of any of this to anyone, and I'll ensure you have gouged your own eyes out."

Slipping free from the room, the key is like hot iron in my hand. Blending into the shadows of the hallway, I move past Xavier's room, horrified by the way his screams sound on the other side of the door.
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Chapter twenty-four
Forest


Hour after hour, the feeling of his nightmares infiltrating his mind pulls me from my sleep, making it impossible to close my eyes without feeling both mine and her heart race. Trying to cover my ears with a pillow, I stare at the key on my nightstand, unsure how much strength I can carry in his presence.

Starting with Lily and ending with me, his mind is a tormented mess, each dream more horrid than the last.

Knowing damn well he is shaking, barely able to hold it together, I bite my inner cheek, nearly losing my breath once her tiny foot collides with my ribcage, urging me to go to her father the only way she knows how.

Grabbing my stomach, I let out a sharp breath, shaking uncontrollably.

"And what if I can't leave his side? What if I give Elyon a reason to be suspicious of me?" I question to the dark void of my room, knowing all she can do is listen.

Not getting a response, I roll my hand over the skin of my stomach, only stopping once she has settled down.

"I'm trying," I whisper. "I'm trying to keep you both safe."

Now hearing Xavier's yells roll through the hallway, the dreams have turned on him, making it impossible for him to pull himself from his nightmarish hell.

Damnit.

Swiping the key from my nightstand, I Winnow in front of his door, shakily holding his key as I force its way into his lock, turning until I hear the click.

Feeling that familiar growth of warmth in my stomach, I can't help but smile.

Urging his door open, I quickly slip inside, relocking the handle, letting my eyes adjust to the dark space, his room a mangled mess.

Laying on his bed, he wears no shirt, his hands covering his head, his body curled into fetal position.

Pulled deep into sleep, he yells as if a rope is around his neck, clawing at his skin, his voice filled with enough pain to almost break my heart into a million pieces.

Carefully moving closer, the bottom of my silk gown drags across the floor, my bump more visible in material this confining.

Creeping closer to his bed, I try and rationalize what I am doing, tapping my fingers against my thighs.

"What am I doing?" I whisper, trying to think of a good reason for coming in here.

Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

Reaching my hand out toward the man, I brace myself to run my fingers through his curls-

Feeling his hand wrap around my wrist, I am tugged forward, his eyes snapping open.

"You can convince the whole world your act is real," he whispers. "Not me."

Unable to stop him, Xavier's power is at an all-time high, his hand pulling me toward the mattress with little to no resistance. Feeling my back graze the soft sheets, he moves over me, being extra cautious of the bump, his lips latching onto my neck.

Planting gentle kisses up my neck, the way he handles me is far less aggressive, his touch meant to make me feel pleasure rather than pain.

Trailing his kisses up my neck, he travels to my jaw, then up to my lips, only stopping once we have been forced to make eye contact.

"You want me to stop?" he questions, genuinely seeking answer.

Even the world's greatest liar would have no way to say yes right now.

Feeling whole, I wrap my arms around his neck, pulling him just a bit closer.

"I have dreamt of you every night since I left you," I whisper, sobbing halfway through the sentence.

Kissing my forehead, he travels down to my nose, stopping before his lips can touch mine.

"My love for you is not meant to be felt in one lifetime," Xavier whispers, pressing his lips onto my own, before traveling back down my neck. "For as long as I draw breath, and well after the sun has devoured the Earth, my soul will remain entwined with yours and guide me into the next life."

Staring at him with complete admiration, we lock eyes, his chin resting on my chest.

"I want you to touch me," I whisper, rolling my thumb over his cheek. "And never fucking stop."

Seeing a shift in the man's eyes, he looms over me, his hands fumbling with my gown, impatient enough to rip it down its front, exposing what he can see of my body in the moon's light. Latching his lips onto my breast, the nipples are extra sensitive, his tongue gently swirling around each bud, not daring to bite down. Letting out a breathy moan, he gently massages the other breast, taking his time on both, before gravitating his kisses back up my body.

Reaching his hand down, he finds my warmth, his fingers gently running along the folds, a grin spanning across his face once he realizes how wet I already am for him. Working slowly, he allows his fingers to slip inside of me, taking his time with each pump, kissing my neck once my back arches into the touch, his thumb slowly rolling over my clit each time he works a little harder.

Feeling his length brush against my leg, only one thought is in my mind.

"X-Xavier-" I say through a moan, his head snapping up toward me. "I need to feel all of you right now. I need to be with you." I mutter, his hand carefully pulling away from me.

In most scenarios, he would start a powerplay, making me beg for it.

This touch is different.

This touch is caring.

Getting onto the bed, he slides his pants off, exposing his eager length, my mind racking itself with how it will feel after spending so much time apart. Dragging me to him, he settled me on his lap, my arms wrapping around his neck.

"Go slow, baby," he whispers, running his thumbs along my sides as he holds me. "I only want you feeling pleasure," he smiles, my mind mentally capturing the genuine happiness on his face.

Bracing myself on my knees, I line his tip up with my entrance, slowly allowing myself to sit down, both me and him letting out a groan of pleasure once I have hit his base. Stretching around him, he got me prepared for the worst, the feeling of him inside of me something I never knew I could miss so much.

Watching the gleam in both of our eyes grow, the energy flooding between us is undeniable, our veins flooding with light, my hips starting a slow rock.

Guiding my hips into the rock, we both become a symphony of moans, each roll of my hips just another blissful second of connection with the man. Tangling my hands in his curls, he looks at me with admiration, our foreheads pressed to one another.

"You're so goddamn beautiful," he whispers through a groan, his hands holding me a bit tighter.

"I love you so much, Xavier," I whisper, holding him as close as I possibly can.

"All I know is your love, Forest," he mutters, pressing his lips to my neck. "Without it, there is no light."

Slamming my lips into his, we become a tangled mess, my hips rolling more aggressively, feeling the pulse between my legs. Sliding his tongue into my mouth, we both fight for dominance, his hand moving down toward my clit, gently rubbing the sensitive bud. Moaning into the man's mouth, I feel the impending need to finish consuming me, my body clenching around his length.

"Finish for me love," he whispers, his lips pressed to my ear. "I want all of it."

Slumping forward, his fingers give me one last rub, my release coating him as I bury my moan in his shoulder. Clenching my hips, he finishes soon after, his release filling me, the rock of my hips slowly dying down. Carefully helping me off of his length, he lays me on my back, his hand grabbing my torn gown, cleaning me up with careful strokes.

Running my fingers through his hair as he works, he looks angelic in this lighting, his eyes full of light. Pausing his work, he eyes the small bump taking up my stomach, his eyes latched to the sight before him.

Running his hand over the bump, her gentle little kicks accelerate, his eyes snapping to me.

"That was her?" he smiles, a genuine light in his eyes.

"She only does that when she wants to be near her dad," I smile, both of us running our hands over my stomach.

Pressing his lips to my stomach, he kisses gently, his eyes peering up at me.

"Your mom, little one, is one of the strongest women I know," he whispers. "But don't tell her I said that," he grins. "It might go to her head."

Nudging him away, he kisses my hand, both of us a smiling mess.

"But you should know, we will love you so deeply, you will never question what it means to feel true love," he mutters, another kick hitting my lower stomach.

Hissing, I glare at him.

"Be nice to your mother," he scolds. "She can still feel that," he laughs, pressing the side of his head to my stomach.

"Your momma will teach you how to paint, and I can teach you how to cook," he smiles.

"Pancakes," I reiterate, his nose scrunching as he looks up at me.

"The best damn pancakes in the world."

"You will never know what it means to feel pain," I whisper, rubbing both my stomach, and the side of Xavier's face. "You will never feel the pain your father and I endured."

Kissing my stomach again, Xavier moves away from my stomach, gathering me in his arms, pulling a blanket over the both of us.

Pressing my head to his chest, I listen to his strong heart mix with the sound of her own.

Kissing the top of my head, he sighs.

"My whole family is with me now," he whispers. "Both my girls."

Nuzzling into his chest, the conversation I shared with Fallan eats me alive.

"No matter what happens, Xavier, we keep her safe, even if it means-"

"Whatever you are about to suggest, Forest, it better not involve you in harm's way," he whispers, holding me a bit tighter. "We always find a way."

I have found a way.

One that ensures they live even if I don't.

Kicking again, we both smile, our hands gravitating toward my stomach.

"I've been thinking," I whisper, tears slipping past my eyes as I turn to look at the man I love so dearly.

"Her name, it should be Lily," I smile, his eyes lighting to life.

"Lily Katiana Drew Evermoore," I reiterate, the lives lost to make it here all bound to the name.

Seeing his own tears slip from his eyes, I wipe them away, kissing his salty cheeks.

"Lily?" he questions, her kick one of the strongest I have felt.

Slumping into his chest, I take a sharp breath, both of us letting out a laugh.

"I think your baby girl likes that," I whisper, his lips pressing to my temple.

"She changes everything," Xavier whispers, keeping us close. "You girls change everything I have deemed important in my life. If anything were to happen to you both-"

"Nothing will happen to our girl," I whisper, covering his mouth before he can spiral.

"We are both safe. We are both here. You will always have her, and she will always have you."

Looking me over, he shakes his head. Yanking my wrist away from his mouth, he presses his forehead to mine.

"Let me hold you until you both have fallen fast asleep."

Not arguing with him, I double check the locked door from afar, resting in the crook of his arm, his arm wrapping around me, keeping me on my side.

Kissing the back of my neck, the warmth radiating around the both of us is the most comfort I have ever felt.

"I love you," he whispers, kissing the back of my neck. "I love you more than anything," he starts, grazing his hand over my stomach. "Almost anything."

Turning my head toward him, I plant a kiss on his lips, pressing my forehead to his.

"Your love isn't my greatest gift," I whisper. "And now, I carry your love with me always." I smile, Lily's energy finally coming down.

As a complete family, we all settle into the comforting embrace of sleep, each one of us having the first restful sleep we have experienced in months.

Borrowed time and stolen moments.

These are what I choose to hold onto.
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Chapter twenty-five
Kaiden


Rotting flesh and razor-sharp talons all surround us.

Sniffing the ground on which we walk on, the Shifters surround us all in a swarm, just waiting to rip into all of us the first chance they get.

Glaring at those he used to consider family, Mason impatiently taps his foot, peering down the largest Shifter in the group.

"Why have you come home, Mason Veron?" the Shifter asks, getting in the man's face.

"That's one way to welcome me back," he scoffs, looking around the space. "Tell me, how long do you plan on hiding out here, hoping Xavier is able to keep you all safe for the next twenty years?" Mason questions, the creature's eyes creasing with frustration.

Having dragged Aaron and me here moments ago, Bekah keeps her hand near her blade, ready to use it at any given moment.

"Your human friends are no friends to us," the Shifter hisses. "We did our job providing the Apparatus's mother the information she needed. Our work is complete."

"On the contrary," Mason snaps. "Our work here is far from over. Sanctum has more resources than we could have ever imagined. We are approaching a war that we will all have to take part in, you all included. How the hell do any of you expect to go back to your true form with Forest Evermoore shackled to the other side-"

"Forest Evermoore has chosen her path. It is not any of our right to interfere with how this all plays out. You've heard the stories of the Prophet as well. You know the way this all will need to end-"

"No one is harming my sister," I yell, all of the Shifter's heads turning my way.

"She is not your blood, boy-"

"No need to remind me," I snap, taking a step toward the creatures. "As long as I am alive, no one is harming Forest. Blood or not, she is my fucking sister."

Looking me up and down, the Shifter speaking to Mason clicks their tongue.

"His mind has been tainted by the need to protect his sister-"

"I'm aware," Mason hisses. "There's always more moving parts than what lingers on the surface."

Snapping my attention to Mason, I get a bit closer.

"What the hell is that supposed to mean?" I question, getting in Mason's face.

"It means you are no longer neutral in the situation. Your sister is an ally we no longer have. Facing the truth at some point-"

"What truth, Mason?" I bark, grabbing the man's collar.

"Hey, not here!" Bekah yells, shoving us both apart from one another. "We are not doing this shit here-"

"Oh, go to hell, Bekah!" I yell, turning my attention toward her. "The person you love is safe and sound in some fucking underground community that you are too fearful to tell me or Xavier about. I don't want to fucking hear it-"

"Kai," Aaron whispers, wrapping his arm around me, his head settling on the crook of my neck. "Calm down. Everyone here is trying to find a way to help your sister," Aaron whispers, the accelerated beat of my heart slowly dwindling. "Take a breather and let Mason speak."

Letting Aaron pull me away from the conversation, I lean into him, taking paced, shallow breaths.

"As you can see, many of us are reaching our limit-"

"The boy spoke of an underground community," the Shifter hisses. "What did he mean?"

"We're calling it the Underground," Bekah sighs, running her hand through her short hair. "A place to keep Marked and Shifters alike safe, training the youth to utilize their abilities to their full potential."

"A safe haven for both of our kinds?" the Shifter questions, Mason's head slowly nodding.

"Had you let me get to that part, I would have explained many of the Marked down there right now have been willing to sacrifice blood to satiate all of you if you choose to take refuge with us. All we ask is that when the time comes, you aid in our fight. Are you willing to stand with the Marked?" Mason pushes, all of the Shifters looking at one another, waiting for the largest one's response.

"What do you need from us, Mason?"

"We are going to infiltrate New Haven and the Precipice, grabbing as many Marked as we can. Once we make our way into the cities, that's when we grab those confined behind their wards. This will kick off a battle that we will need as many people as we can possibly have for. You back us, and we give you a home that isn't a murky cave. Once we have Forest, and we know she is no longer a threat, we can begin to use her in aiding in all of your transitions," Mason smirks, the whispers in the room ramping up.

"And if she doesn't choose our side?" one of the Shifters yells, Aaron's grasp tightening.

Glancing my way, Mason's eyebrows crease.

"Then we will find another solution," he mutters. "We always have another solution."

What the hell is that supposed to mean?

"So, you want us to infiltrate the cities?" the Shifter questions, silencing the whispers in the group.

"It will be a simple in and out. We have all the tools you might need. You'd have at least four hundred people, many Marked on your side-"

Tuning Mason out, Aaron's lips graze my ear.

"I know this is all a lot, but I promise it is all going to be okay, Kaiden," Aaron whispers, my head leaning further into his chest.

"This is a war no one will be able to come back from, Mason," the Shifter warns, his head cocking.

"Do you think any of us make it out of this? You think this cave is enough to protect all of you if Forest decides it is lights out for everyone?"

Ready to tackle the man for the way he is speaking about my sister, it takes all of my strength not to go over there and drag him to the ground.

"So, either we get her back, and she joins our side, or we exterminate the problem from the source?"

"Wait, no-"

Clamping his hand over my mouth before I can shout in protest, Aaron holds me still, my body thrashing against him, doing its best to get away.

"That's exactly what I am insinuating," Mason whispers, holding out his hand.

Hesitantly looking over Mason's offer, the Shifter shakily raises its hand, their hands curling around one another, embracing in a firm grasp.

Screaming into Aarons hand, he gets Bekah's attention, her hand fidgeting in her bag.

"I'm sorry, Kaiden," she whispers. "It's Forest or the survival of the Marked. I'm not willing to let all my people die just to keep her out of the crossfire."

Feeling the sharp point of a needle slam into my thigh, I look at the clear syringe, feeling my legs give out, the sedative quickly flooding through my veins.

Picking up the entirety of my weight in his arms, Aaron holds me close, my eyes glaring at him with anger.

"You said you'd keep my sister safe-"

"And we are," Aaron whispers. "Everything will be fine, so long as Forest truly stays on our side."

Moving over to me, Mason peers at the sight in front of him.

"I told you he shouldn't have come. What the hell do you think would have happened if knew where the Underground is?" he questions, both Aaron and Bekah bowing their heads.

Unable to stop the sedative from pumping through my veins, I feel my arms and legs sway as Aaron carries me out of the cave.

Closing my eyes, I hold onto one thought pattern.

All of these people are willing to sacrifice Forest for the future of the Marked.

I'm willing to watch them all burn to keep her safe.

It would seem the side I'm standing on will always be my sister's.
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Chapter twenty-six
Valerie


The Underground is a spectacle.

One that makes New Haven look like the work of a child.

Bunkers turned into a refuge, the Underground is completely isolated from the outside world, large enough to house ten thousand people if need be.

Refined and crafted by some of the keenest Revolutionists and refugees, the Underground is meant to protect all who reside within its walls, carefully crafting and building up the tormented minds of the Marked within our walls.

The Underground is meant to be a safe haven.

A school for those minds willing to see the potential in their kind.

How I see it now, people like me and Aaron are the scholars, whereas Mason and Bekah are the informants, keeping order and structure in the lives of the youth, training them to see a side of their Marked abilities they thought not possible.

Only at one fourth capacity, the Underground is busy with life, people quickly settling into their schedules, Shifters roaming the grounds, children choosing to play with them as if they are small dogs.

Seeing life being breathed back into the creatures, it's all so overwhelming.

"Hey," Bekah smiles, wrapping her arms around me from behind, genuine hope touching her expression.

Watching the group of Marked cadets trailing after her disperse once she excuses them for lunch, they all nudge one another, giving Bekah a mix of tooth lined smiles and nods.

"What class are those ones?" I question, wrapping my arms around the woman's neck, giving her a brief peck.

"Cadets, I'm considering them first years given how little control they have on their abilities. Most of them were rescues from the compound," Bekah sighs, rolling up her sleeve, a healing cut working down the side of her arm. "It would seem they have little to no concept on how to hold a blade, let alone use their abilities," she sighs, the skin of her arm slowly healing.

Taking a look around, the cadets all grab their dining trays, some even welcoming over the Shifters, trying to dare the creatures to take a drink from their wrists.

"Adrenaline junkies," she sighs. "Knock it off!" Bekah yells, her voice rattling thew walls of the mess hall. "You," she hisses, pointing at the Shifter. "Either eat or go help with construction. I don't need them thinking your kind isn't willing to bite," she lectures, the shifter's head bowing with a nod.

Rolling their eyes at her, the cadets are filled with sarcasm.

"This is why I will never have kids," she sighs, running her hand over her face. "I've barely spent any time with them, yet they drain my very essence."

"No? Where have you been then?" I question, getting her to take a seat.

"Helping with construction. Mason is generally the one who takes on instructing the cadets. My hope was to have you and Aaron take on leadership roles, but it would seem all three of you have been best with our... Forest situation."

"Forest situation?" Aaron questions, brining over a tray of food, his eyes heavy from lack of sleep. "More like a full-blown fucking nightmare," Aaron sighs.

"And where is Kaiden Blackburn on this fine evening?" I question, the farthest thing from a smile touching his lips.

"At the cabin, wading through the waters like a psychopath. He refuses to leave that damn place. He thinks his sister will just show up like she did for Fallan," Aaron grovels, Bekah the first one to scoff.

"Not like Kaiden will ever find out where this place is," she snaps, both of our eyes averting her way.

"Don't look at me like I've spoken any lies. You both know he is easily compromised in light of his sister's situation. Just as much as Xavier is at this point-"

"Something is changing within Kaiden," Aaron sighs, his hand running through his hair. "He's different, distant."

"Everyone is changing," I sigh. "Everyone has to change if any of us want to make it out of this alive."

"A war is closer than all of you think," Bekah mutters, staring at her plate of food. "It's just a matter of who leads the charge on the other side. The Prophet?" she questions, jabbing at her food. "Forest?" she continues, pointing her fork at both of us. "Or Xavier-"

"Xavier wouldn't-"

Pausing, Aaron looks at the woman's raised brows.

"At least I think he wouldn't," Aaron sighs, doing his best to try and get a grasp on all of this.

"Stop fucking moping," Mason snaps, grabbing an apple from Bekah's tray, the older female cadets in the group giggling uncontrollably in the man's presence. "Speaking of the what if's only makes things worse," he whispers, being waved over by one of the other instructors at a nearby table.

"Get some food, Silas; you did well today," Mason urges, getting the young Marked cadet to join the others.

Silas has been trailing Mason like a shadow, attached to the hip with the man, taking as much knowledge from the man as he can.

Here, Mason is a leader, one meant to shape the damaged minds of the youthful Marked.

They look up to him, and, in return, they follow his every word.

"You are a real fucking peach today," Bekah snaps, glaring at Mason.

"Give me a reason to smile."

Nodding his head toward the man waving him over, Mason excuses himself from the table, ignoring all of our looks of question toward his shit attitude.

"What's his fucking deal?" I question, lacing my fingers with Bekah's, her head shaking with annoyance.

"The more I learn about Mason Veron, the farther I get from understanding him. He is one isolated mother fucker, that's for sure," Bekah gripes, all of us watching Mason speak to his mutual, his hand tugging up his shirt as he wipes away the sweat from his face.

Numerous tally mark scars work up his side, each one cut in a perfect straight line.

"What are those?" I question, nodding my head toward Mason, Bekah's eyes gravitating toward Masons mangled skin.

"Have you never seen his hash marks before?" she questions, as if I am foolish for not noticing them sooner.

"Clearly not," Aaron answers for me, smiling at the youngsters glancing his way from the cadet's table.

"They are tallies," Bekah whispers, lowering her voice to avoid the sharp ears of the Marked from picking up what she is saying. "For a little while, before he had turned Shifter, he was used as a puppet to war. The enemy side grabbed him, using him for.... their own torture. The tally marks are a roster on how many people had a go at him. Given the marks regenerative properties, the people that tortured him were careful, pulling out fingernails, stabbing nonvital organs. It took his team forever to recover him," she whispers. "Almost everything healed, but the scars, the scars were created with a metal. The same metal Mason was so eager to pull from the waters."

"You're telling me Mason is older than-"

"Forest and Xavier? Yes," Bekah whispers. "He's been around for a while and has a whole damn mind full of secrets."

Fidgeting with his fingers, Aaron breaks his silence.

"Why have we still not heard from Xavier? Or Fallan?" he questions, clearly worried about the pair.

"You said it yourself, the Prophet got a hold of them, and we have no way to know where Forest really stands. At this point we have thrown ourselves into a coin toss."

"And what are the odds?" I question, squeezing her hand a little tighter.

"Heads they bring her home," Bekah smiles.

"And tails?" Aaron questions, waiting for a response.

"We have to kill all three of them," Mason pipes up, taking a seat at the table

Growing silent, we all look away from him.

"Don't quiet down the conversation to spare me," Mason snaps, clearly aware of our intrusion on him. "You all want to help Xavier and Forest? Find a way to be useful down here," he hisses, hitting his hands on the top of the table as he walks away.

Staring at the man as he walks away, the position he holds in reference to Forest is clear.

"I had better go see Kaiden," Aaron whispers. "He was a wreck when I left."

Grabbing my cousin's hand, I look him up and down.

"You can't tell him anything about the Underground-"

"I know, Val," Aaron snaps. "I know what has to be done."

Saying nothing else, he moves away from the table, leaving the conversation in the dust behind him.

One thing is for sure.

I don't recognize anyone anymore.
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Chapter twenty-seven
Forest- Years Ago


Time moves slowly down here.

Every day drags on, the only thing I get to look forward to the brief conversations I share with my wall and whomever remains on the other side.

For six years, Xavier has remained down here, his face something I have yearned to see.

This year, I am supposed to turn 14, or so that's what Melanie says.

Everything about the way I age is a wonder.

Spending every day being prodded and tested, the idea of celebrating anything down here seems useless.

"You're not focusing," Melanie scolds, trying to get me to crush the neck of the rabbit in the cage before me without touching it.

"I don't see the point in stealing an innocent life," I hiss, delivering her defiance she will only see as a biological result of my spike in hormones for my age.

"You will have to see a point. I won't bring live humans in here for you to test your Hold on," she warns, tapping my fingers with her pen.

"I want to go outside this room," I yell, standing up with anger, my chair skidding across the room, slamming into the nearby wall.

"I'm so tired of all of you gawking at me, watching me like I am as caged as this damn rabbit-"

"Watch your mouth, Thirty-"

"Forest!" I yell, getting in the woman face. "I have a fucking name-"

"No, you do not," she snaps, grabbing my cheeks between her fingers. "Whatever association you think you have to the woman who gave birth to you, you are wrong," she warns, looking me up and down. "You have one purpose in this life. One goal. To end the Marked's existence once and for all. You know how vital that ideology is to save the human race, correct?" she questions, my head slowly nodding.

Is there no way to stop the evil they fear so much and keep my kind safe?

"End Marked, like the boy on the other side of the wall?" I question, Melanie's eyebrows raising.

"You both have the opportunity to save the world. Why not take it?" she questions, my face pulling away from her hand.

"It's easy to save the world when you have no idea what you're missing out on," I snap. "If I am to live and die fighting for a cause forced onto me, the least you can do is let me leave this room and go outside, even for a moment," I whisper. "What do you think happens if I run? If I don't come back? I have no idea how the world works. This is all I know. I promise I will kill as many damn bunnies as you want, and let you poke me for hours on end, but please, Melanie," I whisper. "Let me, and whoever is on the other side of that wall get some fresh air," I beg, her foot tapping as she debates the proposal.

"If I do that, Thirt-Forest, do you promise to work harder than you have been?" she questions, crossing her arms.

"I swear," I plea, glancing back at my sorry excuse for a bedroom.

"Fluorescent lights and glass windows would make anyone go mad. Just give me a second to not feel like one of those animals stuck behind the cage."

Fixing her lab coat, she shakes her head.

"Thirty minutes outside," she hisses. "Only thirty minutes. Wearing a blindfold. If either of you try and take it off, you're both done."

Nodding my head graciously, I grab her hands.

"I promise, Katiana," I whisper, her eyes growing wide.

"W-Why did you just call me that?"

Racking my brain for an excuse, I touch my temple, trying to formulate where that name came from.

"I-I have no idea," I admit, the lie detector scanner still strapped to my brain, reading nothing but green. "It just felt... right."

Looking at me with wide eyes, she slowly backs away, leaving the room, coming for me only an hour later.

"You only get thirty minutes," Melanie's husband whispers, the thick blindfold over my eyes as he guides us both down a narrow hallway. Feeling the ropes around my wrist, a sedative lingers near my neck, ready to be used at any moment.

"Why isn't Melanie the one taking me out?" I question, the look of fear plastered on her face when I said the name still solidified in my mind.

"She was not feeling well," he lies, gritting his teeth as he speaks.

Doing the one thing I am not supposed to, I creep into the man's mind with my Call, the bright eyes of Melanie touching my mind.

"It's a girl!" she whispers, holding her husband's hands with joy.

"I thought you were infertile-"

"I suppose we have been graced by the miracles of science," she whispers, rolling her hands over her bump.

"We can call her... Katiana," she whispers, my Call ripping free from his mind.

An unborn child.

One settled in Melanie's stomach.

No wonder she looked so fearful of my knowledge.

Even I had wondered why that name had decided to touch my mind.

"Thirty minutes," he reiterates, a cold wind brushing over me, my nose filling with the most intoxicating smell I have ever experienced.

Fresh air.

Taking a step outside, the dirt collides with my bare feet, my smile growing at the energy coursing through the Earth.

"I will wait behind the door," he snaps, slamming the heavy metal door with little to no care.

Hearing nothing but the wind rattle what I can only assume are tree branches, I take another deep breath.

So, this is what the outside world smells like-

"Forest?" Xavier's voice whispers, all of my focus pulling away from the sweet smell of freedom.

Only a little bit ahead of me, I scramble forward, tripping over something large and warm, my body nearly slamming into the ground. Feeling his bound hands grab my body before I can hit anything, his energy floods his veins, his warmth something I have never felt before.

"I'm sorry," he whispers. "I was sitting down-"

"Xavier?" I say with utter shock, reaching my bound hand toward his face, feeling until I have found his mask strapped to his face.

"Who else would it be?" he jokes, keeping his hands on my arms.

"He's still watching us," Xavier whispers, keeping his voice down. "I can sense it."

Wanting nothing more than to see his face, I regrettably slip into Melanie's husband's mind once more.

"Turn away," I urge, confident he has looked away.

Tearing off Xavier's mask, he lets out a gasp, clearly shocked by the adjusting it takes to be outside after so much isolation.

"You're beautiful," he whispers, my hands pausing their actions, my cheeks flooding with red.

What did he say?

Confused by the emotions coming over me, I take a seat on the ground before him, now nervous to take off my mask.

"I'm sorry if that was too straight forward-"

"I have an idea of you in my head," I smile, cutting the boy off. "Over the past few years, I have formulated this grand picture of you, one that has brought me comfort, even on my worst days," I sigh, reaching for the bottom of my mask. "It was not that you were too straightforward," I admit. "It's that I fear you might be better than what I could have imagined."

Pulling up the bottom of the mask, I keep my eyes closed, nervous to pry them open.

Slowly prying open my eyes, I blink back the haze, startled to see his pair of golden blue eyes watching me, the face before me one even the loveliest dream could not have conjured up.

Light gray curls and a warm smile that is far from unnerving, he has a perfect set of teeth, the kindness in his eyes filling me with a warmth I can now, never shake.

Staring at him in disbelief, I lower my hands down, clinging onto his own as we both stare at one another in utter disbelief.

"See," he whispers. "I'm not scary," he admits, both of us cracking a smile.

Reaching my hands forward, I touch his face, rolling my thumbs over his cheeks.

"You're real?" I question, a relief I never knew I needed to feel washing over me.

"As real as you, Forest," he whispers, gathering my hands in his own.

Taking a look around, we are surrounded by a metal cage, a thick forest crowding the space beyond the fence.

Completely closed in, I look behind me at the metal door Melanie's husband's back turned toward us, the Call effective in every way it needed to be.

Looking toward the ground, grass and dirt welcome us, wildflowers sprouting out of the earth.

"You've never seen the outside, have you?" Xavier questions, watching me as I take in everything around me.

"Never, I whisper in disbelief. "It's beautiful," I smile.

"Yeah," he grins, looking at nothing but me. "It is."

Feeling my cheeks flood with warmth once again, I pull my focus back to the boy.

"So, Xavier," I smile, giddy by the fact I can finally say his name to his face.

"Tell me something about yourself," I joke, pretending as if we aren't both bound and in isolation.

"Let's see," he smiles. "What could I have possibly not told you in the last six years," he grins, taking a look around.

Grabbing one of the numerous flowers around us, he plucks one free from the earth, reaching out toward me, his fingers tucking the flower behind my ear.

"I spent most of my earlier years jumping compound to compound," he sighs, my eyebrows raising with confusion.

"Don't worry, you're not missing out. My mom and dad died during the pandemics. A mass sickness that swept through the lands. The compounds subdivisions away from Sanctum's grasp-"

"Sanctum," I whisper, one of Melanie's least favorite words. "The government I am supposed to take down," I mock, shaking my head.

"I thought you were supposed to-"

"Take down the one in silver. AKA, the one pulling the strings, government included," I sigh, trying to focus on something else.

"I've heard of them. The one in silver. A real asshole if you ask me," he snaps, trying to make light of the situation.

"Has Melanie told you of the hubs Sanctum created?" he questions.

"Enough to make me wish I never step foot in one."

Brainwashed societies, divided into two groups.

The Unfortunates and the Untouchables, all while executing the Marked behind closed doors.

I suppose mankind will always have a need to want violence.

"Enough about that," Xavier smiles. "Tell me about you. Tell me what you want if you ever make it out of here."

Laughing at the insinuation I will lead anything close to a normal life, I nudge him playfully.

"Really?" I laugh, his shoulders shrugging.

"Hit me with it, Forest Flower," he smiles, the nickname bringing joy to my heart.

"In an ideal world," I mutter, leaning a tad closer to the boy. "I find a plot of land far away from all of this, with one of those log cabins, like the one from the picture books Melanie made us read when we were younger. I'd spend all my day painting in its warm confinement, and spend the mornings on my deck, taking in the fresh air as I am now," I smile, Xavier's grin growing.

"How about I make you a deal, Forest Flower?" he questions, leaning a tad closer, our foreheads touching.

"We both find a way to live a life beyond this confinement, and when we do, we both find that cabin, and live a life away from all of this," he grins, pure excitement coming over me.

This is why Melanie chose to keep us isolated.

This is why she never wanted us to meet.

Xavier was not a distraction.

He is hope.

Hope I make it out of here.

Hope I live a life.

Hope he is in it.

"What do you think-"

Not knowing what I am doing, or if it is the right thing to do, I lean closer to the boy, planting a peck on his lips, both of us startled by the human interaction.

Quickly pulling away, both of our cheeks are flooded with red, adrenaline coursing through my veins.

"I'm sorry-"

Leaning closer to me this time, he initiates the kiss, equally as confused on how the touch works.

Kissing me a little longer, we both let it linger, our foreheads touching, our smiles staying plastered on our faces well after the touch has ended.

"So, Forest," he grins. "A cabin?" he questions.

"A cabin," I clarify. "A cabin with you."

Maybe this is wrong.

Maybe it is selfish.

All I know is, for the first time in my life, I hope for something other than my own demise.

And its name is Xavier.
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Chapter twenty-eight
Forest


Shaking uncontrollably before us, the lineup of Marked from the Precipice looks fearful, flinching each time Atticus runs his finger across their backs.

"These ones we picked up last night," he hisses. "Figured since your allies have grown, they'd love to get a taste of real power," he offers, glancing at Xavier and Fallan, both men decked out in attire up to Elyon's standards.

Having brought in the Marked via vehicle this morning, Elyon felt the need to bring more resources to New Haven, but he did not give anyone any clarification as to why he felt the need to reinforce our security.

Gagged and bound, the Marked look to us fearfully.

"Any more Revolutionists?" Elyon questions, keeping his eyes out the large window of his home.

"They have all fled as far as we know," Atticus gripes. "Though, one pesky ass Marked keeps ruining my day," he hisses, my Call already in his mind.

A young redhead.

The one who gave him the scar.

Rowan.

"I've seen her before," I pipe up, her ability to get into my mind still haunting me. "Rowan is her name-"

"Rowan?" Elyon questions, both Fallan and Elyon looking at one another.

"The girl from below the compound?" Fallan questions, Elyon's head slowly nodding.

"She is alive?" Elyon questions, the first look of panic touching his expression.

What the hell could warrant that kind of response?

"I remember her too," Xavier chimes in, running his hand along my lower back. "She was helping lead the Revolutionists... but I have no idea where she could have gone-"

"In the fucking Precipice, that's where," Atticus yells. "You said there was only one Apparatus-"

"There is," Elyon and I both snap, Atticus's throat releasing a scoff.

"Then tell me how in the hell that fucking little bitch has managed to double the number of Marked who have flooded into my city and gone without a trace," he gripes, giving us all a hard stare.

"And her runes, those god damn runes-"

"Rowan is not like the other Marked," Elyon chimes in, all of us focusing our attention his way.

"What the hell do you mean?" I question, his gaze so far from me.

Fidgeting with the hems of his sleeves, Elyon looks back out the window, completely avoidant of acknowledging the Marked he was so eager to devour moments ago.

"I don't know where Rowan came from, or any of those damn runed Marked. Furthermore, I have no idea what abilities they truly possess," Elyon whispers, all of us exchanging a look.

"That's impossible. How could you not know-"

"Her mother gave birth to her in my confinement, that is true. Her mother was Marked, but Rowan... Rowan was an anomaly. As I told you, most Marked pregnancies take months. Rowan came at the rate of a normal human child. Her mother had no idea how she could have conceived, given she was in confinement. The pregnancy killed her mother, leaving Rowan to be handled in my care-"

"She can slip into a few goddamn minds, that's nothing to be wary of-"

"Not just a few," Elyon snaps. "She can slip into any mind and do so without you ever knowing. Initially, I thought she only possessed the Call, but then I realized there was more to her than met the eye. She could learn new traits, ones that she had not been born with. I kept her in close quarters-"

"Until your little facade wore off and she dug her pesky ass into my mind," Fallan snaps.

"Don't speak to me like you played no part in your downfall, Markswood," Elyon hisses, finally turning his body.

"Still, given Forest's current accomplishments, the child is no match for my daughter," Elyon smiles, Winnowing before me.

"Speaking of strength, time to drink up, my dear," Elyon smiles, the Marked once silent, now writhing, trying to escape their binds.

Having indulged to Xavier the depths of his daughter's aversion to blood, the idea of drinking anything sends chills down my spine.

"Perhaps I can take the lead?" Xavier questions, keeping a cold front.

Barely looking his way, Elyon's eyes stay plastered on me.

"No," he hisses. "Is there a reason your fiancé is so adamant on taking over-"

Waving my hand, I hear the bones shatter in their necks, each one of their heads twisting backwards, their muffled groans silenced by the hand of death. Watching Atticus's eyes widen, I hear the bodies slump to the floor before I see it. Each lively soul, now dead weight on the floor.

Slowly turning around, Elyon looks at the sight before him.

"Do not question what I am willing to do in the name of family," I hiss, the meaning holding much more weight.

Taking a step back from Atticus allows me to lean over the bodies, his hand extending out an IV.

"Here-"

Grabbing the wrist of one of the fallen, I sink my teeth into his skin, biting down until I taste blood. Hiding the nausea trying to work through me, I take several gracious drinks, peering at Elyon as I do so.

Wiping my mouth clean, I offer Atticus the wrist, watching his eyebrows crease with confusion.

"Drink up, boys," I hiss, Xavier's eyes watching me close.

"We have a war to win."

Dropping the man's wrist, I make my way over to Xavier, letting his arms wrap around me.

Taking turns indulging in the power before them, all three men take a drink.

Waiting until Xavier's turn, Elyon takes a stand beside me, his lip grazing my ear.

"Are you prepared to kill your friends and family like that in order to fight for our side?" he questions silently, my head slowly turning.

"I'm willing to do that," I smile, leaning my head into the man's shoulder. "And so much more."

Running his hand along the top of my head, I feel his lips press to its top, the first genuine sign of care he has shown me in a long time.

"Good," he whispers, grazing his hand beneath my cloak. "I would hate for my grandchild to become collateral damage."

Tensing up, Xavier turns his head, both of us petrified.

"Tread carefully, you two," Elyon smiles. "I am always one step ahead."
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Chapter twenty-nine
Kaiden


The silence is driving me mad.

Every second spent waiting for Xavier and my sister to send word is just another second I could have been out looking for her.

Aaron does not trust me.

My friends do not trust me.

Why else would they have left the cabin before I could join them?

The Underground is not meant to be seen by a Blackburn's eyes.

They know my loyalty to her runs deeper than whatever fucked up war camp they have created.

Right now, I am a goddamn sitting duck, just waiting for the worst to happen.

My whole life, I have always felt nothing but useless, bound by my incessive need to do what is right in order to protect the people I love.

Now? I sit in solemn wait, just hoping that Xavier's love for my sister is far greater than whatever influence Elyon might have over both of their minds.

I love Aaron, I really do.

But pretending that I love him more than my sister's well-being is foolish.

I can sit here, wait, and hope to have my sister return home safe.

Or I can fucking do something for once in my life.

I can leave this cabin and find a way to bring her home.

Mason thinks I don't see it, but I know if it came down to it, he would gladly drive a blade in my sister and Elyon's heart and have his Shifter companions finish the job for him.

The only two people truly on my side are now in Elyon's grasp.

No longer will I let the people I love be harmed, while I sit back and hope for the best.

Staring at the cabin's front door, I make an executive decision.

Slinging a bag over my back, I fill it with all that I will need, strapping a blade and pistol to my side, patting myself down, before swinging open the front door.

"You want to run, Forest, fine," I whisper, giving the cabin a long hard look. "Your big brother will always come after you."

Hauling ass on one of the quads we stored at the cabin from the compound, I avoid the rough terrain, letting my mind travel to places I wish it wouldn't.

Xavier must have found something.

That is the only reason he would compromise himself enough to be taken by the Prophet's grasp again.

Does he know something I don't-

Slamming on my breaks, I reach the halfway point to New Haven, my quad nearly toppling over from its abrupt stop. Like they appeared out of nowhere, a small, cloaked figure stands in my path, their hood lowered, concealing their face entirely.

Stopping right before them, I take deep staggered breaths, staring at the figure with a wide gaze.

"Kaiden Blackburn," the raspy female voice whispers, her golden eyes glancing up toward me, the abrasive dark runes coating her neck and face. Tied back, her red hair is wound up in braids, her face concealed with a mask.

"D-Do I know you?" I question.

She's Marked.

"Oh, don't tell me you don't recognize me," her eyes crease as she grins.

Swallowing, I try and piece together where I have seen her before.

That night in the compound.

All that time ago, the night I lost Hunter.

Rowan.

The girl Mason and Bekah have been searching for.

"There's that Blackburn brain going to work," she coos, her voice far older than the age she presents to carry.

No gray.

"Haven't had the honor of needing to keep my age stagnant," she smiles, tugging down her mask.

"Get out of my head," I hiss. "You Marked are always sticking your noses in places you shouldn't," I snap, her mouth curling into a deeper smile.

"And you Cleansed blame us for circumstances beyond our control. Do you think most of the Marked had a choice becoming what they are?" she questions, speaking with no boundaries.

"Why the hell are you even out here?" I question, not another person anywhere in sight.

"I heard whispers of the Underground. I know a war is looming. I also know none of this will play out how any of you expect it to. You think if Elyon is gone, power does not continue to have a grasp. First it is Elyon, next it's your sister, all while Atticus looms at the back door-"

"Atticus?"

"The Commander of the Precipice. The very same Precipice that the Revolutionists plan to infiltrate-"

"I didn't know-"

"Because they don't trust you, Kaiden, almost as much as you don't trust yourself right now. Tell me, why are you making your way to New Haven right now?"

"My sister-"

"Then what?" she questions. "What do you think will happen if Elyon sees a Cleansed like you, a martyr, making your way back to New Haven-"

"And what are you doing?" I yell, getting in the young girl's face. "All you've done is pop in when no one needs you, fucking with people's heads-"

"I'm running, Kaiden, before I am forced to," she whispers. "When this war happens, and it will happen, there will be casualties, and when the blood has been shed, and the dust has settled, this world will not be the one you knew."

She pauses, taking a step closer, her runes so prominent in this lighting.

"And I know which side you will be on by the end of it."

Saying nothing else, she moves past me, making her way down the path I had arrived from.

"Where are you going-"

"It was nice having a conversation with you, Kaiden. I have a feeling the next time we do, it will be under much worse circumstances."

Winnowing into thin air, she leaves the conversation floating in the air around us, giving me even less clarity than I started with.
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Continuing on my path, the dust slaps my face, the outline of New Haven's ward coming into perspective. Surrounded by multiple guards, the place I once considered a home now resembles that of a fortress, one guarding the Earth's greatest secrets.

I don't have a plan.

In fact, the last thing I have is a plan.

All of this is all a coin toss, just hoping they don't decide to kill me before I've even made it to the front entrance.

Would Forest be doing this for me?

Is what I am doing foolish-

"Kai," Aaron's startled voice yells.

Reaching for the walkie I had foolishly brought, static fills the line, making his voice close to impossible to hear clearly.

"K-Kaiden, where are you-"

"I'm going after my sister," I snap coldly, his voice immediately quieting down. "I am not waiting around, allowing you all to plan her demise like I am foolish enough to keep myself in the dark," I hiss.

"Kaiden, please, that's not-"

"Goodbye, Aaron," I snap, tossing the walkie into the barren lands, letting my quad roll over it, shattering it into multiple pieces.

"Stop!" one of the Officials near the entrance yells, all of their weapons raising, pointed straight toward my head.

Not stopping, I rev the engine up, forcing the quad closer despite the array of weapons pointed at me.

"We said stop, or we will fire-"

Hitting the brakes on the quad, I stop before the men, letting the wheels kick up dirt. Swinging my legs off the vehicle, I sling my bag over my shoulders, raising my hands in defense.

"I mean no trouble," I whisper. "I'm just here to see my sister."

Whispering on their communication devices, the Official closest to me looks me up and down.

"You're Andrew Blackburn's kid," he snaps.

He is a man I have seen before.

One that had been in my house once or twice, asking me how studies are going.

Now look at him.

Pointing a weapon at me, ready to shoot at any given moment.

"I am here to see my sister," I reiterate, saying nothing in response to his comment about my father.

"Your sister is not here," the man growls, looking me up and down. "Which means you, Kaiden, are trespassing-"

"Lower that gun unless you want to see if the heavens are real," her voice snaps, my heart sinking into my chest.

Lingering in the crowd of Officials, her hood is drawn, Elyon lingering behind the woman. Raising her head, we lock eyes, the farthest thing from a smile touching her cold expression.

Forest.

"Ma'am-"

Watching the man's eyes roll into the back of his head, he lets out a sound of pain, grasping my front in sheer horror before slamming to the ground in a limp dead state.

Taking a step back from the body, all of the Officials quiet down.

"I warned him," Forest smiles, looking to Elyon for praise.

What the fuck?

Where is Xavier?

Making her way toward me, Elyon lingers behind her, only stopping once she is standing before me.

Looking me up and down, we both lock eyes, a smile tugging at my lips.

"Forest-"

"Who sent you?" she questions, the farthest thing from amused.

"N-No one-"

"You're going to believe that?" Elyon questions, rubbing her shoulders. "I mean look at the boy, he trembles in fear, shaking as if he hides nothing but betrayal-"

"I can handle my brother, Elyon," she snaps, clearly annoyed by the man's presence.

"Right," he nods. "Of course."

Tuning her focus back to me, I try and think of a reason for being here.

"The others want to betray me," she whispers, her Call no doubt buried in my mind.

"So he ran to join his sister," Elyon finishes, fitting the pieces together. "Problem is, sweet Kaiden, I have no room for a Cleansed in my inner circle," Elyon mutters, looking me up and down. "Tell me what I am supposed to do about that."

"I have an idea," Forest smiles.

If comfort is what she is supposed to be making me feel, then this is far from it.

Watching Elyon's smile upturn, they both silently communicate, keeping me out of their thoughts.

"You sure?" he questions.

"If I fail, what's another body?" she questions, my palms viciously sweating from nerves.

Watching her raise her hand, a cut spreads across her palm, her eyes gleaming, their focus dead set on me.

Moving too quickly for me to react, she cups the back of my head, forcing me to my knees, her palm sliding over my lips, the blood pooling into my mouth.

"F-Forest-"

"Quiet," she yells, pressing harder.

The veins of her skin glow, the blood slowly seeping into my system, my throat forced to swallow. Watching her eyes lower, something about the way the blood is working through my system feels enlightening, my vision growing spotty the longer I consume the blood.

"Rest easy, big brother," Forest whispers, her lips grazing my ear.

"Welcome to the winning side," she whispers in my mind.

The darkness greets me moments later.


[image: image-placeholder]
Chapter thirty
Forest- Years Ago


The lights blare.

The sirens shake my eardrums, jolting me awake from my semi-peaceful sleep.

Falling off my bed, I clutch my head, doing my best to focus on what the hell is happening around me.

Surrounded by mostly darkness, the only light in the space emits from the red warning lights flashing through the glass window to my space. Stumbling toward my door, I jiggle the lock, half expecting to feel the normal resistance I would at this hour.

Melanie never leaves my door unlocked past-

Feeling it open, the metal door slowly swings open, creaking as if it has not been used in years.

Taking a step forward, something warm and wet touches my sock.

The stench of iron clings to my nose.

Blood.

A hell of a lot of it.

Looking around for some indicator on where the source of the blood is, I meet nothing but dead ends.

For many years it has been quiet.

Day in and day out, refining my abilities, becoming something worthy of the cause Melanie is fighting for.

Worthy of taking down the Prophet.

Though mostly divided by the concrete wall, I hear Xavier in my mind, seeing him in the stolen moments we manage to slip outside, or whisper to one another in our minds.

Seeing the wreck before me now, Xavier is the only person I want to get to.

Trying not to slip on blood, I run toward Xavier's room door, slamming my fists on its metal surface.

"Xavier," I whisper, getting no resistance from his lock like I had mine.

"F-Forest?" he questions with uncertainty, his energy radiating from the other side of the door.

"Yes," I hiss, looking around for something to get this door open.

On the inside of the room, a noise plays at a low frequency 24/7, diluting out abilities, making it impossible to open the door from our side.

Out here, perhaps there is more that I can do.

"Xavier, step back," I hiss, warning him to stay clear of the doorway.

"Forest, what are you-"

Lowering my head, I focus on the hinges and locks of the door, curling my Hold around every part of the door I can, forcing as much energy into the action until-

Watching the door fly open, I narrowly avoid getting hit.

Looking at me from wide eyes on the other side, Xavier looks absolutely confused.

"Xavier," I sigh. "I don't know what the hell is going on-"

Stopping me before I can start, his arms wrap around me, his warm presence something I didn't realize I needed so badly right now. Keeping my head nestled in the crook of his neck, I take in his scent, letting the feeling of his energy surround me.

"What happened?" I whisper, keeping my voice down.

"I don't know," he sighs, looking around. "I didn't even hear a scream-"

"Hey!" a loud voice shouts, pulling us away from the moment together.

Turning on our heels, we both stare at the man dressed in black tactical gear, the image of his attire so vivid in my mind.

Taking a closer look, I finally put together where I have seen this uniform before.

Sanctum.

Sanctum's emblem.

Sanctum's clothing.

Just like the pictures Melanie had shown me growing up.

"An Official," I whisper.

Here he stands now, pointing the loaded weapon at us with no remorse.

"Get down on the fucking ground and keep your hands up!" he yells, dancing his finger around the trigger.

Taking shallow breaths, I lock hands with Xavier, watching his eyes lower with rage.

"Where's Melanie?" I question, looking the man up and down.

"The Prophet was not happy to know the night he had with her resulted in such a grand lab experiment. Who knew his seed would be used for such a wicked plan," he hisses, my Call burying itself into his mind.

Seeing the fleeting images of a silver mask, my mind grows hazy.

"We have nothing to do with why you're here,"

"Oh, yes, you do, boy," the man hisses, cutting off Xavier. "Or at least, she does," he snaps, looking me up and down. "She is the Prophet's daughter after all," he smiles, my heart sinking to the bottom of my chest.

"My father and mother are dead!" I yell, baring my teeth.

"Your mother, yes. That skanky lab junkie bitch took his seed and forced it into your mother. Your father, however, is very alive, and very angry-"

Yelling, Xavier lets go of my hand, Winnowing in front of the both of us, colliding his body with the Official, forcing the gun out of his hand.

Fighting with as much strength as he has, Xavier's body is no match for this grown man. Flinging him against the wall, the power the Official holds is far from human.

A Marked.

Watching Xavier hit the wall, the man scrambles for his gun, ready to put a bullet right in Xavier's head.

"You pesky fucking little shit-"

Winnowing before I can even think about my actions, I grab the man's hair, forcing him down to my level, allowing the feral drive to come over me.

Eyeing the veins of his neck, his energy calls to me, filling my mind with thoughts I can't control.

Thoughts Melanie worked so hard to suppress.

"What are you-"

"Don't touch my family."

Clamping down on the major artery in his neck, I bite so hard I see red from his jugular, thrashing away from the man's neck, tasting the rich iron of his blood fill my throat. Yanking his jugular free from his neck, the red spews across my gown and on the floor. Only letting go of him once I've had a good enough fix, his energy courses through me. My eyes gleam in the reflection of my room's glass window, mesmerizing me in ways I can't explain.

"Forest," Xavier gasps, jolting me away from my blank stare.

Grabbing the pistol from the floor, Xavier and I both eye it with confusion.

"Do you even know how to work that?" I question, wiping the blood from my mouth.

"Have you done that before?" he asks with caution, wiping some residual blood from off my lip.

"No," I admit with honesty. "Though, I've wanted to."

Giving me the slightest up turn of his mouth, he sighs.

"Glad it wasn't just me."

That's the odd thing about me and Xavier.

These past 12 years, we have watched each other age slowly, looking no more than 14, yet carrying minds far past what we are.

In that time, Melanie has become a mother.

Life outside of this lab has persisted.

Inside, all I have is Xavier.

"Did you hear what he said?" I question, watching the red light flash across Xavier's face.

"Did you hear what he said about my father?" I push.

"Whatever is going on," Xavier whispers. "The answers are past that door," he pushes, pointing toward the one door we were never allowed to open.

The way Xavier came from.

The way the Official came from.

The way out.

Nodding, I grab his hand, letting him lead the pursuit toward the outside world.

Nudging the door open, we both stop in our tracks, fearful of what lies before us.

Bound and gagged in a chair in the main waiting area, Melanie looks at us in absolute fear, her husband dead at her feet, a fresh bullet wound in the middle of his head. Standing in front of her, they wear a black cloak, numerous other Officials surrounding the woman.

"I'll ask once more," the figure says, their voice indistinguishable from a man or a woman. "Where is she? Where is the girl?" they question.

Holding a knife to her throat, they drag it across her skin, creating a small cut.

Eyeing me and Xavier, I don't need to read her mind to know what she wants.

She wants us to run.

Looking over at me, Xavier tenses his jaw, his lips landing on my forehead as he embraces me in a warm hug. Startled, I let the tender touch happen, startled once his mouth gravitates toward my ear.

"Stay hidden," he whispers.

"Xavier, what-"

Shoving me back behind the door, he slams it shut. Breaking the handle before I can stop him, I glare out the small glance window, watching him peer down the figure as the focus finally diverts his way.

"So, you did have another Marked in here," the figure laughs, looking Xavier up and down. "What's your name, boy?"

"Xavier Evermoore," he says, glaring at the figure. "Let her go."

Looking back at Melanie, the figure scoffs.

"Let her go?" they question, cutting her once more along her front with a small knife. "The very woman that locked you up and used you as a lab rat to keep her little experiment company?" they question, clutching the blade. "Oh, how you have brainwashed these children, Melanie."

"Xavier," Melanie gasps. "Get out of here-"

Winnowing, the figure stands before Xavier, clutching the sides of his head, holding with a tight grasp.

"Perhaps you know where my flower is?" they question, burying their call into the void of Xavier's mind.

Searching and prodding, my Call stays nestled in the back of Xavier's mind, clinging on in absolute fear.

"Hm, you have love for her," they whisper, my heart racing as Xavier's eyes roll into the back of his head. "More than love, you are willing to die for her," they hiss, prying their fingertips into the side of Xavier's head.

Ready to scream out and slam this door down, I hear a voice linger in the back of my mind.

"Run, Forest," Xavier whispers. "I will find you in this lifetime or the next. Please, live for the both of us-"

"Well, no need to hold onto those pesky memories of her," they hiss.

Feeling Xavier's Call leave my mind, any and all connection flooding between the both of us is severed. "I'm sure you have far better uses without the memory of her circling your mind."

Watching Xavier slump to the floor, Melanie screams. Feeling the fear circle my chest, I cannot think clearly.

"Now, to find her-"

"Hey!" a voice shouts from near our rooms, a group of Officials funneling into the space.

"I think we found her," one of them grins.

All Marked.

All coming in from a way out.

Looking back toward the door, the figure in the cloak has not noticed me yet, their focus too preoccupied on Xavier.

Locking eyes with Melanie, it's clear what she needs me to do.

What Xavier needed me to do.

Run.

Run for them.

Run to find a way to save them.

"Someone let them know-"

Cutting off the man before he can speak into his walkie, I grab his neck, slamming him to the ground, using my Hold to twist his neck in the opposite direction.

Backing away from me, the other men and women reach for their weapons, ready to scream out to their ruthless leader.

Feeling the pain and bloodlust come over me, it's clear what has to be done.

The only way any of the people I love are avenged starts by bringing down these people.

Bringing down the Marked.

"I'm taking the boy back to the compound, any sight of the girl?" the figure in the cloak questions through the walkies, all of them wary of answering.

"If any of you reach for it, you're dead," I whisper, waiting to see who is idiotic enough to test me right now.

Seeing one of the men attempt to reach for their walkie, it becomes clear what I have to do.

I have to kill them all.

Seeing red far before I have the time to think through my actions, I rip through jugulars left and right, taking in the energy from each of their veins, violently thrashing through the group until no one is able to stand on their own two feet. Watching the bodies hit the floor in lifeless, dead weight, I grab one of their weapons, staggering toward the door they came from, my energy at an all-time high.

Hearing the figure in the cloak yell through all of their walkies, the need to turn around and grab Xavier is suffocating.

You'll find him again.

You'll find Xavier again.

Moving forward, I listen to the pounding on the door, blocking out the fear encompassing my mind.

I have to keep moving for him.

I can't let that figure see me.

I have to find a way out.

Shoving past the metal door the group came from, the ash from the outside world touches my nose, nightfall concealing me the best it can.

Staggering forward, I carry on, letting all that has happened consume my mind.

I will make them all pay for what they have done.

I will make the Prophet pay for what they have done.

The people that came into my home and took the people I love were their pawns.

Perhaps the figure in the cloak was the Prophet Melanie had raised me to defeat.

Still, one thing is for sure.

There is no peace as long as they are alive.

There is no peace so long as Xavier is in danger.

I will find him again.

And when I do, we may not recognize one another.

Anything is better than how I feel now.

Downfall to Sanctum.

Long live the Marked.
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Chapter thirty-one
Kaiden


I've been in this situation one too many times.

I know screaming does me no good.

When I left the cabin, I knew the risk I was taking looking for my sister.

Not knowing where I am or how I got here is the least of my worries.

Forest gave me her blood, that much I know.

It funneled into my system, breathing new life into me that I never realized I needed.

Now, I feel empty, unsure of where I am or how I got here-

"You were supposed to stay with Aaron at the cabin."

Jolted upward from my mindless spiral, a cold cloth falls from my forehead before landing in my lap.

Looking out a large glass window, she wears a robe of white silk. Her silver hair trails down her back in soft waves.

Looking around, it becomes increasingly evident I am in the guest quarters of a home.

"Guest quarters in our housing in the Precipice," she answers for me, already buried in the depths of my mind.

Slightly turning her head back toward me, I see the puffed irritation surrounding her eyes. It's a clear indicator she has been crying.

Moving off the bed, my only motivation is knowing she is safe.

"Forest, what-"

Feeling a burning pain shoot through my forearm, I hiss in pain. Clamping my hand over the tender skin, it feels as if my skin is on fire. Dragging up my shirt sleeve, my eyes go wide at the realization of what has etched itself into my skin.

Scarred and imperfect, the intricate crescent pattern clings to my skin.

"I-Is that-"

"You're Marked," Forest whispers, her voice filled with the first real sign of pain I have seen in a long time. "It was the only way I could keep you safe."

Trailing my fingers over the scar, reality comes crashing in.

"I-I'm Marked?" I stutter.

Finally turning around all the way, any fears I had revolving around the reasoning for my scar suddenly become increasingly insignificant.

As clear as day, the gown clings to her front. Enunciating the protruding bump, her hands run over the bump, providing the life trapped inside a gentle touch.

"F-Forest, you're-"

"Pregnant?" she questions. Looking down at her bump, a soft smile spans across her lips. "Your niece is in there," she beams.

Baffled, the rapid heartbeat of the little fetus disorientates my thinking.

"How long have you known?" I question.

Looking up, she grabs my hands, placing them on her bump.

"Since conception," she whispers. "There was no way for me to protect all of you and her standing against Elyon. I had to find a way to gain his trust. Find a way to bring it all down from the inside."

Feeling a kick against my hand, I smile. The energy within her womb is strong and valiant.

"Mason thinks there is only one way to end Elyon," I whisper. "He is not willing to entertain the idea of holding Elyon captive until we can figure something out-"

"Neither am I," Forest says sternly. "No world with Elyon in it is one I want mine and Xavier's child to live in."

"Forest, that puts your life on the line-"

"My life, after she is free from my womb, is insignificant-"

"Are you listening to yourself?!" I exclaim, dragging my hands away from her belly. "The only way we know how to truly kill Elyon is with a blade crafted from the metals of the waters he derived from and your life-"

"Do not speak to me like I do not know that to be reality. I have spent far too long running from responsibilities that were made mine by the Lockland family long ago. This is my birth right, Kai. I am doing all that I can to keep the people that I love safe before I no longer have the ability to do so-"

"And what does Xavier think of your radical thinking?" I question. Her expression drops at the mention of Xavier.

"He doesn't know," she whispers. "And he never will. The only thing he should be focusing on is our girl. Not me. I rest easy knowing she will have Xavier and you-"

"And what about us?" I cry. "What about me and Xavier? You think we can function without you?"

"You'll find a way," she says sternly. "You always find a way, Kai."

"No." I hiss. "I won't allow you to do something stupid."

Moving toward the door, she Winnows in front of me, stopping me before I can try and look for Xavier.

"Elyon does not know about her. If you go out there and start a ruckus, it will raise questions from him."

"How could he not know?" I question with confusion.

"He has his suspicions. It's becoming harder to hide her from him. A Marked pregnancy may have a longer span, but, inevitably, the signs will begin to show."

"How long before she is due?" I question with caution.

"I can feel her, Kai. I can feel her kicks and hear her thoughts," Forest whispers. "She's a fighter, just like her parents...Which is why I know she will survive what we must do."

Speaking like a crazed woman, I can hardly process what is suggesting.

"What must we do?" I scoff. "Forest, what the hell does that mean-"

"You're going to pull her from my womb," Forest snaps. "Once I deem it safe, she will be taken from my womb before my water breaks. Then, and only then, I will handle Elyon the only way I know how-"

"But Mason-"

"Mason knows," Forest yells. "Mason knows what must be done. He is no fool, Kaiden," Forest mutters. "Mason is the only one willing to do what is necessary."

"I'm sorry, I refuse to allow you to put your or her life in danger just to keep us safe."

Setting her mouth in a straight line, confliction clouds her expression.

"It's not just Mason, Kai," Forest sighs. "If he cannot do what needs to be done, there will be another. You can't stow away the inevitable."

"And what do you think happens if Elyon dies? You think you end all of this and there will not be another. Forest, think clearly. You have no idea-"

"You have no idea!" she hisses in my mind.

Stumbling backward into the bed post, her eyes are hazed with a golden tinge.

"Do not question me, Kaiden Blackburn. You may be Marked, but that does not change how new you are to it all. The only way to save our kind and my child is to end Elyon Morgan. There is no other way-"

"What would dad do?" I cry. "What would dad and mom do-"

"I wouldn't know!" she screams. "I'm the reason every fucking person in my life is dead! Don't you see, Kai?" she sobs. "I don't get to live a life. I don't get to love Xavier," my heart breaks in every way possible. "My greatest gift in this life has been loving you and Xavier. You both have taught me what it means to live. You both breathed life into me when I had nothing else to give. Being your sister is a gift I will never be able to repay, but please, Kaiden. Please. Help me. Help me give her a chance," leaning her head on my chest, her tears stain my shirt. "I'm scared, Kaiden. I'm so fucking scared."

Wrapping my arms around her, I rest my chin on her head.

"I'll find a way to keep you safe, Forest," I whisper. "To keep you both safe."

Knowing damn well she is in my mind; she knows fighting me further on the topic is useless.

Holding her tight, the energy from her child is alarming.

"He can't sense that? Elyon?"

"No," Forest smiles. "She doesn't let him-"

"She doesn't let him what?" Xavier's voice questions.

Lingering in the doorway, he rolls up his sleeves. Lined with concern, his eyes narrow on the both of us with a solemn expression. Pulling her head away from my chest, she wipes away her tears.

"Kai was just learning about his niece," Forest smiles. "Right, Kai?"

Putting me in the spotlight, she knows how desperately I want to scream to tell Xavier about her crazy plan. Ready to speak up, it's like my voice is stuck in my throat. Burying her Call in my mind, she has made it clear this conversation was only for me and her.

"Right," I force out.

Casually walking over to Forest, Xavier rubs his hand over the bump.

"How is she?" he smiles. "How are the both of you?"

Wrapping her arms around his neck, she begins to guide him out of my room.

"I will tell you all about it in our room. Kai needs sleep."

Letting her guide him, something urges me to nudge Xavier as he moves by me.

Turning his head to look at me, we briefly exchange a look, one that is far from comforting. Tensing my jaw, I shake my head as I cover my mouth. Glancing at Forest, I hope he picks up on what I am trying to say.

She told me something she doesn't want him hearing.

Please, just-

"Kaiden," Forest whispers. "Quiet."

Shutting the door on me, I wait a few seconds before trying the lock.

Scrambling into the hallway, both Forest and Xavier are gone, most likely having Winnowed the second she got them outside.

Leaning into the wall, I take a deep breath.

Aaron, Forest, Xavier, our friends, and now this baby?

How the hell are all of us going to make it out of this?
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Chapter thirty-two
Forest- The Dark Days


"Ithink I have everything we need."

Laying out the plan before us, Andrew's attack plan for the Revolutionists looks as perfect as it can be. For months he has been planning, trying to find the best approach to rid his people of the hand that has taken control of his world.

Initially, we had no insight. Now that Xavier has the clarity we worked so hard for him to have, the knowledge he carried about the Prophet is undeniably useful.

Looking at him now, cleaning his gear with such concentration, it's easy for me to see the small boy from all those years ago.

Does he truly remember nothing from his time in the lab?

Is there really no way for him to remember what I do?

It took me a while to put it together.

So many aspects of my past I blocked out, keeping it far away from my mind. I grew up learning the mind blocks out trauma it doesn't want to reflect on.

Xavier is the farthest thing from someone I don't want to forget.

"I will let you know if I think of anything else," I trail off, barely registering Andrew's words.

Only half listening to his words, his fingers graze the corner of my mouth.

"Are you smiling?" Andrew whispers.

Nudging him away, I glare at him. 
"That will be all, Andrew," I hiss. "Thank you."

Smiling like a drunken fool, I pray he has not taken notice of how red my cheeks got the minute he pointed out my body's reaction to watching Xavier. Excusing himself from the cabin, he waves us both off, finally getting a reaction from Xavier.

Smiling at Andrew, his grin feels as if it lights up the space around us.

"Any reason he is off in a hurry?" Xavier asks.

Though he has posed the statement as a question, he knows very well why I have asked Andrew to leave.

"I didn't like what he was saying," I answer honestly.

"Didn't like what he was saying?" Xavier scoffs. "I also think it's cute when you get distracted and smile."

Crossing my arms, I glare at him.

"I never said Andrew called me cute."

"He didn't?" Xavier gasps. "I guess I must have slipped up and said my own thoughts."

Smiling once again, he takes a seat on the couch, tapping his lap pridefully.

"Come here, Forest Flower."

No longer forcing up the assertive front I keep around Andrew, my mind and body melt at the sound of his wants. Eagerly letting him gather me in his lap, my arms instinctively wrap around his neck to pull him closer. Kissing me with no boundaries, his lips devour mine in a gentle touch.

"I thought we were being careful about how much we did this?" Xavier points out, though his hands are already making their way under my shirt.

"No sex," I whisper. "This isn't sex."

"Right, because sex will be the fine line between platonic and..."

He trails off before he can finish his statement.

"And what?" I whisper.

Clearing his throat, he cups my face with his hands. Rolling his thumbs over my cheeks, a smile tugs up the corner of his lips.

"I'm not just using this as an opportunity to get myself off," he whispers. "Something pulls me close to you. Something I can't even begin to explain. Every time you are with me like this, it feels like my soul is finally intact."

If only he knew.

If only he knew how much I understand that statement.

Avoiding sex with Xavier is more than what meets the surface.

Trust me, I would let him carry me to my bedroom with no hesitation.

I know once we have allowed that to happen, all of the knowledge I have about our past, coupled with the reality that I have a limit to my lifespan would drive me insane.

All I can hold onto are these moments of peace.

These moments where, for once in my life, I am not a weapon.

I serve no purpose.

No purpose other than loving Xavier.

And god, do I love him.

"I love you," I whisper without thinking.

Widening his eyes, I shake my head at the realization that I was thinking out loud.

Fuck, fuck-

"You do?" he questions with genuine sincerity.

Slowly nodding my head, I lean in just a bit closer.

"You're someone I want to keep safe. Someone who deserves to feel my love with no constraints."

But that's not possible, is it?

There is no reality in which I get to live a life with Xavier.

I can fool myself and feed into delusion, but at the end of the day, this is all I have.

These small moments.

These small moments with him.

"You want honesty, Forest?" Xavier prods. "I don't think this is the first time we've met-"

Now the one with wide eyes, I look at him in disbelief.

"I think our souls were once together in another lifetime. Maybe before the wars," he continues.

False hope is a damn painful thing.

"Maybe we had a house like this and worked normal jobs in a society that was never divided," he smiles. "Maybe we had little ones, ones that would run up to me after work and greet me with wide grins."

It hurts.

It hurts so damn bad.

"I'd look up and see you smiling on the porch and give you a kiss like I just did," moving his lips to my ear, he kisses my neck. "Then, I'd hold you like I am now and tell you how much I love you and the life we have."

Tensing up, I wrap around him tighter.

"Because I do love you, Forest Evermoore," he whispers, using the name I had happily put down at the tattoo shop. "I love you now, and well after my heart has stopped beating. Until my last breath, and even then, death itself will never take you away from me."

Pressing his forehead to mine, I glance at the bedroom.

"Take me to the bedroom" I whisper. "I don't feel like kissing you on the floor anymore."

Not arguing with me, he stands up, keeping me wrapped around his waist. Kissing him more aggressively, I mentally prepare myself for the restraint it will take not to pursue things further.

"I'll never let anything bad happen to you, Forest," he whispers.

"Trust me. The feeling is mutual."

Smiling, he swings open the door.

As much as I would like to enjoy what is about to happen, something nags at my mind.

Who will be there to keep him safe once I am gone?

Looking at his smile now, dread overcomes me.

I really hope he is right about our souls.

There is no way in hell that I don't search for him in the next lifetime.
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Chapter thirty-three
Mason


"Iwant as many as you can spare," I snap at the Shifter, staring into the empty pockets of their eyes.

"Sir, we don't know-"

"I said as many as you can spare. We make our move today. The last thing I need is lip from any of you," I hiss, looking the creature up and down.

Loading vehicles and strapping on gear, those of us who are not humanoid creatures get our resources ready to raid the Precipice.

For far too long, we have sat back and allowed Xavier to make his moves from the inside.

And now, with Kaiden's absence, it has become clear what hold Forest has over those she values most.

The rest of us are just sitting ducks, waiting for the worst to happen.

I cannot afford to continue losing valuable allies.

Strapping vehicles with supplies and rallying what forces we have, Bekah eyes us down with a wary look I know all too well.

"Speak up," I snap, making my way over to her and her perplexed expression.

Looking around, she keeps her voice down.

"What if we make it in, find Xavier and the others, and they no longer stand with our side?" she questions, pacing back and forth.

"No longer stand with our side?"

"What if we are forced to put an end to Forest and Xavier entirely?" she questions, asking the one thing no one else would.

Even after everything she has been through with the Evermoore's and Blackburn's, she still chooses to see the worst-case scenario.

Just like me.

"Then that's exactly what we will do," I whisper, moving myself past her.

"Are you prepared for what would happen if-"

"If what?" I yell, looking her up and down. "The Prophet needs to die," I snap. "And there is only one way any of us know how to accomplish that. We can sit here and pretend like isolating the bastard and keeping him in confinement will be enough, but you and I both know what has to be done to fix all of this," I warn.

"Xavier will never allow that to happen," Bekah murmurs, keeping her head down.

"I fear Xavier no longer has a choice," I say with immense guilt. "Now, finish loading, we have a revolution to lead with or without its creator."
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Pulling up to the grand city, the Revolutionists not residing in the Underground linger at the agreed-upon meeting point. Carrying supplies more used than our own, they marvel at what we have managed to bring with us. Jumping down from the driver's side of the vehicle, I shake hands with the woman leading the group, eyeing her up and down.

Niverna Marlins.

Our inside eye.

"Mason Veron, I presume?" she questions, a seductive undertone lingering in her voice.

Now is not the time to sit here and marvel at biological traits.

It's still difficult to process any woman looking at me with anything but disgust.

For so long I was shifted, stuck in an altered state.

Being a monster for so long, you struggle to remember what humanity felt like.

"Quite some firepower you've brought with you," she smiles, not looking at any of the supplies in our vehicles.

Great, flirting.

Something else I am absolutely horrid at.

"You sure they are in there?" I question, looking at the entrance to the Precipice, ignoring her attempts to get me to look at her with lust.

"I know they are. Watched them kill dozens of my men before grabbing Fallan," she snaps, clearly still pissed about the events that unfolded.

Why the hell is Forest doing all of this? What the hell is really going on?

"And they won't see us coming?" I question.

"The guards won't. We laced them all with a sedative. If timing is on our side," she whispers, pushing my chin to look toward the front entrance. "They should all be fast asleep."

Lying face down on the ground, the guards that normally protect the perimeter are motionless.

"Tell me, Mason, what exactly is your plan if you manage to liberate your friends?" Niverna questions, keeping her doubts about me.

Good.

Trust is a hard thing to earn these days.

"Our only goal has always been to apprehend the Prophet and take down his reign. Whoever stands in the way of that is collateral."

"Even Forest?" she questions, prodding for answers.

"Especially Forest," I warn.

"Xavier won't let you touch her-"

"Then Xavier better be prepared to become collateral."

Looking around, everything seems abnormally quiet.

Too quiet.

Something's wrong.

Waving my hand in the air, the men and women I brought with me grab their things. Keeping the vehicles parked at a safe enough distance to escape, if need be, I lead the charge toward the entrance to the city, sensing Bekah's presence as she comes up beside me.

"What's the strategy?" she questions frantically, her heart nearly beating out of her chest.

Scanning the crowd, I get a glance at Aaron, his eyes filled with a look of feral drive.

Whatever he tells the others, Kai's sudden absence has weighed heavily on his soul.

"Full honesty?" I question, a slight smile pulling up the corners of my mouth. "To shed blood."

Stepping over the motionless guards, we barrel through the front entrance, meeting the wide-eyed expressions of the citizens lingering near the front. Firing off multiple shots in the air, I make as much noise as I can. Dragging their claws across the ground, the Shifters trail behind us, snapping their teeth at anyone willing to get just an inch closer to us.

"Everybody stays the fuck back!" I yell, watching as crowds of people begin to funnel out of buildings.

The city is a spectacle, one much cleaner than New Haven.

What a shame they decided to bring in our enemy.

"The Revolutionists are raiding your city!" Bekah yells, pointing her pistol at the growing crowd.

Keeping ourselves on high alert, these people are one bad move away from seeing what a group with this many Marked can truly look like.

"What do you want?" one of the women in the crowd trembles, her eyes hazed over with the Veil this city has prided itself in using.

"Elyon Morgan," I yell. "We want Elyon Morgan and his daughter Forest Blackburn-"

"Mason," Aaron whispers, tugging on the sleeve of my jacket. "Forest was not-"

"I said I am ending the Prophet," I yell, getting in his face. "I will ensure I have every means possible to do just that."

Hearing shouts in the distance, Officials and guards not sedated by Niverna's team approach our group, ready to blaze us in a haze of bullets the minute we try and make another move.

Looking at Bekah, it's clear to both of us what has to be done.

Time to give Elyon a reason to step out from the shadows.

Shoving past citizens, I set my focus on the first Official I can. Winnowing behind the man, I wrap my arm around his neck. Pressing down as hard as I can on his throat with my forearm, he gasps for air, struggling to make any noise once I have crushed his airways.

"For every minute you choose to hide in the shadows, Elyon," I warn, crushing the man's windpipe until he no longer puts up a fight. "I pick off another one of you."

Watching the dust kick up as he hits the ground, every citizen around us takes a step back.

Shaking his head, Aaron draws his weapon, aiming it at the next closest Official.

"We are following orders," the Officials yell, clearly foreign to an ambush as sudden as this.

"So are we," Aaron hisses. "That's all war really is-"

"Quite wise words, Mason," her voice pipes in, her lips barely grazing my ear. "I thought I warned all of you to stay the hell away."

Unable to retain control of my body, my back skids across the ground, forcefully shoved away by the force of her Hold.

Scrambling to stand up, her golden bright eyes lock with mine, giving me a look I never thought I'd see directed toward me.

The look of a hunter, ready to kill its prey.

"Forest?" I question, holding my hand out as I stand.

Wearing a cloak, something protrudes from her torso, putting strain on the cloak.

"Why are you here?" she questions as if the answer to that is not obvious.

"Where are Kai and Xavier?" I question, countering her question with one of my own.

"Well, well, well, now we have a party," an annoying voice pipes in, forcing my focus behind me.

Atticus.

Walking with his hands tucked in his pockets, the smirk the man carries tells me all that I need to know.

They knew we were coming.

"Atticus," I snap, acknowledging the little pest.

"Shifter," he grins, making a conscious effort to avoid using my name.

He wants to piss me off.

He wants me to snap.

"Forest," Aaron pleads, her eyes barely looking his way. "Where are they-"

"That's enough."

Xavier.

Approaching the tense group, the Officials clear the way for Xavier, giving him a direct path to Forest. Kissing her on the head, his hand passes over her stomach, rubbing the strain.

No.

No, no, no.

Closing my eyes, I focus on the noise around me, listening to the numerous thundering heartbeats.

Hearing one far smaller and faster than all the rest, clarity washes over me.

She's pregnant.

"Where's Kai?" Aaron yells, starting to reach a breaking point.

Surging toward Xavier, Aaron grabs Xavier's front, tugging on his shirt.

Waving off Forest, she takes a step back, allowing Xavier to handle the frantic man.

Trying to move, my feet feel stuck in place, making it impossible to move.

What the hell?

None of them are focusing their Hold on me-

"Wrong Marked."

Feeling chills roll down my spine, the voice tethered to the words breaks me.

Kaiden.

Barely able to turn my head, his brown curls brush the back of my neck. A vengeful expression paints his expression. His eyes hide a dull gleam.

No. 
This can't be happening.

Forest would not do this to him.

"Kai?" Aaron breathily gasps. His eyes are wide, ready to release a wave of tears at any given moment.

"Hi, Aaron," Kai whispers.

His tone is icy, distant.

"What the hell did you do?" Aaron yells, looking at Atticus for an answer.

"What did I do?" Atticus questions, looking Aaron up and down. "You're asking the wrong person that question."

Turning toward Forest, my eyes widen.

Forest.

She wouldn't-

"I suppose you don't know me very well then," Forest answers, her Call already deeply buried in my mind.

"I warned you all not to come back here-"

"You think any of this will save your child from what's to come?" I yell, every set of eyes in the group snapping my way. "You think Elyon will ever allow your child to live a normal life?" I push.

Kai's hand wraps around the back of my neck, tightening his grasp.

"Watch it, Mason-"

Shoving myself backward, I hit the man in the chest. Turning on my heels once his grasp has loosened, I shove him away.

"I know you're all thinking it!" I yell, looking the group up and down. "Your child is not safe-"

"Mason, stop-"

"Why?" I hiss, fully aware of the countless Marked eyes on me.

Any one of them could kill me with no remorse.

I am in a den full of starved animals.

Seeing Forest and Xavier flinch every time I mention the child, a single thought enters my mind.

"Elyon doesn't know," I whisper, taking in Atticus's look of shock.

Clenching her jaw, Forest's hands run over her stomach.

He doesn't know.

"That's why you ran," I whisper, finally putting together Xavier's reason to leave and not return.

"Christ," I whisper, running my hands through my hair. "Damnit!" I yell, trying to piece together a plan in all of this chaos.

"He doesn't fucking know?" I question again.

Her only response is a slight nod.

"I need you all to leave the Precipice, Mason," she whispers. "Please."

Hearing the distant screams in the city, the Revolutionists have already begun to make their mark.

There is no stopping what has already begun.

"The Revolutionists are here, Forest," I whisper, waiting for Xavier to say something. "One way or another, the Prophet must fall."

"You know what that means," Xavier finally chimes in. "You know what is required to make that happen-"

"We know," Aaron chimes in, his gloved hand wiping away what I am sure will be the last tears he chooses to shed today. "We know what it will take. The question is, are you going to stand in our way?"

Straightening his shoulders, feral rage overcomes Xavier's expression.

"You know I can't let that happen," Xavier warns, both he and Kai moving in front of Forest, shielding her like guard dogs.

"I know you'll stand in my way," I hiss, drawing my blade from my side.

"You won't touch her," Xavier snaps.

"I guess we will see, won't we, Evermoore?"

That was the last thing I could say before all hell broke loose.
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Chapter thirty-four
Rowan


This part of the world always made me question what humanity could have looked like before the wars.

Was there really such thing as no divide?

Bumping shoulders with Elias, we creep along the perimeter of the Precipice.

"Fallan has it?" Elias whispers.

"The blade? Yeah, he has it."

When I was spending some time creeping into his mind, I heard the thought no one would want to hear.

Forest asked him to kill her once they safely removed the child from her uterus. Forest knows Elyon does not have clarity on her pregnancy and, as a result, will react to seeing her bleed from the procedure. That is her one and only chance to ensure the blade pierces both of their hearts.

Or, at least, that is the assumption I have drawn.

Being able to linger in the minds of those around me has always been a gift I both dread and love.

Sometimes, it's entertaining, other times, it leaves me wondering why humanity deserves a second chance.

"So, if we are successful and the Prophet and Forest are gone, what does that mean for the Marked?"

How much curiosity can one person have?

I need to stay focused.

The minute all hell breaks loose, I have to find Forest.

I have to find a way to lure her back to the cabin and give her what she needs.

Everyone else thought I was bringing her back as a hostage, but I know she will do nothing unless that child is free from her womb.

I sensed it long ago. Back when she and Xavier were in New Haven.

She thought she was in my mind, but I was buried in hers, already aware of her crazy plan.

Perhaps if I had the courage to come face to face with the Shifter running the Underground, I could have let him in on her little plan.

For some reason, every time I am within the vicinity of Mason, it feels suffocating.

I know he was looking for me, trying to find clarity as to how I have done half of the things I have.

But something about him tells me to run for the hills anytime he is near me.

"That's it. No more Marked. Forest was the last person capable of creating our kind. Conception and blood are the only way, and without Forest or Elyon, we will become a dying breed."

"So, that sort of makes me and you the last of our kind? There's not many Marked back in the Underground that are our age."

"Once our kind dies out, no more blood. No more ways to stay youthful."

"Aging normally?” Elias jokes. "At what point did that become an odd concept?"

Staying silent, I keep walking.

"Have you tried blood?" he asks after a few moments of silence.

Great. Questions.

"That's how Elyon kept me in the condition he wanted," I whisper. "Never enough to stall my aging, but just enough to make me a weapon he could use at any point."

Kicking rocks as he walks, Elias stares forward.

"Was it lonely in confinement?"

Shrugging my shoulders, I keep on a cold front.

"Let's just say, it's nothing I'd want to experience again."

Screams tear out through the air, forcing us both away from this prodding conversation. Whipping our heads toward the main strip of the Precipice, we both become rigid with adrenaline.

"I thought they were supposed to give you a sign," Elias exclaims.

"I think that is our warning," I hiss. "Time to move."
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Narrowly avoiding a Shifter mistakenly swiping at me, Elias slips on the blood pouring from the ripped neck of an Official gasping for air.

Trying to make sense of all that is happening around me, my eyes catch a glimpse of Xavier's gray hair as he wrestles with one of our own in a cloak.

"Rowan!" Silas yells. "Watch ou-"

Winnowing before he can finish his statement, the sound of a blade clattering with the concrete wall behind me throws all of my senses into hyperdrive. Snapping my head toward the Official who shamelessly tried to decapitate me, my hand is raised and twisted, breaking his neck clean, rotating it in the other direction.

Staring in horror, Elias hides his vomit.

Great. The perfect person to bring to a fight.

Now, if I can just find Forest-

"There you are, you little bitch," his vile voice hisses.

Glaring at me, Atticus cocks his head at me with disdain. Wearing the deep scar I gave him, a smile toys with my lips.

"Elias, find Forest," I whisper.

Slowly backing away, Atticus narrows his eyes at Elias.

Cracking my head to the side, Atticus stumbles to the ground, easily submitting to the whim of my Hold.

Useless poster child.

Giving Elias the opportunity to slip away, Atticus brushes his suit as he stands.

"I was wondering when you would finally show up."

"It really is so embarrassing, Atticus," I smile. "So much hatred for a child who was able to kick your pathetic ass. Tell me, what did it feel like knowing that someone half your age could make you weep like a baby?"

Pushing him to the point of snapping, his eyes darken with rage.

There we go.

Surging toward me, the blade he had hidden in his waistband finds its way toward me. Barely slicing the skin of my forearm, I roll to the ground, grabbing my own blade from the side of my thigh. Slicing it clean across the front of his leg, he lets out a yelp. Kicking me in my side a millisecond later, I grunt.

Taking a sharp breath, I Winnow a few feet away from him, both of us cut by one another.

"Shouldn't you be focused on going after someone a bit closer to your age?" I snap.

"No one else my age has pissed me off as much as you have. I'm going to have fun slitting your damn throat."

Fighting words?

I might as well make him regret it.

Tossing my blade aside, the energy within me surges through my body. Starting at my feet and ending at my fingertips, years of abuse at the hands of Elyon add kindling to the fire burning within me.

The war has begun and I'm going to make damn sure I am left standing.

Slamming my hand into the ground, the Earth cracks open, forcing Atticus to step aside. Taking down a few other Officials and followers in cloaks in the process, the gaping hole provides an easy fix for tossing bodies aside.

"Nice parlor trick," Atticus hisses. "My turn?"

Winnowing away from my line of sight, I turn around, startled to see more than one of him.

Circling me like vultures, his three figures swarm me like wild animals. Bouncing back and forth, his laugh clouds my mind.

"You think you're the only one who has a good grasp of their Call?" he spits. "By the time you figure out which one of me is real..."

Closing my eyes, I tune him out.

One breath.

Two breaths.

Thump, Thump, Thump

One strong heartbeat.

Reaching my hand out toward the figure with a heartbeat, Atticus gasps. Blocking him from my mind, I use his disorientation, shoving him as hard into the concrete wall closest to us as I can. Forcing him into the wall with enough force to keep him down, I slide my hand to my other thigh, grabbing the dagger free from its sheath.

"I should kill you," I whisper. "But I'd rather make you suffer again."

Shoving the knife into his stomach as hard as I can, I pin him into the wall, smiling once he lets out a scream.

"Y-You fucking bitch-"

"Goodbye, Atticus."

Backing away, a glimpse of gray overlooking the fight catches my attention.

Standing on top of one of the buildings, she crouches down, cocking her head in observance. Too focused on watching her brother and Xavier to notice me, I mentally path the best way to get to her without anyone noticing.

Winnowing away from Atticus's line of sight, I find myself behind the buildings. Grabbing the ladder of the building she stands on, my heart races.

This could end one of two ways.

I could be right about my theory and help her get what she needs.

Or.

She kills me.

Taking a deep breath, my feet move for me.

Maybe there are some things more important than living.
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Chapter thirty-five
Forest


Ineed to go down there.

One of the Revolutionists cracks Kai in the face, drawing blood.

I need to go down there.

Our girl stirs inside of my stomach, making me feel that much more uneasy. Over the past several days, she has moved more and more, warning me of the discomfort she is feeling having to stay in my body.

Just a bit longer.

Mason grabs Xavier's hair, tossing him right into the ground.

I have to go down there.

I have to protect them-

"Forest."

Young and cold, her voice is one I don't think I will ever forget.

Rowan Eros.

The young girl from below the compound.

Turning my head, she grips her bleeding forearm. Rich with the presence of her energy, I marvel at the crack she managed to create in the ground below.

"Rowan? What are you doing up here-"

"Let's skip the part where you pretend like you don't know why I am here, Forest. I've been inside your mind. I've seen your plan all along. Our window for accomplishing what needs to be done is running thin. While you have been playing dress up, pretending like having alone time with daddy is saving you and your child, the rest of us have been keeping Xavier and your brother from falling over the deep end. There isn't any more time, Forest-"

Waving my hand, I close her throat before she can continue.

"Do not forget who you are talking to, Rowan Eros," I hiss. "You may talk big, but you are a child, and I can easily snap your little neck before you get a word out."

Gasping, she clutches her throat.

"T-Then w-who will save y-your baby?" she questions.

Cocking my head, I Winnow directly in front of her.

"What the hell do you mean?"

Easing up on her throat, she coughs.

"I'm here to make sure this all ends. If I can get us both to the cabin, Fallan, Valerie and Bekah are waiting there. You want her out? They are all I've got. I can get your child out before you do what needs to be done. You know this tyranny won't end unless Elyon is gone. You want a future for Xavier and your family, right? Then help me make it happen."

"Maybe I can find a way to detain Elyon, keep him under control-"

"I've seen it, Forest," Rowan says coldly. "I've seen what happens if you don't do this."

Shaking my head, I narrow my eyes.

"How could you have seen-"

Surging forward, her hands are on my temples before I can shove her away. Gleaming eyes and red-hot runes coat her body with power.

As if a light has been switched off in my eyes, everything goes dark, throwing me into a state of panic.

Full detached from reality, it feels as if her energy is swarming through me, taking over every single fiber of my being. Trying to reach for the tether to my girl's energy, there is nothing but dead ends.

What is this?

What is-

Hit in the face with a thick cloud of ash, I nearly cough up a lung staggering away from the dense smoke. Hitting my back, something cold and putrid collides with my skin.

Turning around, I bare my teeth at whatever vile sight is ready to torment me. Stumbling backward, I look in horror at the bodies swinging from their necks, put on full display for anyone in this town center to see. Each Marked, their bodies drained, void of the rich blood that once flowed through their veins. Moving along, even laughing at the site, the citizens surrounding me all wear the same clothing.

No Unfortunates.

No Untouchables.

Grabbing a woman's shoulder, I stop her dead in her tracks.

"What the hell is going on?" I whisper. "Where am I?"

"Have you hit your head, dear? You're in New Haven."

Swallowing dryly, I look around.

Prosperous in all the ways it should be, the great divide between the population is nowhere to be seen.

"The Unfortunates-"

"Unfortunates?" she laughs. "I haven't heard that term in years-"

"The people strung up, they aren't Unfortunates?" I question with confusion.

Shaking her head, she looks at me as if I am deranged.

"Filthy Marked," she hisses. "The real scum of our society."

Shaking my head, I run my hands over my stomach, feeling nothing.

"Where is she?" I whisper.

"Where is she-"

"Up there," Rowan's voice utters. "I'd say she went down with the first wave of Marked, assuming Elyon let her live."

No longer surrounded by patrons, it is just me and Rowan in the middle of New Haven's town square.

Pointing to the swinging bodies, vomit threatens to breach my throat.

"Welcome to your child's future if Elyon is not dealt with," she hisses. "A future in which the man in the silver mask has taken it all. He may have made you think one way, Forest, but I've seen it. I've seen it even when I have tried not to. There is no future so long as the silver mask remains."

Touching my temple, I glare at her.

"How are you showing me this? How the hell do I know this isn't just some mind trick-"

"Trust me, Forest, if I wanted to play mind games I wouldn't be wasting them on you," she whispers. "Believe it or not, I have faith in the cause you created, and now, I am doing all that I can to ensure our kind lives. That includes your daughter."

"Where is she-"

As if she was never gone, my bump returns, giving me some sense of relief.

"I don't know why I see it," Rowan's voice is solemn. "I don't know why I am burdened with it. Some pictures are clearer than others. It drove Elyon mad, not knowing how I was able to see a future he could not," she takes a look around, tucking her hands in her pockets.

"I am haunted by what I have seen. For years I have seen this reality, analyzing it well before you all found me in the compound. If there was another way, I would have figured it out by now."

Feeling her hands move away from my temples, we are both thrown back into the present, silent in the midst of chaos ensuing below us.

Pointing to my stomach, she lets out a shaky breath.

"Let's save her," she whispers. "Then, you save us all."

Extending her hand out toward me, she waits for my response.

"Save them all?" I whisper.

"There is no other way."

Rubbing my hand over my stomach, I stare at my engagement ring.

There is no other way.

I've always known this.

And now, it's time to lay in the bed that was made for me.

Grabbing her hand, I narrow my eyes.

"Run."
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Chapter thirty-six
Xavier


Wrapping his hands around my neck, Mason makes the foolish mistake of not applying enough pressure.

"Damnit, asshole, I'm not trying to hurt you!" Mason yells.

"Not hurt me?" I scream. "You fucking threatened Forest," ripping his hand off of my throat, I squeeze his wrist as hard as I can. "You are willing to harm not only Forest but my child in order to get what you want," I whisper. Squeezing until I hear bones shatter, a vicious grin tugs up my lips. "And now you try and lay your hands on me as if I won't break the neck of every fucking person who comes near her? You should have stayed in whatever hole your people have decided to hide in. None of you will lay a finger on her-" I force myself forward, sinking my teeth into his shattered wrist. Letting out a yell, he forces me backward with his Hold, unable to stop me from getting a few clean licks of his blood. Wiping his blood from my lips, I grin. "Or my daughter," I finish.

Holding his beaten wrist, his eyes are hot with the gleam of his energy.

"This is only a delay in the inevitable. Forest knows her place, and you know it, too. Nothing we do will stop what has always been the way, Xavier," Mason hisses. Twisting his wrist, I marvel at the way his bones seem to snap back into place, healing with such limited effort. "You can break me over and over again, but it won't change the fact that Forest needs to die in order to save us all-"

"I don't want to save you," I yell as I tug on my blade. Pulling it free from its holster, I gravitate its tip directly toward him. "I will burn you all to the ground if it means keeping my family safe-"

"Well said, Xavier," his hand grips my shoulder. "Why don't you let me deal with the vermin so I can keep our family safe."

Flicking his hand, I watch as Mason collides with a few Revolutionists behind him. Taking a stand beside me, Elyon wears his silver mask.

"At what point were you and her going to tell me about the child?" Elyon hisses.

He knows.

He always knows.

"Can you blame me for not having faith that you'd have her best interest at heart?" I sneer.

"Her?" Elyon smiles. "A little girl."

Unsettled by the eeriness in his tone, I look around at the bloodshed ensuing around us.

"And where is your wife?" Elyon hisses. "Now I know why she has been taking a step back from the violence."

Glancing up at where she was watching us, my stomach drops once I realize she is nowhere to be seen.

"Forest?" I whisper, searching for our connection. "Where the hell did you go?"

Met with silence, my priorities quickly shift.

The last place I need to be is here.

Surging forward toward Mason, he cocks his head at me with confusion.

"Where the fuck is she?" I snap. "What did your people do with her?"

Holding his hands up, his eyes lower as he speaks.

"You can't stop what has already started, Xavier," Mason snaps. "Do yourself a favor and stay far away. Your daughter will need you once her mother is gone-"

Gone?

Tuning him out, Elyon scoffs.

"That depends. Will dear Forest live long enough for her child to make it to term?" Elyon smiles. "Or will I have to get rid of yet another casualty standing in my way."

Glaring at him, it all comes together.

"You never had any intention of keeping Forest safe."

Glaring at me, Elyon wickedly smiles.

"I let the daughter I raised willingly go on the chopping block." Dusting off the front of my cloak, his smile deepens. "What the hell makes you think I won't do it again?"

Clouded with anger, I turn to face Mason.

"Where-"

No longer standing before me, I watch him rally his forces, urging them back the way they came.

It was a distraction.

All of this one was one big fucking distraction.

And I fed right into it.

Shifters and Revolutionists alike move in a group, retreating from the bloodshed with little to no care.

"After them!" I yell toward our lingering forces. "Kill any opposing forces."

Grabbing my shoulders, Elyon gets in my face.

"Who the hell allowed you to dictate my men-"

Grabbing his throat, I don't allow him to finish his statement.

"You're nothing," I hiss, lifting him up by his neck, too angered to see past my blind rage. "You will always be nothing," I continue. "You are a useless empty shell of a man, driven by the need to have power. You will leave this Earth mattering to no one and nothing because that's all you are," I hiss. "A worthless, pitiful example of what our kind's worst traits are. You will never harm Forest so long as I am living," holding him up, he gasps, too startled to make a move.

Clawing at my hand, he smiles.

"I-I guess it all depends," he gasps. "On whom makes it to that cabin first."

Winnowing free from my gasp, he vanishes into thin air, leaving nothing but my shaking hand in the space above me.

Letting out shaky breaths, I replay his words.

I guess it all depends on whom makes it to that cabin first.

The cabin.

Forest and my girl.

They must be in the cabin.

Looking around, I stare at the petrified onlookers of the Precipice. Staring me down, Atticus looks at me with raised brows.

"Is she there?" I whisper.

Shrugging his shoulders, he gives me a grin.

"Better hurry, Evermoore," he smiles. "Something tells me the bloodshed has only just begun."
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Chapter thirty-seven
Aaron


Silently coming up behind him, every single part of my body is on high alert.

Lingering on the outskirts of the battle, he watches the fight, waiting for his time to act.

This is not the Kai I knew.

The Kai I knew would be with me right now, trying to find a way to keep his sister safe.

Not wearing this blood thirsty look, just waiting to sink his teeth into the first Marked he can.

It was a risk offering to detain Kai.

It was a risk to come to the Precipice in the first place.

I could have stayed in the Underground, keeping our people safe.

The one advantage we have in all of this is the seclusion our refugee offers.

I wanted to give Kai that refugee.

I wanted him to help me breathe new life into those who needed our help.

But watching him now, ready to attack at any given point.

It is heartbreaking.

Mason's orders were clear.

Keep Kai away from his sister once Xavier and the Prophet caught wind of where she went.

Our window of time is limited.

We only have so many opportunities to get this right.

For months I tried to rationalize a way to protect Forest's life.

A way to keep her away from the grasp of the Prophet.

Looking at the chaos that has ensued around us, it seems there was no other way.

A life with the Prophet means nothing but bloodshed.

Forest knows that.

Mason knows that.

We all know that-

"Why did you come here, Aaron?" Kai coldly mutters.

Turning his head ever so slightly, I see the blade lingering in his hand.

Keeping the sedative tucked deep in my pocket, I glare at him.

"I could ask you the same question," I whisper. "What the hell are you doing, Kai?"

Casually walking my way, he looks at me with question.

"I'm keeping my sister safe. Apparently, that's a concept the rest of you can't seem to understand."

Rolling the syringe between my fingers, my hand trembles.

Just enough to keep him down long enough to do what needs to be done.

"There are people other than your sister that will need you once the dust has settled... Me included-"

"Don't start with that," Kai hisses. "Don't get in my head and pretend like you care."

"Pretend?" I scoff. "Kai, no part of how I feel about you has ever been an act. We are doing all that we can to keep everyone safe-"

"Everyone does not include Forest," he snaps. "Or else you would not be standing here, distracting me from what your little Revolutionists have cooked up."

Glaring at him, it's hard to recognize the sweet boy my heart yearns for.

"Do you hear yourself?" I snap. "Do you hear how much you sound like-"

"Like who?" he hisses.

"Elyon," I mutter. "Kai, you sound just like him."

Tensing his jaw, he grips the hilt of his blade tighter.

"I am not going to stand by and let my sister suffer to save everyone else. I am not going to let my niece live a life without her mother because you all want to know a life without Elyon. I may love you, Aaron, but I love my sister much more. Whatever you were hoping to accomplish by speaking to me, I hope you are ready to be disappointed."

Closing my mouth, I grab his free hand.

"I wanted to say goodbye to you, Kai," I whisper. "I don't know how any of this is going to pan out, but the least I can do is say goodbye to the one man who made me feel less alone when I needed him most."

Seeing his expression slightly soften, he closes his eyes.

"Aaron, I really think you should go-"

Watching people retreat behind Kai, the window for opportunity begins to dwindle.

It's now or never.

"You can continue living thinking I only did anything out of my own self gain," my hand cups the side of his face, making him slightly flinch. "Or you can let me do this one last time before I never have an opportunity again."

Taking a risk, I lean forward, letting my lips land on his in a warm embrace. Ready to push me away, his hands land on my torso, shoving me away before tugging me just a bit closer. Slowly melting into the embrace, the Kai I have learned to love slips through the cracks of this facade, letting me kiss him with no boundaries.

Slowly dragging the syringe out of my pocket, I hover it near his neck, kissing him more aggressively the closer I draw the needle to his nape. Pulling away, his forehead presses to mine.

"I do love you, Aaron," Kai whispers, showing me the humanity I so desperately wish I could savor.

Nodding my head, I plunge the needle into his neck, watching the liquid course through his veins.

"I love you, too," I sob. "Which is why I had to do this."

Backing away, he slashes his hand out toward me, stumbling as he falls into the wall next to him. Slowly falling to the ground, he looks at the dissipating crowd, watching in horror as they leave him behind.

"W-What did you do?" he grovels as he watches me back away.

"I'm so sorry, Kai," I cry. "I'm so sorry you can't say goodbye."

Widening his eyes, he tries to move.

"Aaron!" he yells. "W-What do you mean?!" he screams.

Dragging himself across the ground, his limbs begin to give out as the sedative runs its course.

Turning on my heels, I take off in a sprint, listening to his grumbling groans as he screams in pain.

"I'll kill you for this, Aaron Danvers!" Kai weakly yells. "I'll fucking kill you!"

Wiping away my tears, the true objective at hand becomes my only priority.

Save Forest's child.

End Elyon.

Wiping my eyes over and over again, the tears seem to be endless.

Kaiden Blackburn.

My first love.

Aaron Danvers.

His first enemy.

Could this all get any more fucked up?
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A warning for my readers...


The following chapters contain sensitive themes, including miscarriages, traumatic births, loss of infant life, loss of life postpartum, and the challenges of complicated pregnancies. These topics may be intensely emotional and difficult to read. Please approach with care and only proceed if you feel comfortable. Your well-being comes first.
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Chapter thirty-eight
Forest


Kicking and clawing at my insides, my girl feels as if she is ripping me apart from the inside out.

Letting out a vicious scream, I stumble into Rowan, gripping her cloak for extra support. Wide-eyed and confused, she holds me as best she can.

"Forest, what's wrong?" she gasps.

"Something's wrong with her," I cry. "We need to get her out-"

"Forest?" Valerie questions. Stepping down from the cabin steps, Fallan follows in pursuit after her. Running past Valerie, Fallan helps me up. Feeling a wetness run down my legs, I scream in excruciating pain.

"She knows," I gasp. "She knows I need her out-"

"Forest is being induced into an early labor," Rowan snaps. "We need to cut her out now, before Elyon can catch on to where we are."

Dragging me up the cabin steps, Valerie directs us toward the kitchen's counter, already lined with cloths and towels. Looking at the half assed surgical set up, I glare at the large bottle of alcohol.

"We had to make do with what we had," Valerie says frantically. "Now get her up here."

Helping me lay down, Valerie and the others cut away at my clothes, giving them all a view of my belly.

Looking down at the bump, Fallan supports my head, rubbing my temples in an attempt to soothe me.

"The water has broken but a vaginal birth isn't possible," Valerie whispers. "It will take too long-"

"Cut her out!" I yell. "Cut her out of me now!" I scream.

Hearing a jumble of confused thoughts from my girl, I grab the scalpel, ready to tear her free myself.

"She needs out," I gasp. "She needs out now-"

Grabbing my wrist, Valerie stops me.

"We don't have anything to dull the pain, Forest-"

"I am dead either way!" I yell. "But she isn't, so fucking move!"

Throwing on a mask of bravery, Valerie begins sterilizing the equipment, taking the scalpel from my hand. Leaning my head back, Fallan and I lock eyes.

"H-Hey," I whisper.

Rubbing my temples in small circular motions, he looks pained.

"I'm so sorry, Forest," he whispers. "None of this was part of the plan-"

"Tell me something happy," I whisper, ignoring the background noise of the others yelling at one another. "Tell me something that I can hold onto."

Tensing his jaw, he forces on a smile for me.

"Can you imagine Xavier teaching her how to do her hair?" Fallan laughs. "Those big hands, he is going to make her stand out one way or another with his hairstyles."

Giving him a mix between a laugh and a sob, I grab Valerie's free hand.

"Good thing her aunt will be there to help, and her uncle. Kai was always better at those kinds of things."

Wishing my brother could be here now, I try and steer the conversation in a new direction.

"Will you stay in New Haven after I am gone?"

Shaking his head, Fallan looks pained.

"I don't want to think about that now," he whispers. "Plus, who will look after Xavier?"

Letting out yet another sob, the slicing pain of the blade cutting into my lower stomach is agonizing. Screaming at the top of my lungs, Rowan forces me to stay still with her Hold. Closing my eyes, I try and keep it together.

"I suppose Xavier will need someone other than our girl," I cry. "Think y-you can handle him?"

Laughing, tears roll down Fallan's cheeks.

"I don't really have a choice, do I?" he smiles.

"No," I gasp. "Not really..."

Letting out another scream, Fallan holds my head, giving me some sense of comfort.

"She's close, Forest," Valerie snaps. "Rowan, get over here, I need some help."

"I-I don't-"

"Do it!" Valerie snaps, not giving Rowan an option.

Sensing her presence come closer, the women work quietly, tugging and prodding in every way possible.

"F-Fallan?" I gasp. "Do you hate me?"

Creasing his eyebrows, his head shakes.

"N-No, Forest. I meant it when I said I love you. I hate myself for so many reasons," he sobs. "I hate myself even more for not giving myself an opportunity to see you in a light that Dove hadn't shed."

Closing my eyes again, the pain is sickening.

"I'm sorry for what I did to her-"

"She would have hurt Xavier," Fallan snaps. "All you've ever done is protect the people you love. I didn't understand it then... I do now."

"I see her head!" Valerie yells. "We are so close, Forest."

"I don't resent you, Fallan," I whisper, weakly raising my hand to his cheek, my blood smearing his skin. "I don't hate you-"

"I've got her!" Rowan yells, forcing me to look up.

Holding her small, bloodied figure, Valerie cuts at the cord, Rowan quickly bundling my girl in the soft, clean cloths they had set aside.

Ready to embrace her in my arms, Rowan quickly places her on my chest.

Taking it all in, her beautiful face looks peaceful, her heart thundering with power. Smiling at the sight of her, one thing throws me into a state of panic.

She isn't crying.

My heart stops.

Why isn't she crying?
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Chapter thirty-nine
Forest


"Rowan," I gasp, "Why isn't she crying?"

Holding her bloodied figure, her heart thumps triumphantly for life.

"Valerie?" I hiss, frantically looking her way. "What is going on?"

Bleeding furiously from the lesion spanning across my lower stomach, Fallan applies as much pressure as he can to the open wound.

"Forest, you have to stop moving," he whispers. "We have to get this bleeding under control"

"Why isn't she crying?!" I yell, feeling the cabin shake with my words.

Moving my way, Valerie grabs her, patting her back viciously.

"There is liquid in her lungs," Valerie whispers. "She is choking-"

"Hand her to me," Rowan snaps. "I can-"

Grabbing her wrist, I stop her from taking another step.

"If you hurt her-"

"I am saving her," Rowan hisses. "Now trust me."

Not having much of a choice, I release her wrist, watching as she grabs the bloodied bundle of cloth.

Crashing into the room, Mason staggers into the space, clutching his bloodied side.

"They are coming," Mason yells. "Is she out?"

Trailing off, he and Rowan exchange a long look.

"She's out," Rowan whispers. "Now, let's help her breathe."

Waving her hand over her small mouth, I marvel at the sight of her eyes glowing while she's hyper focused on her actions.

"W-What are you doing?" I whisper.

"Getting the liquid out of her lungs."

Watching the liquid find its way outside of her mouth, her stifled gasps suddenly become a vicious cry.

Never has anything in my life sounded as beautiful as the scream leaving her small throat.

"She's underweight and will need nourishment," Valerie smiles. "But she's perfect, Forest."

Bringing my girl back over to me, I run my fingers over her delicate face, memorizing each and every detail.

"Look at you," I whisper. "You're p-perfect."

Doing my best to stay alert, the one person I'd want to be here to see this is nowhere in sight.

Wanting to cry and smile all at once, the real reason I had to rip her out begins to settle.

Get her out. Keep her and everyone else safe.

Looking at Rowan, I motion her over.

"Take her," I whisper. "Take her and keep her far away from all of this," I hiss.

Hesitantly grabbing the bundle, Rowan finally shows her fear.

Shakily holding my girl, Valerie rubs Rowan's shoulder.

"Forest, we can find another way-" Valerie begins to cry.

"No," I snap. "We can't."

Forcing myself up and off the kitchen counter, Mason and Fallan give me all the support I need.

"Where is the clean cloak?" I hiss.

Grabbing it swiftly, Fallan hands it over.

Tugging off the bloodied clothes in front of everyone, Valerie's half-assed job at stitching me up makes everything that much more difficult. Turning away, everyone but Rowan avoids looking at my mangled body. Holding my girl close, she keeps on a cold front.

I would hate to know what kind of past she would have to have to be this closed off.

Maybe that's why I trust her to do what needs to be done.

Settled into the clean clothes, I grab Fallan a bit harder.

"The blade?" I hiss.

Revealing the handcrafted blade made from the metals of the water, he hides the weapon back under his cloak.

"Forest," he whispers. "I don't know if I can-"

"You can," I whisper. "You have to."

Staggering back over to my girl, I rub my hand along her soft head, taking in all of her little details. As if she was pulled from the heavens and delivered to me, she is perfect in every way possible. Landing one gentle kiss on her head, I enjoy the sweet embrace as if it is my very last.

"I love you, little one," I whisper. "I will always love you-"

"Forest!" his voice booms from outside, causing us all to gasp. "What the hell is going on?" Elyon yells.

Taking it all in, every primal instinct in my body takes over my want to stay with her.

Protect them.

Protect my family.

Grabbing the back of Fallan's neck, I give him a weary look.

"A-Are you ready?" I whisper.

Tensing his jaw, he nods.

Giving her one last look, I let my reality settle in.

She will have a life.

Just not one with me in it.

Standing by the edge of the water, he holds his broken mask in his hand, keeping his guard dogs on high alert. Officials of varying ranks surround the area, each one locked and loaded, ready to take down any opposing force. Lingering in the tree line, Revolutionists and Shifters alike wait for Mason's word, everyone on the brink of creating catastrophic bloodshed.

"Darling," Elyon hisses. "Care to explain to me why you decided to run off?"

Dragging Fallan by the neck over to Elyon, I force on my bravest front despite the blood soaking through my clothes. Ripping apart, Valerie's stitches are moments away from giving out.

"I decided to follow a lead back here," I hiss. "Turns out Fallan is a rat in more ways than just one."

Tossing him at the feet of Elyon, Elyon places his boot on his hand.

"I could have told you that," Elyon hisses. "I'm talking about the secret you and Xavier have been hiding in your belly," Elyon Winnows in front of me. "Right here-"

Finding nothing, his finger pokes into an empty stomach.

Not a single heartbeat for him to hear.

Raising his brows, he snaps his focus to me.

"What-"

"Where is Xavier?" I whisper. "Are we done entertaining your foolish games? You are the one who ensured if anything was there, it would have died long ago. Now you stand here, questioning me as if I am the enemy when I have brought you a mole for your disposal."

Feeding into his ego, he shifts in place.

"Fallan?" Elyon sneers. "Care to speak on the matter."

Letting his foot off of his hand, Fallan forces himself to his feet.

"I won't blindly follow a leader that knows nothing but bloodshed," Fallan hisses. "I was wrong about Dove. I was wrong about so much," Fallan gasps. "A future where the silver mask lives will be the downfall to what mankind has left."

Driving his hand across Fallan's face, the slap sounds off through the air.

"Foolish fucking bastard," Elyon hisses. "I have given you so much."

Falling to the ground behind Elyon, Fallan lets out a shudder. Grabbing my cloak's hood, Elyon tugs me backward, wrapping his arms around my front, his chest plastered to my back.

Lingering his lips by my ear, his faint whisper caresses the side of my face.

"I know Fallan is not the reason you came here." Forcing his hand under my cloak, his fingers collide with the rich blood seeping from my wounds. "I know you think I didn't know," he hisses. "You think I had no idea what you were hiding in your belly, and now you have ripped the cancer straight from your womb, as if you can hide her from me."

"You were never going to let her live," I hiss.

"A power like that in my empire?" Elyon sneers. "Never."

Closing my eyes, I sense both Xavier and her energy, both of them nestled in the comforts of the cabin.

He's here.

He has our girl.

Taking one final look at the place that was supposed to be our home, I grab Elyon's forearm, using what energy I have left to keep him behind me with my Hold.

"You're right," I whisper. "Power, like we have, should not exist." Bracing myself, I look up toward the sky. Watching Xavier swing open the cabin door, his eyes go wide.

Holding our girl, his face is filled with pure shock.

"This is the end of our family's reign."

Taking a deep breath, I slip into Fallan's mind.

"Now."

I don't know what I expected it to feel like.

I'm unsure when the blade went through his heart, and straight into mine.

Growing up, I had always thought the line between life and death would be painful, a torture that I could not bear.

Hearing screams ensue around me, Elyon's hand drops his mask, and the first real sound of pain leaving his throat as his body goes rigid around me. Locking eyes with Xavier, I hold onto the visual of him, until the spotting in my vision has become unbearable.

Feeling a searing pain in my chest, my hand faintly feels the blade protruding through my chest before falling to my side. Like light switches are being turned off for every part of my body, my legs begin to shake as my body becomes useless.

Sweet, dark death.

They are safe.

Elyon gasps, his life slowly leaving him.

They are all safe.

Feeling a smile tug at my lips, a wave of peace comes over me.

This is the end.

But something tells me, it might also be the beginning.

Xavier

It was all a distraction.

Forest wanted me distracted by the battle.

I should have kept a closer eye on her.

Following Elyon after he had left the fight, we followed the lead that she might be at the cabin.

The question is why?

Why wouldn't she tell me her plan to slip away?

Something is going on, something that has given me chills since Elyon mentioned our child.

Now that he knows, I need to keep Forest far away from all of this.

She thought she was keeping Elyon away, when in reality, he was always lurking, staying one step ahead.

We have to find a way out of this.

Winnowing into our bedroom, a piercing cry floods my ears.

The cry of new life.

Barely able to retain what is happening, I collide my shoulder with our bedroom door, greeted with eyes of our friends, all bloodied and worn.

Glancing at the kitchen counter, a massive pool of blood has settled on its surface. Picking up on the scent of Forest's blood from a mile away, the surgical tools next to the counter throw me into hyperdrive. Locking eyes with Mason, it would seem he knew more than he was willing to let on.

"Where the fuck is she?" I snap, looking over the group. "Where is Forest and-"

The cry tears through the air again.

A cry I could never forget.

Shakily holding a bundle of cloth, Rowan watches me with lowered eyes.

Staying silent, Valerie, Mason, and Bekah all look guilty.

"I-Is that," I gasp. "I-Is that my daughter?" I sob.

Holding my child with a death grip, Rowan takes a step back as I take one forward.

"Rowan," Mason snaps. "Let him see her."

"No way in hell-"

"Rowan," Valerie snaps. "Let him."

Warily walking toward me, I reach my hands out toward the small bundle.

Hesitantly handing her off to me, the minute I see her face, it is like the stars have aligned for the first time ever.

Beautiful and peaceful, her eyes are closed, her body small and frail. Gifted with a strong heart, I fall to my knees once I get a good look at her.

"Look at you," I whisper. "God, you're perfect."

Feeling the tears try and escape my eyes, I look around for Forest.

"Where is her mom?" I whisper. "Where is Forest?"

As if her name is the last one that should be spoken, the whole room looks guilty.

"Mason?" I hiss. "Where is Forest?"

"Xavier," Mason whispers. "It was one or the other."

Taken aback, I force myself back to my feet.

"What?" I question, gripping my girl just a bit tighter. "What do you mean one or the other."

Grabbing my forearm, Rowan snaps.

"You're gripping her too tight, Xavier-"

"Stay the fuck away from us!" I snap, shoving her as far away as I can. Hitting the wall closest to her, Rowan lets out a heave.

"Where is she?" I yell again, wrapping my arms around my girl just a bit tighter.

I can keep her safe.

I will keep her and her mother safe.

"Xavier, you're holding her too tight!" Valerie yells. "She's still very weak-"

"Where is she?!" I yell again, keeping anyone and everyone away from my daughter.

They know nothing.

They do not care what happens to us.

I am the only one who can keep us all safe.

I am the only one-

Hearing a crack, a small gasp touches my ears, forcing me to look down.

No longer rising and falling properly, our girl gasps for air, her body smothered by my effort to keep her close.

Covering her mouth, Rowan forces herself back to her feet.

"Xavier," she whispers. "Her lungs.... You-"

"I did nothing!" I yell. "She and her mother are safe," I sob. "Safe with me!"

Staggering backward, I move toward the front door.

"You are all vermin. You never cared about my family. All you wanted was to keep yourselves safe!" I scream.

Shoving past the front door, Mason tries to stop me.

"Xavier, don't-"

Frozen in place, my eyes lock with hers as the world moves in slow motion.

Seeing the blade slice through his and her skin, her body jolts as it pierces through her heart.

Opening my mouth to scream, the noise is gone, the world around me closing in.

Giving me a faint smile as if it will reassure me, Elyon's body goes limp.

Feeling the tether to our connection snap, it is like the very light inside of me has been burnt out, leaving an empty pit filled with monsters I thought I had drowned long ago.

"Live for me," her voice whispers.

That was the last thing I remember hearing before seeing nothing but red.
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Chapter forty
Xavier


The blade protrudes from her chest, my body stuck in place from shock. Slumping forward and off the blade, Elyon's silver mask clatters to the ground, his body following pursuit moments later, slamming into the murky lake water.

"Xavier?" Forest raggedly gasps.

No.

"Xavier?" Forest cries, her voice broken as her lungs take shallow breaths.

No.

My daughters once staggered, strong breaths are now hoarse. Once hearing her strong heart beating for life, her chest has a dull heartbeat, her body growing colder in my arms.

No, no...

"Xavier?" Forest sobs. "I can't see."

"Momma's okay," I whisper. "Momma's just fine," I say in a hazy daze.

Watching Fallan pull the blade from my wife's chest, I Winnow to her before she can hit the ground. Grabbing her body, her figure melts into my arms, her mouth and wound spilling blood freely.

Keeping our little girl in my free arm, I frantically press my wrist to Forest's mouth. Too shaken to notice Fallan back away, a look of pure shock consumes his expression, keeping him frozen in place.

"Drink, baby," I whisper. Running my hand through her hair, her weak heartbeat is haunting.

"Come on, Forest, please, drink-"

"Let me hold h-her," Forest gasps. "Let me hold our girl-"

"Forest, baby, I need you to drink my blood-"

"It's t-too late for that, my love," she whispers. "Let me hold her."

Consumed with panic, I gravitate our girl toward her mother, helping her arms wrap around the frail figure bundled in the clothes.

Surrounding us in a wave of blades and cloaks, Revolutionists and Officials alike watch the sight with equal looks of empathy.

She's not dying.

They aren't dying.

This isn't happening.

"Shhh," Forest whispers. "This wasn't your fault," she chokes.

Wide-eyed and hazy, she stares up at the sky as she strokes our daughter's cold cheeks.

"Shes b-beautiful isn't she, Xavier?" Forest cries. "She looks just like her daddy."

Unable to stop my tears from slipping out of my eyes, I hold them as close as I can.

"So pretty, baby girl," I whisper. "So damn beautiful."

Reaching my hand out, I feel her strong little hand wrap around my pointer finger.

"I love you both so much," Forest whispers.

Leaning forward, my lips explore hers, planting soft kisses all over her face.

"You aren't leaving me, Forest," I whisper. "You can't leave us-"

"She isn't staying with you." Tears slip free from Forest's blank eyes. "She's coming with me."

Feeling the hand of my daughter weakly release my finger, her strong heart begins to die down.

No.

"No," I whisper. "No, no. You're not both leaving me here," I cry out. "You're not leaving me-"

"X-Xavier?" she gasps. "Touch my temples-"

"Forest, I-"

"Touch them, Xavier," she says clearly. "Please."

Hesitantly gravitating my hands away from my girls, I reach for her temples.

"Forest-"

Closing my eyes in a blink, I shock myself the moment my eyes are open.

No longer covered in the blood of my loved ones outside the cabin, I sit in a flowered field, surrounded by the greenest foliage I have seen in my whole life. Looking at the simple white house in the distance, the trees surrounding the area calmly shake as the leaves clatter in the wind.

"Forest?" I whisper out loud.

"Forest-"

"Daddy!" a young voice yells, forcing me to turn around.

Feeling her arms well before I see her face, she wraps her arms around my neck from behind, eagerly laughing in my ear.

"Momma said you were coming to see us!" she exclaims. "Momma said you will always find a way to see us."

Reaching backward, I tug the body on my back into my lap. Too stunned to speak, a beautiful little girl looks back at me, her face a perfect mix of me and Forest. Smiling at me with a wide grin, her missing teeth remind me of a sister I never got the chance to watch grow. Touching my face with her little hands, she grins wider.

"I have always wanted to see you."

Rubbing my thumbs over her cheeks, my lip wobbles.

"Honey?"

"Hi, Daddy," she smiles. "Momma said you'd be coming to say goodbye."

"Goodbye?" I whisper. "Where-"

"That's enough, baby," Forest's voice whispers. "Daddy is here to spend some time with us first."

Feeling her warmth beside me, I turn my head, eagerly pulling her into me at the sight of her healthy glow.

Wearing a light green dress, her hair is in a braid. Holding them both as tight as I possibly can, Forest lets out a loud laugh.

"We don't have much time," Forest laughs. "Why don't you go and find us some lilies beautiful?" Forest questions our girl.

Eagerly sliding away from my lap, she gives me a kiss on the cheek before running through the lavish wildflowers. Taking a seat in my lap, Forest rests her head in the crook of my neck, letting me swallow her with my arms.

"Where are we?" I whisper.

Trailing kisses up and down my jaw, she holds my face in her hands. Locking eyes with the woman who showed me the true meaning of what love is, she presses her forehead to mine.

"I will keep her safe here," Forest whispers. "The Marked do not die. We live on. We live on well after our soul has left Earth."

Crying freely, I shake my head.

"I was holding you both in my arms. You were both dying-"

"That wasn't the way you deserved to see us go," she sobs. "You deserved to see this. A future where neither of us was a weapon," she gasps. "A future where our girl could run through a flower field and never know what an ash-ridden sky looks like."

Watching her pick flowers, I hold Forest tighter.

"I can't go back without you," I whisper. "I can't go back without her-"

"Kai needs you," she says, pressing her head into my chest. "There are so many who need you, Xavier. There will be a time you can join us here." Wiping my tears with her thumbs, she smiles wide. "Your time is not now."

Grabbing her face, I kiss her with all I have. Kissing her until we both no longer have air in our chests, she lets out a sob.

"I love you, Xavier Evermoore. Even after my last breath, I love you."

Letting out sobs, I stare her down.

"I have never known love like yours, Forest," I whisper. "I love you and our girl more than life itself."

"Then make a better world," Forest whispers. "Do not let these deaths be in vain."

"I found some lilies!" our Lily yelps. "I can find more-"

"Come here, baby," I whisper. "Let me hold you."

Happily skipping our way, she lets us both devour her in a bear hug, squeezing one another until it is painful.

"I love you, sweet girl," I whisper. "You are just as beautiful as your mother."

Smiling at me, she grins.

"I love you, too, Daddy," she smiles. "Momma, can't he stay?"

Shaking her head, Forest sighs.

"No, baby." Tears slip free from her eyes. "Daddy has to go... Why don't you go see if Grandpa needs any help?"

Lingering on the porch of the house, a younger Andrew watches us, a solemn look on his face.

"Okay," she sighs. Wrapping her arms around my neck once again, I hold her tight.

"I love you, Daddy," she whispers. "I'll keep momma safe."

Pressing my lips to the side of her head, my chest is consumed with pain.

"I love you endlessly, baby."

"Go, love." Forest wipes the tears from her eyes. "Grandpa's waving you over."

Running off at her mother's word, she gives us both one last look before jumping into Andrew's arms.

Staring Forest down, she lets me hold her as I stand. Wrapping her legs around my waist, her lips connect with mine once more.

Completely absolved in the moment, nothing could hurt us now.

Listening to the tranquil sounds of nature, it all seems so peaceful.

"It's time for you to wake up, Xavier," Forest whispers. "Never stop fighting for us."

Shaking my head, I want to scream.

"I love you," she mutters. "Never forget that."

Pressing her forehead to mine, I let the cries escape me.

"I-I love you," I cry. "I love you." I continue sobbing.

"I-"

The world is cold once again.

Swarmed by the smell of iron, the blood infiltrates my nose once again. Opening my eyes, my hands fall away from Forest's temples.

Looking around, I am startled to watch Rowan's hands move away from my head.

Covered in my daughter's blood, she takes shallow breaths.

"You deserved that goodbye," Rowan whispers. "Even if it wasn't her."

Wide-eyed, I look down at Forest and my girl, suddenly very aware of what is happening.

Cold and still, they both stare at me with a blank look.

Hearing nothing but the sound of my own heart, something vile and twisted seeps into my soul, eating away at any good part of myself I once had. Looking at my reflection in the silver of Elyon's mask, pain and vengeance fill my eyes.

Forest is dead.

My girl is dead.

Now, all that's left is me.

And the rage that was born on this day.
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Chapter forty-one
Rowan


His scream is the only thing I hear.

In all my life, nothing has ever sounded as painful as the cry that has allowed itself to slip free from Xavier's chest. Screaming and crying uncontrollably, Forest's lifeless body bleeds freely from her wounds, painting Xavier and the surrounding water in a bright red hue.

"Forest, baby, wake up!" Xavier cries, doing his best to drag her from the water.

Silent and keeping our distance, every single Official and Revolutionist that was once ready to tear into one another's throats is now staring at the sight in horror.

Floating in the water, facedown, Elyon's body begins to sink to the bottom of the water, embraced by the very waters that created him. Mangled and worn, the cold mask of silver that had once tormented the lands has now met its bitter end.

"Forest Flower," Xavier cries. "Wake up, baby." His cries turn his voice into a raspy gasp. Rocking on the ground at the edge of the water with her and his daughter in his arms, her blood covers the ground. "Wake up. Our girl needs her momma-"

Stopping, he stares at the child bundled in cloth in his arms. Slowly raising her to his ear, his eyes look blank and empty.

Taking a step back, I grip Elias's arm.

Neither of them have heartbeats.

"We have to go," I whisper.

Leaning his head on the ground, Xavier's vicious cry seems to shake the very earth we stand on.

"Let me through!" Kai yells as she shoves past the group of people surrounding the gruesome sight.

Holding Aaron back from comforting Kai, Valerie keeps her arms wrapped around her cousin.

Lingering in the tree line, the Shifters slowly begin to retreat.

Something is coming.

Something bad.

Still holding the bloodied blade, Fallan stares at Xavier with teary eyes.

"X-Xavier," Kai sobs.

Falling to his knees before Xavier, he grabs the man's face, doing his best to get him to look at him.

"Xavier, what's wrong?" Kai gasps. "What's-"

Looking down at his sister and niece's lifeless bodies, shock overcomes his expression. With a gaping mouth and soulless look in his eyes, Kai falls to the ground, seated at the feet of his fallen family. Covering his face with his hands, his screams are no match for the sobs tearing free from Xavier's throat.

Taking a step forward, Fallan clears his throat.

Oh.

God, no.

"X-Xavier?" Fallan whispers. "I-It will be alright."

Glaring at Mason, we lock eyes, both of us sharing a mutual look of understanding.

"We need to get our people to the Underground. Right fucking now."

Shifting the bodies in Kai's lap, Xavier places one light kiss on both of their foreheads. Taking yet another step back, I grip Elias tighter.

Standing up, the look Xavier wears is straight out of a nightmare.

I used to think the look of rage in Elyon's eyes was the worst I had seen.

Now? His look doesn't compare to what has taken residency in Xavier's eyes.

Holding his torso, Atticus lingers in the tree line, watching the exchange with a look of curiosity.

Fuck, I thought I had put him down.

Meeting my gaze, Atticus throws me a malicious grin, one that holds more weight than what meets the surface. Creeping back into the tree line, his cold look consumes me.

Looking at Xavier now, the vision I had shown Forest begins to finally register.

It wasn't Elyon I saw.

Filled to the brim with revenge, the monster that has been created has finally made its appearance.

The silver mask I saw was never Elyon... it was Xavier.

"Is that the blade?" Xavier whispers coldly. "Were you the one wielding the blade that... that killed my wife after she ripped our child from her womb to save her?"

Swallowing dryly, Fallan drops the blade.

"Xavier, I didn't-"

"Kill him!" Kai yells with no remorse. "Fucking kill him!"

Flinching at the sound of Kai's voice, Aaron holds himself back.

This isn't the Kai he had grown to love.

Kaiden Blackburn died with his sister.

"I will fucking rip his head off for you," Kai screams. "I will tear him apart limb by limb-"

"It's alright, Kai," Xavier whispers. "I will keep you safe," he hisses. "I will keep all of our people safe."

Taking yet another step back, my power festers within me, waiting to unleash on everyone around me.

Looking around, Xavier's eyes barely pass by mine. Focused on the Officials waiting for dictation, Xavier snaps his fingers.

"Take my wife and daughter back to the Precipice," Xavier hisses. "I want them in the medical unit immediately to be treated."

Moving without so much as a word, Fallan tries to speak up.

"Xavier-"

"Silence!" Xavier shouts, swiping his hand past the front of Fallan's face, he lets out a vicious scream.

Grabbing his eyes, blood pours from their sockets. Tightly gripping a blade with a white knuckle, a deep gash runs across Fallan's eyes, blinding the man almost instantly.

Unsure when I stopped breathing, everything seems hazy.

Still coated in Forest's blood, my stomach rolls as we all watch in horror. Grabbing Forest and the baby with gentle motions, the Officials work together to keep them both secure. Sobbing as he watches his sister and niece be carried away, Kai staggers toward Xavier, gripping his cloak for support.

Stepping on Fallan's back to move past him, Xavier creeps toward the silver mask lingering on the ground at our feet. Grabbing it, he turns it in his hands.

"Xavier, you don't have to do this," Mason hisses. "It's over. It's all over. Elyon's reign-"

"The Marked still roam among us," Xavier whispers. "Infiltrating society, creating chaos in every part of the world they infest. Forest knew this. Forest knew that the Marked could not continue on-"

"That was not her will," I yell, finally taking a stand. Snapping his focus to me, Xavier's tear-clouded eyes narrow.

"Rowan, don't," Mason snaps.

Ignoring him, I glare at Fallan's mutilated face.

This is not the way.

"Forest wanted to protect you. To protect all of us from Elyon. She knew the cost. Killing off the Marked won't bring her back-"

"Her blood," Xavier hisses. "You are covered in her blood."

Looking down, I swallow dryly.

"I tried to save your daughter," I plea. "I tried to save Forest-"

"All the Marked have ever done is ruin my life and the lives of those around me," Xavier hisses. "Their kind is the reason Forest is gone. Their kind is the reason my daughter is gone," he warns. Looking around he shakes his head. "There will be no peace so long as the Marked exist. There is no way other than mine-"

"Xavier. Listen to yourself. What the fuck has gotten in your head?" Aaron snaps. "You are talking just like Elyon-"

"Mind your tongue!" Kai yells, flicking his wrist with precision.

Hearing the crack well before Aaron's scream, his leg bends inward, broken in an instant. Covering my mouth, the lack of remorse Kai presents is haunting.

What the hell is happening?

What is coming for all of us?

Supporting her cousin, Valerie covers him with her body.

"I won't let you exterminate our kind," Mason yells. "I won't let you become the very thing you hated so deeply-"

"There is no other way," I whisper.

Taking into account every single thing my mind has shown me over the past several months, the window in my mind to see what has yet to come finally has full clarity.

It was never the Prophet I had seen.

It was always Xavier.

The very future I thought I was stopping, I helped create.

The worst has yet to come.

Finally giving me his full attention, Xavier Winnows in front of me. Grabbing my chin to get me to look at him, I don't let him see the fear I carry.

"You don't have to be my prey," he hisses. "You can do your duty to Forest and bring down the Marked. I would hate to waste so much potential by ending it with the edge of my finest blade."

Shoving his hand away, I glare at him.

"Forest would be disgusted to hear what you are saying right now."

Grabbing my throat, he moves too quickly for anyone to react. Holding me by my neck, he lifts me off the ground, smiling at the sight of my struggle.

"I guess we will never know, will we, Rowan?" he hisses. "Because our kind killed her, so I am going to kill all of them."

Tossing me aside, I collide with Elias, both of us skidding across the ground. Taking staggered breaths, our group huddles closer, all of us filled to the brim with fear.

"A new empire is coming," Xavier warns. "My new empire."

Grabbing the broken silver mask, chills run down my spine once he places it on his face, only covering half.

As if it was pulled straight from nightmares, the true terror that has been unleashed in this world stands before me.

We were never stopping the Prophet.

We were creating his prodigy.

"You all have two days," Xavier warns. "Two days to run, two days to hide. Anyone who stays behind will have the luxury of joining me and my cause," Xavier smiles. "Anyone who leaves these grounds today will not live to see their next year."

Extending his hand out, he waits for one of us to accept his offer.

"Any takers?"

Passing glances to our group, no one pipes up.

"Fallan?" Xavier sighs, "Do you wish to stay with them?"

Crying like a child, he shakes his head no.

"I figured as much," Xavier laughs. "You are much more useful without those baby blues."

"Mason," I mutter.

Sharing a mutual look of acknowledgment with all of those around us, it becomes clear what needs to happen.

"I know," he says coldly. "Run."

"Go," I yell. "Go!"

Like animals in a forest fire, our group all make a break for the tree line, running and Winnowing as we help one another move. Watching as the group dissipates into nothing, Aaron gives Kai one last look before disappearing in the tree line with his cousin. Grabbing my hand, Mason tugs me and Elias with him, urging us as far away from Xavier as he can.

"Run," Xavier yells. "Run as far as you can, Rowan Eros."

Turning my head, his gaze latches to mine as the world goes silent.

"Because once you start, you will never stop."

Nothing could have prepared me for how true that statement really was.

End book 4.

End The Order Series prequels.
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Chapter forty-two
Rowan


In ordinance with the New Revelation’s Act,

Any and all Marked, Tainted, or genetically mutated individuals are subject to immediate punishment of humane execution. Those caught harboring, assisting, or conversing with said individuals are subject to equal governmental punishment. All previous titles of "Untouchable" and "Unfortunate" have ceased to exist active immediately. Any individuals caught plotting or conspiring against the Revolutionists are subject to immediate execution. All slander, propaganda, or use of the prophecy's name in any negative and or radical connotation shall be used as evidence for public execution.

No longer shall there be division.

No longer shall there be pain.

One common enemy fortifies Sanctum's reign.

The Marked.

All who disagree with said statement are subject to incarceration or further punishment.

Welcome all to the Revelation.

Welcome all to the New World Order.

I read the tarnished message with disdain, the poster peeling away from the alleyway wall, days away from becoming yet another layer of debris for the booted heels of those seeking passageway through the city to step on.

For ten years, the man in silver has governed this new world, hunting our kind to near extinction.

Ten years of hiding.

Ten years of running.

Ten years of surviving.
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