
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Species Traitor

      Book One

    

    




      
        Kate L. Mary

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Twisted Press]
          [image: Twisted Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

    

    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        Also by Kate L. Mary

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I was young when they arrived, only three years old, but the events of that day have been forever tattooed on my mind. I could still feel the surge of the crowd, hear the murmur of voices, remember the rush of excitement as the moment drew near. It had seemed as if everyone in the city was gathered on the street, and I was cuddled between my parents, desperately trying to keep warm as the sky above us slowly darkened and the stars began to twinkle. They were bright and cheerful looking compared to the blackness surrounding us, and the way they popped up one by one, turning the night sky into a canvas of beauty, had made it seem like I was watching hope manifest right in front of my eyes. Or at least that was how I’d remember feeling years later when I looked back on it all.

      We weren’t waiting for them—at least we hadn’t known we were—but the excitement swelling through the crowd when it started seemed almost electric. The way it had hummed, the way it had risen with the chatter before tapering off as people stopped to stare, awed by the sight.

      It started as a single streak of light cutting across the distant sky but was quickly followed by another only a few seconds later. Around me, people pointed as sounds of wonder rose, and my father lifted me onto his shoulders while my mother clung to his arm, her smile as bright as the stars above.

      Before long, the lights began coming faster, dragging tails behind them as they shot across the blackness, headed for some distant piece of Earth. One after the other, they plummeted as a hush fell over the crowd. I was as quiet as everyone else, my chubby face turned toward the sky. My dark hair had escaped the braid my mother carefully crafted earlier in the day, and it tickled my face as a cool breeze blew. I could remember the way the night air chilled my nose until the tip felt like an ice cube, and how my ears began to ache. I could also remember not caring even a little, but instead focusing on the bursts of light as they grew bigger and closer together, illuminating the sky in a way I’d never seen before.

      It happened at the peak of the meteor shower. A ball of light bigger and brighter than all the others streaked across the sky, drawing everyone’s attention. It seemed to grow in size as it did, and I watched in awe, imagining it was headed my way and that if I just held my hand out, I’d be able to catch it and take it home.

      It got larger—much too big to catch—and brighter. People began to shift, my mother and father included. A hum moved through the crowd, the tone different than the one from before. My father reached for me, pulling me from his shoulders as people began to move. Slowly at first, but then faster as the light grew closer and closer. My three-year-old mind registered what was happening, and I knew the crowd had begun to move, but I wasn’t paying attention to what they were doing. I was too focused on the light as it grew with each passing second.

      It was coming our way.

      Shouts erupted, and people began to run. I heard my mother scream, and my father’s grip tightened as he pressed me against his chest while panic surged around us like a swarm of desert bugs. Someone was crying, and there was shouting. People were pushing and shoving, but my father hadn’t moved. Not even when my mother yelled for him to go. Like me, he was transfixed, and in that moment, it felt as if we were the only two people in the city who truly understood that everything was about to change.

      Then, with no warning at all, the light stopped.

      It was close, just outside the city, and it was blinding now, bright with pulsing lights and energy that made the hairs on my arms stand on end. The crowd had begun to settle as they realized they weren’t about to be pounded into oblivion by a meteor, because this thing, this ball of light hanging over us, was no meteor at all. It was something else.

      It began a slow descent, the glow it emitted dimming as it did until its shape finally came into view. It was oval and silver, smooth but with grooves that even my young brain could register were openings.

      “Spaceship,” I said, pointing to the object as it hovered over the ground.

      “Yes,” my dad replied, his voice full of awe.

      The thing touched down, and beneath my father’s feet, the ground shuddered from the impact. Gasps of shock and panic rolled through the crowd, my mother’s cries joining them, but my father didn’t react. He held me, his arms around my small body and our cheeks nearly touching as we focused on the sight.

      “Watch, Ava,” he whispered, just loud enough for me to hear. “What you’re seeing is a miracle. It’s going to change everything about your life, I promise. One day you’ll remember this moment and know this was the day your life started for real.”

      I turned to look at him, taking in his expression of wonderment, a look that years later I’d treasure as the only time I truly got to see who my father was.

      “What about you, Daddy?” I asked.

      He tore his gaze from the spacecraft and focused on me. “Yes, baby. Yes. This moment is going to change everything.”

      He had no idea how right he was.
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        Almost twenty-two years later…

      

      

      “A bird and a fish can fall in love, but where will they live?”

      My mother had spat those ridiculous words at me so many times over the years they’d lost all meaning. Assuming they’d ever had any real meaning to begin with, something I’d never been totally convinced of.

      “Are you listening to me, Ava?” Mom’s words snapped across the room and wrapped around me like a lasso, forcing me to pay attention.

      She stood on the other side of our small, dark kitchen, giving me a sharp and punishing look. It was an expression I was used to, and one that had grown increasingly severe over the years as bitterness took over and she came to accept that this was her lot in life. This small, shabby house where she lived off whatever scraps the government could afford to throw her way. Two daughters and no money—not to mention no husband—and no hope of ever attaining the dreams she’d once had.

      I vaguely remembered a time when she’d smiled and tickled me, when I’d been surrounded by laughter, but it was so long ago now that the memories were like an echo on the verge of fading away. Faint and fleeting, and almost unreal. As if I’d imagined it all.

      She was a hard woman now, and not just on the inside. Her frown lines, deeper than I’d ever seen them, seemed permanently etched on her face, making her look like she was scowling even on the rare occasions when she wasn’t. Her body, too, was hard. Thin and frail, her collarbones appeared to be on the verge of ripping through her skin, and whenever she stood the way she was now—hands resting on her hips—her elbows appeared to be straining to break free. The stance also made her arms look like bony little wings, as if she was the bird in the silly little proverb she loved to throw in my face.

      “I’m not talking for my health,” she said when I didn’t respond to her ridiculous question. “This is for you. So you understand how serious the situation is.”

      “I’m listening,” I mumbled, turning my gaze to the slimy bowl of breakfast grains sitting in front of me.

      It had cooled and congealed into a sticky lump even more unappetizing than it had been when I first sat down, and even though my stomach had been growling before, Mom’s lecture had turned my insides into an intricate web of knots that made eating impossible. The food was now about as appealing as a bowl of glue.

      Sitting across from me at the small table, Lena rolled her eyes as she bit back a laugh. It would have been nice to be able to smile about the situation, but to me it was no laughing matter. How my younger sister could muster a grin was beyond me. Even after a lifetime of being surrounded by it, I couldn’t get used to the hate. It didn’t make sense, not when there was no reason for it. At least none I could wrap my brain around.

      “What your cousin did to her family.”

      My mother had turned back to the counter and was now scrubbing it like she was trying to wear a hole in the surface, her narrow, bony hips wiggling from the forcefulness of the gesture. If she wasn’t careful, she might be successful. Then where would we be? It wasn’t like we had the money to fix the kitchen.

      “Shameful,” she continued to mutter under her breath.

      Getting into this debate again was pointless, and I knew it, but I couldn’t stop myself. Not when I felt the injustice of the whole thing deep in my bones. Not when, for the first time, it was so personal.

      “She fell in love,” I said just loud enough that my mother could hear me.

      She whipped around, her stringy salt and pepper hair falling over her face. When she shoved it out of her eyes, I cringed at the violence of the gesture but did my best to keep my back straight and meet her gaze instead of shrinking away from the outrage radiating off her.

      “Fell in love?” She hissed the last word like the very utterance would get her arrested, and based on the way it made her face scrunch up, I got the impression it left a bitter taste in her mouth. “Ava Marie Mendoza, did I hear you correctly? Did you just spout that insanity in my house?”

      Lena sank lower in her chair as if trying to hide, and I couldn’t help feeling a little satisfied that the smile had been wiped off her face. For once.

      I sat up straighter, lifting my chin so Mom would know I wasn’t ashamed of how I felt or afraid of her fury. My trembling legs contradicted me, but since the table hid them from view, I was the only one privy to that little tidbit.

      “I did. Ione didn’t do anything wrong. She met a guy and fell in love. It’s the natural order of the world, Mom. What’s the big deal?”

      “What’s the big deal?” There she went again, over pronouncing her words as if it would help me understand. It wouldn’t. Nothing would. “She fell in love with one of them. With a Veilorian. Do you have any idea what this has done to your aunt and uncle? They can’t even hold their heads up! Ione has ruined them!” Mom waved the dishcloth in my direction, and little beads of water pinged against the table in front of me. “And you’re to have nothing more to do with her, do you hear me? She is no longer part of this family.”

      Lena sat up straight, her big, brown eyes widening, but she said nothing. She never did when it came to our mother, choosing instead to stay quiet and keep the peace. It was why she was the favorite while I was pretty sure my mother couldn’t stand me.

      “I’m not going to cut her off,” I said. “She’s my cousin!”

      Mom took a step toward me, and Lena pressed her lips together, giving me a look I recognized. She was telling me to stay quiet. To let it go. She had to know I wouldn’t, because I never did. It wasn’t in me to keep my mouth shut when I felt strongly about something.

      “You will cut her off, do you understand? She made her choice when she decided to elope with a Veilorian. She chose an alien, an unwanted visitor on this planet, over her own family. She knew the consequences, and yet she chose him anyway.” Mom turned back to the counter and started scrubbing again, harder than before, and her whole body shook, either from her anger or the force of her scrubbing. “I can’t believe it. Can’t understand how she could do this to her family. How could anyone?”

      She was talking to herself now, mumbling as she wiped at the counter and no longer looking at me. I took the opportunity to stand, grabbing the two book bags off the floor at my feet as I did. Even when the legs of my chair scraped against the cracked vinyl floor, Mom didn’t look my way. She was too busy talking to herself. If I made my escape now, she wouldn’t even notice.

      As if the same thought was going through her head, Lena followed my lead and jumped up, and together we hurried from the room.

      I stepped outside and sucked in a deep breath the second the door was shut, inhaling a mouthful of blistering air in hopes of calming my pounding heart. Even thick with the smells of the city—burning fuel, garbage, and pollution—it felt refreshing compared to the stifling kitchen I’d just fled. Hate had a smell, I decided. It was bitter and toxic, and it didn’t just invade your senses, it soaked into your pores and poisoned all of you. Your brain, your blood, your heart. My mom had allowed it to destroy her years ago, but I wouldn’t, couldn’t, let it claim me.

      “Are you going to cut Ione out of your life?” Lena asked.

      “Of course not,” I snapped as I pulled the book bag straps higher on my shoulder, their heaviness digging into my skin, and let out a deep sigh. Taking my frustrations out on Lena wasn’t going to help anything. Plus, she didn’t deserve it. “Sorry. I’m just irritated by the whole situation.”

      My sister only nodded in response.

      It was late morning, and the road in front of us was busy with activity as people headed to work or downtown to enjoy their Sunday. Autos and motobikes hovered a foot above the crowded street, bumper to bumper and barely making progress on their daily commutes. Every few seconds, a horn blared, the beeps bouncing off the closely packed buildings lining the street until the noise felt never-ending. Like the road, the sidewalks were bursting with activity.

      The whole city was crowded, and even the dwindling birthrates and drop in life expectancy couldn’t fix that—not when most of the planet was now uninhabitable—but my family just so happened to live in the most congested area. Most of the population was on government aid these days, but we were at the bottom of the barrel, and in this part of the city the utilities were cheap, the housing free, and the buildings smashed against one another to take advantage of every inch of useable space, making it seem like everything was closing in on you.

      It hadn’t always been like this. There was a time, so long ago I barely remembered it, when things had been better. Before my dad left and we still had the money from his job. But he’d gone, taking his income with him, and we’d been forced to move here. It almost made me understand Mom’s bitterness. Almost.

      Lena, who was short for sixteen, looked up at me with wide eyes. With the exception of the height difference, she was nearly a carbon copy of me even though we had different fathers. We had the same long, dark hair, light brown skin, and big, hazel eyes. We’d also both inherited our mother’s pouty lips, which made my sister appear extra young and me more feminine. All it did for Mom was make her look like she was constantly on the verge of spitting.

      “I don’t know why you push her buttons like that,” my sister said. “Just nod your head and do what you want.”

      “Because it makes me mad, that’s why.” I let out a deep breath, trying once again to push away my frustrations and failing miserably. “The Veilorians aren’t human, but they’re still people. Mom has never even met one, but she hates them anyway.”

      My sister’s eyes grew larger as the meaning of my words sank in. “Have you met one?”

      “Of course.” I straightened my shoulders, holding my head high to let my sister know I wasn’t ashamed. “I’ve met Ione’s boyfriend—husband. His name is Rye. He’s nice.”

      Lena looked around like she was making sure no one was listening, and when she was once again focused on me asked, “What’s he like?”

      “He’s not that different from you and me.” I shrugged as if the difference between our two species was as unimportant as having different color eyes, which to me it was. “I mean, he wasn’t born on Earth, but he hasn’t been to space since he was little. I doubt he even remembers it.”

      “None of the Veilorians have gone back into space since they got here,” Lena pointed out.

      “Exactly.” I punctuated the word, shaking my head to let my sister know how stupid I thought it all was.

      Once again, I adjusted the straps of my backpacks when they shifted, digging into my shoulder, and the weight served as a reminder that I had something I needed to do. Not that I wanted my sister to know about it. The less she got involved in all this, the better. Just in case.

      “You have somewhere to go?” I asked Lena, gesturing to her own book bag slung over her shoulder.

      My sister nodded, her gaze moving left. Toward downtown. “I was going to meet a few friends.”

      “You should get going,” I said. “You don’t want to keep them waiting.”

      Lena took a step backward, her eyes back on me. “If you see Ione, tell her I said hi.”

      She’d never be enough of a rebel to go into the District herself, but that didn’t mean Lena didn’t care, so I gave her a smile and nodded. “I’ll tell her.”

      Her head bobbed once, making her dark curls bounce. When she turned and scampered off, I couldn’t help remembering how she’d looked when she was little, skipping down the sidewalk like she didn’t notice the poverty surrounding us. Not anymore. These days, Lena always noticed.

      I stayed where I was, watching until she was swallowed up by the mass of bodies on the sidewalk. It was a long walk to downtown from our house—not that it mattered to me since I rarely traveled farther than a five-mile radius encircling my neighborhood and place of employment—but she was used to it by now. Lena was a frequent visitor of the nicer, richer neighborhoods in the city, and if I had anything to say about it, one day she’d live there.

      I headed in the opposite direction as soon as she’d disappeared, using my elbows to push through the dense crowd. When I reached the end of the block, I paused. Here I had to cross the street, which was no easy task. People zigzagged between autos and motobikes, weaving their way through traffic so they could reach the other side, and I did the same, holding my heavy bags tight against my body as I squeezed between a couple vehicles, both of which blared their horns. I ignored them and darted behind a motobike whose driver was screaming at the auto in front of him to get out of the way—as if it could go anywhere.

      It was one of the reasons I didn’t mind being too poor to own an auto or motobike. Thanks to severe overcrowding, trying to get through the city on anything but foot was pointless—which was another reason people hated the Veilorians. The District, although on the edge of the city, took up five square miles of land that could have been used for humans, but was instead wasted on the aliens most people still referred to as visitors even though they’d been here for almost twenty-two years. Personally, I couldn’t imagine five extra miles would do us much good, not with the city as crowded as it was, but you couldn’t reason with some people. A fact I was more than aware of.

      Once I was safely across the street, I loosened my grip on the bags. One was mine, which I usually carried when I left the house, but the heavy one was Ione’s. My cousin, who had been planning this elopement for months, had stashed as many personal items as she could in my room, knowing her parents would never let her back in the house once they learned what she’d done. Helping my cousin had been a no-brainer, but I’d still tried to talk her out of marrying Rye—as much as I hated to admit it. Not because I thought the Veilorians were animals the way a lot of humans did, but because I knew it would rip her out of my life. She’d been adamant, though, refusing to even discuss it. I couldn’t imagine how much she must love Rye if she was willing to give up everything to be with him.

      The fence surrounding the District came into view, stretching twenty feet into the air and towering over me, and unlike everyone else crowded on the sidewalk, I slowed. All around me, people sped past like they were in a race. Some even walked faster, acting like they risked catching some incurable disease by being this close to the District. Unlike the people who were averting their eyes as if trying to pretend the fence didn’t exist, I craned my neck as I walked, struggling to see through the occasional gaps.

      Originally, the fence had been made of chain link, but over the years the Veilorians had reinforced it as the prejudice and hatred toward them grew. Now the inside was lined with old signs, wood planks, and sheets of rusty metal, which made seeing into their little part of this city nearly impossible. Not that it stopped me from trying. Here and there a gap existed, rewarding my effort with a glimpse of the District. Even so, not a whole lot was visible, and the little bit I could see gave away almost nothing about the people living inside. Not that it mattered. I’d been into the District too many times to count, and in just a few minutes, I’d be there again.

      I stopped when I reached the gate, earning glares and curious glances from other humans. One woman even pursed her lips like she was considering spitting—it had happened before—but I refused to allow anyone to intimidate me and met her glare with one of my own. She averted her gaze, shaking her head in obvious disgust as she hurried away. Humans who fraternized with the Veilorians were considered species traitors, a fact I was well aware of thanks to my mom’s frequent rants.

      Two soldiers stood sentry at the gate, and the one on the right gave me a cold look when I stopped in front of him and lifted his pulse rifle.

      “No loitering.”

      He was young, probably only twenty, and good-looking with dark hair that was barely visible beneath his helmet and pale, green eyes. He must have been newly assigned to the District, because not only had I never seen him before, but the stiff way he held himself told me he was anticipating trouble. Most likely from the Veilorians. The guards who’d been here for a while knew better. The visitors kept to themselves. They didn’t want any trouble, and as long as humans lived up to their end of the bargain, the Veilorians would as well. They were better than my species in that way. Hell, they were better than my species in nearly every way, if I was being honest.

      “At ease, corporal,” the other guard, Johnson, said. His blue eyes twinkled when he rolled them and grinned at me, his dimples deepening and making him look less severe. “Here to see Ione?”

      I patted the bulging book bag slung over my shoulder. “I have some of her things.”

      “We need to search any bags going in or out of the District,” the new guard said.

      Johnson let out an exasperated sigh, giving the impression he’d heard this statement more than once today. “Will you give it a rest, Brentwood?” He shook his head as he shot me a wink. “He thinks you have a bomb.”

      “No bomb.” I pulled Ione’s bag from my shoulder and held it open for the corporal. “Just some personal belongings for my cousin. She just married a Veilorian.”

      The new guard blinked in a combination of surprise and confusion. “Your cousin married one of the visitors, and you’re visiting her?”

      He acted like he’d never heard of such a thing, which was stupid. While a lot of humans didn’t like to acknowledge that intermarrying happened, everyone knew it did. It wasn’t even a new thing. For years, there had been rumors about how one family or another had to live in shame after their son or daughter eloped with a Veilorian, as well as stories of half-human children living on the other side of the fence. When we were younger, Ione and I used to whisper about those children during sleepovers, turning them into mutant freaks who would sneak out at night and steal human kids from their beds so they could eat them whole. Years later, however, the stories shifted, turning half-human children into something that more closely resembled the gods of Greek mythology than the monsters we’d once imagined. Teenage hormones had a funny way of doing things like that.

      “There have to be a couple hundred humans living in the District now,” Johnson told his new partner as he gave the contents of my bag a cursory inspection. “A lot of halflings too, although we don’t have an official count since the Veilorians census their own people.”

      I cringed at the word halfling.

      As far as guards went, Johnson was one of the nicer ones. He’d always had a friendly smile for Ione and me when we came to visit and had never even come close to insinuating that she was betraying her people, but even he had moments when his prejudice broke through. Like now. Halfling was a bad word in the District. A slur that suggested something dirty. Something more similar to the creatures I’d heard about as a child than the actual half-human children I’d seen running through the streets of the District, laughing and smiling.

      Still grinning, Johnson gently pushed my bags away. “You’re good, Ava.”

      “Thanks.” I zipped them up before slinging them over my shoulder once again, pushing my dark hair aside when one of the straps tugged at it.

      Out of habit, I held my right hand out and waited for the new guard, Brentwood, to use the portable scanner on my chip. It was implanted just below the skin and used for nearly everything I did. Getting paid at my job, buying food or anything else I needed, and even keeping track of who went in and out of the District. Although what the government did with that information was beyond me. Probably it was just a precaution. In case someone caused trouble and the authorities needed to track them down.

      Brentwood held the little device over my hand, and a second later it beeped, cataloguing my visit. Once he’d finished, he nodded and stepped aside so I could head into the District.

      “Tell Ione hi,” Johnson said as I passed him.

      “I will.”

      I noticed he didn’t send his greetings to Rye but chose not to point it out. Johnson may have always been cordial to the Veilorians, but even he wouldn’t stoop that low.

      I paused just inside the gate to take a look around the way I always did, my gaze moving higher and higher as I scanned the homes and walkways. The District had been established about twenty years ago, only two years after the visitors arrived on the planet. Back then, their numbers had been small—only a little over two hundred—and five square miles had been more than enough space for them to create a city of their own. But as the years stretched on and the population increased, they’d begun to run out of room, forcing them to improvise. That was when they’d started building their homes on top of one another, and as a result, the Veilorian city was now five or even six stories high in some places, and dozens upon dozens of walkways crisscrossed in a maze of paths above my head. Some of them connected buildings on the opposite side of the street while others stretched out in front of the homes like sidewalks suspended in midair. All of them were brimming with activity as I headed toward my destination.

      The District was cleaner than the part of the city I lived in. Nicer, too. Unlike humans, Veilorians didn’t like waste, and they would never even consider throwing a piece of garbage on the ground or not trying to repurpose something instead of throwing it away, a fact that was evident the second you stepped through the gate. Old pots—discarded by humans who no longer needed them—had been turned into planters and attached to the sides of buildings and walkways, creating bursts of greenery nearly everywhere I looked. Most held human plants the Veilorians had found use for over the years—aloe or lavender, basil and other herbs—while others held florae the visitors had brought with them from their own planet. Wheels from old bicycles had been repurposed and hung outside homes to be used as clotheslines, spinning in the breeze, the damp clothes clipped to the spokes flapping as they did.

      Those were just a couple examples of how the Veilorians had managed to reuse whatever castoffs the humans threw their way. Unlike us, the visitors took pride in their world, and as a result, the little city encompassed by the fence was fresh and bright and well cared for. Welcoming, even.

      While humans didn’t tolerate Veilorians leaving their part of the city, the aliens who’d come here almost twenty-two years ago had no qualms about us coming inside—assuming we didn’t cause trouble. It had even become a rite of passage for most teens these days, coming into the District to get a drink at one of the Veilorian bars or grabbing some food at one of their restaurants. It was how Ione had met Rye, and she wasn’t alone. Johnson hadn’t been exaggerating about the number of humans now living in the District. More and more young people were discovering that the visitors weren’t the monsters their parents had made them out to be. Even the mayor, who was currently running for re-election, had gone on record saying he thought the restrictions on Veilorians had been too harsh for too long. It gave me hope that things might one day change. Not that I thought it would alter my family’s view of Ione’s marriage, but at least it would be a step in the right direction.

      A few Veilorians glanced my way as I headed deeper into the District, but most seemed not to notice me. I stood out even though they didn’t look all that different from humans. They weren’t like the aliens of old horror movies, scary or bug-like, but were instead anatomically similar to us. In fact, at first glance, there was only one main difference between Veilorians and humans. Their height. The men were tall—often over seven feet—and broad, all muscle and strength, and even the women surpassed six feet. The females were all slim, too, and while they did have small breasts and their reproductive systems were compatible with our own, they weren’t curvy like humans, but straight up and down——which was probably why so many Veilorian men were enamored with human women. It wasn’t uncommon to find teenage Veilorian boys huddled together, their eyes glued to a human magazine that had managed to find its way inside the District.

      While humans came in many different shades, Veilorians all had ghostly pale skin that didn’t tan or burn even after hours in the sun, and pale, jewel colored eyes. Turquoise and lilac were common shades, as well as soft greens and even some mauve. They were, all things considered, a very attractive species.

      I’d been in the District enough times that I had no problem finding my way through the towering city to Rye’s house. It was in the center but three stories up, and to reach it, I had to climb two spiral staircases and cross a couple walkways. I was halfway across the second one when my scalp prickled from the sensation of being watched, and I stopped to scan the neighboring paths, finally spotting a Veilorian man below me.

      No, he wasn’t Veilorian, I realized, but half-human. It was odd, considering he had to be at least twenty, meaning he must have been conceived only a short time after the visitors arrived on Earth. I’d never seen a half-human older than the age of eleven—although there had to be some—and seeing him now was strange and a little awe-inspiring.

      Being half-human, the guy was shorter than most Veilorian males, but still had to be a good foot taller than my five feet seven inches. Like his alien counterparts, he was slim but broad, and his skin was the same pale ivory as every other Veilorian in the District. His hair was sandy brown and his eyes the pale yellow-orange shade all half-human children had. There was also something about his features that made him look distinctly human even though he was as breathtakingly attractive as every other Veilorian. Maybe even more so, if that was possible.

      His gaze held mine, trapping me in place, and my body tingled under the scrutiny. But in a good way. I’d met dozens of Veilorian men since the first time Ione and I visited the District—I’d even gone on a double date with one after she started seeing Rye—but I’d never met a half-human Veilorian, and I’d never seen one even remotely close to my age. They were all a lot younger, most of them toddlers or babies.

      After a moment, he looked away, his focus shifting to something I couldn’t see. Only a few seconds after that, he moved out of sight, blocked from view by another walkway, but I stayed where I was, waiting to see if he’d come back or maybe even head up to introduce himself. The way he’d looked at me, his intense, citrine eyes taking me in and making every nerve ending in my body fire at once as if I were about to burst into flames, made it seem like he’d wanted to meet me. But to my disappointment, he neither came back into view nor materialized on the walkway.

      Once I was sure he wasn’t going to pop up in front of me, I started walking again, continuing my trek to Rye’s house, telling myself there would be time to meet this half-human Veilorian. The District was small, so the odds were good that I’d see him again one day. Although why I wanted to meet him, I didn’t know. Curiosity, maybe? Yes, that had to be it. While I didn’t begrudge Ione’s choice, I’d never really considered getting involved with a Veilorian myself. Even the one date I’d gone on had been more to humor my cousin than out of any real desire to date an alien.

      I paused when I reached my cousin’s new home, taking a moment to study the tiny dwelling. Like all the houses in the District, it was small and squat, little more than a big box with a door and two front windows. Not that my own home was better. It was bigger, yes, but old and dank in the evening after the sun had gone down and the desert chill invaded the city, and in desperate need of too many repairs to name. It showed its age in the cracked walls and chipping paint, and in the yellowed and peeling wallpaper adorning most of the rooms. At least in the District the houses looked taken care of.

      I knocked twice before turning my back to the door.

      The hot sun beat down, making me squint as I scanned the District. All across the pathways, Veilorian men and women went about their day, their interactions with one another so similar to humans it was difficult to remember we weren’t the same species. Only two walkways over, a little girl of about five stood with her mother, and just like with the man before, I instinctively knew she was only part alien. A second later, her father—a human—came into view and swept the child into his arms before turning to his wife. She was more than a head taller than the man, but when they looked at each other, all their differences paled when compared to the love exuding between them.

      Being this high meant I could see over the fence surrounding the District, and after only a few seconds of watching the couple, I found my gaze drawn to the desolate nothingness beyond the city. Out there, the landscape was brown and barren, a result of the wars and droughts we’d suffered over the centuries. Here and there, remnants of the old world were visible in the form of crumbling buildings, which were now little more than shells. Trunks of old trees, too, jutted from the sandy ground, their lifeless limbs reaching for the sky like they’d died begging for mercy. It looked the way I imagined death would. Dried out and abandoned, nothing but a reminder of a life that no longer existed.

      The only bright spot in the otherwise barren world was the ship. It was more than a mile away, but still looked huge. The bright sun shone off the sleek metal body, the years of dust and dirt that had collected on the surface doing little to dull the reflection, and I found myself lifting my hand in an attempt to shade my eyes. As far as I knew, no one had visited it in years. It had lost power around the time the District was built, so that even if the Veilorians were allowed to leave these walls, there would be no point in returning to their ship. They’d salvaged everything they could from it, anyway, or at least that was what I’d been taught in school.

      The door to Rye’s house opened, giving me a start, and I turned to find Ione standing there, her face radiant with happiness and her eyes twinkling.

      “Ava!”

      My cousin threw her arms around me, nearly suffocating me with her dark, unruly curls, and I laughed. After my mother’s earlier tirade, part of me had wondered if I’d arrive to find Ione sobbing, and seeing her smiling face with my own eyes was a relief. She didn’t act like someone who’d lost everything. The opposite, actually. She acted like a person who’d just gained the whole world.

      “I brought your stuff,” I said when Ione released me.

      “Thank God.” She shoved the door open wider and waved for me to come in. “Do you have any idea how difficult it is to find pants to fit me in the District?”

      “I can imagine,” I said with a little laugh.

      Inside, I handed Ione the bag, and she tore into it with a fervor that rivaled a starving man getting his first meal in weeks while I looked the place over. I’d been to Rye’s house more than once, but its simplicity never ceased to amaze me.

      Veilorians didn’t put a lot of emphasis on material things, and their homes were sparse compared to how humans lived, furnished with only the necessities. The living room was compact and contained nothing but a ratty couch, two scratched end tables, and a dinged-up coffee table, as well as a little viewing screen some human had cast off after it had broken. An old, round table sat between the living room and kitchen, which was tiny but functional, and beyond that were two small bedrooms and an equally miniature bathroom. It was simple but comfortable and much more relaxing than the home I’d grown up in.

      There was very little in the way of decoration in the house, which made the fist-sized rock sitting on one of the end tables stand out. I’d noticed it before but had never bothered with the thing, and its heaviness surprised me when I picked it up now. The surface was jagged but not sharp, and almost cool to the touch.

      “What’s with the rock?” I asked Ione, holding it out.

      “It’s a Veilorian rock. Well, that’s what I call it. I’m sure it has another name, but I don’t know what it is. It’s from their planet and has some kind of significance I don’t really understand.” She shrugged and went back to organizing her things. “I just know every house in the District has one.”

      “Weird,” I whispered, staring at the rock for a second longer before setting it back on the table.

      I’d just put it down when the front door opened. My cousin’s smile grew, and I turned, expecting to see her new husband. He was there, towering over me like a goliath at nearly seven feet tall, but he wasn’t alone. Behind him stood the half-human guy I’d seen on the walkway only a few minutes earlier, and he was staring right at me.
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      Rye’s smile stretched across his broad face as he crossed the room, his pale, purple eyes focused on his new wife and his dark, slightly shaggy hair falling over his forehead and nearly getting caught in his long lashes when he blinked.

      “You have company,” Rye said, his gaze never once straying from his wife.

      Ione beamed up at him with equal admiration, her soft hazel eyes shining. “Ava brought my things.”

      My cousin wasn’t a tall person, only four inches over five feet, and it seemed as if Rye had to bend in half when he leaned down to kiss her. Not that Ione acted like she cared or even noticed as she threw her arms around him, kissing him back with enough passion to make me blush.

      I looked away from the display and found Rye’s friend still watching me. This close, his eyes looked almost amber, although it could have been the dim light, and like before, a barrage of tingles moved through me under his gaze.

      “Hi,” I said, giving the newcomer an almost shy smile. After seeing him on the walkway, it felt as if his sudden appearance was some kind of stroke of luck. “I’m Ava, Ione’s cousin.”

      “Finn,” he replied in a flat tone, not returning my smile.

      I waited for him to say something else, shifting from foot to foot as the seconds ticked by and he remained silent. Coldness—possibly even a twinge of hostility—seemed to radiate off Finn as he stared at me. The tingles didn’t go away, not completely, but in seconds my scalp had begun to prickle. Unlike before, his scrutiny now seemed intrusive and unwanted, even a little antagonistic.

      After a few seconds, I pulled my gaze from Finn’s and turned to my cousin. Her lips were still locked with Rye’s, their focus completely on one another, and they were totally unaware of the uneasy tension that had settled over the room. On the other side of me, Finn remained silent, standing stony and impassive as if an impenetrable wall had been erected between us.

      “So, you’re Rye’s friend?” I asked when the silence had stretched out too long.

      I’d never been good at keeping my mouth shut, and his cold expression wasn’t going to change that. If anything, it would do the opposite. I was a notorious nervous talker.

      Finn’s eyebrows lifted slightly, his golden-orange eyes focused on me but not revealing a thing about him. They reminded me of an animal’s eyes. Not just the color, but also the cool, almost calculated way he looked me over. Like he was trying to decide whether I was worth his time.

      “I’m his cousin,” he finally said, his voice as icy as his gaze.

      “His cousin?” I repeated, then flushed when I realized how idiotic I sounded. Like I didn’t quite understand how family trees worked or, even worse, like I was questioning their relationship. Like I didn’t believe him.

      “Yes.” Finn’s tone didn’t change. “Our mothers are sisters.”

      “Oh,” I said, sounding even dumber than before. “And your dad?”

      Finn’s lips pressed together, and his back stiffened, making it seem like he’d grown several inches. My neck had to stretch an unreasonable amount as I stared up at him, waiting for an answer. He was so tall, so imposing, both in stature and in personality.

      “He was never around,” Finn replied, and his tone made it seem as if an icy wind had swept through the house.

      “Oh,” was all I could get out.

      He finally looked away from me, focusing instead on Ione and Rye. They’d stopped kissing but were still engrossed in one another, as if they’d forgotten anyone else existed.

      Standing beside Finn, cool indifference emanating off him, I should have been annoyed. But I couldn’t be. Not with the way my cousin was staring at her new husband—like he was the most amazing thing in the world. The love in her eyes and the expression of sheer adoration made it impossible not to root for them.

      Finn cleared his throat. “I’m going to head out.”

      Rye tore his gaze from Ione and blinked as if suddenly remembering they weren’t alone. “Oh, yeah.” When he looked back at his wife, he gave her an apologetic smile. “We heard a shipment is being brought in and were about to head down. We’re looking for an e-reader, and you know we have to be at the front of the pack if we have any chance of snagging one. I just wanted to stop by really fast and let you know where I was going.”

      My cousin gave an exaggerated pout, her full lips—so like mine—making her appear sensual. “But I want you here with me.”

      “You have company.” Rye pressed his lips against her temple, once again seeming like he had to bend in half. “And I won’t be gone long.”

      When he released her, he walked backward, moving toward the door where Finn stood waiting. Rye and Ione didn’t take their eyes off one another the whole time, but my focus was only half on them. The rest of my attention was on Finn.

      He stood beside the door, his gaze on the ground and his eyes hidden from view, but the expression on his face was as clear as the sky outside. Annoyance, and even a little anger.

      Was it directed at Rye and Ione? Did this guy, who just so happened to be half-human, disapprove of their marriage? It seemed like it, even though it made no sense. I’d been inside the District too many times to count, had met and interacted with dozens of Veilorians, and not once had I been greeted with anything but politeness. Until this moment. Now, I felt like a very unwanted guest. Like someone who’d stumbled upon a party and decided to crash it.

      When Rye finally turned away from Ione, Finn opened the door and slipped out, never looking back, his cousin only two steps behind him.

      The door clicked shut, and I turned to face Ione.

      “That was Rye’s cousin?” I asked even though he’d already told me.

      She wasn’t looking at me when she rolled her eyes; she was too focused on digging through the few belongings I’d brought her. “Yeah.”

      “He’s so much older than most half-humans.” I looked toward the door like I’d be able to see through it to wherever Finn was right now. “He had to have been born shortly after Landing Day.”

      “He’s younger than he looks, only twenty. You know how Veilorians are. It’s tough to really tell their age,” Ione said, shrugging. “He’s kind of a jerk, and he definitely doesn’t like me. Although I guess I can’t really blame him.”

      “Why?”

      She lifted her gaze from the bag, her long curls falling across her face and shading one of her hazel eyes. “He’s half-human.”

      “I kind of figured that part out,” I said, trying not to roll my eyes and failing miserably. “That makes him dislike you?”

      “He isn’t really a fan of humans,” she said, “and he definitely doesn’t like that Rye married one.”

      “Why?” I asked again, annoyance coating the word.

      Ione loved dragging out a story.

      “I don’t know all the details, Rye doesn’t either, just that Finn has never met his father.”

      “Was his mom…” I began but then had to pause to swallow as bile rose in my throat, “I mean, was she—”

      I couldn’t finish the question.

      Thankfully, Ione knew what I was asking and shrugged. “I don’t know for sure. The family doesn’t talk about it. In Finn’s eyes, he’s Veilorian. Nothing else.”

      “That must make it difficult for you,” I said. “I mean, his family can’t exactly have a good opinion of humans.”

      My cousin shook her head. “It hasn’t been a big deal, honestly. Rye’s parents like me, and even his aunt, Finn’s mom, has been welcoming. Most Veilorians don’t hate humans, not the way we hate them, anyway. There’s definitely some bitterness, but that’s really it. As long as you treat them with the respect they deserve, they’ll treat you well. It’s their custom.”

      “Too bad we haven’t learned something from them,” I muttered. “They’ve been here for over twenty years, and we haven’t even tried.”

      “Tell me about it,” Ione said.

      She’d gone back to digging through her bag, pulling clothes out and studying them like she’d never seen them until this moment, so wrapped up in what she was doing that it seemed like she’d forgotten I was here. Again.

      Surrounded by the silence, my mind wandered to Finn. It made sense why he didn’t like humans. Even if his biological father hadn’t forced himself on his mother, he hadn’t been around to watch his son grow up. Still, his hostility toward me made him seem as closedminded as people like my mom. People who refused to give the visitors a chance to prove themselves. People who hated anyone different.

      It was something I refused to do.

      My gaze moved to the viewing screen mounted on the wall. An image of a fiftyish man with only a few wisps of white hair clinging to his shiny scalp was frozen on the screen, his mouth open as if in mid-sentence.

      “What were you watching?” I asked, nodding to the screen.

      Ione lifted her gaze from her belongings, which she was in the process of folding, unruly hair falling over her face.

      “Trying to keep up on my lectures so I can finish my degree,” she said, once again focusing on her bag. “Rye doesn’t want me to leave the District to attend class. He says things are a little too uncertain right now. You know, with the election and the twenty-second anniversary of Landing Day coming up.”

      I couldn’t help thinking Ione was wasting her time. It wasn’t like she was going to have a career now that she and Rye were married—it would have been nearly impossible to find anyone in the human part of the city willing to hire a species traitor—but I decided to keep my thoughts to myself. Her father, who had to be one of the few middle-class citizens left, had paid for her schooling already, and it wasn’t like they could get the money back, so when you looked at it that way, she wasn’t losing anything.

      Instead of telling her what I thought, I picked up the remote and hit play, and the image flicked to life.

      “We know Polis wasn’t alone in surviving the cataclysm. Records indicate there were areas like ours all over the world, and while they were each different, they were all equipped with the same energy field to help protect them from the natural disasters and subsequent nuclear fallout.” The man pointed behind him to an image of our city—a very old one—surrounded by a translucent blue dome. “We also know that not all these cities raised their energy fields in time the way we did. Several followed our examples and raised them early on, living for decades inside the dome. Others, however, put their energy shields up too late, thinking they wouldn’t be as affected by the natural disasters as they were. These cities were able save the people living inside, but more often than not, the land was poisoned. As a result, they suffered from food and water shortages. There’s even some evidence that the water they did have access to was polluted, making growing food impossible and even causing disease and deformities in later generations.

      “Despite all those setbacks, many areas managed to survive for a time and even remained in contact with those living in Polis, but during the years following nuclear fallout, communication slowly dropped off. It’s been centuries since we’ve had contact with anyone living outside our city, bringing us to believe that whoever did manage to survive those early years died long ago. Meaning the people living in Polis are now the sole remaining humans on the planet.”

      I paused the lecture and turned to face my cousin. “How can they even be sure about that?”

      “For the exact reason the professor listed.” Ione reached back so she could twist her hair into a messy bun on top of her head. “It’s been centuries, and the only sign of life we’ve ever seen are the Veilorians.”

      “I know,” I said. “I just think it’s possible there are other people somewhere. Either on the other side of the country or even the other side of the planet. They just think they’re alone. Like we do.”

      “I guess,” she said, shrugging but acting like she didn’t really care.

      I didn’t turn the lecture back on, but I did stare at the professor. I hadn’t appreciated school when I was still going, at least not the way I should have. I’d always known I’d never go on to get a degree—Mom didn’t have the money, and even if she had, I seriously doubted she would have used it on me—and my cousin knew a lot more about history than I did. I’d always wondered what things could have been like if I’d had the chance to continue my education. I’d have a better job, that was for sure.

      Of course, I wasn’t alone in my lack of education, because very few people had the chance to go to school the way Ione had. And now it was a waste because she’d never get to use it. Like everything else in this world, it seemed unfair.
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      The voice of Karl Winters, the face of the Polis News Network, wasn’t audible over the noise from the street, but the second I shut the front door, its throbbing intensity slammed into me. I cringed as I slipped my book bag off my shoulder and dropped it, careful to stay quiet. Mom was no doubt still fired up about Ione’s elopement, and I wasn’t in the mood for a fight.

      I was tiptoeing through the house, headed for the sanctuary only my tiny bedroom could provide, when Karl’s words caught my interest. Normally, I wouldn’t have given the loudmouth reporter a second of my time, but when I heard him mention the visitors, I changed course.

      The small living room was as dark and disheveled as usual, and Mom was on the couch with her back to me. Beside her on the table sat an almost empty glass, the puddle of condensation beneath it right over the ring that had been there for as long as I could remember. The sight made bitterness rise inside me.

      Mom was so focused on the viewing screen as Karl Winters droned on that she didn’t notice me, and it gave me a chance to study her. In the dim light, her skin looked yellower than usual, her face sallow and her cheekbones more prominent than they had been only a month ago. She’d always been bony, but now she looked almost shrunken, and her skin had a waxy, unhealthy appearance to it.

      “In just about two weeks, the Veilorians, usually referred to as the visitors, will celebrate twenty-two years on Earth.”

      The reporter’s voice boomed through the room, pulling my attention to him, and the image on the screen flicked from his grave expression to footage of the Veilorian ship, freshly arrived on Earth. The door opened slowly while soldiers armed with old school weapons—automatic guns of some kind—stood in a line. The few expressions visible were tense and unsure, and they all had their weapons up and aimed at the ship as they waited to see if the aliens were friend or foe.

      Like everyone else, I’d seen the footage hundreds of times throughout my life. In school, on the news, and every year as the anniversary of the landing approached. I’d only been three years old when the visitors arrived, so my memories of that day and the two years following it—during the ill-fated attempt at integration—were mostly vague, and I could barely remember a world where Veilorians hadn’t lived behind a fence.

      The image of the Veilorian ship disappeared and was replaced by Karl’s round face. As usual, he wore an expression that was a mixture of concern and indignation, and the lines around his mouth and across his forehead deepened every time he frowned. The makeup artist had gone overboard today, and the creases looked like they’d been filled with the beige powder that was supposed to conceal age, as well as any blemishes on the newscaster’s skin.

      “Here with me today,” Karl said as the camera panned out, revealing more of the desk as well as the women flanking him, “are Veronica Waters, who is currently running for mayor, Isobel Rankin, spokesperson for the Human Foundation, and Kaitlin Murray, head of the Veilorian Rights Party.” Karl looked the three women over. “Thank you for joining me, ladies.”

      Kaitlin, a thin woman in her fifties with silver hair and kind eyes, nodded. “Thanks for having us.”

      Before she had a chance to get anything else out, Isobel jumped in. “Yes, thank you. As always, the Human Foundation feels it is of the utmost importance to stay ahead of any events, no matter how small, when it comes to the visitors. We are—”

      “Hold on, now,” Veronica said, lifting her hand to stop the other woman from saying another word. “After more than twenty years, I think it’s high time we stop calling them visitors and accept that the Veilorians are here for good. After all, it’s become blatantly obvious they have no intention of leaving.”

      “They can’t leave,” Kaitlin said, the measured calm in her tone barely concealing her annoyance.

      On the other side of Karl, Isobel’s mouth dropped open as she looked between the two women, finally focusing on Veronica. “Are you suggesting we just accept these things? That we should let them roam free like they’re humans and not uninvited guests on our planet?”

      “Just a minute,” the mayoral candidate raised her hand again. “That’s not what I’m saying at all. I’m saying we need to acknowledge that they’re not going anywhere and—”

      “Because they have nowhere to go!” Isobel spit out in frustration. “Their planet was destroyed. They need ours to survive.”

      “Exactly,” Veronica said, her expression oddly smug. “Which is why we need to accept the fact that they are here for good and start putting some real regulations on them. More and more humans are intermarrying, yet we have no idea how many halflings are living in the District.”

      Kaitlin winced like the word hurt her.

      Either not noticing or not caring, Veronica went on, “We need to do a better job of regulating the Veilorians. Of keeping track of who goes in and out. We need a census that will tell us exactly how at risk we are.”

      “What do you mean by at risk?” Karl broke in.

      Veronica, who couldn’t have been much older than thirty-five, pressed her perfectly painted red lips together in an expression of concern, while her brown eyes flashed, making it seem like she had a secret she was dying to tell. Or maybe even a bomb she couldn’t wait to drop.

      She’d come into this election from out of nowhere, popping up only a few months ago to announce she was running against the mayor. No one had really paid her much attention at first—our current mayor had won the last three elections in landslides—but she’d slowly begun to gain momentum, so that now, only three weeks from the election, she and the mayor were neck and neck. Although he still didn’t seem very concerned by it.

      “I mean,” Veronica continued, “that every time a human has a baby with one of them, they’re putting the entire human race one step closer to extinction. These visitors act like they’re not here to threaten us, but it’s a lie. They’re trying to breed us out!”

      “Interesting,” Karl said, nodding as the creases on his forehead deepened once again. “What exactly do you propose, Veronica?”

      “Simple. Make it illegal for humans and Veilorians to marry.” Veronica lifted her fingers, revealing sharp nails as red as her lips, and ticked her points off as she spoke. “Make it illegal for humans to go into the District. And most importantly, make certain there are harsh punishments for anyone breaking these laws. They’re traitors, after all. Species traitors.”

      Kaitlin’s lips, which looked ghostly pale compared to Veronica’s, were pressed together in disapproval, but she remained quiet.

      Isobel, on the other hand, snorted and tossed her frizzy, unkempt auburn hair over her shoulder. “You act like humans going into the district is a common occurrence.”

      “It is,” Veronica insisted, lifting a tablet off the desk and flipping it on. “I understand your skepticism, trust me. I was as shocked as you are, but it’s true. In a recent survey of a hundred teens between the ages of fourteen and eighteen, nearly sixty percent admitted to having gone into the District. Sixty percent!”

      “No,” Isobel gasped, her hand flying to her mouth to reveal her own nails, which were unpainted and jagged. “You have to be mistaken.”

      “I’m not,” Veronica punctuated the words by waving the tablet. “And you can bet the number is higher than that. Imagine how many teens lied because they were ashamed to admit the truth.”

      “As they should be,” Isobel muttered.

      Kaitlin let out a very audible sigh, causing Veronica to narrow her brown eyes at the other woman. As if deciding it wasn’t worth her time, she switched her focus back to Isobel.

      “It’s these shocking numbers, combined with our current mayor’s refusal to do anything to protect the human race, that led me to run.” Veronica’s dark hair barely moved when she shook her head. “We need someone in office who is going to take this threat seriously. We need someone who understands how dangerous this situation really is. More and more children these days don’t see Veilorians as different.”

      “They’ve never lived in a world without them,” Isobel pointed out.

      “Exactly.” Veronica slammed her hand on the desk. “And we have to do something about this situation before it’s too late.”

      Kaitlin opened her mouth, possibly to try to rebut the things Veronica was saying, but was cut off by a burst of applause from off screen.

      In response, the mayoral candidate gave a humble smile that didn’t hide the gleam of satisfaction in her eyes.

      “I’ve heard rumors,” Isobel said once the noise had died down, “that Mayor Gunderson has been playing with the idea of integration.”

      Veronica snorted, a sound that didn’t seem to match her overly tailored appearance. “I wouldn’t be surprised. He’s a sympathizer if I ever met one.”

      She shot a look at Kaitlin.

      “The first two years after the Veilorian’s arrival proved integration doesn’t work,” Karl Winters broke in.

      “Some people just don’t learn.” Veronica gave her best impression of a sad smile. “We did our best for these,” she paused and pursed her lips as if trying to find the right word, “invaders when they first arrived, but they proved they couldn’t be trusted to live among humans.”

      “Yes, yes.” Karl lifted a tablet of his own so he could read off a few statistics. “Crime went up sixty percent the first year, and the number of attacks on women…” He exhaled instead of finishing the sentence. “Tragic.”

      “Yes,” Veronica said, her voice now grave. “The atrocities committed against humans were what led to the creation of the District.”

      “That number reflects overall crime,” Kaitlin said, managing somehow to get a word in. “Which includes atrocities committed against Veilorians.”

      “Can you really blame people for trying to protect themselves?” Veronica shot back. “I can’t. Which is why we need to make sure we protect our young people by passing stricter laws.”

      Again, Kaitlin sighed.

      Karl Winters and the two anti-Veilorian women talked among themselves for a while after that, with Kaitlin managing to jump in only a few times. They discussed the establishment of the District before eventually moving on to Veronica’s campaign. Mom’s head bobbed as they talked, getting more emphatic with each passing moment. Even when she reached for her glass, her focus didn’t stray from the screen. Which, for her, was major. Other than her booze, there wasn’t much she paid attention to these days.

      “And let me just say it,” Veronica said dramatically, lifting her hands to stop the others from interrupting her. “They need to take care of themselves. No more handouts from the government. At all. We’re wasting precious resources by giving them monthly rations, and it has to stop. It’s been over twenty years. It’s time they stood on their own two feet.”

      Isobel gave Veronica an obnoxious round of applause while Kaitlin shook her head.

      “Damn right,” Mom muttered.

      I had to bite the inside of my cheek to stop myself from yelling, But they can’t! Don’t you see that? They aren’t even allowed to leave the District. How would they survive?

      It wouldn’t matter if I ran down the street screaming those things at the top of my lungs, because the truth was simple. People like my mom didn’t care if the Veilorians survived. She wouldn’t care if every one of them fell down and died this very minute, because to most humans, the visitors didn’t deserve to be here.

      On the screen, Kaitlin was looking more disgusted by the minute, and I understood. I couldn’t listen to more. It made me sick, so I tiptoed from the room, careful not to alert my mom to my presence, and headed down the narrow hall to my bedroom.

      When I reached it, I paused outside my open door, my thoughts turning to my sister. Like mine, her bedroom door was slightly ajar, but the absence of light told me she wasn’t home. It wasn’t surprising. Lena had begun spending more and more time at friends’ homes over the past two years. I knew she had big dreams, which mostly consisted of getting the hell out of here, and I’d worked hard over the years to make her life easier. Even if I was doomed to live in dumps like this my whole life, I was going to make sure Lena got out. Somehow.
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      The next morning, I found myself pausing before stepping into the kitchen, my thoughts a jumbled web after everything I’d seen and heard the day before. The bitterness I’d felt over the things Mom said about Ione—as well as what I’d heard on the news—hadn’t faded, and while I wasn’t looking for a fight, I knew I wouldn’t be able to keep my mouth shut if she did decide to bring it up again. It wasn’t just about Ione, either. It was about humans and Veilorians in general. About how we treated them. About how people, human or not, deserved to be treated.

      The viewing screen in the living room was on, and the house was small enough that the words were clear even if it wasn’t at full volume. More news. More people who had opinions about the Veilorians. More hate masked as humanitarianism. It made me want to hit something—or someone.

      The only good thing about having the viewing screen on was that Mom didn’t seem to notice when I finally stepped into the kitchen. She was washing dishes, her arms covered in suds up to her bony elbows and one ear cocked toward the living room so she could catch every word. Hopefully, it would give me the chance to get out of the house without talking to her.

      Lena had either never come home last night—which was the most likely scenario—or had already left for school, meaning Mom was the only person I had to sneak past. Thanks to the viewing screen, I was positive I’d be able to get out of the house without a problem.

      Too bad I’d only made it halfway across the room when she said, “I need you to take the trash to the curb.”

      I froze like I’d been caught doing something abhorrent and was trying to come up with an explanation to absolve me of all my sins, but the words died on my lips when I realized she wasn’t looking at me. In fact, she hadn’t even turned her head, so I wasn’t sure how she’d known I was here.

      Despite how much I hated dragging the stinking garbage can to the road, the chore seemed like a blessing, considering I could have been facing yet another lecture about my cousin’s elopement.

      “Okay.” I grabbed my bag off the floor where I’d dropped it the day before and slung it over my shoulder.

      Mom’s head bobbed in silent acknowledgement, but she didn’t seem to be able to pull her attention away from the words blaring from the other room. Something I was thankful for.

      “With the twenty-second anniversary of Landing Day now less than two weeks away, the debate over the visitors is once again in the limelight. Veronica Waters has swept in, taking the election by storm with her radical, yet popular opinions. She was met with overwhelming positivity after an appearance on the National News where she stated that new legislation should be passed to further regulate not just the Veilorians, but any humans who choose to fraternize with them as well.”

      I could just see the viewing screen from where I stood, and I paused when a clip from last night’s news popped up and Veronica’s pinched expression was suddenly front and center.

      “We need to do a better job of regulating the Veilorians. Of keeping track of who goes in and out. We need a census that will tell us exactly how at risk we are. Every time a human has a baby with one of them, they put the human race one step closer to extinction. They act like they’re not here to threaten us, but it’s a lie. They’re trying to breed us out!”

      I cringed when Mom tsked, my face heating with anger. Before I did something stupid—like tell my mother she was a closedminded idiot—I backed out of the room and dashed for the front door.

      The rambunctious noise, heat, and stink of the city had never been so welcome. The more bitter and hateful Mom got, the more it felt like the beeps and shouts were wrapping me in a comforting embrace when I stepped outside.

      She’d never liked the visitors, and I’d grown up hearing how much better life had been before they got here, but with each new story about a human moving to the District, her hatred seemed to grow. Species traitor was a common phrase these days, especially in my house, and Ione’s sudden elopement had only made things worse. Not that I was under any delusions about my mother. If that hadn’t riled her up, something else would have. She hated the Veilorians with an intensity I couldn’t fathom.

      Our trashcan sat directly beside the front door, but getting it through the throng of bodies was never an easy task despite the sidewalk being only four feet wide. It would have been nice if people stopped when they saw me struggling with the heavy thing, but instead they seemed to speed up, acting like if they didn’t pass me before I’d managed to get the can to the road they would lose some epic race against time.

      Now was no exception. I wrestled the can forward, managing to get it a few inches from the wall, but was immediately met with resistance as the crowd seemed to form a barrier. I pulled and elbowed, I grunted and cursed, and I even excused myself, but it was all for nothing. The people on the street didn’t care.

      It was time to get aggressive.

      I didn’t look where I was going as I pulled harder, bumping into people who swore or scoffed, acting like I was the jackass. A few very colorful insults were thrown my way, but I didn’t stop. The trashcan thumped over a foot. I bumped into a person, nearly knocking them down and stumbling a little myself. People who weren’t paying attention collided with the plastic can. Still, I kept pulling, determined to get it to the street.

      I’d just emerged on the other side of the crowd when one of the wheels got caught on some unseen debris or crack in the pavement, and I stumbled. The can teetered and started to go over, and with the mass of people surrounding me, I had no option but to throw myself on top to keep the receptacle from falling. Somehow, against all odds, I managed to stop it from toppling over, but to right the thing I had to put all my weight into it. The lid flopped off in the process, slamming me in the nose, and I let out a grunt of pain and frustration.

      Someone chuckled, and I wanted to sucker punch whoever the asshole was. Luckily for them, I was too distracted by the contents of the trashcan. Sitting on top, not even in a bag, was Mom’s old e-reader.

      She’d been bitching about the thing for months because half the time it wouldn’t hold a charge. Since we were dependent on government handouts—and she spent every extra cent we had on booze—it wasn’t exactly in the budget to buy a new one, meaning she’d been forced to suffer.

      Her words, not mine.

      It looked like she’d either scrounged up enough money to buy a new one—although I couldn’t imagine how—or the thing had finally died for good. Leave it to her to toss it in the garbage rather than donate it. Most people had two cans, one of which was provided by the Pro-Veilorian Rights party. Citizens were supposed to donate unwanted items to be distributed to the District, but Mom was so adamantly against giving the visitors handouts that she wouldn’t have even considered giving the e-reader to them.

      Rye’s words from the day before rang in my ears as I scooped the e-reader up and slid it in my bag. Yes, it was broken, but everyone knew Veilorians could fix anything. It was why they welcomed our leftovers. An old viewing screen that no longer had sound was useless to a human, but if given to the District, some Veilorian would be able to get the thing up and running again. Their technology and understanding of our technology far surpassed ours, which was yet another reason humans should have been working with the visitors. In my humble—and useless—opinion, anyway.

      I hadn’t been planning to visit Ione today—she and Rye were newlyweds, and I didn’t want to crowd them—but I also wasn’t in a hurry to get home, and finding the e-reader gave me a good reason to pop into the District tonight after work.

      Something I was going to be late for if I didn’t get moving. One of us had to slave away if we wanted to keep our house, and Lord knew it wasn’t going to be Mom.
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        * * *

      

      The oppressive heat beat down on me as I scrubbed. My shoulders were aching, and my body was slick with sweat inside my protective yellow suit, but that was nothing new. In fact, after ten years on the job, the feeling of my slick skin against the stiff material had gotten almost mundane. Almost.

      The bright sun reflected off the mirror I’d been cleaning, making me squint as I took a step back. Thanks to my efforts, the surface was streaked but mostly free of sand. For now, anyway. Tomorrow, I’d be back out here to do it all over again. And the day after that. Keeping the mirrors clean was a never-ending job.

      I dunked my squeegee into the bucket of water sitting at my feet and moved to the next mirror, which was just as dirty. Running my sponge over the smooth surface, I watched as brown water slid down the glass, dripping onto the hot, sandy ground. In seconds, it was gone, evaporated by the sun or soaked up by the greedy desert floor, and each drop that followed disappeared just as quickly.

      I slid the sponge up and down, getting the surface nice and wet before flipping my squeegee over to wipe the water away. Then it was time to scrub. Into the bucket the squeegee went so I could pull out my rag, using it to wipe the mirror in large circles until, like the other one, the sun’s rays reflected off it, nearly blinding me and forcing me to take a step back.

      I was panting by then, and a bead of sweat had begun a slow descent down the side of my face but wiping it away was impossible thanks to the hood. Not that it would have mattered. There was no way to escape the heat these days, especially in the wastelands.

      “Ava!”

      I turned at the sound of my name.

      Rows and rows of mirrors stretched out in front of me, encircling the tower that fed electricity to our city. The mirrors harnessed the sun’s rays, and the tower turned it into energy, which was distributed to the city. How, I didn’t know. All I knew was they needed to be cleaned every day to keep them free of sand, which was where I came in.

      A figure stood two rows away from me, dressed in a suit identical to mine—yellow plastic that trapped the heat inside but helped protect us from radiation. I knew it was Donna even though I couldn’t see her face. She waved behind her, motioning toward the autobus, and I returned the gesture.

      Quitting time.

      I grabbed my bucket before following her, dumping the water on the dry ground and watching it get sucked up. It happened in seconds just like it always did, so that by the time I’d turned to head after Donna not even a speck of moisture remained.

      The autobus was already full when I climbed in, but Donna had saved me a place. I took a seat beside her, waiting until the door was shut to finally pull my hood off. There was nothing quite as refreshing as taking that first breath after removing my hood. Except maybe a cool shower.

      “God, I need a drink,” Donna said when she’d removed her own hood. She ran a hand over her closely cropped dark hair, her brown eyes moving to me. “I think I have enough in my account. You in?”

      “Can’t. I have to go see Ione,” I said as I wiped my hand down my sweaty face.

      Donna pressed her lips together in an expression I’d seen many times before. “Your momma must be spitting fire.”

      “You know her,” I said, rolling my eyes.

      Donna’s only response was a grunt, which I knew meant she was biting back some pretty harsh words about my mother. Not that I hadn’t heard it before.

      The second I was old enough to get a job with the cleaning crew, Mom had insisted I drop out of school. At the time, I’d thought it was so we’d have a little extra money, but it wasn’t until after I’d gotten hired that she announced she was retiring.

      When Donna—who’d considered my mother a friend—found out, she’d raised hell, even visiting our house to try to talk my mom into going back to work and allowing me to continue school. My mother had refused. She’d done her time, according to her. It hadn’t mattered that I was only fifteen or that she had a younger child depending on her. Needless to say, she and Donna were no longer on speaking terms.

      The drive back to the city was a slow one, but not because of traffic. There was nothing but sand and ruins in the wastelands. Very little could survive out here, both because of the heat and because the ground had been poisoned by radiation centuries ago. Even the suits didn’t protect us from it completely, something we all knew. While a person going into the dry desert wouldn’t immediately get sick, long-term exposure meant many of us on the cleaning crew would eventually succumb to some kind of illness. Cancer, most likely. But there was nothing we could do about that. We needed jobs, and this was the kind of task a person with no education or skills had to do. Plus, cleaning the mirrors was essential to keeping life in the city going. Without them, we’d have no power, and without power, everything would stop.

      Donna must have been more tired than usual, because she didn’t say anything else during the drive, so I occupied myself by watching the sandy landscape fly by. The city was in front of us, less than a mile away and seemingly tiny compared to the vast nothingness, and to the right the Veilorian ship gleamed, while a few miles out and to the left sat the massive crater that served as the city’s landfill. An explosion or possibly even a natural disaster had left it behind centuries ago during the cataclysm, but for decades now it had served as a place for humans to dump unwanted items.

      Being on trash detail might have been the only job worse than the cleaning crew. The people working out there didn’t have to stay outside the city limits as long as we did, so they were exposed to less radiation and didn’t require the bulky yellow suits, but they were more exposed to other dangers. While not many creatures lived in the wastelands, the few that did kept close to the landfill. The animals inhabiting it were mutated versions of what they’d once been, evolved to survive the harsh conditions of this new world, and they were lethal. While a lot people on the cleaning crew eventually died from long-term radiation exposure, those on trash detail usually succumbed to an attack before they ever had a chance to get sick. Although I wasn’t sure which was a worse way to go.

      Donna still hadn’t uttered a word by the time the autobus pulled to a stop at headquarters. She and I walked to the decontamination room in silence where our suits were rinsed off, then to the changing area so we could strip. All around the room, other women were doing the same, some of them pulling their own clothes on without bothering to get cleaned up, while others moved to the sinks or showers. I headed for the latter, stripping out of my undergarments outside the stall before stepping under the stream of lukewarm water, closing my eyes and lifting my face to allow it to rinse the dirt and sweat from my body. It was a fast shower, but enough to make me feel not just cleaner, but recharged as well.

      I headed back out to the bathroom once I was dressed where I found Donna standing at one of the sinks. Her gaze caught mine in the mirror, and I was suddenly aware of how deep the lines around her eyes and mouth had gotten. She was older than my mom even though she didn’t act like it, but tougher and more determined. She’d raised two daughters by herself and had even saved enough—somehow—to send them to trade school so they could have a better life. One was working in a factory downtown now—not a great job, but better than cleaning mirrors in the wastelands. The other had met a man from an upper low-class family and gotten married.

      “How’s your sister doing?” Donna asked when I stopped next to her.

      “Working hard in school and doing everything she can to avoid coming home most days.”

      Donna clicked her tongue, making a disapproving sound. “Should be illegal.”

      “Yeah, well, good luck trying to convince our elected officials of that.” I focused on my reflection as I brushed out my long, dark hair. “They’re too busy imagining problems with the Veilorians to focus on real problems like poverty and child labor.”

      Donna, who was in the process of cleaning herself up, shook her head. “The whole city’s gone crazy.”

      I exhaled, saying nothing as I brushed out my wet hair.

      The reflection staring back at me looked older than twenty-five, and even though I felt guilty about it, I found myself envying Lena and her youth. I’d been working for ten years now, doing eight-hour shifts six days a week just so my mom and sister could have a roof over their heads, and it left little time for socializing. Not that I had anyone to spend time with these days. Most of my school friends had moved on, getting married and starting lives of their own. Like Ione.

      Still, I didn’t look bad—slight circles under my eyes and gaunt cheeks aside. My mother had been a beauty once. I’d seen the pictures. I resembled her a lot, as did Lena. Too bad it was wasted on me. Not my sister, though. She’d made friends who lived in nicer parts of the city, people whose parents didn’t depend on the government. One day, she would be one of them. I was going to make sure of that.

      Donna and I walked out together, parting ways once we were outside so she could head deeper into the city with a few other women, laughing and seeming way too cheerful amidst the gloomy surroundings, while I turned in the opposite direction, heading for the edge of the city where the District stood.

      My hair was still wet when I started out, but thanks to the heat and long walk, I knew it would be dry by the time I made it to my destination. It was something I was used to, even if I was sweating after only five minutes. My family had never owned an auto, and being the lowest of the low meant public transportation wasn’t something we could afford. In fact, other than the autobus at work, I could only remember a couple times during my twenty-five years when I’d been in one. When I was around five, right after my dad moved out and I’d made the long trip across the city to visit his new place. Since his new life hadn’t left much room for children, it was the only time I went. Years later, my mom had let it slip that the visit had been court ordered or wouldn’t have happened at all. It had been part of the short-lived Family First initiative, an effort by the government to limit the number of financially dependent families. To say it had been a disaster was an understatement. It turned out no father was often better than a shitty one who wanted nothing to do with his children. The rise in domestic violence hadn’t been quite enough to end the initiative, but the murder of a five-year-old boy had. His father hadn’t been thrilled about being forced to give part of his hard-earned income to a child he hadn’t even wanted to begin with. Although he’d probably been less thrilled to stand in front of the firing squad that ended his life.

      The program had been abandoned shortly after the father’s sentence was carried out.

      Other than the one visit to my dad, I’d gone on two trips to the edge of the city with school groups as part of our history lessons. Teachers thought it helped students understand the full impact of the wars, pollution, and natural disasters if we could see the devastation with our own eyes. As if the overcrowding, disease, low birthrates, and poverty weren’t enough to prove just how shitty things had gotten.

      I was deep in thought when I turned onto the street leading to the District, which was the only reason I didn’t notice the chaos right away. Even surrounded by the normal city noise, the roar was intense, but it took a couple seconds to register the anger through the buzz of voices. When I did, I slowed and lifted myself up on my toes, trying to get a better idea what I was getting into. It wasn’t the first time I’d encountered a disturbance outside the District. Humans still occasionally caused problems for the Veilorians, either picketing to display their displeasure or even on a few occasions trying to lure the visitors out. As if they had a choice.

      Right away, I could tell this was different, though. The voices were louder and more violent, and the crowd thicker. There was a group, just in front of the gate, and they were holding signs. Their backs were to the fence and they were yelling, chanting the same thing over and over again.

      “Send them home. Send them home. Send them home.”

      My pulse quickened as I slowed, trying to decide what to do. I could keep walking, putting my visit off until things settled down, or I could push my way through the crowd and go into the District as planned. I knew it could be dangerous. These people were fired up and angry and had no doubt been listening to Veronica Waters. Like her, they wanted change.

      But I wasn’t Veilorian. I was human. They wouldn’t hurt me, right? True, they might call me a species traitor, maybe even spit on me, but that was it. They wouldn’t attack me. If they did, the guards would stop it from getting too far. I wasn’t in any real danger.

      I walked faster, keeping my head down and pulling my bag higher on my shoulder to get a better grip. The closer I got to the gate, the angrier the words seemed, and against my better judgment I ventured a look up, scanning the signs as I passed. The words Veronica Waters for Mayor were on most of them, but there were others, too.

      Save Humans

      The Visitors Have Overstayed Their Welcome

      Human Rights

      No matter the words, the purpose of this gathering was obvious. These people wanted the Veilorians gone.

      It wasn’t until I’d pushed my way through the line of protestors that someone finally noticed me.

      A hand wrapped around my right arm, just above my elbow, and a man growled, “Where you goin’?”

      “Let go,” I said, working to keep my voice even and my tone firm. “Now.”

      My captor narrowed his bloodshot eyes, and they flashed with hatred, making it seem like something evil was living inside him. “You’re goin’ in there, ain’t ya?”

      “That’s none of your business.”

      I jerked my arm, ripping it from his grasp, and had to bite back a gasp of pain when his filthy nails scraped along my skin. The man’s lips pursed, warning me he was either going to spit or call out to the other protestors, and I took it as my cue to get the hell out of there. The crowd was packed so tightly I had to push my way through, and I’d only managed to make it a few steps when I heard his shrill voice behind me.

      “Species traitor!”

      People turned, looking around, but thankfully most seemed unable to figure out who he was referring to. I shoved harder, putting my elbows into it, and managed to make it through the crowd before anyone else spotted me. I stumbled from the throng of bodies, nearly tripping over my own feet, and staggered forward. Insults and rage were thrown my way, but I didn’t look back. Part of me was afraid if I made eye contact with anyone the mob would decide to get physical, but another part just wanted to focus on getting away. On making it to the gate and inside the safety of the fence.

      “Ava.” Johnson moved when he caught sight of me, one hand reaching out while the other raised his pulse rifle. The mob quieted enough that I was able to hear his words. “What the hell are you doing?”

      “I have something for Rye,” I managed to gasp out.

      “Shit.” His grip on my arm was firm as he pulled me farther from the crowd. “Do you even understand what kind of risk you’re taking?”

      “I’ve come here dozens of times.”

      “Open the gate!” Johnson called.

      He released my elbow and to my utter shock slipped his arm around my shoulders. I told myself it was a protective gesture and he was just doing his job, but part of me wondered. He’d always been nice, but I couldn’t deny that he’d paid more attention to me than to my cousin.

      “Things are getting out of hand,” he said as he ushered me inside. “Coming here is going to get dangerous.”

      The gate clicked behind us, signaling we were safely inside the District, and Johnson’s arm slipped from my shoulders. I was panting when I looked up, finding his face only six inches from mine. The sun was behind him, causing me to squint and making it impossible to read his expression, but his close proximity was enough to get my already hammering heart beating harder.

      “What’s happening?” I managed to ask.

      “Haven’t you been paying attention?” Johnson sighed when I shrugged in response. “Veronica Waters has everyone riled up. The most recent polls have her ahead by a landslide, and with things the way they are, it’s very likely she’ll win the election. When that happens…” He exhaled as he shook his head, the movement blocking the sun’s rays long enough that I could see the uncertainty in his blue eyes. “Well, I don’t know. No one does, not yet. But I can tell you this. There might come a time when you won’t be able to visit Ione. Hell, I wouldn’t be surprised if she ended up in prison.”

      “Prison?” I gasped out the word, unable to comprehend anything so extreme happening. “You can’t be serious. They wouldn’t do that, would they?”

      “This Waters lady has been saying all kinds of radical things, and it seems most humans agree with her.”

      “But they can’t do that!” I protested. “The Veilorians haven’t done anything wrong.”

      “Look, Ava, it’s time I gave you some hard facts. I understand the Veilorians aren’t the kind of threat Waters is trying to make them out to be. I admit it, okay? But you have to understand something. They’re not human. They just aren’t. It doesn’t matter how much you want them to fit in, they’re never going to. They’re aliens, and they’re not welcome here. We didn’t invite them.”

      I took a step back, putting space between Johnson and myself. “I can’t believe you would say that. You work here. You see what they’re like.”

      “I know a lot more than you do, Ava.” With the distance now between us, I was able to make out his expression better, and I didn’t miss it when his eyes hardened. “Keep that in mind.”

      I waited to see if he would say anything else, but he didn’t.

      “I only know what I see,” I said. “And what I’m seeing right now is that humans are more of a threat to Veilorians than they are to us.”

      Without giving him a chance to retort, I turned and headed into the city.

      “Ava,” he called, “you need to get scanned.”

      I hated not having the last word, but he was right. Without turning to look at him, I held my hand out so he could scan my chip. A second later, there was a beep, telling me I was free to go, and I once again took off.

      “Just think about it,” Johnson called after me.

      I didn’t look back.
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      I still hadn’t managed to completely relax by the time I reached the third level. My breathing had evened out—although the climb had gotten my heart pounding again—but I was still on edge from my altercation both with the man outside the fence and with Johnson. His words rang in my ears, refusing to go away, and more than anything they were what fueled the simmering heat in my veins.

      I’d always thought he was an okay guy, but maybe I’d been wrong. Then again, he’d said he knew things I didn’t. What things, though? About the Veilorians? About the government? It was impossible to know without asking him, and right now that was out of the question. If I had to see him again before I calmed down, I was likely to knee him in the groin.

      It wasn’t until I was standing outside Ione’s new house that I suddenly found myself wondering if she would even be home. Other than trying to keep up with her classes, I had no idea what my cousin did now that she’d uprooted her life. Would she get a job? I knew Veilorians had physicians and midwives, and the children went to school, but where did Ione fit into this world?

      I knocked on the door, my knuckles rapping against the wood and echoing off the buildings, then took a step back and waited. It was twilight now, and the sun was low, meaning the streets in the human part of the city would be darkening as the closely packed buildings slowly blocked out the sun’s rays. More of the evening light made it into the District, forcing its way through gaps in the fence and between walkways and homes, and from this high up I had an amazing view of the setting sun. The sky above me was darkening to indigo, but the horizon had been transformed into shades of yellow and orange.

      The colors reminded me of Finn’s eyes.

      My skin prickled from the memory of the cold disapproval in his gaze. When he’d stood in front of me, pinning me with that icy stare, my discomfort had warred with the tingling in my body at just being close to him. It had made no sense, feeling drawn to someone who so clearly disliked me. Even now, a shiver I couldn’t put a name to vibrated through my body, and it wasn’t the least bit comfortable.

      I liked Rye, but I’d be okay if I didn’t run into his cousin ever again.

      “What are you doing here?” a deep voice at my back said.

      I turned, and as if drawn here by my thoughts, found Finn standing on the walkway in front of me. Like yesterday, his citrine eyes seemed to take me in with a look of quiet loathing, but the expression didn’t make me as uncomfortable as it had the day before. It did, however, ruffle my feathers.

      “I came to see my cousin,” I said. “She lives here now, or have you forgotten?”

      “How could I?” Forcing me to step aside, Finn moved to the closed door of Ione and Rye’s house. “My family won’t let me forget.”

      The way he spit out the words put me on the defensive. “What the hell is your problem? Ione never did anything to you, and Rye’s happy. That should make you happy, too.”

      Finn had reached for the doorknob but paused with his hand resting on it so he could look my way. “Happy? My cousin married into a species that wants to destroy us. You think we don’t get the news in here? You think I don’t know about the protestors outside the wall right now?”

      His gaze moved down like he couldn’t stand looking me in the eye, pausing on my right arm. The scratches the man had given me throbbed, making me want to cover them up, but I didn’t.

      When Finn lifted his gaze and once again focused on my face, it seemed as if he was actually seeing me for the first time. “Did you get hurt on your way in?”

      “Not that you care,” I snapped, “since I’m just a filthy human and all, but yes. Some asshole grabbed me when I tried to get through the crowd.”

      Finn studied me for a second longer before turning the knob and pushing the door open. “Come in. I’ll get something to clean that.”

      I was taken aback at his sudden change in attitude, making it impossible to respond right away. But since I had nowhere else to go, I did as I was told and followed him inside after only a few seconds.

      The house was dark and clearly empty, but that didn’t stop Finn from heading down the hall, presumably toward the bathroom.

      “Do you always barge into other people’s houses when they’re not home?” I called after him even as I dropped my bag to the floor.

      “I was on my way here, anyway.” Finn’s voice floated from the back of the house, slightly muffled but still audible. “We have a family dinner tonight. Rye forgot something, but he and Ione have to go straight to my mom’s house after work.”

      A family dinner.

      Work.

      For the first time, I fully grasped how much my cousin’s life had changed. Now when she went to a family dinner, it wouldn’t be with Lena and me. We would never again find ourselves in my tiny kitchen, a whole group of us crammed around a table meant for four people. When Christmas came, she wouldn’t be there, but would instead be inside these walls with Finn’s family. Assuming they celebrated Christmas. I wasn’t sure which holidays Veilorians celebrated other than Landing Day.

      Finn reappeared holding a clean, white cloth and a glass bottle containing a clear liquid. “Now that we’ve established why I’m here, maybe you should tell me why you’re here.”

      The accusations in his voice were loud and clear but made no sense. Ione was my cousin, and that wasn’t going to change just because she now had a life I couldn’t be a part of.

      “I came to see Ione,” I said defensively.

      Finn knelt in front of me, making me feel like we were somehow more equal even though he still dwarfed me in both size and presence.

      “You were just here yesterday.” He unscrewed the lid and tipped the bottle as he pressed the cloth to the top, allowing it to soak up some of the liquid.

      “I can’t see my cousin every day?”

      He lifted his gaze until it was holding mine, his brows arching as he did. “Yes, but with as volatile as things are right now, I wouldn’t recommend coming here every day. At least not until things settle down. Assuming they do.”

      “So, what, you’re worried about me now?” I snapped.

      The corner of his mouth twitched, a ghost of a smile pulling it up for just a second. It was gone in the blink of an eye, though, and then he was once again focused on my arm. He dabbed the scratches with the damp cloth, and I hissed from the sting of alcohol against an open wound.

      “Why are you here, Ava?”

      It was the first time he’d said my name, and something about the way his tongue caressed it, about the deep tone of his voice and how it seemed to vibrate through his chest and then up his arm, raising the hairs on my own arm—which was clutched in his hand—gave me pause. Despite his hostility and the knowledge that he didn’t like humans, there was something very attractive about Finn. Yes, all Veilorians were good-looking, if I was being honest. Tall and muscular and lithe, they seemed to float through life with an elegance few humans possessed. But there was something about Finn that made him more attractive. Possibly because he was half human, but even more likely, it was just him. His personality, although severe, radiated off him like heat off the wastelands, drawing you in even when you didn’t want it to.

      “I’m waiting,” he said when I didn’t respond.

      I’d forgotten the question, though, and found myself swallowing around a lump in my throat when his eyes flicked up and captured mine. In this light, they looked darker. Almost amber.

      “What?” I managed to get out.

      “Why are you here?”

      “An e-reader.”

      Finn’s brows lifted. “An e-reader?”

      “Yes. I, um, I heard Rye mention it yesterday and didn’t know if he’d found one.” My stomach was twisting like a piece of discarded trash caught on the wind, whirling faster with every second Finn held my gaze, so I looked away, choosing to focus instead on the bag at my feet. “I found one this morning. It’s broken, but I thought he could probably fix it.”

      I had to pull my arm from Finn’s grasp to unzip my bag and retrieve the e-reader, and I looked up once I had it, smiling as I presented the electronic device to him.

      He was frowning, the cold stare he’d given me the day before back. “What makes you think we need your castoffs?”

      I jerked away from the venom in his voice. “Isn’t that where all your things come from?”

      “They come from the deliveries.” He stood, screwing the lid back on the bottle, his eyes avoiding me. “They aren’t hand delivered by humans who think their junk will make our lives better.”

      “That’s not—”

      His head snapped up, his eyes boring into mine. “Isn’t it? Don’t lie. You found it in the trash and brought it here. At least when we get the deliveries, we can pretend the crap they give us wasn’t on the way to the wastelands to be tossed in the dump. This,” he nodded to the e-reader in my hand, “is insulting.”

      I lowered the device, not sure what to say. “I wasn’t trying to insult you.”

      “None of you ever are.” He turned his back to me, heading to the bathroom to return the bottle and cloth. “I don’t want your trash, Ava.”

      Heat had moved up my neck to my cheeks, but at the last words, the embarrassment was pushed away, replaced by anger.

      How dare he make me feel bad about trying to help? It wasn’t like the e-reader was even for him, anyway. I’d brought it for Rye, who liked me. He didn’t hate me just because I was human.

      I jumped to my feet and called out, “How do you know Rye won’t want it?”

      Finn stopped outside the bathroom door but didn’t turn to face me. “Because it wasn’t for him. We were looking for an e-reader for me.”

      He ducked through the doorway, leaving me alone.

      I sat back down, feeling sufficiently told off even though not only had I been trying to be nice, but Finn was also being unreasonable. I couldn’t help it, though. There was something authoritative about him. Something that made me feel like I was in the wrong even if I’d had the best intentions.

      By the time Finn reappeared, I’d slipped the e-reader back into my bag and zipped it up. I would still offer it to Ione next time I saw her—someone would be thankful to have it—but never again would I try to give Finn something. I wouldn’t offer him a drink of water even if he was dying of thirst. He wouldn’t see it as anything but me trying to put him in his place, anyway, and I had a feeling he’d rather die of dehydration than get help from a human.

      “Tell Ione I was here.” I stood and threw my backpack over my shoulder. “She’s still my cousin, and she always will be.”

      I turned my back on him but paused after two steps. Keeping my mouth shut had never been my strong suit, which was probably why Mom and I were always fighting, and staying quiet now was impossible.

      I didn’t look back at him when I said, “You know we’re not all like that, right? There are a lot of humans who would never protest outside the District. Lots of humans who believe Veilorians should have more rights.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Finn said. “That’s what people like you don’t get. It doesn’t matter what a handful of humans think because we’re still prisoners. I refuse to call it anything else. We have a fence around us and armed guards at the gate. We aren’t free.”

      I swallowed. He was right, and I wanted to acknowledge that, but I didn’t want to give credit to anything he had to say. Not when he’d worked so hard to hurt me.

      “It sounds to me,” I said, “like the walls aren’t the only thing trapping you.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” he shot back.

      I looked over my shoulder at him. “If you ask me, I’d say your hate is keeping you prisoner more than anything else.”

      He snorted, but I didn’t wait around long enough to hear how he was going to respond. I opened the door and stepped outside, pulling it shut behind me with a firm but not forceful click.
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      My heart was heavy as I wound my way through the District, over the walkways, and eventually down a spiral staircase to the ground. Nearly everyone I saw was Veilorian, and unlike the humans in my part of the city, they were smiling. Happy. With friends or family, laughing and talking—most in English, but occasionally in Veilorian. They even said hello to me when I passed, offering grins that were a hundred times more welcoming than anything my own people had shown me today.

      I had nowhere to go other than home, but at the moment the idea of returning to the dark, cramped little house wasn’t the least bit appealing. Lena would probably be at one of her rich friends’ homes, and Mom would be glued to the viewing screen, watching the footage of the protest or listening to Veronica Waters talk about the dangers of the aliens living just outside our door.

      As misplaced as Finn’s anger was, I couldn’t deny it was justified. Something I’d never admit to his face. Even I felt hot with rage and indignation when I thought about the things I’d heard on the news, and they hadn’t been directed at me. I couldn’t imagine how deeply they cut him, especially since he was neither Veilorian nor human.

      Instead of heading for the gate, I turned the opposite way, moving deeper into the District. I didn’t know where Ione worked, and the last thing I wanted to do was ask Finn, but that didn’t mean I had to leave. I’d been here dozens of times before my cousin and Rye eloped, and I knew where all the best restaurants and bars were. I also knew that unlike in the human part of the city, I wouldn’t need to use the money attached to my implant. Humans had done away with physical money more than a two decades ago, but the District had their own form of currency. Thankfully, I had a handful of coins in my bag from selling items in their market, which would come in handy now.

      The sun had moved even lower while I was in Ione’s house and was now completely obscured by the fence, and with it the heat had been replaced by the chilly night air we were all used to. The little bit of sky still visible was brilliant, shining with shades of purple and pink, while high above my head the dark blue had morphed to black. Lights had come on throughout the District, many of them flickering candles since electricity inside the walls was spotty and closely monitored. We only had the one tower to pull in electricity, and most of it was allocated to the human section of Polis, meaning there were strict energy restrictions within the walls. The Veilorians had to ration what little power they were given, or the last few days of the month would be spent in darkness. It happened, more often than humans realized, but like everything else within these walls, the Veilorians had adjusted. Over the last twenty-two years, they’d proven time and time again that they could adapt where humans could not, which was probably why we were a species on the brink of extinction and the Veilorians were thriving.

      Through windows, I caught glimpses of shadows as Veilorians went about their normal tasks, having dinner or getting kids ready for bed, while above me on the walkways people traveled, laughing and talking in both English and Veilorian as if there was nothing to worry about.

      As far as I could tell, Finn was one of the few Veilorians concerned about what was happening in the human part of the city, but I wasn’t sure who was being foolish. If he was overreacting or if the other Veilorians I passed were being naïve to think their world wouldn’t change. Veronica Waters was convincing, I had to give her that, and the things she’d said on the news weren’t uncommon beliefs.

      Was Johnson right? Would she win this election?

      I didn’t really want to think about it.

      Worry was gnawing at my insides by the time I reached a bar I was familiar with. The room was dark, lit by candles and lanterns like most of the city, but the shadowy interior didn’t make the room feel suffocating. Instead, it was intimate and cozy—welcoming, even.

      I’d come here on the one date Ione had convinced me to go on—with a friend of Rye’s named Kael—and even though it hadn’t been a love connection, I’d had a good time. I’d even let him kiss me as we walked back through the city toward Rye’s house, something that would definitely make my mom keel over if she ever learned about it. The kiss had left little impression on me even if it had been good, and I’d walked away from the experience thinking Veilorians—no matter how attractive—just weren’t my thing.

      I slipped onto a barstool, digging the few coins I had out of my bag before resting it on the floor. They were thick and heavy, and made of some metal we didn’t have on Earth and covered in markings I couldn’t identify. I’d never had to deal with money before, so the concept had seemed backward and old fashioned to me at first, but I’d been coming to the District for more than a year now and by this point was more than used to it.

      It only took the bartender—a middle-aged but attractive Veilorian man—a moment to notice me, which was no big surprise. The fact that I was more than a head shorter than nearly everyone in the bar didn’t exactly help me blend in.

      “What can I get you, sweetheart?” He had a slight accent, a lilt at the end of his words that only Veilorians who’d been born on their home planet of Veil possessed, and it made him sound exotic. Which, as a side effect, made him twice as attractive.

      “Veilorian rum.”

      His lips quirked up, and his amethyst eyes sparkled, but he didn’t move to get my drink. Even though he was trying to act casual—wiping the counter with a dingy rag that couldn’t possibly be clean—something in his eyes made me sit up straighter.

      “I have to ask how old you are.” His smile stretched wider to reveal white teeth that, like all full-blooded Veilorians, were smaller than ours and slightly more pointed. “I’m a horrible judge of age when it comes to humans.”

      My shoulders relaxed as I let out a laugh that shook my body. “I’m twenty-five.”

      His dimples deepened, and he didn’t take his eyes off me as he reached for a glass. “It’s the height. You all look like kids to me.”

      I might have been insulted if he hadn’t been smiling, but his words were too laidback, too easygoing and friendly to take offense.

      “I understand,” I said. “The other day I mistook a ten-year-old Veilorian girl for an adult until I got a good look at her face.”

      He set the glass in front of me, still grinning, and I took it with a nod of thanks, sliding three coins across the counter. That left seven, which wasn’t a lot. I’d need to find some other things around my house to trade at the market next week. With Ione now living in the District, I had a feeling I was going to be here a lot, and I didn’t want to run out of money.

      I sipped the rum, which I’d heard tasted nothing like its human counterpart—I’d never had the stuff myself—as I scanned the bar. It wasn’t crowded, and the few Veilorians present talked in quiet groups throughout the room. I watched a couple who I guessed were on a date for a few minutes before turning my attention to the other tables. Two Veilorian girls about my age sat gossiping in the corner, while a few tables away a group of human male teenagers watched them with unconcealed curiosity. Based on the unsure way the boys held themselves, shifting and looking around constantly like they thought their parents might swoop in at any moment and catch them, I assumed it was their first time inside the District. I remembered the feeling well. The thrill of doing something I knew my mom wouldn’t approve of, as well as the excitement of seeing everything the walls had hidden from me for years.

      I was still watching the boys when someone slid onto a stool at my side and said, “I didn’t expect to find you here.”

      Johnson was already signaling to the bartender by the time I turned to face him. He was wearing civilian clothes, telling me he was no longer on duty, and it hit me for the first time just how young he was. Probably only a couple years older than me. He looked cuter out of uniform, too. Less severe.

      “I could say the same about you,” I replied.

      He gave me a disarmingly adorable smile, but there was a serious light in his eyes as well. “I decided to hang out for a bit. You know, wait until the crowd outside the gate gives up for the night.”

      The bartender must have recognized Johnson, because he brought a glass of rum without being told.

      “They’re still out there?” I asked.

      “They are.” He lifted his glass and nodded to mine. “I’ll be honest, I wasn’t thrilled about being stuck in here, but I’m warming to the idea.”

      Without wanting to, I flushed.

      Johnson clinked his glass against mine, and his smile widened. He held my gaze as we both lifted our drinks to our lips, neither of us blinking. The longer it went on, the more the hair on my scalp prickled. I’d never thought of him as anything but a guard until today—too focused on the aliens inside the fence to really pay much attention to the humans at the gate—but sitting beside him now, I found myself mulling over the last several months. How Johnson would tease me or compliment me when Ione and I went through the gate. How he would take extra time searching my bag in the beginning—before my visits became regular—the entire time chatting away. Had he been flirting with me? I hadn’t thought so before, but I was starting to think I’d been blind.

      “No Ione tonight?” he said when I’d set my empty glass on the counter.

      “Not tonight.” The bartender came over, and Johnson nodded to my glass, indicating he wanted to buy me a drink, and I once again flushed. “She and Rye had a family dinner. Or that’s what his cousin, Finn, told me, anyway.”

      “Finn.” Johnson’s mouth turned down at the corners. “The halfling?”

      The bartender didn’t look our way, but his shoulders did stiffen, telling me he’d heard the slur. This time when heat moved up my neck, it wasn’t a flush, but anger.

      As usual, I found it impossible to keep my mouth shut. “You know how offensive that is, right?”

      “But that’s what they are.” Johnson set his own glass down, his expression confused. “They’re half-human.”

      “But it’s considered a derogatory term.”

      I couldn’t believe I had to tell him this. Then again, maybe it wasn’t common knowledge among humans who didn’t come into the District to socialize. Maybe Johnson really didn’t know how insulting it was.

      “I honestly never thought about it before,” he finally said. “I just thought since they were half-human it was a normal term. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to offend you.”

      I relaxed, and when the bartender turned—after taking a really long time getting the bottle of rum—he caught my eye and gave me a small wink. He also poured me extra.

      “You forgive me?” Johnson asked, holding his glass up, an apologetic pout on his lips.

      “I forgive you,” I said, clinking my glass against his.

      We drank in amicable silence for a few seconds, Johnson studying me while I tried to avoid his gaze. He had me suddenly very aware of how attractive he was, but also of how long it had been since I’d dated. I’d gone out with one guy after the Veilorian, but it had only lasted for about three months. He’d been nice enough, and I’d even slept with him a few times, but he’d flipped out when he learned Ione was seeing one of the visitors. Technically, he’d dumped me, but I hadn’t cared. I would have dumped his ass anyway after all the shit he said about my cousin.

      I’d just set my glass down when Johnson let out a low whistle.

      “That asshole really got you good.” He took my arm, his fingers gentle as he turned it over to inspect the scratches the prick outside the gate had given me.

      It was the first time he’d touched me like this, and his warm skin against mine sent a jolt through me that made my heart flutter. As if sensing it, he looked up, his hand still on my arm as his gaze held mine. For a second, I wondered if I was trapped in some sappy romantic movie, because it literally felt as if everyone in the room disappeared. It was just Johnson and me, his skin warming mine, his smile making my heart beat faster.

      I extracted my arm from his grasp and shrugged, trying to hide the ridiculous thoughts going through my head. “It’s not a big deal.”

      “It could have been worse.” His smile faded. “You really need to think about not coming here for a while.”

      “I’m not going to ditch my cousin.”

      “Ava,” Johnson sighed, “I’m not telling you to ditch Ione. I’m just saying things are a little crazy right now.”

      “You don’t think I know that? I watch the news, Johnson.”

      He frowned and gave a small shake of his head. “I just realized you don’t even know my name.”

      “I—” I paused and thought it through, then mimicked him by shaking my own head. “I hadn’t really thought about you having a name other than Johnson until now.”

      His frown deepened. “Dean. My first name is Dean.”

      He was upset. I should have realized he would be—it was now very obvious he was interested in me—but it hadn’t occurred to me. Until the moment he took the seat beside me the bar, I hadn’t thought of him as anything more than the guy at the gate.

      I raised my glass, hoping to massage his bruised ego with the big smile I flashed his way. “Nice to meet you, Dean.”

      “Nice to meet you.” His lips turned up into a grin. “Ava.”

      I shivered at the way he practically whispered my name, but it was more because I was remembering the way it had sounded on Finn’s lips. Which was nuts.

      When I clinked my glass against Dean’s, his gaze once again captured mine, holding it as we both took a drink, and all thoughts of the moody half-human fizzled out.

      “Ava?” My cousin’s voice jolted me from my trance, and I spun to find her heading my way, her mouth stretched into a wide smile.

      Rye was at her back, also smiling, and next to him was Finn. Of course. Was I cursed to have him appear every time he popped into my head? Based on today, I was starting to think so.

      His citrine eyes took me in, as guarded as ever, before flicking to Dean. Finn’s expression hardened and he pressed his lips together thoughtfully when he’d once again focused on me, and despite the fact that he irritated the hell out of me and I’d just been mesmerized by Dean’s gaze, there was something about the half-human that had every inch of me tingling and sparking from the inside out.

      “What are you doing here?” Ione asked when she was in front of me.

      “Getting a drink.” I motioned to my glass before downing the rest, trying to wash away my unease with Veilorian rum.

      Already I could feel the effects of the two drinks I’d had, but that didn’t stop me from trying to catch the bartender’s eye.

      “And Johnson,” Ione gushed.

      “Dean,” he raised his glass to Ione, “call me Dean.”

      “Good to see you out of uniform, Dean,” she said in a bubbly voice.

      My gaze flicked to my cousin. I knew that tone, knew what she was thinking and that she was about to switch to matchmaker mode. It wasn’t like I was opposed to the idea of Dean, not really, but something about having my cousin try to set me up with a guard in front of Finn made my stomach flip.

      What the hell was going on with me?

      “Here you go.” I turned as the bartender refilled my glass.

      He didn’t wink like before, but he did give me what I could only interpret as an appreciative look.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      He nodded once then focused on the rest of our party. “Rum all around?”

      “I’m going to need a big one,” Finn muttered as he headed to a seat, leaving the two empty ones between us.

      It reminded me of those boys in elementary school who’d refused to sit close to a girl because they were afraid they’d catch cooties—of the Veilorian variety, of course, because that was way more insulting than human cooties.

      Rye took a seat beside his cousin, elbowing him but saying nothing, while Ione slipped onto the stool between her husband and me.

      “Now it’s a party.”

      She was grinning, totally oblivious to Finn’s scowl. As usual, nothing bothered her. Hopefully, any children she had with Rye inherited her easygoing attitude, because if current events said anything about the direction the world was heading in, they were going to need it.

      We chatted. It should have been awkward, especially with Finn sitting on the other side of Rye and staring into his glass like he wanted nothing more than to drown in it, but it wasn’t. Mostly thanks to my cousin’s cheery personality. At first Johnson—Dean—was a little standoffish with Rye, but after a couple drinks he managed to loosen up and things felt more relaxed. Or maybe that was the rum.

      As we talked, the wind began to howl, signaling we were about to get one of the flash sandstorms so common these days. The bar began to empty out as the patrons rushed to make it home, and the bartender got busy securing the few windows in the building. Already the walls were beginning to rattle, but it would only get worse before it got better.

      “Sounds like a big one,” Dean said, looking at the ceiling like he would be able to see through it to the storm barreling toward us.

      “You want to go?” my cousin asked, her gaze flicking between Dean and me.

      The three Veilorians probably had time to get home before the weather hit, but Dean and I would have to make it through the District and out the gate, then across the city. It would be a long shot, and I knew it, and the last thing I wanted was to get caught in a storm. It had happened before, and I’d ended up having to take cover inside a musty secondhand store with a couple dozen other people. It had been miserable.

      “Nope,” I said, lifting my glass.

      Dean grinned and clinked his against mine, signaling he was just as comfortable waiting it out as I was.

      “How about we move this party to a table?” Rye asked, nodding behind him to the now empty dining area.

      “Sounds like a plan,” I agreed.

      I wobbled a bit when I slid off the barstool, and Dean reached out to catch me before I fell on my ass.

      “Easy,” he said, chuckling.

      His hand stayed on my arm longer than necessary, but after a few too many drinks, I decided I didn’t care.

      “My hero.” Even as I said it, I flushed at the stupidity of the statement, but he only laughed.

      The walls around us rattled harder, telling me the sandstorm had finally reached the city. They weren’t uncommon and always came at night but were usually over pretty fast. Depending on the severity of the storm, they were sometimes followed by blackouts. Not that it mattered in the District where electricity was spotty anyway.

      I was so used to sandstorms by this point in my life that if it wasn’t for my job on the cleaning crew, they would be only a minor inconvenience. The storms always made the job of cleaning off the mirrors twice as hard, though. Meaning tomorrow was going to suck.

      Ione was chatting with Dean as we headed to the table. The wind howled through the District, forcing her to raise her voice, but the noise wasn’t loud enough to drown it out when Rye said, “You could try having fun.”

      I looked back to find Finn still sitting on his stool, giving his cousin the same cool look he’d pinned me with when we first met. “With humans?”

      “With my wife.” For the first time, Rye’s smile had faded.

      “And a guard,” Finn shot back. “It’s his job to stand at the gate with a pulse rifle and make sure we don’t leave.”

      My throat tightened at the words, and I suddenly saw Dean in a new light. Finn wasn’t wrong. If this was a prison the way he claimed—and I couldn’t really deny the similarities—that meant Dean was a prison guard. Only these people had done nothing wrong.

      “He’s protecting us,” Rye countered.

      I glanced at Dean to see if he was listening, but he was too busy talking to Ione. They were discussing the latest shipment—the one Rye and Finn had been headed to the day before—while Ione showed him a necklace made of green ceramic beads.

      “Rye found it and gave to me. Isn’t he the sweetest?” she gushed.

      “It brings out the green in your eyes,” Dean said.

      I didn’t miss that he avoided saying anything positive about Rye.

      By the time I’d refocused my attention on the bar, Rye was headed our way with Finn trailing behind him. He had a fresh glass of rum in his hand, and his eyes were focused on me. His scowl reminded me of one of the mutated creatures from the wastelands as it stalked its prey.

      I took a seat beside Dean and when Finn slipped into the chair on my other side, I found myself in the uncomfortable position of being sandwiched between the two men. The alcohol was working its magic, making it impossible to control my body or make reasonable decisions, and when Dean put his hand on my knee, I wasn’t sure what to do. Even worse, when Finn narrowed his eyes on the other man’s hand, my insides warmed. Too bad I didn’t know what the heat was from.

      I reached for my glass, but before I’d had a chance to wrap my fingers around it, Finn swiped it away.

      “I think you’ve had enough.”

      His voice was low but commanding, and without thinking I nodded.

      “Yeah.” My tongue felt thick in my mouth, forcing me to swallow.

      “You always have to be the responsible one,” Ione said, laughing.

      “Someone has to be,” Finn muttered without looking at her.

      “He’s right, though.” Dean gave my knee a squeeze. “This stuff is strong, and you’re a little smaller than these strapping Veilorian men.”

      He lifted his glass with his other hand as if toasting Finn and Rye, and my cousin’s husband returned the gesture. Finn did not.

      My head was swimming, and Dean’s hand, still resting on my bare knee, felt hot enough to burn my skin. I wasn’t sure if I liked it, just like I wasn’t sure if I liked the buzzing in my body that intensified whenever I met Finn’s gaze. Which was a lot. For some reason, despite his hostility during our earlier encounter, he seemed unable to keep his eyes off me for more than a few minutes, and each time our eyes met, my skin prickled even more. It was making me antsy, making me want to run away or confront him, something even my muddled brain could register was a bad idea. I had a tough time keeping my thoughts inside my head when I hadn’t been drinking, and who the hell knew what would come out if I got started now.

      To keep myself from opening a can of worms I would never be able to shut, I turned to my cousin. “Finn said you got a job.”

      At that exact moment, a particularly violent burst of wind slammed into the building, making the whole thing shake, and I glanced up as if to confirm the ceiling and walls weren’t going to fall down around me. The bar was thankfully intact.

      I looked back at Ione to find her eyebrows raised and her gaze focused on her husband’s cousin. “Finn?”

      “We bumped into one another before our family meal,” Finn replied, barely looking at her.

      “You didn’t tell us that,” Rye said.

      “It was nothing,” I replied.

      Without realizing it, my hand moved to the scratches on my arm.

      The memory of Finn’s warm hands on my skin made me flush again, and I glanced his way. He was staring at the scratches, but as if sensing my gaze, looked up. For a moment, it felt like all the air had been sucked from the room.

      “I got a job teaching human history at the school,” Ione said, jolting me from the trance Finn’s gaze had caught me in. “And there’s an adult class people can enroll in once a week at night. So, it looks like I’ll be able to put my education to use after all.”

      I tore my gaze from Finn and focused on my cousin, but my heart didn’t slow. He was still watching me, and the attention made the scratches on my arm throb and my skin prickle, and I found myself wishing I hadn’t agreed to let him take my drink. He’d been right. I was nearing the tipping point and needed to stop, but with him focused on me so intently, it felt like the rum was the only thing that would help me calm down.

      That or leaving, and since this storm had just gotten started, it would be at least an hour before I could do that.
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      “You can hardly stand.” Ione giggled as we headed for the door.

      She wasn’t doing much better.

      She was clinging to her husband, who didn’t seem the least bit affected by the alcohol he’d consumed, even though it had been a lot. He was grinning, his eyes twinkling with amusement, while his cousin wore his usual scowl.

      “How are you going to get home?” Finn asked me, his voice betraying not a single emotion.

      Rye’s smile stretched wider. “Maybe you should stay with us.”

      “Naw.” Dean threw his arm around my shoulders. “I’ll make sure she gets home safe and sound.”

      “That,” Ione stumbled, and Rye had to grab her arm, “sounds like a great idea.”

      Finn grumbled something under his breath I couldn’t quite catch, but I ignored him. My head had cleared a little since I’d stopped drinking more than an hour ago, but with it, my unease at being around the half-human man who couldn’t keep his eyes off me had only grown. Even though Dean had gotten more and more handsy as the night wore on, I was willing to allow him to escort me home. Just as long as it meant I could get away from Finn’s penetrating gaze.

      The half-Veilorian shoved the door open and stalked outside while behind us the bartender called, “Have a good night.”

      “Night,” I replied over my shoulder.

      A good twenty minutes had passed since the weather eased, and despite the high walls, the District was ripe with the evidence of the storm. Sand had collected against walls in drifts and blown across the road, covering the dozens of footprints from the day’s activity, and even more had collected on the stairs and walkways above. It would take days for things to get back to normal, and with any luck, we’d have a few weeks or more before another storm hit.

      Now outside, I extracted myself from Dean’s grasp and gave my cousin a goodbye hug. “See you later.”

      Ione giggled and pressed her lips against my ear. “Don’t forget to thank him properly.”

      I rolled my eyes as I stepped back, my focus on Rye even though I could feel Finn watching me. “She’s going to feel horrible tomorrow.”

      “It won’t be the first time,” he said, smiling. “Get home safe.”

      “I will,” I said, taking a step back.

      Against my will, I found myself turning to Finn. Ignoring him was impossible with as imposing as he was, but even more crazy was when my gaze met his and a flutter moved through me that wasn’t the least bit unpleasant.

      “Be safe,” he said, his voice quiet.

      I had to swallow to reply. “I will.”

      Finn’s gaze moved to Dean, who was standing behind me, and his expression hardened. “Make sure she gets home okay.”

      “Who do you think you’re talking to?” Dean replied in a stiff tone.

      Finn’s expression didn’t change. “I know exactly who I’m talking to, and don’t you forget it.”

      “You’re not alone in that,” Dean replied.

      Rye cleared his throat. “I think it’s time we parted ways.”

      Finn looked at me again, his expression torn, but nodded once. “Goodnight, Ava.”

      “Night,” I mumbled, unable to say anything else thanks to his penetrating gaze.

      Dean gently took me by the elbow, leading me away from the bar and leaving the others behind. My cousin was clinging to her husband, laughing and waving goodbye, and he was chuckling. Behind them, Finn was as silent as ever.

      Dean cleared his throat. “You okay?”

      “Yeah,” I mumbled and turned my focus to the task at hand, which was walking without falling on my ass.

      The District was quiet and mostly dark at this hour, only a few lanterns and candles visible through windows, their soft glow looking ethereal to my alcohol-blurred vision. I clung to Dean, not sure if I would be able to find my way out even if I hadn’t had too much to drink. Not only did everything look different because of the sandstorm, but I’d also never been in the District this late before. The other times I’d come with Ione, I’d left early—often alone so she could stay with Rye—and had made it home before eleven. At that hour, much of the city had still been lit and alive, but now it felt positively empty.

      “It’s so quiet,” I said, a little louder than necessary.

      Dean chuckled. “It’s almost three o’clock in the morning.”

      “It is!” This time my voice bounced off the surrounding buildings and came back to me.

      Dean slipped his arm around my waist and leaned closer, his lips brushing my neck and making heat rush through me when he whispered, “People are sleeping.”

      “Oh.” It was all I could get out.

      “The good news is that between the hour and the storm, the protestors should be gone.”

      Until that moment, I’d been so distracted by the rum and the two men at the bar that I’d completely forgotten about my altercation with the man outside the gate. Now, as if reacting to the memory, the scratches on my arm throbbed.

      “I should have clawed his eyes out,” I mumbled.

      Dean laughed a second time.

      Two guards I’d never met before were at the gate, but they obviously knew Dean, because they didn’t ask why we were in the District so late or what we’d been doing. Instead, they looked at me with a combination of curiosity and amusement.

      “Fun night?” one of them asked.

      “Shut the fuck up and open the gate,” Dean said, but his tone was light.

      The guard who moved to the gate chuckled, but the other just grinned at me as he nodded to my hand. Like I did every time I entered and left the District, I held it up so he could scan my chip.

      We passed the other guard on our way out, who was still laughing when he said, “Have a good one, Johnson.”

      Dean only waved.

      Like we’d thought, the protestors were gone. A handful of motobikes and autos still zoomed up and down the street—able to move at a speed they never would have been able to accomplish during the day—but the sidewalks were mostly empty. Like inside the District, the evidence of the recent storm was everywhere. We kicked up dirt as we walked, making me feel like I was breathing it in, and everything seemed to be covered in a thin layer of it.

      Despite the sand, I spotted vagrants curled up in corners or on benches, paper or plastic sheets covering their bodies to protect them from the cool desert air. It was normal—it wasn’t like they had anywhere else to go—and if I’d been able to see the sidewalks during the day, I’d no doubt see the same thing. In direct contrast to the declining human population, the homeless population was thriving. Something most humans blamed on the visitors.

      “So, where are we headed?” Dean said once we’d reached the end of the street.

      “Home,” I mumbled.

      “Mine or yours?” There was a lightness to the question, but even in my slightly inebriated state I knew he wasn’t totally joking.

      “Mine,” I said.

      “Okay…” He waited, and when I said nothing else, added, “I have to know where that is.”

      Right.

      I shook my head, trying to clear the alcohol from my brain. It didn’t work.

      “This way.”

      I pulled him in the right direction, moving through the city easily despite my uneven steps. He never let me go, never eased his grip on me, and was there every time I stumbled—which was a lot. Soon we’d reached my street, and my shitty little house came into view, smashed between two equally shitty homes.

      I’d long ago learned not to be ashamed of where I lived, even though it announced to everyone who came here that our entire lives were funded by the government. It would have been embarrassing if more than fifty percent of the population wasn’t in the same boat, but since they were, there was no reason to try to pretend things were different.

      My house, unlike the others, still had the front light on. At least the sandstorm hadn’t been bad enough to knock out the power.

      “I live not too far from here now,” Dean said as we slowed outside my door.

      “You didn’t grow up here?”

      “No.” He paused and exhaled. “I lived on the other side of the city with my dad. He raised me.”

      “Does he still live there?”

      “He died last year, so I qualified for my own place.” Dean gave me a sad smile.

      If I’d been more with it, I would have been able to figure that out without asking. With so many buildings in decay, housing was limited, and adult children needing assistance weren’t usually approved until they got married, which was one of the many reasons I still lived at home. Even with an official marriage license, new couples often had to wait months or even years for a place to open up.

      “Sorry,” I mumbled, feeling slightly stupid and a little bad that I’d made him talk about it.

      “It’s okay,” Dean said, and thankfully he sounded like he actually meant it.

      We stopped outside my front door, and in the light from the single bulb the red paint looked twice as chipped as usual. The sand gathered on our small porch had covered the welcome mat, obscuring the W and L from view—which were the only two letters that hadn’t completely worn away.

      I reached for my bag so I could retrieve my key, only to realize I didn’t have it. Shit. I’d taken it off when I got to the bar and must have left it on the floor.

      “My key,” was all I managed to get out before the door was ripped open.

      “Ava!” Mom’s shrill voice echoed down the street. “Where have you been?”

      For once, she didn’t have a drink in her hand. It was either a miracle or the end of the fucking world.

      “Out,” I mumbled as I tried to decide if her missing beverage was a blessing or a curse.

      “With Ione?” Mom narrowed her eyes on my face before focusing on Dean, jerking back in surprise. “Oh.”

      He flashed her a charming smile. “Sorry I kept her out so late, Mrs. Mendoza.”

      How did Dean know my last name?

      “That’s fine. Really, it is.” My mother flushed like a teenager under his grin and stepped back, waving for us to enter. “Come in, come in. I’m so sorry for being rude. We’ve just had some complicated family issues lately and, well, I don’t want to bore you with that. I just got worried is all.”

      “Understandable.” Dean held my arm as if to help me inside, kicking the door shut behind him. “There’s a lot going on these days to worry about.”

      “That there is.” My mother nodded a little too emphatically then lifted her hands and took a step back. She paused beside the kitchen counter so she could swipe her waiting drink up. Figured. “Well, I don’t want to bother you two, so I’ll just head on to bed.”

      She shot me a grin as she walked by, her glass already halfway to her lips. I had to fight the urge to stick out my tongue. I knew it was childish, but I couldn’t help it.

      Once we were alone, Dean smiled. “Should I help you to your room?”

      “You wish.” I twisted out of his grasp, catching myself on the dining room table when I stumbled.

      “Actually,” he said, “as much as I’d love to go to your room, I’d rather wait until you’re sober. Maybe, if things go well, two nights from now after our date?”

      He was asking me out.

      I was no longer surprised, and at the bar when we were laughing and drinking, a part of me had even wanted him to. But standing in front of him now, I found it impossible to answer right away. I couldn’t help it. Not when a pair of citrine eyes flashed through my mind. Damn that half-human asshole. How the hell had he gotten under my skin?

      Dean’s smile faded but didn’t disappear. “Did I misread the situation?”

      “No.” I tightened my grip on the table and pushed Finn from my mind. “I don’t know. I just—”

      I paused, and Dean waited patiently, his expression not changing.

      The memory of how he’d said halfling bubbled up, but so did the way he’d laughed with Rye by the end of the night and how he’d apologized for using the word in the first place. He was an okay guy, right? Finn had been correct, it was Dean’s job to keep the Veilorians inside the District, but Rye was right, too. Dean was protecting them. Making sure no crazy humans got in and blew the place up. It was necessary. It was important.

      Wasn’t it?

      Yes, I decided. It was. Dean’s job was one of the most important ones in the city, because without the guards at the gate, anyone would have been able to get inside the District. Who knew what would happen then? He was saving lives.

      “Okay,” I said before my jumbled thoughts could flip to something else. “Yes.”

      Dean’s smile widened. “Great. I can pick you up here. Eight?”

      “Yes,” I said again, and his grin got even bigger.

      I showed Dean out and shut the front door, leaning against it when my head swayed. It was late, and I was exhausted—I’d definitely be hung over tomorrow—but the realization that I’d forgotten my bag was the main thing on my mind. I’d have to go back to the District after work. Hopefully, the nice bartender had found it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After a day of backbreaking work cleaning off mirrors—just like I’d thought, they’d been in bad shape from the storm—I headed for the District, feeling oddly torn when Johnson wasn’t at the gate, but not sure what any of those emotions meant.

      My memories of the night before were fuzzy, which was putting it mildly, but I remembered the uncertainty of being sandwiched between him and Finn, and how the warmth of their bodies had been equally distracting and confusing. Finn’s hostility hadn’t waned, but there had been moments when he’d been almost cordial to me. Like we were acquaintances instead of strangers, or worse, enemies. Maybe I’d proven I was different than most humans, or maybe it had only been for Rye’s benefit.

      Either way, the change in his attitude had made me admit something I hadn’t wanted to before. I was attracted to him. It was silly because even if he’d thawed toward me a little, there was no way he’d ever be interested. To him, the idea of humans and Veilorians being together was about as appealing as the concept of humans and the creatures living in the wastelands.

      Yuck.

      That mental image was something I didn’t want to even consider.

      I recognized one of the guards at the gate as the new guy who’d demanded my bag be searched the other day, but the other one was a stranger. There had been a lot of new faces lately, but I wasn’t sure what that meant. Were they increasing security, or was it just the natural order of things? People got sick and couldn’t work anymore, or even died, leaving positions open. Disease was rampant, after all.

      Since I had no bag this time, all I had to do was allow Brentwood to scan my chip, and in seconds I was inside the District.

      Like every other day, stepping through the gate felt like walking into another world. It was amazing how the makeshift walls could block out the sounds of the city. Not completely, that would have been impossible, but the noises were muted so it seemed as if the human world was miles away instead of just beyond the wall.

      I made my way to the bar without seeing anyone I recognized, arriving to find the same Veilorian man from the night before behind the counter. He smiled when our eyes met, a gesture that was warm and welcoming and more open than anything any of the humans I’d seen today had offered me.

      “I bet I know why you’re here,” he said.

      “I think,” I began almost shyly, “I might have forgotten something last night.”

      “I think you did,” he replied.

      Like the night before, he gave me a wink that made it seem like we were in on a secret no one else knew, and I laughed.

      “I was a little drunk.”

      “You were, but you did okay. Most humans as small as you can’t hold their Veilorian rum.”

      The man had about ten years on me, but the appreciation in his pale purple eyes when he looked me over was obvious. It caused a flush to move up my neck to my cheeks as I shifted my feet. I was what you’d call very curvy, especially compared to the women of his species, and while I was used to looks like this when I was in the District, they never failed to make me blush.

      As if catching himself checking me out, the bartender shook his head and chuckled quietly to himself. “Sorry. It’s just that human women are…” He shrugged, still smiling.

      “I’m used to it,” I said even as my cheeks burned hotter. “Anyway, I just came for my bag.”

      “I figured.” The bartender busied himself cleaning the counter almost like it was the only thing he could do to stop himself from once again checking out my curves. “I don’t have it, though. Your friend took it.”

      “Oh,” I said, not necessarily surprised.

      I should have known Rye and Ione would take it home if they found it.

      “Finn,” the bartender added.

      I froze for a second, confused. “Finn?”

      “Yeah. The half-Veilorian. He came back after everyone else left and was the one who found it, so he took it home.”

      Finn had taken my bag.

      I couldn’t understand why he hadn’t given it to Rye, unless his cousin had already dragged Ione home. She’d probably had about as much to drink as I had—and she was a lot smaller than I was—so it made sense.

      It was a relief to know my bag was safe, but there was one problem.

      “I don’t know where he lives,” I said, frowning.

      The bartender looked up from the now immaculate counter. “I can tell you.”

      “You can?” I asked, perking up.

      “The District isn’t that big,” he said, still smiling.

      I loved how friendly everyone here was.

      I took mental notes as he relayed how to get to Finn’s place. Since most of the houses in the District towered over the road, there were no street names, but the staircases and walkways were numbered, as were the houses. It had taken me a while to get used to the system, but thanks to the numerous occasions I’d had to find my way to Rye’s house, I was now pretty familiar with how it worked and felt confident I could find Finn’s place with no problem.

      Once the bartender had given me directions, I thanked him and headed out, aware of his hot gaze on my backside as I crossed the empty bar.

      Outside, I made my way to the staircase I’d been directed to and climbed to the first walkway. Both were covered in sand from the previous night’s storm, but already the District looked cleaner than the human part of the city did. Veilorians were hard workers.

      I turned left, crossing walkway number sixteen before heading down twenty-three. The bartender had told me Finn’s house was number one twenty-four, and like I’d thought, I found it with no problem. But it wasn’t until I was standing outside the closed door that the nerves started. I wasn’t sure if Finn had meant for me to come here. Maybe he’d already dropped my bag off with Ione so she could return it to me. Maybe he’d thrown it in the trash just to show me how much he disliked humans. It was unlikely, considering how much Veilorians hated waste, but I couldn’t discount the idea completely when I thought about his hostility toward me the first time we met.

      Gathering all my courage, I forced myself to knock on the closed door. Three gentle raps, and I dropped my arm to my side, not uncurling my fingers as I waited for the door to open. A few seconds passed and nothing happened, and I began to wonder if he might be at work—he must have a job—when a faint reply penetrated the barrier.

      “Coming!”

      I leaned forward on instinct and pressed my ear against the closed door. There was movement on the other side, followed by footsteps. Beyond that the faint sound of a viewing screen or possibly even a broadcaster was audible, and I thought I could even make out the voice of Karl Winters.

      My ear was still pressed against the door as I strained to hear when it was suddenly pulled open. Caught off guard, I stumbled forward, and my hands went up as I tried to brace myself, and I found my palms pressed against a very firm—and very bare—chest. What sounded like a half-gasp, half-yelp burst out of me as I tried to back up, but in his surprise Finn had reached out to stop me from falling and now had his arms around me, making it impossible to extract myself from the humiliating position.

      I looked up, having to stretch my neck, and found his gorgeous yellow-orange eyes focused on me and what could only be described as an expression of amusement on his face.

      “Ava,” was all he said, but it was enough to make me jerk out of his grasp and step back.

      “Oh, my God,” I said. “I’m so sorry. I just came for, um, I—”

      A drop of water fell from his damp hair onto his chest before making a slow trail down his left pec. I watched it, flustered and unable to focus on why I was here.

      “Ava,” Finn said again.

      I tore my gaze from the bead of water, which had now reached his abs, and focused on his face once again.

      “My bag,” I managed to get out. “I came for my bag.”

      “I figured.” He turned his back on me with ease and headed into the house. “Give me a second. I just got out of the shower.”

      I stood in the open doorway until he’d disappeared down the dark, narrow hall at the back of his house, then stepped inside. My hands were trembling when I shut the front door.

      What the hell was wrong with me? Not only did I look like a total klutz, but I’d also sounded like a moron who couldn’t form two words in front of a shirtless—and very hot—guy. I wanted to smack myself.

      Instead, I took the few minutes I had alone to inhale and exhale, working to slow my heart and push away my nerves. Reminding myself of the hostility Finn had shown me in the past helped. Hot or not, I didn’t like assholes, and by the time he reappeared—no longer shirtless, thank God—I was more collected.

      My bag was in his left hand.

      “I went back into the bar to get one more drink and found it. Ione and Rye had already left, or I would have given it to them,” he said as he held it out.

      “Thanks.”

      I tried to take it, but he didn’t release it right away. He was studying me intently, each of us holding one side of the bag so it was suspended between us.

      “What?” I asked when he didn’t say anything.

      “I fixed it.”

      Finn finally let go, and both the bag and my arm dropped to my side.

      “Fixed it?” I asked, confused.

      Finn focused on the floor. “The e-reader.”

      It took a moment to register what he was saying—and why he couldn’t meet my gaze—but once I did, heat that had nothing to do with embarrassment rushed to my cheeks.

      “You went through my bag?”

      The outrage that shot through me was nothing compared to the violation I felt at the idea that someone I barely knew had gone through my personal belongings. It didn’t matter that I had nothing of real value in the bag, because the act itself was so abhorrent.

      He looked up, and to his credit seemed genuinely embarrassed. “At the bar, and only because I wasn’t sure if it was yours when I found it. Honestly.”

      My anger didn’t fade even though his statement made sense. He’d seen my bag at Rye’s house when I’d tried to give him the e-reader, but only that one time. Even if he’d thought it looked familiar, that didn’t mean someone else couldn’t have one like it.

      Still, I wasn’t ready to let him off the hook just yet.

      “I just can’t believe you would—”

      “I’m sorry,” he cut in, “and not just about that. About how I acted at Rye’s house when you offered me the e-reader. I was an asshole. That was why I fixed it. To make it up to you.”

      I shut my mouth, unable to continue my tirade.

      Finn stayed quiet as well, his gaze alternating between the floor and me. It was a side of him I hadn’t seen before, and if possible, the vulnerability made him even more attractive.

      The thought made me want to roll my eyes. I couldn’t be falling for a Veilorian. Especially this one.

      “Well,” I said, finally finding my voice, “thank you.”

      He’d been staring at the floor when I said it, but at my words his head snapped up. I gave him a hesitant smile, and he returned it. It was the first full smile I’d seen on his face, and it made my heart skip like a little kid with a jump rope.

      I was in serious trouble.

      Trying to distract myself, I reached into my bag and dug around until I found the e-reader then held it out to him. “Why don’t you take it? You said you were looking for one, so it only makes sense. You’re the one who fixed it, after all.”

      Lifting his hands, Finn took a step back, but unlike the day before he didn’t look offended. “I fixed it for you.”

      “To be honest, I’m not much of a reader,” I said with a shrug. “You’d get more use out of it.”

      Finn stared at the e-reader for only a moment longer before taking it. The device looked tiny in his huge hand. “I was hoping to get one for my mom as a Landing Day present.”

      “Perfect, then,” I said. “Someone might as well get some use out of it.”

      He gave me a grateful smile. “Thank you, Ava.”

      Again, I had to swallow when my heart jumped to my throat. “Thank you, Finn, for getting my bag and for fixing the e-reader.”

      He nodded and was quiet for a moment, his expression thoughtful. “Are you dating that guard?”

      Even though it should have, the question didn’t surprise me. It wasn’t until he met my gaze again that I remembered Dean’s hand on my leg the night before and the way Finn had stared at it.

      “Umm,” I gnawed on my bottom lip, “yes and no. We’re going on a date, but it’s the first time.”

      Finn pressed his lips together like he wanted to say something but was trying to keep the words caged.

      After a second, he gave in and said, “He’s not good for you, Ava.”

      A jolt of adrenaline shot through me at the sound of my name on his lips, and even though I told myself it was a bad idea, I lifted my head so I was looking at him. I swallowed as his eyes searched mine, studying me like he was trying to work out a puzzle. I knew the feeling. He was as much of a puzzle to me as I was to him, and I couldn’t stop myself from looking him over, studying his every facial expression and feature, from the curve of his jaw to the dip at his throat where his collarbones met.

      “Dean is a nice guy,” I said.

      “You don’t know what he really is.”

      “And you do?”

      Finn nodded but didn’t elaborate.

      “What is he?” I asked.

      “A lot happens in the District that you don’t know about,” he said.

      I waited for more, for him to tell me what those things were or what Dean had to do with them, but he didn’t. It reminded me of what Dean had said to Finn the night before, and I couldn’t help thinking their accusations boiled down to their own conflicting prejudices.

      But I didn’t want to discuss Dean. Didn’t want him here with us right now, so instead I said, “I’m sure that’s true of everyone. Can we ever really know another person?”

      “I guess that’s fair,” Finn said, but some of his reserve had returned. He held up the e-reader. “Thanks again.”

      I took it as a cue to leave and turned to the door, tossing my bag over my shoulder. “You, too. I’m sure I’ll see you around.”

      “I think that’s probably inevitable.”

      The conflict in his tone almost made me turn back, but I forced myself to keep moving, to keep my eyes straight ahead and my focus on where I was going instead of the person I was leaving behind. The less I interacted with Finn, the better, because I had a feeling not only was the attraction mutual, but he wasn’t very happy with himself because of it.
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      “Good morning,” Mom chirped when I stepped into the kitchen for breakfast the following morning.

      She’d been extra chipper since meeting Dean, and while it should have felt like a relief after all the bickering we’d been doing lately, it didn’t. I couldn’t help attributing her change in mood to the Ione situation, or more accurately, to the fact that deep down my mother had been worried I would also run off with a Veilorian.

      It made me want to date one just to spite her.

      The thought was immediately followed by an image of Finn. Specifically, the memory of how he’d looked yesterday when I arrived at his house.

      God, I had to get that alien out of my system or I would go crazy. Hopefully, my date with Dean would do the trick.

      My sister was once again missing when I took a seat at the breakfast table, a steaming bowl of grains sitting at my normal place.

      “Where’s Lena?”

      Mom turned back to the counter and picked up her already half-empty glass, waving it in the air as she said, “Here or there. I can’t keep track of that girl anymore.”

      Ice cubes clinked against the glass when she took a big swig of the brown liquid, and I sighed. For anyone else, it would have been too early for a drink, but this was pretty much on par with how things went in our house. If the radiation from years of working the mirrors didn’t eventually kill her, the booze would. It was inevitable.

      “She’s sixteen,” I said. “Don’t you think you should know where she is?”

      Mom half turned to face me and scowled. “I know how to raise children. You turned out somewhat okay. Never getting into trouble, and you didn’t run off with a Veilorian. That should say something about my parenting skills.” She let out a hmpf and took a big drink. “And Lena’s a good one. Better than you. ‘Course, I can probably blame your deadbeat father for that.”

      As usual, the viewing screen was on in the other room, and the booming voice of Karl Winters interrupted our conversation before I could mention that Lena’s dad had been as much of a deadbeat as my own.

      “With the election less than three weeks away, the most recent polls show Veronica Waters with a commanding lead, proving what she’s been saying all along. Humans want more restrictions.”

      The voice of Veronica Waters suddenly filled the room. “Humans want to feel safe on their own planet, but they can’t unless we take serious steps to ensure Veilorians are controlled. The current mayor has let us all down. I’m not sure if he’s unwilling to do anything or if the rumors about his ailing health are true and he’s just unable to do more.  Whatever the reason, the truth is simple. We need to take steps to stop interbreeding. The survival of the human race depends on it!” Her voice grew louder as a round of applause and cheers rose up. “While we have no way of knowing for sure, our best guess is that dozens of halflings have been born inside the District this year alone. Dozens. This has to stop now!” More cheering drowned out what she said next, but it didn’t matter. I’d heard more than enough.

      I got to my feet even though I’d only eaten half my breakfast.

      “You’re registered to vote?” Mom asked as I grabbed my bag.

      “I am.” I avoided her gaze, hoping she’d drop it at that. She had to know I’d never vote for a candidate who was going to make my cousin’s marriage illegal.

      Once again, she proved me wrong when she said, “Good.” She nodded once as she sucked down another mouthful of booze. “Veronica Waters needs all the support she can get if we’re going to win this thing.”

      I sank my teeth into my bottom lip, but it didn’t work. No way could I keep quiet after that.

      “I’m not voting for her.”

      Mom spun to face me, her eyes wide. “You have to.”

      “No,” I said, “I don’t. She’s a bigot, and I refuse to give my support to someone who wants to punish a group of people who haven’t done anything wrong.”

      “They’re not people,” Mom hissed.

      “They are,” I said. “They’re not human, but they are people.”

      She took a step toward me, her body visibly shaking. “I’m warning you, Ava. I will kick you out of this house. What will you do then? You don’t qualify for government housing yet. You’ll have nowhere to go.”

      It was an idle threat if I’d ever heard one. What would she do for money if she kicked me out? It wasn’t like she was going to go back to work. Still, I chose to address the real issue rather than get into that debate again.

      “I’d rather live on the streets than vote for Veronica Waters,” I spit at her.

      Mom’s expression hardened, making her look ten years older. “Don’t push me, Ava.”

      “I’m done talking about this, and I have to go.” I turned my back on her, heading for the door. “One of us has to work.”

      “Ava!” she called after me. “I’m serious! I will not have a species traitor living under my roof!”

      I stepped outside, slamming the door and mumbling to myself, “It isn’t even your roof.”

      My heart was like a drum, and my entire body shaking with rage. My mother and I hadn’t gotten along in years—before Lena was born, really. I’d only been nine, so my memories of the time before were fuzzy, but only a few consisted of her laughing or smiling. The good ones all included my father.

      But he’d left when I was five. I only saw him once or maybe twice after that, and then everything changed. Mom was sullen or sad, crying often and angry when she wasn’t sobbing. Things got a little better shortly after my eighth birthday, then she got pregnant. Lena’s dad split the second he found out, though, knowing if he stayed until the baby was born the government would make him take responsibility for it. After that, Mom seemed to embrace her bitterness. She wore it like a second skin. Like it was an organic part she couldn’t shed.

      Then she started drinking. It was probably part of the reason she made me quit school and take her place on the cleaning crew. It was tough for her to keep a normal schedule, and doubly tough to get through the workday without a drink.

      Which was why I now had to slave away under the hot sun, cleaning mirrors and sweating and soaking up radiation. She drank away half our money, and I knew it. If it wasn’t for Lena, I wouldn’t put up with it, but I’d spent her entire life trying to protect my sister, and I couldn’t stop now. Once she was older and settled, things would be different. But until then, I was stuck.
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        * * *

      

      After work, I headed to the District rather than go home. A crowd was gathered on the street just like the day before, only they weren’t nearly as rowdy. Mainly because they were too busy listening to Veronica Waters.

      She stood on a platform that had to have been built just this morning—it hadn’t been here yesterday—speaking into a voice amplifier as news cameras hovered above the crowd, capturing every word. The onlookers were riveted.

      Her speeches were all variations of the same thing, but the group gathered in front of her didn’t seem to mind. In fact, the longer she spoke and the more she repeated everything she’d been saying for the past several weeks, the more the crowd seemed to nod in agreement. The sight of it made me sick to my stomach.

      The election was less than three weeks away now, and her lead seemed to increase with each passing hour. There was no way the mayor would win this thing. It was too late. Waters had campaigned too hard and he’d underestimated her for too long. She was going to win.

      My body felt weighed down by the reality of the situation as I headed for the gate, but I was fortunate enough that the crowd was too enamored by the mayoral candidate’s hate to notice me.

      Dean stood with his pulse rifle in hand, watching me approach. His helmet mostly shielded his eyes, but it didn’t matter. I could feel his annoyance as surely as I could feel the hate radiating off the crowd at my back.

      His gaze shifted when I stopped in front of him, focusing on the people listening to Veronica Waters, and he called out, “Open the gate!”

      The other guard rushed to follow orders, and the second it was open, I stepped through. Instead of staying at his post, Dean followed me, his pulse rifle at the ready until the gate was securely shut.

      Once it was closed, he visibly relaxed. “I thought you would have learned your lesson after that asshole got hold of you the other day.”

      I held my hand out automatically so one of the other guards could scan my chip. “I was here yesterday, too, and it was fine.”

      My voice came out flat, but Dean didn’t seem to notice.

      He sighed, but must have decided it wasn’t worth arguing about because he said, “We’re still going out tonight, right?”

      “Yeah. I thought we could leave from here. I had a fight with my mom and didn’t feel like going home.” Thinking about her brought the scene outside the District to mind, and I shook my head. “Can you believe Veronica Waters?”

      Dean pressed his lips together but didn’t reply.

      “I’m really worried about what will happen to Ione after this election.”

      This time, he didn’t stay quiet. “You should be worried. Waters is going to change everything.”

      “I know.” I was feeling too dejected to continue the conversation, so I said, “I’m going to see how she’s holding up. What time do you get off?”

      “Seven,” Dean replied.

      “Meet you back here, then, at a quarter after?”

      “Sounds good.”

      I left him and headed through the District, noting as I walked how the mood had shifted. Things weren’t nearly as relaxed as they usually were. Many of the Veilorians I passed no longer looked me in the eye, and some even stepped aside like they were trying to avoid me. None of the half-humans I usually saw were present, either. Maybe they’d gone into hiding. Then again, I wasn’t sure there was anywhere for them to hide. It wasn’t like the District was huge.

      I made the climb to the third level but couldn’t help glancing in the direction of Finn’s house when I passed level two. He was nowhere in sight—not that I’d expected him to be—but that didn’t stop me from glancing over my shoulder every few seconds until I could no longer catch even a glimpse of the walkway leading to his home.

      Ione answered the door a second after I knocked, her face a mask of worry.

      “Ava!” she cried, throwing her arms around me. “I’m so scared.”

      The viewing screen was on behind her, and the scene I’d passed outside the wall on full display. Veronica Waters stood on the platform smiling as the crowd applauded, and the sudden roar of cheers was in stereo, echoing not just from the viewing screen but from behind me as well.

      “It’s going to be okay,” I lied, holding her closer.

      We stayed that way for only a moment before Ione broke the hug and pulled me inside. She took a quick look out at the District before shutting the door and flipping the lock. It was the first time I’d ever seen anyone inside these walls lock a door.

      “I don’t know what I’m going to do,” she said as she led me toward the couch. “This is all so scary.”

      “She can’t possibly do all the things she’s saying,” I assured Ione as we took a seat. “She’s just trying to win the radical vote. That’s all.”

      “I hope you’re right,” my cousin said.

      I reached for her hand, giving it a squeeze, but said nothing. The truth was, I didn’t think I was right. Veronica Waters meant every word she’d uttered. My only hope was the council wouldn’t allow it to happen. Mayor or not, she couldn’t create new laws without approval from the council.
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        * * *

      

      Rye arrived home about an hour after I got there, and Ione was in his arms the second he set foot inside the house. He whispered in her ear that everything was going to be okay, running his hand down her head to try to soothe her. It was a touching sight, and it made me hate Veronica Waters and everyone who supported her twice as much. Why should two people loving one another be wrong? It was ridiculous.

      Despite the display of affection, I found myself staring at the door and hoping Finn would appear. He didn’t, though. Not after Rye had taken a seat on the couch with us to watch the coverage, not when Ione got up to make dinner, and not before I’d gotten to my feet to leave.

      It was just after seven o’clock. Time to meet Dean.

      “Not staying to eat?” Rye asked, looking up at me.

      He was still sitting, but with as tall as he was, it barely felt like it.

      “I have a date.”

      His eyebrows lifted but there was no surprise in his amethyst eyes when he said, “The guard.”

      “Finn told you,” I replied even though I knew Ione could have just as easily been the one to spill the beans.

      “He did.” Rye frowned. “It’s none of my business, I know, but I like you, Ava, and I feel like I should say something.”

      My back stiffened as I waited for him to tell me Dean was a monster who preyed on Veilorians when I wasn’t around.

      “I saw the way Finn was with you the other night at the bar. He doesn’t take to new people the way he did with you, especially not humans. Ever.”

      It was the last thing I’d expected Rye to say.

      “He hates humans.”

      “He’s angry about what humans did in the past.” Rye gave me a pointed look. “The right human could change his mind.”

      “Haven’t you heard?” I said as I slung my bag over my shoulder. “The whole notion that a woman can change a troubled man just by loving him is a lie. People don’t change.”

      “True,” Rye replied, “but they can realize who they really are on the inside.”

      This gave me pause, remembering how Finn had acted when I showed up at his house to get my bag. He’d been so different with me, so much softer. Nicer.

      But by the end of my visit he’d returned to the cold Finn who hated humans, and that was something I couldn’t ignore. Not to mention that with as precarious as things were right now, getting involved with a Veilorian was the last thing I wanted to do.

      “I’m only here for Ione,” I told Rye. “No offense. I mean, I don’t agree with that woman at all,” I nodded to the viewing screen where Waters was still front and center, “but I’ve never been one of those human girls who fantasized about finding her Prince Charming inside the District. I think everyone, alien and human, has a right to freedom and respect, but I’m not looking to complicate my life more than it already is.”

      “Fair enough,” Rye said as he got to his feet, smiling and forcing me to look up. “And I’d never accuse you of being anti-Veilorian. You’re a good person, Ava. Really.”

      I returned his grin. “So are you.”

      Rye and I shared one of those rare moments when we were both able to see the other person Ione cared so much about. I understood why she’d fallen in love with him, and it had nothing to do with his soft purple eyes, ivory skin, or rugged looks. Well, almost nothing. She was human, after all. Rye was the rare kind of person who was genuinely good.

      “Bye, Ione,” I called as I headed for the door.

      “Have fun tonight,” she yelled from the kitchen. “I want all the details!”

      I rolled my eyes and waved over my shoulder before slipping out.
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      Dean, dressed in civilian clothes, was waiting for me by the gate. He smiled and waved when he caught sight of me, and I returned both gestures even though everything inside me was still heavy with worry. On the walk from Ione and Rye’s house, I’d briefly considered calling the whole date off—especially when I reached the second level of houses and found myself once again straining to spot Finn. But I needed this. Needed the distraction and a night to relax and feel like my life was just a little bit my own. A date would do that.

      “Where are we off to?” I asked when I stopped in front of him.

      “There’s a little place on the other side of the city I like. It’s affordable,” he shrugged, indicating he had no desire to hide that he was as low income as I was, “but good. We’ll have to take my motobike, though. I hope that’s okay.”

      He had a motobike. I was impressed.

      “Sure,” I said even though I was already mentally tabulating the time of day and how bad the traffic would be.

      By seven o’clock, a lot of people had made it home from their jobs, and some of the public lines stopped running at seven-thirty, so realistically it shouldn’t have been that bad. Slow, but not gridlocked the way it was in the morning, during lunch hours, or after most jobs ended at five.

      Dean’s smile didn’t disappear, but it turned tense when he glanced toward the gate. “They’re still protesting, so getting out might be tricky. The guys are going to help us, though.”

      He nodded to the other guards.

      “I’m not worried.” I waved to the scratches on my arm. “This time I’m prepared to fight back.”

      Dean’s smile grew more genuine. “That’s what I liked about you from the first moment we met, you know?”

      “My scars?” I asked, lifting my eyebrows.

      “No.” He chuckled. “Your spunk.”

      I tried to remember the first day Ione and I came to the District, but I couldn’t recall if Dean had been one of the guards at the gate or not. In fact, I wasn’t sure how long after we started coming here that I’d actually noticed him. Not for a while. I’d been much too focused on what was inside to pay attention to the humans checking my bag.

      “What did I do?” I asked. “I can’t remember anything that special.”

      “You and Ione were getting your bags searched.” He paused thoughtfully. “I think it was your first time here. Anyway, I was looking through your bag when a woman walking by yelled, ‘Species traitor.’ You turned around and said, ‘With people like you in my species, can you really blame me for wanting to hang out with aliens?’”

      Suddenly, I remembered that moment with perfect clarity. It hadn’t been our first time visiting, although we hadn’t been coming to the District for very long. Rye had asked Ione out, but she was struggling with the idea of dating an alien. She’d liked him immediately but had known what it would mean if things went well. We’d spent the entire walk to the District talking about what she should do, resulting in her tentatively deciding she was going to say yes.

      Then that woman had screamed at us.

      I’d seen the expression on my cousin’s face, watched as her resolve melted and reality slammed into her, and it had made me furious. Like Ione, I’d liked Rye right away, and thinking about that human woman hating him without ever having met him infuriated me. That was why I’d stood up to her. For my cousin, but also because I knew what was right.

      There was something else I remembered about that day, though, something I might not have ever thought about again if Dean hadn’t brought it up. It was the expression on the face of the guard searching my bag. He hadn’t looked amused by my spunk. If anything, he’d looked disgusted.

      “You were searching my bag?” I asked slowly.

      “Yeah.” As if realizing his mistake, Dean’s smile faded. “Or Ione’s. I can’t remember, really.”

      He was lying. Or at least I thought he was. I couldn’t know for certain since my memory of the guards was limited to the uniforms they wore. Back then, they’d all looked the same to me.

      Before I could ask anything else, Dean turned to the guards flanking the gate. “You boys ready?”

      “Ready,” Brentwood said.

      His eyes briefly flitted to me when Dean took my hand.

      My date didn’t look my way, making it nearly impossible for me to remove my hand as he headed for the exit. There we paused long enough for a guard to scan my chip, then the gate was pushed open. Brentwood stepped out first, his pulse rifle up and his expression severe, and Dean followed, pulling me with him.

      Right away, the crowd turned on us, throwing insults our way. They screamed everything from species traitor to ET lover to tentacle teaser—that particular slur had always struck me as idiotic. Veilorians didn’t even have tentacles.

      Like always, I kept my back straight and my head up in the face of every insult, refusing to react even if someone decided to spit on me.

      “Back up!” a guard I didn’t know called. “This is a guard leaving his shift with his girlfriend. Let them through.”

      I stiffened at the implication that I was Dean’s girlfriend, but he didn’t react.

      “What was she doing in there?” someone yelled.

      “She was visiting me at work,” Dean snapped. “We’re just two humans trying to live our lives. Just like you. Now, move!”

      The crowd parted at his authoritative tone, and Dean pulled me past the protestors and away from the District then down the street. It wasn’t until we’d reached the end of the road that I yanked my hand from his. Probably a little more violently than necessary, but I was irritated, and I’d never been one to bottle my thoughts or feelings.

      Dean stopped walking and turned to face me. “What’s wrong?”

      “What’s wrong?” I glared up at him. “What was that? Your girlfriend? We’re just humans trying to live our lives? You think you can speak for me?”

      “I wasn’t trying to speak for you.” He ran his hand over his closely cropped hair and let out an exasperated sigh. “I was just trying to get us out of there safely. When it comes to that kind of thing, you have to say whatever you can to get away.”

      He had a point—even I could admit that—but I wasn’t ready to let him off the hook. While most people probably would have thought it was just an innocent lie, to me it felt like standing up with the enemy, and that was one thing I wouldn’t do.

      “I’m not the type of person to sell my soul just to save my own ass,” I said firmly. “Understand?”

      “Shit, Ava, no one is asking you to sell your soul. I was just trying to keep you safe. You can’t reason with a mob.” He let out a frustrated sigh. “Trust me. I’m at the gate every day. It’s turned into a fucking circus.”

      I pressed my lips together while I thought about it. Everything he was saying rang true, but there was something else bothering me. Something I should have asked him before I’d left the walls with him. Hell, I should have asked before ever agreeing to this date.

      “Do you believe in Veilorian rights?” I pinned him with a serious look. “Or do you think Veronica Waters is right?”

      “I’m not going to lie, Ava.” Dean exhaled again and ran his hand down his face, looking suddenly exhausted. “I think, as a human, I should put humans first. Do I agree with everything she says? No. She sounds crazy most of the time. But do I think we’re in danger of running out of resources? Yes. Even you have to admit that.”

      “Yes, I do, because I think we should be working with the Veilorians instead of against them. They could help us fix things. Their technology is better than ours, and they understand ours more than we do. They could even have stuff on their ship that would help us, but not only have we done nothing to try, we don’t even allow them access to their own belongings!”

      “I’m not going to argue with you on that point.” Dean lifted his hands like he was trying to surrender, or maybe even appease me. “But saying and doing are two different things. Even if half the population agreed with the idea of trying integration again, the other half would riot. There would be a civil war, and that’s something we can’t afford. Humans are already on the brink of extinction.”

      I exhaled as I thought it over and tried to decide what to do. On one hand, the things he was saying made sense. But on the other, I wasn’t sure if he was being honest about how he felt.

      As if sensing my hesitation, Dean gave me a tentative but genuine smile. “Come on. Let’s get dinner and talk. Get to know each other. If by the end of the night you think I’m a bigot, you can call it off. Okay?”

      “Okay,” I said, but it was reluctant, because I still wasn’t convinced the man in front of me was someone I wanted to spend time with.

      He held his hand out the way he hadn’t earlier, leaving the decision to take it up to me. I stared at it for a moment, once again thinking, but after a few tense seconds gave in and slipped my hand into his. A girl had to eat, after all. Plus, he was right. If by the end of the night I wasn’t sold on him, I could end things before they really started. It wasn’t like I was losing anything with one dinner.

      Dean smiled as he started walking, pulling me with him. “My motobike is this way.”

      Like I’d thought, the congestion in the city had eased by the time Dean and I set off. I was behind him on the motobike, my arms wrapped around his waist as he swerved between slower vehicles. My dark hair streamed behind me like a banner, flapping in the wind and getting tangled, but I didn’t care. It was the first time I’d been on the back of a motobike, and it was exhilarating.

      The only birds that hadn’t died off decades ago were terrifying, carnivorous creatures that lived in the wastelands, but even so, I’d always envied the way they soared through the air, and I thought this was probably the closest I’d ever get to flying. Plus, with my body pressed up against Dean’s, the feelings from the other night in the bar had returned, reminding me of the way my leg had tingled when he’d put his hand on my knee. How warm his skin had felt against mine.

      It took less than two hours to get across the city, which was a miracle—crossing seventy miles in that time had to be some kind of record—and we ended up in an area I’d never been to before. It was immediately obvious by how packed together the homes were that it was as low income as my own neighborhood, though, which made me feel almost at home.

      The piles of dirt from the sandstorm the other night hadn’t yet blown away, but they barely concealed the garbage and other discarded items lining the sidewalks, and the houses were all as rundown as the ones on my street. Dirty kids played on crowded sidewalks, barefoot and dressed in threadbare hand-me-downs, while mothers sat on stoops, talking and laughing and smoking, glasses of what had to be moonshine in their hands. It was like a scene from my own childhood, minus the laughing mothers—at least not my mother.

      “I grew up here,” Dean called over his shoulder as he slowed the bike and turned left. “I moved closer to the District after my dad died.”

      “It’s not that different on this side of the town,” I said.

      “No.” I felt his shoulders lift and drop as he let out a sigh. “There are probably two really nice neighborhoods left in the city. The rest is like this.”

      “Only two?” I couldn’t believe things had gotten that bad.

      In school, I’d had to keep track of things like that for my current events class, and back then the city had been pretty divided. Fifty percent of the population had been on some kind of government aid while everyone else had been self-sufficient, but if there were only two nice areas left, it had to be more like eighty percent now. I’d known the middle class was shrinking—my aunt and uncle, Ione’s parents, were among the few still hanging on—but it still blew my mind to think about how many people had joined the ranks of the needy.

      “At this point, only people like Veronica Waters can afford to have much more than the basics. Those areas are full of news personalities, politicians, and doctors.” Dean slowed to a stop and turned the motobike off in front of a dingy-looking building with a sign across the top that said Luigi’s in shaky, faded print. “This is it.”

      I untangled myself and slid off, studying the building as I did. It didn’t look like much—and the little bar in the District was way nicer—but if Dean said it was good, I’d trust him.

      The interior was as dark as the Veilorian bar, but not as cozy or welcoming. My feet stuck to the floor as he led me across the room to a round table covered in a red and white checkered tablecloth. Only it wasn’t cloth, something I discovered when I sat down, and like the floor, it was sticky to the touch. I did my best not to grimace every time my fingers brushed the surface, but it wasn’t easy.

      If only we could have stayed in the District to eat.

      “Want a drink?” Dean asked, nodding to the wine list.

      I eyed it, tempted, but shook my head. “No. It’s too much.”

      He gave me a warm smile. “I’ve been saving up. Go ahead.”

      Tentatively, I picked up the list, studying the various wines. It was something I’d only tried twice. Once when my high school friends who hadn’t been forced to drop out had graduated and I went to a party with them, and again just a few weeks ago when Ione and Rye announced they were getting married. Where Rye had managed to get the wine, I still didn’t know, but like the first time I’d tried it, the dry liquid had left a good impression on me. The problem was, I had no idea what kind of wine I’d tried or what I would order if I did decide to splurge.

      Then there was the idea that I’d owe Dean if I allowed him to spend that much money on me, which was something I didn’t want.

      “I don’t know what’s good,” I finally said, putting the list down, “Plus, I’m okay with water.”

      He grinned. “Water it is, then.”

      The waiter came, and Dean ordered what he said was his favorite—pepperoni pizza. It was another thing I’d never tried but was anxious to taste. Not only had I heard good things, but it seemed to be a favorite dish of the past and was constantly featured in the movies left over from the old world.

      Once the waiter was gone and Dean and I were alone, I wasn’t sure where to steer the conversation. My thoughts were still on the current crisis—the impending election and how it would affect Ione—but it was a topic I wasn’t eager to reintroduce. Yes, I wanted to take this chance to get to know the man across from me a little better, but I also needed a break from reality. Something I tried not to feel guilty about.

      After chatting about family life for a bit—yet another subject that didn’t thrill me—and getting nowhere, the conversation naturally turned back to the District and what would happen after the election, and I found myself unable to stop it from happening.

      “She won’t be able to change much right away,” Dean assured me as he drummed his fingers on the table. “It will take time and will be a process.”

      “That’s what I keep telling myself,” I said. “But knowing Ione is at risk still worries me.”

      Dean paused as if thinking something through then said, “You know there’s still time for her to save herself, right? Waters is going to win, there’s no doubt about it, but the election is still two weeks away. If Ione leaves the District now, she can forget about this whole thing and go back to her life. It’s not like the marriage is even legal. It’s just not illegal.”

      “She loves Rye,” I argued. “You expect her to walk away from him like that doesn’t matter?”

      “She could go to prison, Ava. Maybe worse.”

      “Worse?” I sat up straighter. “What are you saying?”

      “A lot of humans want to see species traitors severely punished. People are talking execution, and even those opposed to the death penalty want them branded as traitors for life.”

      “Branded?” He couldn’t mean that literally, could he? They wouldn’t brand Ione like she was no better than livestock. It was ridiculous.

      “I’m only repeating what I’ve heard.” Dean lifted his hands at the shocked expression on my face as if trying to calm me. “I don’t know anything for sure.”

      “That’s—” I was at a loss for words. “They can’t. Even Veronica Waters couldn’t make that happen.”

      “Right now, I think given the right circumstances, she might be able to make anything happen.”

      I swallowed, my thoughts on Ione and what the future might hold for her, which naturally got me thinking about the children living in the District. And about Finn. “What about half-humans? What will happen to them?”

      Dean’s expression hardened. “I don’t know.”

      Once again, I was struck by the thought that he wasn’t telling me everything he was thinking, and the realization not only made me uncomfortable, it made me wish I was anywhere but in this dark restaurant with the man across from me.

      “Dean,” I began, “do you think it should be illegal for humans and Veilorians to get married?”

      He sat up straighter. “Do you really want to get into this?”

      “Yes,” I said firmly.

      He held my gaze for a moment as if trying to decide how to respond, then let out a deep sigh. “Okay. If you’re going to twist my arm, I’ll be honest. Illegal? No. Do I like it? No, I don’t. They’re not human, and we don’t know the long-term effects of interbreeding.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means humans are already on the verge of extinction. Do I think Veronica Waters is right about Veilorians purposefully trying to breed us out? No. But the birthrate of humans has decreased as our overall living conditions have gone downhill. Disease is up, lifespans are down, and we’re struggling. Every human who mates with a Veilorian is putting us one step closer to the end. I’m sorry,” Dean sat back, shaking his head, “I just can’t support it.”

      We stared at one another in silence for a moment, each of us lost in our thoughts. Like everything else he’d said, he had a point, and I knew it, but I couldn’t help thinking that just maybe the Veilorians had been sent here to save us. I hadn’t grown up in a religious home—it was something that had pretty much gone out of style as the old world slipped away—but I wasn’t convinced a higher power didn’t exist. What if the Veilorians had been sent here to help us repopulate? They were stronger and had more immunities than humans. They were even immune to what little radiation was left in the wastelands. While half-human children hadn’t been studied thus far—it was just too taboo—it was possible they were the answer we’d been searching for. They could be what we needed to survive.

      We didn’t talk again until after the pizza arrived. It was tense and awkward, but Dean stayed quiet, allowing me to think about the things he’d said.

      The food came, and we started eating in silence, and it was my first bite of pizza that helped thaw the atmosphere.

      “Oh, my God,” I said through a mouthful of cheesy goodness. “This is the best thing I’ve ever tasted.”

      Dean gave me a hesitant smile. “This was a yearly treat when I was growing up. My mom died when I was five, leaving my dad to raise us on his own.”

      “Us?” The word caught me off guard, distracting me from the pizza and his story. “Do you have a sibling?”

      With the low birthrates in the city, it was rare but possible. Lena and I were proof of that.

      Dean frowned like he hadn’t realized he’d said it, but after a moment replied in a quiet voice that sounded nothing like him. “A sister, but she’s dead now.”

      “Oh, Dean.” I put my pizza down and reached out to cover his hand with mine. “I’m sorry.”

      His Adam’s apple bobbed when he swallowed, then he cleared his throat and made it obvious he had no desire to discuss his sister by saying, “Anyway, my dad always made a point of putting a little money aside every check so he could bring us here on Christmas Day as a treat.”

      I was curious, but since it was clear the subject was off limits, chose not to ask. It wasn’t like I’d want to discuss Lena if she suddenly died.

      Just thinking it made my heart ache. Tears welled in my eyes, and I took a second bite of pizza to try to cover the sudden rush of emotions, chewing slowly so I had time to collect myself.

      Once I’d swallowed, I said, “It sounds nice.”

      “It was.” Dean took a bite and chewed, watching me thoughtfully as he did. His body was still rigid, but his expression hadn’t changed much. After swallowing, he said, “I get the impression you didn’t have support like that from your parents.”

      “You could say that,” I replied, realizing my tone wasn’t the least bit bitter. It was shocking, considering how abandoned I felt most of the time. “Thankfully, I have an amazing cousin and a great little sister.”

      “You want to tell me about it?”

      “Not much to tell, really. My dad left when I was around five. I don’t know why, exactly, but I only saw him once or twice after he moved out.”

      “Where is he now?”

      “Who knows?” I pointed to a man on the other side of the room who was slumped in a booth, either asleep or dead. It was tough to tell, and impossible to gauge how old he was. “That could be him, for all I know.”

      “You don’t know what happened to him?” Dean seemed surprised.

      “Nope.” I popped the P like a bubble as I separated a pepperoni from the cheese that had entrapped it. “And I don’t care.”

      I stuck the little slice of meat in my mouth to emphasize how little it bothered me. I had Lena and Ione in my life, and that was enough for me.

      Dean nodded, frowning, but said nothing.

      We ate a little longer in silence, each of us enjoying the food like it was our last meal. Every time I thought about Veronica Waters, it felt that way, so I worked hard to push her out of my head and focus instead on the man across from me and the pizza. It may have been selfish, but the break was nice and welcome, and something I desperately needed.

      When we’d finished, I once again allowed Dean to take my hand as we headed to his motobike, and when he stopped beside it and turned to face me, the desire in his blue eyes made his intentions obvious. The evening had been nice for the most part, and the things he’d said had been reasonable and logical even if they hadn’t been what I’d wanted to hear, so when he leaned closer, I didn’t pull away from the kiss.

      His lips were soft and warm, moving slowly. His hand had released mine and was now on my hip, his fingers firm but not forceful, while his other hand cupped the back of my neck. I returned the kiss, taking cues from him. Opening my mouth when his tongue brushed my lips, moving closer when he pulled on my hip. Like every other time we’d touched, there was a slight tingle in my stomach, which only grew more intense with the deepening of the kiss. It felt good. Better than when I’d allowed Kael—the Veilorian Ione had set me up with—to kiss me. Better than the few guys I’d gone to bed with.

      Finally, after a few seconds, Dean broke the kiss, but he didn’t step back or release me, and the slow smile that spread across his face had me flushing.

      “I’ve been wanting to do that for months.”

      “I had no idea.”

      “Really?” He sounded surprised and maybe a little disappointed. “I guess I kind of thought you were interested.”

      “Honestly, I hadn’t thought about it.” I scrambled for something to say that would massage his bruised ego. “I was so focused on Ione, you know?”

      He nodded, but like the other times I’d mentioned my cousin, something about his expression changed. “That’s understandable.”

      His hand was still on my hip, but he’d moved the other one, running it down my shoulder and arm until he was able to lace his fingers through mine.

      “I had a good time.”

      “Me, too,” I said. “Thanks for sharing someplace so special with me.”

      “I wouldn’t bring just anyone here. I hope you know that.”

      I did, and even though I wasn’t totally sure if this thing between us had any long-term potential, it softened him in my eyes.

      He cleared his throat. “I know you had a fight with your mom, so if you don’t want to go home…”

      He let the sentence trail off, but his meaning was loud and clear. It was also tempting, even if most of it had to do with my desire to avoid my mom. But I wasn’t ready to sleep with Dean, and not just because this was a first date. Doubts still lingered in the back of my head that refused to be pushed away no matter how attractive I found him.

      “I think I should go home and make sure my sister’s there,” I said.

      He forced out a smile as disappointment flashed in his eyes. “Okay. I get it.”

      “But I wouldn’t be opposed to going out again,” I added, hoping to save his feelings. “When you have time.”

      Dean’s grin widened, finally reaching his eyes. “For you, I’ll make time.”
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      Dean and I went out again only three days after our first date, catching a classic movie from the twenty-first century at the five-dollar theater. He reached for my hand the second the lights went out, holding it as the long dead actors tried to figure out how to defeat the magical killer clown terrorizing their town. By the middle of the movie he’d shifted, slipping his hand free so he could put his arm around my shoulder, and less than ten minutes later, his other hand was on my knee. I let it happen without resisting, but when he leaned over and planted a kiss on my neck, I knew it was time to put a stop to things. I was attracted to Dean and appreciated him spending so much of his hard-earned money to take me to a movie, but I wasn’t about to fool around in a theater like a horny teen.

      He was in the process of kissing his way up my neck, his hand now on my thigh, when I shifted away from him.

      “I want to watch this,” I hissed, trying to keep my voice low.

      He sighed and pulled away, removing his hand from my leg but leaving his arm around my shoulders.

      The movie was relaxing after that. Well, as relaxing as it could have been, considering how bloody the flick was. It was like the people of the past had never had to endure any kind of real tragedy and had some kind of sick desire to revel in it. It didn’t really seem like entertainment to me with all the death, disease, and poverty that had always surrounded me. I preferred the romances and comedies from the past.

      After the movie, we walked down the crowded streets hand in hand, chatting as we dodged the people still out and about. It was Saturday night, and since a lot of the city had Sunday off, things hadn’t settled down the way they usually had by this time of night. A group of rowdy teenage boys were in front of us, brown paper bags that held bottles of booze clasped in their hands. Occasionally, one of them would jump in front of another pedestrian and yell or pull some other obnoxious move, and the rest of the group would burst out laughing.

      I rolled my eyes, but Dean only chuckled and said, “They’re just kids having fun. Don’t you remember those days? Before you had to be an adult, I mean. Back when things weren’t so difficult.”

      “No.” I thought back to the day my mom had decreed it was my turn to get a job. “I’ve been working on the cleaning crew since I was fifteen. It didn’t exactly leave a lot of time for a social life.”

      Dean kept walking, but he slowed so he could look at me. “Seriously?”

      “Seriously,” I said. “My mom insisted I drop out of school, so I had no choice. I’ve been working ever since.”

      “What’s her deal?” he asked, disbelief ringing in his voice. “I mean, is she sick or something?”

      “She’s an alcoholic, so I guess you’d call her sick.” I shrugged because I didn’t really have any other way to explain my mom. “She’s mostly an unhappy person, though. I think it started when my dad left, but it got worse when my sister’s dad ran off. He didn’t even wait around until she was born.”

      “Sounds like a winner.”

      “What I can I say? She has bad taste in men.” I snorted. “You’re lucky you had a dad who was so dedicated to you and your sister.”

      Dean looked at me out of the corner of his eye but didn’t turn his head, and he didn’t respond. His body had gone rigid, as if he’d put on a suit of armor that would protect him from my prying words, and I almost slapped myself. He’d made it perfectly clear on our first date that he had no desire to discuss his sister, and yet I’d brought her up anyway. That was a shitty thing to do.

      “I’m sorry,” I said quickly. “I don’t expect you to tell me about her if you don’t want to. I shouldn’t have even brought it up.”

      He swallowed the way he had in the restaurant. “No, it’s okay. It just isn’t an easy thing to talk about.”

      “You don’t have to,” I assured him.

      He nodded, his body still stiff, but let out a deep breath and started talking. “Her name was Kiara, and she was five years younger than me. Our mom died giving birth to her. Dad worked as a guard in the District, but once we got old enough to be left alone more often, he got a second job, working trash detail. After that, it fell on my shoulders to take care of Kiara, but I didn’t care. She was a happy kid. Funny and smart and spunky.” His lips pulled up into a small smile. “She was a great kid.”

      I gave his hand a squeeze when he lapsed into silence, not sure if I was trying to comfort him or urge him to keep talking. I was dying to know what had happened to his sister, but it wasn’t just some sick, voyeuristic desire. I wanted to understand him better.

      After a couple seconds of us walking in silence, Dean ventured a look my way, and I saw the pain in his eyes. “When she was eighteen, she went into the District with a few friends and met a Veilorian boy. They fell in love, or that was what she told us, anyway. She snuck around with him for a year before finally dropping the bomb, and when our father found out, he was furious. Kiara begged him to understand, to accept the relationship, but he refused. He said he’d never speak to her again if she married him. She beat herself up about it for months, trying to decide who to choose. Her dad or the man she loved.”

      I thought about Ione and how she’d had to make the same choice. I’d never been in love, but thinking about the cold woman my mother had become, I knew for me the decision would have been a no-brainer. Dean’s sister, however, had been blessed with a loving father, and I couldn’t imagine the turmoil she’d gone through.

      “Who did she choose?” I asked when Dean didn’t say anything else.

      Once again, he avoided looking at me. “She didn’t. I guess giving up either of them was too much for her, because in the end, she decided death was the only alternative.” Dean sucked in a deep breath like he was trying to push away his emotions. “A few months later, our father was killed while he was in the wastelands, and I was left alone.”

      The news made me stop walking, and I turned to face him, clinging to his hand in a foolish attempt to comfort him. “Oh, my God, Dean, I’m so sorry.”

      He let out a grunt that didn’t mask his pain, blinking, but said nothing.

      “Is that why you feel the way you do about the Veilorians?”

      Dean cleared his throat before finally saying, “I don’t know how I feel about them most of the time, to be honest. Part of me can’t help thinking if I’d tried to support her a little more, she wouldn’t have felt so alone, but another part can understand where our dad was coming from. They’re a different species, and it was unfair of her to think he could overlook that. Especially after working in the District for years.”

      “What does working in the District have to do with anything?” I asked, trying to hold back my annoyance but failing.

      Dean’s pain didn’t justify prejudice. Not to me.

      “It just does.” He exhaled but said nothing else, and started walking again, telling me the subject was closed for the time being.

      We were both silent for a few minutes as I thought over everything he’d told me. The night was chilly, as usual, the heat from the day not able to hold on now that the sun had set, and the air was dusty from the piles of sand getting kicked into the air, but I barely noticed it. While I still couldn’t see Veilorian and human relations in the same light, at least I now understood where some of Dean’s hesitation came from and why he was so standoffish. But the other night at the bar he’d proven he could look past the pain and see the real person in front of him, and that was promising.

      Dean cleared his throat when we turned a corner and his motobike came into view, and I knew what he was working up to. “I know you have tomorrow off, and I switched shifts with one of the other guys, so I’m off as well.”

      It wasn’t really a surprise—he’d been trying to get me alone since that night at the bar—but it still caught me off guard, considering how emotional he’d been only moments ago. Then again, he’d told me about his sister. That had to mean something, and I knew it.

      What, though? Had he told me about his past to soften me up, hoping it would make him more sympathetic in my eyes? Or was it possible he felt that comfortable with me? Since I wasn’t sure, I had to give it some thought before I could respond.

      I was attracted to Dean and the story had given me even more insight into who he was, but I still wasn’t ready to sleep with him. There were just too many unknowns. Too many questions.

      Pausing when we reached his bike, I turned to face him, smiling in hopes of softening the blow I was about to give. “I had a really great time tonight. Honestly. But I think it’s better if I go home.”

      His face fell. “Really?”

      “I know sex isn’t a big deal to some people, but it’s something I take very seriously, and I’m just not ready.” I paused before adding, “Not yet, anyway.”

      He smiled at the last sentence, the disappointment in his eyes not fading away completely but the expression genuine enough to make his blue eyes sparkle.

      “I’m disappointed,” he grabbed my hips and pulled me closer, “but I understand.”

      “Good,” I said, my voice low and husky as my heart thudded harder.

      When his mouth covered mine, I closed my eyes and sank into the kiss, feeling it all the way to my toes.
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      Between work and spending time with Dean, four days had passed since I’d seen Ione. The election was getting closer every day, and although the mayor had finally woken up and realized he was in trouble, his campaign wasn’t gaining any momentum. I couldn’t go anywhere without seeing the face of Veronica Waters, and more often than not her voice was ringing through the house when I was home. Which was why being able to escape to the District the next day was more than a relief.

      I knew Dean wouldn’t be on duty since he’d told me he was going to be off, but I didn’t start to regret his absence until I turned onto the street leading to the District and saw the mob outside the gate. Not only that, the sight also served as a reminder that the election wasn’t the only event looming on the horizon. The annual Landing Day celebration was now a week away, and the human citizens of Polis were in an uproar about it.

      The crowd of protestors was easily twice as big as usual, and they were angry. Violent, even. They were screaming at the guards and trying to push their way closer to the gate. Whereas usually only two armed men stood sentry, there were now six of them. Four held the crowd at bay while two others stood with pulse rifles raised, shouting for the protestors to stay back. Part of me knew I should go home, but I couldn’t force myself to turn around. There was no way I could abandon my cousin now. Not with the election so close and the future so uncertain.

      I thought, probably a little foolishly, that I could sneak around the edge of the crowd unnoticed, slowly moving toward the gate before ducking behind the guards at the last minute. I could see them from where I stood and knew the names of three and recognized them all. I was certain if I could just get there everything would be okay. The guards had pulse rifles. The crowd wouldn’t risk getting shot just to attack me.

      My plan went fine at first. I stuck to the edge of the crowd, which didn’t pay me mind as I slunk toward the entrance, keeping my head down in case anyone recognized me from my previous trips into the District. My dark hair had fallen forward, shielding my face as I kept my eyes straight ahead, focusing on the guards in hopes of catching someone’s eye. If they saw me, they’d come to my rescue. I was certain of it.

      I kept moving, slowly but steadily, trying my best not to draw attention to myself. I was still a good five feet away when I caught Brentwood’s eye. He frowned but gave a slight nod, telling me that even though he thought I was a fool for coming here, he would help. Thankfully, because I was about to make my move.

      I sprinted forward, rushing between a couple protestors bearing signs that no doubt demanded every Veilorian be dragged to the gate and beaten to death. Well, probably nothing quite so dramatic, but a slow death by starvation wasn’t any less torturous, in my opinion, although I was clearly in the minority at this point.

      Brentwood stepped aside, giving me a way through the protective barrier he and his coworkers had created, and I dove past him, barely staying on my feet and huffing from exertion by the time I’d made it through. One of the two guards holding pulse rifles caught me, and I’d just looked up, ready to thank him for his help, when something slammed into the back of my head.

      It felt like a shovel. That was how strong the impact was, and it sent me forward, stumbling over my own feet as I grasped at the guard and tried to hold on. It was no use. Even he couldn’t stop me from falling because he was now focused on the crowd, his weapon up as he shouted orders. Oblivious to the fact that I’d collapsed.

      I was on my knees, stunned but not out, and I reached back to feel my skull, which was throbbing. Warmth covered my fingers when I probed the area, and I pulled my hand away to find it covered in blood. Just seeing it made my vision spin. I hated blood.

      “Open the gate! Open the gate!” someone was yelling.

      I felt myself being pulled to my feet, hands gripping my forearms tight enough to leave bruises. I didn’t complain, couldn’t complain. I was too dizzy. Too stunned and disoriented. Too devastated to be part of a species that could be so hateful and cruel.

      Once we were inside the District and the gate was shut, Brentwood dropped to his knees in front of me. “Relax. Take a deep breath.” He held his hand up in front of my face. “Tell me how many fingers you see.”

      I blinked a couple times before they came into focus. “Three.”

      “Good.” He exhaled. “Who’s the mayor?”

      “Today or after the election?” I muttered. “After the election it will be Veronica Waters, and she’ll do everything she can to destroy everyone inside these walls.”

      Brentwood sighed again, his focus now on someone behind me. “She’s okay. Get her some water and let her rest a minute.” He turned his gaze back to me. “You need to stay away from here. Understand?”

      “My cousin lives here.”

      “She won’t be your cousin much longer,” Brentwood said. “After the election, she’ll be a species traitor. That’s all she’ll ever be. Waters is going to make sure of it.”

      He said it with enough certainty to make me think he knew something I didn’t.

      “What are you saying?”

      “Nothing.” Brentwood looked past me again, this time not because he was talking to someone else, but because he was trying to avoid my gaze. “You didn’t hear anything from me. Got it?” When I didn’t answer, he looked back. “Do you understand?”

      There was genuine fear in his eyes.

      “Yeah,” I finally said.

      “Good.” Brentwood got to his feet. “Rest up. Then go say goodbye to your cousin.”

      One guard scanned my chip while another handed me a cup of water, which I sipped slowly until I was sure I’d be able to get to my feet. My head was still throbbing when I stood, and I swayed slightly, but there was no one to grab hold of. The guards had returned to the street outside the wall, and none of the nearby Veilorians would even look at me. The atmosphere was different than it used to be. So much colder.

      I took a couple deep breaths until I was sure I wouldn’t fall over then headed through the city. For the first time in a while, I found it difficult to remember how to get to Rye’s house, but I knew it wasn’t from my head injury. It was because my thoughts were too jumbled. Because I was too focused on trying to decide what to do.

      Somehow, I made it to Rye and Ione’s house without getting lost, and I only had to knock twice before the door was ripped open. My cousin stood in front of me wearing a worried expression, but it morphed into one of horror the second she laid eyes on me.

      “Ava!” she gasped. “Oh, my God, what happened?”

      She wrapped her arms around my waist as she helped me inside.

      I didn’t notice anyone else was in the room until a pair of strong arms lifted me into the air and Rye said, “Hang on.”

      I wasn’t nearly as dizzy as I’d been, but being carried made me feel weightless and disoriented, and I had to close my eyes until he’d laid me on the couch. Once he had and I was sure I wouldn’t pass out or throw up, I opened my eyes to find Finn staring at me.

      He was sitting in a chair, poised on the edge of the seat, his eyes filled with worry. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah,” I said as I lifted my hand to the back of my head.

      I was once again met with moisture, but before I’d even had a chance to pull my fingers away, Ione was there, grabbing my hand and wiping the blood away.

      “Hold on,” she said. “I know how much you hate seeing that.”

      I almost laughed, but it was cut off when she moved from cleaning my hand to wiping at the cut. A hiss of pain broke out of me, and Finn winced.

      Something about that gesture, about the pure empathy in his expression, made me want to reach out to comfort him. It was crazy because I was the one in pain and we’d barely exchanged more than two cordial sentences. At the same time, though, it made sense. We liked each other, and we both knew it.

      “It doesn’t look too bad,” Ione was saying from behind me. “I doubt you’ll need stitches.”

      I tore my gaze from Finn and focused on my cousin. “Thanks, Mom.”

      She rewarded me with a smile, but it was strained. “Speaking of moms, mine called today.”

      “Why?” I grabbed her wrist, stopping her from wiping my cut. “What did she want?”

      “She wants me to come home before Veronica Waters is elected. I guess she can stand the thought of disowning me, just not the thought of me being imprisoned or put to death.”

      So, Ione had heard the rumors, too.

      “What did you say?”

      My cousin ripped her wrist from my grasp. “I said no, of course. I’m not leaving Rye.”

      “That’s not what I meant.”

      I shifted so I was sitting, turning to face my cousin and wincing when my head throbbed. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Finn reach out but stop himself. It made everything in me constrict in a way not even one of the fiery kisses Dean and I had shared could.

      I stayed focused on Ione since I didn’t want to even try to interpret that feeling or Finn’s reaction to me.

      “I meant,” I began, “did you ask if she forgives you?”

      “No. I couldn’t.” Ione’s hand tightened on the bloody cloth. “I was too afraid to hear her response.”

      No one spoke for a bit, and I knew we were all thinking about the same things. The election and what the future would bring. About what it would mean for everyone living in the District.

      “Come to the bathroom,” Ione said finally breaking the heavy silence. “Let me get that cut cleaned up.”

      I stood, venturing a glance at Finn as I did. His citrine eyes grabbed mine, capturing them and taking my breath away with that one look. For a moment that felt like an eternity, I was trapped by his gaze.

      But I forced myself to look away and follow Ione, not even acknowledging Finn was staring at me.

      In the bathroom, she was silent as she cleaned the cut on my head, and despite the throbbing pain, I was as well. Only a few minutes went by before we were back in the living room, but I wasn’t the least bit surprised to find Rye alone. Finn was probably even more confused by the feelings between us than I was.

      I didn’t see him before I left the District that night, but as I descended the spiral staircase, I had the odd sense that someone was watching me. I was near the second level, so I paused to look around. It wasn’t terribly late, a little after ten, but the homes were dark and silent—empty feeling. There was movement in some of the shadows, but I couldn’t make out even the silhouette of a person.

      I told myself I was imagining things and kept moving.
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      When I dragged myself from my bedroom the next morning, my head still throbbing and my brain groggy from sleep, I was greeted not by the voice of Veronica Waters, but by a much more masculine one. Pausing to listen, it only took a moment to register who it was. Mayor Gunderson was being interviewed by Karl Winters.

      It was about time the current mayor got some airtime.

      Instead of continuing to the kitchen, I turned into the living room. Mom was on the couch snoring, an empty glass beside her on the table. She’d been up drinking and watching the news when I’d gotten home the night before, and the few words she’d tossed my way had been slurred, so it wasn’t a big surprise to see her passed out. She must have had a lot if she was able to sleep through the earsplitting news.

      On the viewing screen, Mayor Gunderson and Karl Winters were discussing the election. The newscaster was as put-together as usual, even if his skin was a bit on the saggy side and his makeup much too thick, while across from him, the mayor looked slightly unkempt. His shirt was just a little wrinkled and his wispy, white hair disheveled as if he’d gotten caught in a strong wind, and the bags under his eyes said he’d either been having trouble sleeping or the rumors about his poor health weren’t as fabricated as I would have liked to believe they were.

      “I’ve heard everything Ms. Waters is saying,” the mayor said in a scratchy voice that lent even more credibility to the possibility he was ill, “and I can assure you she is way off base. I’ve been the mayor for three terms now, and I know more than anyone that the problems facing our great city have nothing to do with the Veilorians. These issues were around before the visitors arrived, and they would have progressed this way no matter what we tried to do to prevent them. I’m afraid humans have abused both themselves and the planet for too long.”

      “You’re saying nothing can be done?” Karl asked, his expression grave.

      “I’m saying we’re at a crossroads, and it’s time to make some tough decisions. On our own, the human race will go extinct. There is no doubt in my mind. However, if we work with the Veilorians, we just might be able to figure out a way for things to go on.”

      Karl’s beady eyes were narrowed when he leaned closer to the mayor. “Are you suggesting we not only keep alien-human relations legal, but also encourage it?”

      “I’m saying there’s a way to keep life going.”

      “But not human life.” Karl shook his head. “I’m sorry, but I can’t help pointing that out.”

      “No,” the mayor admitted reluctantly, “we’ve run our course, I’m afraid.”

      “What exactly do you plan to do, assuming you win the election?” It was clear by Karl’s tone he thought it was a long shot.

      “Take steps toward integration. We tried once, but not very hard, and it’s high time we try again. We’ve let things go on this way for much too long, and they’ve only gotten worse for humans. It’s time to try something else.”

      “You’d push this even though the majority of the population doesn’t support integration?”

      “I would,” the mayor said, “because it’s the right thing to do.”

      Karl pressed his lips together like he was holding his words in, after a second blowing out a long breath before switching gears. “Let’s discuss the upcoming Landing Day celebration.”

      The mayor nodded as if giving his assent.

      “In just six days, the Veilorians will celebrate twenty-two years on this planet, but with hostility toward the visitors at an all-time high, there’s concern that extremist groups might try to disrupt it. You claim to have a plan, though. Can you tell us what it is?”

      “I can.” The mayor sat up straighter. “I’ll be posting extra guards outside the District that day, as well as putting up barriers that will help hold the crowds back. This is a sacred day to the Veilorians, and I want to make certain they’re able to celebrate without fear of persecution.”

      Footsteps entered the room behind me, and I turned as Lena stepped into the room. “They’re talking about Landing Day?”

      “Yeah.”

      On the screen, the mayor and Karl Winters were still talking, the newscaster looking more than a little perturbed by the radical idea that the Veilorians deserved to celebrate in peace.

      “It would be fun to go to the Landing Day celebration,” my sister said, her voice low as she stared at the screen. Almost like she was talking to herself.

      “Really?” I lifted my eyebrows in surprise. “Have you ever been inside the District?”

      As far as I knew, she’d never shown any interest in going inside, and I hadn’t really expected her to. Lena was a rule follower. The type of person who did everything expected of her, who always looked impeccably put-together and had perfect grades. Lena was going somewhere, and tainting her flawless persona by cavorting with aliens wasn’t her style. Not that I could really fault her for it when I was as determined to make sure she got out of here as she was.

      “No.” Her dark hair swished across her shoulders when she shook her head. “Some of my friends have, but it seemed like a big risk to take.”

      Just like I’d thought.

      “You can go with me,” I said. “I’ll keep you safe.”

      Maybe it was stupid, especially with the way things had been lately, but with the mayor promising to do everything in his power to protect the Veilorians on Landing Day, it seemed like the best time to take a risk. Especially considering it might be illegal a year from now.

      “You’re going?” Lena asked, sounding surprised.

      “Sure. Ione will be there, and Veilorians don’t mind if humans come to their celebration as long as they behave.”

      Lena looked toward our still snoring mother, frowning as she thought it through. I was almost certain based on her expression she was going to say no, but a second later she surprised me by nodding.

      “Okay. Yeah.” My sister smiled, and her face lit up. “I’d love to go.”

      “Great,” I said, returning her smile.
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      Mayor Gunderson was true to his word, and when Lena and I turned onto the street leading to the District, we weren’t greeted by the mob I’d almost gotten used to. The protestors were still there. I doubted much could have kept them away at this point, but they’d been corralled behind a barrier, and more than two dozen guards stood between them and the gate. It was a relief, because as eager as I was for my sister to experience what the Veilorians were really like, the last thing I wanted was to put her in jeopardy.

      Lena’s eyes were huge and brimming with doubt. “Is it always like this?”

      “No, it’s usually much less controlled.” I put my arm around her shoulders, giving her a squeeze. “Don’t worry. The mayor promised the District would be safe today.”

      My sister nodded but swallowed nervously, her big eyes on the crowd shouting insults.

      Hover cameras flew above us, capturing images of the disturbance as well as the mayor’s attempts to control the crowd, and broadcasting them for all of Polis to see. Gunderson had to know this move was a death sentence for his re-election—assuming he’d ever stood a chance—and it was to his credit that he’d chosen to go out taking a stand. If only he’d done more with the terms he’d served. Then again, it was entirely possible he’d tried his best but hadn’t gotten any support from the council. It was now glaringly clear how few humans supported Veilorian rights.

      Dean was among the throng of guards, and he headed my way before we were halfway down the street almost like he’d been keeping an eye out for me.

      “I can’t believe you,” he said when he’d joined Lena and me, his gaze flitting to her but only briefly. “And you brought someone with you?”

      “My sister,” I said, nodding to her. “This is Lena.”

      She managed to conjure up a rather beautiful—and somewhat flirty—smile despite the fear shining in her eyes.

      “Your sister? Are you crazy?” Dean grabbed my elbow and pulled me toward the gate, his focus on the mob of screaming people. “It’s too dangerous, Ava. You’re risking too much.”

      Lena scrambled to keep up, and I grabbed her hand to pull her along after me.

      “I’ve told you more than once. I’m not going to abandon my cousin.”

      Dean stopped when we reached the gate, staring at me as we waited for Brentwood to open it. “It’s worth risking your life?” He nodded to Lena. “Her life?”

      My sister’s eyes doubled in size, all her charm gone in a blink.

      Heat flared through me, both because he was once again showing a side I didn’t like, and because he’d just scared Lena. Then I thought about the sister he’d lost, and some of it melted away. Not all of it, which meant I had to take a deep breath. I needed to be gentle with him. The wound was still raw, still healing, and it probably had a lot to do with his current hostility.

      “Stop,” I said to Dean, keeping my voice soothing even though part of me still wanted to jump down his throat. “We’re not risking anything. The mayor promised today would be peaceful so the Veilorians could celebrate, and look what he’s done.” I waved to the barricade. “He’s a good man.”

      “But he’s only one man,” Dean insisted.

      The gate was open, and Brentwood stood—scanner in hand—ready and waiting for us to cross into the District while Dean and I stared each other down.

      “We’re going to be fine,” I assured him. “We’re not risking anything. Not really. It’s a party, and there are armed guards at the gate, for God’s sake.”

      His expression hardened. “If you think these men would sacrifice their lives to save either the aliens or the humans who have chosen to shack up with them, you’re kidding yourself.” He leaned closer and lowered his voice. “It’s only a matter of time before the mob realizes the truth, Ava. Remember that.”

      I jerked away. “What are you saying?”

      “Nothing.” Dean nodded to the gate. “Get inside where it’s safer. We’ll talk later.”

      I grabbed Lena’s hand again before heading off, leaving Dean behind. My head was spinning as Brentwood scanned my chip, but no matter how I looked at it, I couldn’t deny the truth of Dean’s words. Did I really think the guards would die to protect people they considered inferior? I hadn’t thought about it until now, but the answer was obvious. They wouldn’t. Not even Dean.

      When Brentwood had scanned Lena’s chip, he looked around like he was making sure no one was paying attention, then said, “If there’s trouble, hide. Don’t be a hero.”

      I tried to meet his gaze, but he wouldn’t look directly at me. “Do you know something I don’t?”

      “I just know how crazy things have been,” Brentwood said. “That’s all.”

      I didn’t believe him, and for the first time I started to think Lena and I should head home.

      The thought had just entered my head when a squeal broke through the air, and a second later Lena released my hand and rushed forward. She threw herself into Ione’s open arms just as the gate clicked shut behind us, cutting off our chance to leave as well as pushing away any real concerns I had. We were safe inside these walls. The mayor had promised, plus there were guards. The mob wouldn’t risk it.

      I focused on my surroundings as my sister and cousin went about their very loud reunion. Streamers and garlands in multiple colors had been hung from buildings and walkways, brightening the city even more than it usually was. They flapped in the breeze, their fluttering joining a chorus of other noises. Music from drums and flutes and stringed instruments I couldn’t name, singing and laughter, and the buzz of dozens of voices rose into the sky to create a symphony of cheer.

      “It’s so beautiful.” The sound of my sister’s voice pulled my attention her way. Ione’s arm was still around her, but they were standing side by side as Lena studied the District in awe. “It’s so clean. So nice.”

      “It is, isn’t it?” our cousin said, smiling.

      A few days had passed since I’d seen her, and even though I couldn’t put my finger on what it was, something about her was different. Her hair was the same, her dark curls piled on top of her head in a messy imitation of a bun, and her hazel eyes just as brimming with hope for the future, but something had shifted. I could feel it deep in my bones.

      As if sensing I was watching her, Ione turned to look at me, her already wide smile growing. There was a flush to her cheeks that made it seem like she was glowing, and I might have been imagining it, but she looked curvier than before. Maybe Veilorian cooking was fattening her up.

      “We should go to the city center,” she said. “That’s where the celebration is.”

      “I can’t wait,” Lena wiggled out from under Ione’s arm and grabbed her hand. “Will I meet your husband?”

      “Of course,” our cousin said, laughing.

      She jerked her head, indicating I should follow, and started walking. Lena was at her side, skipping happily the way she used to when she was little, and despite the suspicion swimming through me—as well as the tightening in my stomach that told me something big was about to happen—I found myself smiling as an image of a much younger version of my sister popped into my head. Lena in a blue dress that had once been mine, the skirt swirling around her while she spun in the living room, her dark ponytail twirling as she did.

      My life had never been an easy one, but I’d done whatever it took to make sure hers had been better. Including not complaining when our mother forced me to quit school. Had it not been for Lena, I might have fought the change, but the thought of my little sister losing the hovel we called home had been enough to make me give in. Our mother wasn’t much of a role model—hell, most of the time I felt like an orphan—and it had fallen on my shoulders to take on the burden, which I had done willingly. All for Lena. Everything I’d done over the last sixteen years had been for her.

      The sounds of the Landing Day celebration grew louder as we walked, and my thoughts shifted from my sister to the party. It was the first time I’d been inside the walls on Landing Day, but not the first time I’d gotten a glimpse of the festivities. The hover cameras had been on hand every year to broadcast any images they could capture, but thanks to the walkways hovering over us, I’d gotten little more than glimpses. Now, though, I found myself engulfed by the festivities as we stepped into the center of the District. Veilorians were everywhere, laughing and dancing, dressed in their finest hand-me-downs and adorned with flowers—some from our planet and some from theirs. They wore markings as well, intricately drawn lines and swirls in dozens of different colors that ran up their arms and necks and faces, turning the city into a rainbow.

      “What do the markings mean?” I asked Ione, nodding to a nearby woman. She had flowing lavender hair and turquoise eyes, and swirls moving up her arms in shades of pink and black and yellow.

      “They’re traditional Veilorian markings, used to celebrate the achievements of the past year.”

      “They’re beautiful,” Lena said, her voice full of awe.

      They were, but that was nothing new. At least not for Ione and me. My sister, however, wore the expression of an explorer who’d just discovered a lost artifact of unimaginable value. I remembered the feeling well from my first visit to the District. The awe that this place could bring had been overwhelming, and Lena wasn’t immune to it. Not that I should have been surprised. My sister had always liked nice things, and the District was nicer than almost everything in the human part of the city.

      “Rye!” Ione called, waving her hand over her head as she lifted herself up on her toes.

      The few inches did little to make her seem taller amidst these giants, but her husband had no problem spotting her. He smiled as he headed our way, pushing through the crowd.

      Lena’s eyes grew impossibly round. “He’s so handsome.”

      “All Veilorians are good-looking,” I said with a laugh. “It’s probably one of the reasons some humans hate them.”

      My sister nodded but didn’t tear her gaze from Rye as he bent down to kiss his wife. When he turned to look at me, his smile was equally open and friendly.

      “Ava.” He focused on my sister. “And this must be Lena.”

      My normally confident sister flushed and looked away, mumbling something that got lost in the noise of the crowd.

      Ione said something to her husband I couldn’t catch, and he chuckled.

      “Let’s get some food,” was all he said.

      The Veilorians must have saved up their rations for months to create the feast we found on the other side of the square. Roast chicken and rabbit by the dozens, vegetables in creamy sauces and mountains of rolls. Even what looked like cakes, although where they managed to get sugar, I couldn’t imagine. That was something the government wouldn’t waste on the visitors. Even most humans had a hard time getting their hands on the stuff. I actually hadn’t had sugar in more than fifteen years—unless you counted whatever sugar was in Veilorian rum.

      Lena studied her surroundings while munching on a roll stuffed with chicken, but I declined the food, not wanting to take what little these people were given. My sister seemed to have a never-ending list of questions, all of them she threw at Ione, making Rye chuckle and shake his head.

      “I’m going to see if I can wrangle us a few drinks,” he said before pushing through the crowd.

      With everyone else occupied, I turned my attention to the crowd, barely even acknowledging to myself who I was looking for. I’d been expecting Finn to pop up shortly after Rye, but so far there was no sign of him. It was strange because they always seemed to be together these days. Equally odd was that I’d never met him until after Rye and Ione got married. Almost like it had been on purpose.

      When Rye returned holding four cups and Finn still hadn’t shown up, it was on my lips to ask where he was, but something made me hold back. Either it was my own confusion and frustration at wanting to know, or possibly even a little embarrassment at my curiosity. Not because Finn was Veilorian, but because he detested humans so much.

      Rye paused to inspect the cups as if checking their contents before passing the first to Ione, then one to me.

      When he focused on Lena, he gave her a very pointed look. “Just one cup, okay?”

      It wasn’t until he’d handed her the cup that I realized he was giving my sixteen-year-old sister alcohol.

      “You can’t drink that!” I exclaimed.

      Lena rolled her eyes. “Do you really think this is the first time I’ve had Veilorian rum?”

      My protests died on my lips. “You said you’ve never been into the District before.”

      “I haven’t.” She shrugged as she took a sip. “Doesn’t mean you can’t get it outside if you know the right people and have enough money. You can get anything if you have money.”

      That was news to me, although it shouldn’t have been. It made sense humans would want to smuggle the drink out, and it also made sense that my sister would have found herself in a position to try it. She was always gone, always off with her rich friends. Just because I’d never had a social life didn’t mean she didn’t.

      “Just take it slow,” I said even though I apparently didn’t need to warn her.

      We drank in silence for a moment, Lena swaying with the music as she studied her surroundings with a curious yet guarded expression on her face that seemed to contradict the festive atmosphere. My cousin and her husband danced, lost in each other’s company as usual, but I was still surveying the crowd. Still looking for Finn.

      Before long, the rum began to work its magic, giving me the courage to finally voice the question that had been nagging at me since Rye appeared. “Where’s Finn tonight?”

      “Who knows.” Ione shrugged, barely looking at me.

      Her husband, on the other hand, narrowed his eyes. “Helping his mom with something. He’ll be along soon, I’m sure.”

      His penetrating gaze made a flush move up my cheeks and I looked away, focusing on the crowd as I waited for the guy with the captivating citrine eyes to appear.

      Lena’s cup was empty in no time, but when a Veilorian woman holding a pitcher came by, I gave my sister a warning look, stopping her from asking for a refill. My own cup was only half empty, and I downed it quickly before holding it out for the woman to refill.

      Once she had, she turned to Ione.

      My cousin put her free hand over the top of her cup. “It’s only water.”

      “Water?” I said before I could really process her words.

      Ione gave me a shy smile. “Yeah.”

      In that moment, everything clicked into place. The nagging feeling I’d had since she greeted us, the glow about her, the subtle but exaggerated curves, the way Rye wouldn’t stop smiling at her, and now the water.

      “Ione?”

      She sucked her bottom lip into her mouth, gnawing on it as she gave a small nod.

      Holy shit.

      My gaze moved to Lena, who was in the middle of asking Rye about his markings—red and black lines that swirled up his arms. My sister hadn’t been paying attention to my conversation with Ione, which meant she didn’t know. And I didn’t want her to. I couldn’t say why, I just knew that by-the-rules Lena might be okay standing beside a Veilorian, but she wouldn’t love the idea of our cousin having a baby with one.

      I grabbed Ione’s arm and pulled her a small distance away.

      When I felt like we were safely out of earshot I said, “Tell me.”

      “I’m pregnant,” Ione murmured.

      Her voice was low and full of uncertainty, but her smile was genuine. She was happy about this, I could tell, but I wasn’t sure how to react. Things were so crazy right now, and Veronica Waters was on the verge of being elected. Once that happened, everything would change, and I had no idea what that would mean for my cousin or her half-human baby.

      “Say something,” Ione pleaded.

      “Congratulations,” I mumbled.

      There was nothing celebratory about my tone.

      She let out a long sigh. “I knew you wouldn’t be happy.”

      “I’m scared, Ione. You have to understand that.”

      “I know, I do. And I am, too. Trust me. But we waited so long, and I just didn’t want to wait any longer.”

      I rolled her words over in my head but couldn’t make sense of them. “What do you mean you waited?”

      My cousin flushed and focused on the ground. “You know.”

      “You mean sex?”

      Again, I couldn’t wrap my brain around what she was saying. She and Rye had dated for six months before they eloped, and she’d stayed in the District with him several nights a week. Of course, I’d assumed they were sleeping together. It had only made sense. Now, though, it seemed I’d been wrong.

      “I don’t understand. You waited? Why?”

      Ione shifted uncomfortably, her eyes still focused on the ground. “There were things I learned once Rye and I got serious, things Veilorians don’t want humans outside the District to know.”

      “What kind of things?” I asked, not trying to rein in my impatience.

      It was so typical of Ione to drag the story out, especially when she knew I was almost dying from impatience.

      She looked around like she was afraid someone would be listening, then leaned closer to me. “About the conception rate between humans and Veilorians. It’s high. Very high.”

      “What are you saying?”

      Dread pooled in my stomach, and like Ione, I found myself looking around to make sure no one could hear us. We were surrounded mostly by Veilorians, and the few humans present wouldn’t be a threat, but with everything Veronica Waters had been screaming over the last few weeks, I couldn’t help worrying. Especially if my cousin was about to say what I thought she was going to say.

      “When a human and a Veilorian have sex,” Ione said, her voice so low I had to lean closer, “there’s a ninety percent chance it will result in pregnancy.”

      I was speechless. Ninety percent? It was crazy. Unheard of. I had no idea what the birth rate for humans these days was, but it was low. So low the hospital had closed the maternity ward years ago. Even back when Mom got pregnant with Lena it had been considered near miraculous. Now, though, maybe one in fifty women were able to conceive.

      Unless they were with a Veilorian, apparently.

      Ione grabbed my arm, and I winced when her fingers dug into my flesh. “You can’t tell anyone, understand? Imagine what would happen if the average human got hold of this information. Imagine what Veronica Waters would do.”

      I nodded, still too shocked to speak.

      “Rye made me wait until after we were married because he didn’t want me to feel trapped.” Ione sucked in a deep breath like she was trying to calm herself. “He wanted to be sure I understood the consequences.”

      “It makes sense,” I said, finally finding my voice. “How does he feel about it now?”

      “He’s scared.” She glanced toward her husband, who was still talking to Lena but watching us. “He says he wishes we’d waited until after the election to get married. But how could we have known? Veronica Waters had seemed like such a non-issue. We had no way of predicting things would change so drastically so fast.”

      “She hasn’t been elected yet,” I said even though we both knew it was inevitable.

      “Yeah,” Ione murmured.

      The expression of fear on my cousin’s face made everything in me clench. I’d been terrified for her before, but now everything seemed twice as grave. Ione was pregnant, and a tyrant was about to be elected to the highest position in Polis. I couldn’t even pretend to guess what the future had in store for us.

      Lena finally noticed our absence, and she and Rye headed over to join us. My sister had managed to get her cup refilled while I was distracted, so I snatched it from her hand. She gave me a dirty look that made her resemble our mother more than I would have liked, but I wasn’t about to back down. Not only did she not need any more rum, but I was also desperately in need of something to distract me.

      I was in the middle of downing the contents when the perfect distraction slipped from the crowd only four feet in front of me.

      Our eyes met, and Finn stopped, frozen for a moment as if he found my presence as confusing and intoxicating as I found his. I still had the cup to my lips but seemed to have forgotten how to drink under his gaze, and as a result ended up nearly choking on the liquid.

      I started coughing, breaking the spell, and Ione patted my back.

      “You forget how to drink?” Lena said, laughing.

      She wasn’t far off.

      Rye noticed his cousin’s presence and called out to him.

      My cheeks hot, I forced myself to look away from the half-human chatting with his cousin. All around me, people danced and laughed. Lena and Ione were talking now that they were certain I wasn’t dying, but I suddenly felt as alone as a person lost in the wastelands.

      Finn didn’t come over to talk to me.

      A few other Veilorians showed up, and we were introduced. One of them was Kael, the guy I’d gone out with, but the others I couldn’t have put names to if I’d had a pulse rifle held to my head. All I could think about or focus on was Finn. He seemed to never take his eyes off me. He talked and laughed with his friends and cousin, drank cup after cup of rum, all the while watching me watch him.

      It was enough to drive me to distraction.
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      The sun had dipped low enough for the wall to obscure its rays, and lights had come on all around the city. The glow from candles and lanterns flickered across the crowd as the celebration continued, and the combined effects of that and the rum made my head spin. Or maybe it was Finn’s constant attention. Whatever the reason, I felt as if I was being tossed around by waves.

      I’d done my best to distract myself from him by focusing on the crowd, watching Veilorians, half-humans, and humans celebrate the twenty-second anniversary of the landing, when a familiar face caught my eye. At first, I couldn’t figure out who the woman was or why I seemed to recognize her. She was human and older, probably in her fifties, and thin, with short silver hair and a kind face. But I was certain we’d never met…

      Then it hit me. Kaitlin Murray. She was the spokesperson for the Veilorian Rights Party who’d been interviewed by Karl Winters. And she was here. In the District. On Landing Day.

      And she wasn’t alone.

      Kaitlin was holding a child, a girl who couldn’t be older than three but was gangly. The two were dancing and laughing, and the little girl’s yellow-orange eyes were shining with delight as Kaitlin spun in circles. Beside them stood a human woman with long, dark hair. She was dancing with a Veilorian man who towered over her, the two of them looking as free and happy as Kaitlin and the little girl.

      I grabbed my cousin’s arm. “Is that Kaitlin Murray?”

      Ione looked in the direction I nodded and smiled. “Yeah. She’s here a lot, actually. Not only is she in charge of the shipments coming into the District, but her daughter also happens to be married to a Veilorian.”

      Which meant the half-human girl was her granddaughter.

      “I had no idea,” I said.

      It was the first time in hours I’d been focused on anything other than Finn, and it was a welcome distraction. And not just because I felt like he had crawled inside me, but because it was nice to know some people stood up for what they believed in.

      “I have to pee!” Lena popped up out of nowhere, bouncing around the way she had when she was little and needed to use the bathroom.

      Her eyes were sparkling in the candlelight and slightly unfocused, and I realized that in my distraction over Finn, I hadn’t been paying enough attention. It looked like Lena had taken advantage of the situation by getting more to drink. I’d have to pay closer attention to her when she got back.

      “I’ll take her,” Ione said. “I could use a bathroom break myself.”

      “I’ll be here,” I told my cousin then leaned closer to her and added, “Don’t let Lena drink more rum.”

      “Seriously?” Ione rolled her eyes. “When has anyone been able to control Lena?”

      Before I could respond, she’d grabbed my sister’s arm and pulled her away. In seconds, the crowd had engulfed them, and I turned my attention back to Finn. Then cursed myself when I found his eyes still on me.

      Somehow, I managed to tear my gaze from his, but found it difficult to know what to focus on once I had. I glanced back to where I’d seen Kaitlin dancing with her granddaughter and found the older woman now deep in conversation with a Veilorian female. They looked to be about the same age even though the alien woman’s face was unlined, and I found myself wondering if this was the mother of the man Kaitlin’s daughter had married.

      The thought had just gone through my head when movement that seemed somehow out of place caught my eye. A guard was in the crowd, talking to a couple Veilorians. His back was to me, making it impossible to see his face until he started ushering the people from the throng and away from the city center. Brentwood.  His expression was strained, and his eyes were darting around, but he didn’t slow. Not even when his gaze briefly met mine.

      I watched until he disappeared then found myself scanning the people around me. Something that felt a lot like dread had gathered in my gut at the expression on Brentwood’s face, but I couldn’t say why. The party goers all looked as at ease and happy as they had since I first arrived, and my rum-soaked brain couldn’t think of a single reason they wouldn’t be. It was a celebration, after all. The biggest one of the year for Veilorians.

      Pushing my unease aside, I took another drink and once again found myself watching Finn. Who was, of course, still focused on me.

      The jubilation in the District was so loud that at first no one noticed the other noises. Slowly, though, as if emerging from a morning fog, the sounds rose higher, and the cheerfulness of the celebration began to fade as more and more people became aware of the change.

      At first, it was impossible to put a name to what I was hearing. It was like the roar of a sandstorm bearing down on the city or a swarm of desert bugs or something equally ominous, but as a hush fell over the crowd and the sounds grew louder and clearer, making it possible to hear it better, realization dawned.

      They were voices. Dozens of them all shouting and yelling at once. There was something else, too, though. A pounding that made no sense. Like a drum but different and not as uniform. Still, there was something familiar about it.

      Then it hit me. It was the pounding of feet. Dozens and dozens of feet running together. And they were getting closer.

      I spun in a circle, my heart hammering violently as I searched the crowd for Lena and Ione. My sister and cousin hadn’t been gone long, but I wanted to make sure they hadn’t returned. Shock and fear registered on the faces of the people surrounding me, but none of them were familiar. Even Kaitlin Murray seemed to have disappeared. Good. I didn’t know where Ione had taken Lena, but I had to pray it was safe and they stayed there. If something happened to my sister, I would never forgive myself.

      Bodies pushed against me as people began to panic. I stumbled forward, but falling was impossible thanks to the dense crowd. Still, that didn’t stop me from getting shoved again, then yet again in the opposite direction as people took off running. I spun in circles as I was pushed back and forth, trying to catch my bearing, trying to find a familiar face among the crowd, but everything was a blur. Even worse, the roar of the mob bearing down on us had gotten louder. I was too short to see if they’d arrived in the square, but I knew if they hadn’t yet, they would very soon. I had to get out of here. Had to get to safety. But I felt lost and trapped and totally disoriented.

      Out of nowhere, a cool hand clamped down on my arm, and I shrieked, lashing out instinctively as I spun toward whoever had grabbed me.

      “Ava,” Finn said, stopping my fist inches from slamming into his chest. “Are you okay?”

      His gaze swept over me as if scanning for injuries.

      I had to swallow before I could say, “I’m okay. Ione and Lena are gone, though. They went to the bathroom.”

      “Rye went to look for them. He told me to get you.”

      Something like pain twisted my insides at the thought that Finn had only come to my aid because his cousin told him to, but then I saw the expression in his eyes, the fear and concern on his face, and I knew it wasn’t true. He would have come for me either way.

      “What’s happening? I’m too short to see anything.”

      “I think the mob broke through the gate.” Finn looked up, over my head and the crowd, and his eyes darkened. “They’re armed with clubs and sticks. They look crazy.” I whimpered, and his focus returned to me. “We have to go. Now.”

      Before I could respond, he’d started moving, elbowing his way through the throng of people as he pulled me after him. His grip was tight but not painful, and his steps steady. Just like he was.

      The crowd was a blur of fear and panic. Parents clinging to children rushed by, their faces masks of fear, their cheeks stained with tears. I felt like a child myself, both because of the way the crowd swallowed me up and because of my inability to get my terror in check. The fear wasn’t just for me, though. It was for my sister and cousin, for Rye and Finn, and for every Veilorian I passed who was at risk of being beaten to death by the angry mob bearing down on us.

      Occasionally, a break in the crowd afforded me a glimpse of the very people we were running from. Compared to the Veilorians, the humans who’d raided the District looked worn and ragged, their rage making them appear dark and sinister. But it wasn’t just the mob I caught sight of. The guards were here as well, mixed in among the crowd but doing very little to stop the madness. A couple times I caught sight of a uniformed man subduing a human, but more often than not the guards were merely watching the whole thing unfold. It reminded me of what Dean had said to me at the gate, of the warning Brentwood had issued. Had they known this was going to happen? Had they allowed the mob to get the upper hand?

      I didn’t want to think about it.

      Finn broke through the thickest part of the crowd and pulled me down a street. Behind us, screams rang through the air and echoed off the buildings, and I looked back, trying to figure out what was happening. I couldn’t see a thing.

      Finn pulled harder, forcing me to keep moving as he charged down another road then turned again, leading me deeper into the District and away from the square.

      “Where are we going?” I huffed.

      “Somewhere safe,” was his only reply.

      Two figures, both Veilorian, rushed from a street in front of us, followed quickly by a few humans. The men were holding clubs, just like Finn had said, and they were hot on the aliens’ trail.

      Finn pushed me against the wall, curling his large body around mine as he waited for the people to disappear.

      Imprisoned by his heat, I found myself staring up at him. His face was close to mine, but turned away, his eyes focused on the road in front of us. Still, I studied him. I’d never been this close to him before, never noticed the one-inch scar below his right ear or the way the corners of his mouth turned down slightly.

      “They’re gone,” he said less than a minute later, almost to himself.

      Without looking at me, he grabbed my arm and took off running again.

      I kept up with him somehow, but it wasn’t easy. He was so much taller than I was, his strides so much longer, that by the time he pushed me down a narrow, dark alley and forced me to kneel, my calves were burning.

      Finn followed me into the tight space, pulling a crate in behind us.

      “We should be okay here,” he said, kneeling.

      I was gasping, so it took a second to collect myself enough to say, “Why didn’t we go to your house?”

      Finn looked my way for the first time since we’d fled the square. “I was afraid they might go there looking for me. They could have information that would tell them where all the halflings in the District live.” His expression darkened when he said the word. “If they do, going to my house would put us in even more danger.”

      “What makes you think that’s why they’re here?”

      Finn looked away. “Just a hunch.”

      He was lying, but before I could call him out on it, footsteps pounded down the street.

      Finn stiffened and scooted closer to me, although I wasn’t sure if he was aware of the gesture because his eyes were focused on the road. Only a little was visible from our hiding place, but it was enough to see Brentwood when he appeared.

      He was running, a Veilorian child in his arms while he held the hand of another who couldn’t be more than eight. Behind him, a group of a half a dozen aliens and half-humans of all ages followed, their expressions more terrified than I had ever seen.

      What the hell was happening?

      They were gone before I could come to a conclusion, moving out of sight and their footsteps fading to nothing only moments later. Finn, who’d watched it all happen in silence, looked at me. I shrugged, as confused as he was.

      He shifted closer when more footsteps broke the silence, and a few seconds later, a group of guards came into view. There were three of them, and even with his face shielded by a helmet, I recognized Dean.

      “You sure they went this way?” he asked the other men.

      “I saw that halfling drag her down this street.”

      “If that alien scum touches her, I’ll skin him alive,” Dean said through gritted teeth.

      One of the other guards chuckled. “Not going to lie. Seeing one of those bastards bleed out would make my day. Hell, my year.”

      Finn’s body stiffened, and without thinking, I put my hand on his arm.

      His gaze moved from the street to my hand, then to my face. Like the entire time we’d been in the square, I felt trapped by the look. There was something else, too. It was the thing we’d been fighting since the moment we met. A mutual attraction that was undeniable and all-consuming. And wrong in more ways than either of us could articulate.

      The spell was broken when Dean spit on the ground and said, “Shut the fuck up, Miller.”

      “Just saying what everyone is thinking,” the guard grumbled.

      “Right now, all I’m thinking about is making sure my girl is safe,” Dean snapped. “Let’s keep moving.”

      He took off, the guard who’d said nothing only a few steps behind him, and Miller followed, shaking his head and grumbling under his breath.

      Once they’d disappeared from sight, Finn relaxed, but he didn’t look at me again. “We should hang out here for a bit longer. Make sure things have settled down.”

      When I found it difficult to form words, I swallowed. “How will we know?”

      “We won’t. Not for sure.”

      He said nothing else, and after a few seconds of silence, I realized my calves had begun to ache from crouching for so long. I shifted so I was sitting, pressing my back against the wall and doing my best to get comfortable. It wasn’t easy. The sun was down, and without the crowd of bodies that had surrounded me in the square, a chill began to settle over me. The city always cooled off at night, but being in the shadowy alley only made it worse, and within minutes goose bumps had popped up on my skin. I crossed my arms in an attempt to keep warm, but it was useless, and it wasn’t long before I was shivering.

      Finn finally looked my way. “Are you cold?”

      “Aren’t you?” I asked through chattering teeth.

      “No.” He shifted, but I didn’t know what he was doing until he’d pulled his shirt off and held it out to me. “Veilorians aren’t warm-blooded like humans, and my body temperature regulates itself based on the climate.”

      I took the shirt gratefully and slipped it over my head. “I didn’t know that.”

      Vaguely, from somewhere in the back of my mind, I remembered learning that there had once been cold-blooded animals. Maybe there still were. It wasn’t like we had any in the city. The animals that hadn’t died off centuries ago were all wild and dangerous and lived in the wastelands. It wasn’t like movies from the past where humans had learned how to tame animals or even reveled in seeing them. Now, they were terrifying and fierce. Dangerous.

      “It’s why we don’t have hair all over on our bodies the way humans do,” Finn said. “Only our head, eyebrows, and eyelashes.”

      Distracted from the thought of pets, my gaze moved to his bare chest, thinking about him answering his door with no shirt on, about how I’d fallen into his arms. When a flush moved up my neck to my cheeks, I said a silent prayer of thanks that the alley was too dark for him to see me.

      “I hadn’t noticed until now.”

      “Really?” Through the thick shadows, I could just make it out when Finn’s eyebrows lifted in surprise. “You must not be very observant.”

      “It’s really not that obvious,” I protested. “Most of your body is covered by clothes.”

      A barely discernable smile pulled up his lips. “I seem to remember a time not that long ago when you were pressed up against my bare chest.”

      I felt yet another flush spread across my cheeks, but this one didn’t contain itself to my face. It moved down my neck and over my body.

      I had to force myself to roll my eyes. “Your body hair wasn’t at the forefront of my thoughts that day.”

      “Just my body?” he said, his smile growing wider.

      Even though my face got hotter, I couldn’t stop from laughing. “You wish.”

      Finn grew serious. “The idea of a human lusting after me definitely wasn’t something I ever wished for. Believe me.”

      The words were like having a bucket of ice water dumped on my head.

      I looked away, humiliated and angry and hurt. “I keep forgetting how abhorrent I am to you.”

      “Ava,” he said with a sigh. When I wouldn’t look at him, he grabbed my chin and turned my face in his direction. “Believe me when I say you are anything but abhorrent to me. As shocking as I may find it, it’s the truth.”

      I swallowed but couldn’t find my voice to respond. Of course, denying the attraction between us wasn’t necessary, because I knew how I felt was as clear as day. Just like the attraction he felt for me was. Sharing those feelings wasn’t the problem. It was what to do with them. It was how to find a way to make it work in this world.

      It was impossible, which was why leaving everything we were feeling unsaid was our only option.

      I pulled my chin from his grasp and focused on the street.

      “Why didn’t I ever meet you before Ione and Rye got married?” I asked after a few seconds of silence. I never was able to keep my mouth shut, and now was no exception. “I mean, they dated for six months, but you were never around.”

      Finn glanced my way out of the corner of his eye, not turning his head. “I wasn’t interested in meeting her.”

      “Oh.” Against my will, the word came out hard and bitter.

      “It isn’t like that,” Finn said with a long sigh, “not completely, anyway.”

      “Explain it to me, then,” I replied, my words no less cold. “Tell me what it’s like.”

      He exhaled again, only this time it sounded more annoyed than before. “I had a friend who got involved with a human, and it didn’t go well.”

      I turned toward him, but his face was shadowed by the darkness, making it impossible to read his expression.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      “Nothing that unusual,” he said. “She told her family, and they were furious. They gave her an ultimatum, but she didn’t know what to do. After months of going back and forth, she eventually killed herself. She called my friend before she did it and told him she couldn’t choose. He was devastated.”

      It wasn’t what I’d expected, and it made all my anger melt away.

      It also made me think about the story Dean had told me.

      Had that girl been his sister? Was that the weird connection he and Finn seemed to have?

      “Anyway, I just didn’t want to have to go through that again,” Finn said before I could ask. “It didn’t happen to me directly, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t horrible. Raif was devastated, and he blamed himself.”

      Understanding dawned on me. “You were worried about what would happen to Rye if Ione had to choose between her family and him.”

      “I was worried he was wasting his time,” Finn snapped. “Do you know how many times I’ve seen Veilorians get their hearts broken by humans who are just looking for a thrill? It’s a fad. That’s all we are to most of you. You come in here so you can brag about it at school, but you don’t see us as actual people.”

      His words were bitter, but his expression gave him away. It was about more than that and we both knew it.

      “That isn’t fair, Ione—”

      “I’m only telling you what I’ve seen, Ava,” he said, cutting me off. “You can’t understand where I’m coming from, so don’t pretend you can.”

      I sat back, hurt and frustrated and confused, but unable to deny he was right. Ione was different, and I was different even if Finn hadn’t accepted it yet, but most of the humans who came into the District did it on a dare. They didn’t see the Veilorians as equals, and they never would.

      “I’m sorry that happened to your friend,” I whispered.

      “So am I,” he replied, and for the first time today he refused to look my way.

      We were quiet after that, listening to the distant sounds and trying to decipher what they meant. There was a lot of yelling, the occasional scream, but from this far away those were the only noises I could identify.

      Soon, the sounds began to grow fainter and less frequent, finally tapering off until there was nothing. The silence was almost more unnerving than the screams had been.

      I waited a bit longer before saying, “You think things might have died down?”

      Finn exhaled. “Yeah.”

      “Should we go?”

      “We should,” he said.

      He got to his feet, pausing for a moment before pushing the crate away from the small opening. Once he had, I pulled myself up, thankful he hadn’t offered to help me. His nearness was hard enough to resist, and the last thing I wanted was to feel his skin against mine.

      Before leaving the alley, I pressed Finn’s shirt to my nose and inhaled, breathing in his scent. Then I pulled it over my head.

      “Thank you,” I said when I held it out to him.

      I didn’t meet his gaze as he took it. “You’re welcome, Ava.”

      His voice was strained, but he stood as tall and straight as ever, giving nothing away.

      Unlike when we’d fled, we didn’t touch as we made our way back through the District to the city center, although to say I was unaware of every move Finn made and every breath he let out would have been a lie. I was conscious of it all, took it all in the way a dying person takes in the last few moments they have with their loved ones. Savoring it like I would never get to experience it again.

      All thoughts of Finn were erased the second we stepped into the square and the full extent of what had happened slammed into me. I’d known there would be destruction, but I’d been totally unprepared for the carnage in front of me.

      Most of the mob must have fled on their own, because there were very few humans left. The guards had rounded up those still present, and they now sat in a line, their hands secured behind their backs but their rage no more restrained than it had been before. It radiated off them like heat off the desert floor in the wastelands.

      The group consisted completely of men, and while some of their faces were bruised or bloodied, most seemed not to have a scratch on them. I knew why. There were no weapons in the District, and it was unlikely many Veilorians would fight back unless absolutely necessary. They all knew any violence against a human would be dealt with swiftly and harshly. Even if it was in self-defense.

      The people who’d been celebrating when the mob broke in hadn’t fared as well. It was dark in the square, most of the candles and lanterns having been snuffed out during the conflict, but there was enough light to see the carnage clearly. Injured Veilorians sat on the ground, some holding arms or heads, their skin streaked in blue. I’d known Veilorians had blue blood, but I’d never seen the evidence with my own eyes before now, and the sight sent a jolt through me.

      While most of the injuries seemed minor, not everyone had gotten off so easily. I counted three unmoving bodies. Two of them obviously Veilorian, but I couldn’t say for sure just by looking at the third one. She was female and smaller, but whether she was a child or human, I didn’t know, and since she was lying on her stomach, I couldn’t see her face.

      What did stand out was the dark, wavy hair.

      “No,” I said as fear gripped my heart.

      Like me, Finn moved toward the body. He was faster and reached it first, and I’d just knelt beside the unmoving woman when he turned her over. Her arm flopped to the ground and lifeless blue eyes stared up at nothing, and I let out a strangled cry when relief and guilt rushed through me.

      “It isn’t Ione. It isn’t Lena,” I gasped, my fear whooshing out with the words.

      “They’re okay.” Finn stood, grabbing my arm and pulling me with him. “They’re probably at home waiting for us. Worried. We should go.”

      “Yes,” I managed to get out.

      Finn and I headed for the nearest staircase and climbed. I moved on autopilot, not registering where we were going, and in no time the house came into view. Once it did, I moved faster, pushing past Finn in my hurry to reach the two most important people in my life. I didn’t even bother knocking, but shoved the door open the second I reached the house and rushed inside.

      Lena and Ione were sitting on the couch, and they both jumped to their feet when they saw me.

      “You’re okay!” I cried, rushing to them.

      I threw one arm around my sister and the other around my cousin, crying with relief.

      “I was so worried about you,” Lena said as Ione sobbed. “Rye said you were with Finn, but I didn’t believe him. I thought you were hurt.”

      “I’m okay,” I said, “we’re all okay.”

      After a couple minutes, Finn cleared his throat. “Where’s Rye?”

      Ione extracted herself from my embrace and turned to face him. “He went looking for you.”

      Finn nodded as he took a step toward the door. “I should go find him.” His gaze moved to me for a moment, the hesitation in his eyes plain as day, but it was gone in a second and he’d turned. “I’ll be back.”

      He ducked out the door without telling me goodbye.

      I turned to Lena and looked her over. “You’re okay? Nothing happened?”

      “I’m fine,” my sister insisted.

      “We got lucky,” Ione said. “We were in the house using the bathroom when we heard the noise. I didn’t even have time to make it to the door before Rye had burst in. He locked the door and refused to let us leave.”

      “What happened?” Lena asked.

      “It was the mob from the street. They must have gotten past the guards and broken the gate down or something. They attacked the people in the streets, even killed a few.”

      “Oh my God,” my cousin gasped, while at her side Lena’s eyes widened in fear.

      All I could do was nod.
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      “I know this is something you don’t want to hear right now,” Rye started, speaking slowly as if trying to choose his words carefully. “But it needs to be said.”

      I sat sandwiched between Ione and Lena, holding my sister’s hand while my cousin patted my leg almost absentmindedly. It felt like hours had passed since Finn and I returned to the house, but it probably hadn’t been that long. Maybe an hour at the most.

      “What?” Ione was the first to respond.

      Behind Rye, Finn stood leaning against the wall, his arms crossed and his face a mask of contemplation. As usual, I couldn’t stop my gaze from straying to him even as I waited for Rye to go on.

      The cousins exchanged a look before Rye cleared his throat. “I think it would be safer for Ava if she didn’t come into the District for a while.”

      I sat up straighter just as Ione said, “What are you saying?”

      “She’s risking her life every time she comes here,” Rye said. “What if someone in the mob is armed next time? What if they stabbed her? Is that what you want?”

      “No!” Ione shook her head until her hair tumbled from its messy bun. “You think I want her to die for me?”

      “I know you don’t,” her husband replied, softening his voice. “I know that’s not what you want, which is why I’m bringing it up. Think about what she’s risking, Ione.”

      I swallowed, the full extent of what could happen hitting me.

      Firearms were illegal in Polis unless you had an official government job as a guard or were part of the brute squad, and their existence had all but been eradicated decades ago, but Rye had a good point. Knives were everywhere. What was stopping someone from bringing one to the gate? What if someone grabbed me as I was trying to enter? No one would rush to the aid of a species traitor like me.

      Ione gnawed on her bottom lip. Her hand was still on my leg, but she’d stopped patting it, and she looked almost lost as she thought the whole thing through. I understood. Other than Lena, Ione was the person I’d always been closest to, and I hated the idea of giving her up. But we all had to acknowledge the truth of the matter. Coming here was dangerous, and it was getting worse every day.

      “We still have phones,” I said after a few minutes of tense silence.

      Rye physically relaxed, and behind him Finn turned his gaze to the floor. I couldn’t tell what he was thinking, but he seemed torn between relief and disappointment at the knowledge that I wouldn’t be coming into the District again.

      Ione swallowed, and I could see the tears welling in her eyes even as she tried to blink them away. “I can’t believe it’s come to this.”

      “I know,” I whispered. I let go of Lena’s hand for the first time since we sat down and shifted so I was facing my cousin, wrapping my arms around her. “It’s not forever. It isn’t. Things will calm down. Even if Waters wins, people will get tired of picketing outside the District and move on to something else.”

      “You think?” Ione murmured against my shoulder.

      “I do,” I said, trying to believe my own words. “They can’t hold on to their anger forever. Once she’s elected, they’ll let it drop and trust her to take the next steps. They have to.”

      My cousin nodded.

      Her face was turned away from her husband and Finn, but I was facing them, so I saw the look they exchanged. Like me, they didn’t believe it, but they said nothing to contradict me. They probably wanted Ione to remain calm. Of all of us, she was risking the most. Not only had she given up her human family to marry a Veilorian, but now she was pregnant with a half-human.

      I clung to her tighter when fear squeezed my heart in its weighty grasp. I had to be right. For Ione’s sake.
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      We said our goodbyes a short time later, me giving Ione another hug before doing the same with Rye. It was the first time I’d hugged my cousin’s husband, but given the circumstances, it seemed right. When I turned to face Finn, who was still leaning against the wall with his arms crossed, I found myself at a loss for what to do. We were on better terms, and not just because there was an unmistakable attraction between us, but because we’d earned one another’s respect. But hugging him didn’t feel right, and shaking his hand felt too stiff and formal.

      I settled for giving him a tentative smile. “Thanks again for saving my ass earlier.”

      “You’re welcome, Ava.”

      As always, hearing my name on his lips sent a thrill through my body, and when Lena headed for the door, I had to force myself to break the hold his gaze had on me and follow. This wouldn’t be the last time we met, I knew that deep in my core, but stepping outside felt very final.

      The sky was full dark now, the stars above us twinkling and the District quieter than I’d ever heard it. Usually, there was some noise. Talking or laughter, quiet music from a house. Tonight, there was nothing. It was as if the entire city was in mourning, and I couldn’t blame them. People had died here, died needlessly, and there was sure to be more heartache down the road. Anyone who’d been in denial before the attack couldn’t be any longer.

      “I knew coming here was a bad idea,” Lena said as we reached the ground and headed for the gate.

      “You just came on a bad night,” I said with a sigh. “To me, coming here has always felt like a refuge. Like a little utopia hidden in the horror of this world. Not anymore. Now it’s as broken and scary as the rest of Polis.”

      My sister looked at me doubtfully. “You should see some of my friends’ houses. That’s a real refuge.”

      It didn’t happen often because I loved Lena so completely, but in moments like this I had a hard time liking the girl she was becoming. She was so selfish sometimes. So focused on improving her position that she couldn’t see the people around her clearly. Not even me.

      The gate came into view, and we were able to see firsthand what the mob had done to make it inside. It looked as if the door had been ripped off, but I couldn’t imagine how. The gate, which had been sturdy, was now a mangled mess of metal. It couldn’t have been an explosion—we would have heard that—so maybe they’d used some kind of auto to tear it down.

      Guards lingered around the now wide-open gate, pulse rifles at the ready in case there was more trouble, and my mind went to Dean for the first time since Finn and I saw him in the street. It hadn’t occurred to me to look for him before because I’d been too focused on finding my family. But maybe it should have once I was certain Ione and Lena were safe. He’d been looking for me, after all, and he’d sounded concerned. Even if his worry had been ill placed.

      I searched the men standing around as we stopped to have our chips scanned but didn’t see anyone I knew. Since it was late, I decided it wasn’t worth the time it would take to track Dean down. Our mother would be waiting for us, especially after seeing the news, and I needed to get Lena home.

      First, though, we had to get our stories straight.

      “We cannot, no matter what, admit to Mom we were here,” I said as we crossed out of the District and headed for home. “Understand?”

      “Don’t worry.” My sister exaggerated the words. “I have no intention of telling anyone I was here.”

      “We need to think of a good lie, though,” I mumbled, not sure what our mother would believe.

      “We went to a party.” Lena shrugged like the idea of a party was totally normal, which for her, it was. Just not for me. “My friend had a party, and you tagged along.”

      “Yeah,” I said, forcing a smile. “She’ll believe that.”

      Lena grinned.

      The news was blaring when we stepped inside the house, and it only took two seconds of listening to confirm our mother was watching coverage of the attack on the District. Lena and I exchanged a look, and I could see my own worry reflected in her eyes. The hover cameras had been everywhere. What were the odds we’d been caught on film?

      The sound cut out and mom called, “Lena? Ava?”

      “It’s us, Mom,” my sister said.

      A second later, she appeared in the doorway separating the kitchen from the living room, glass in hand and eyes already narrowed. “Where have you been? I’ve been out of my mind.”

      The way her eyes snapped back and forth between us gave her suspicions away. It also didn’t make her look worried. More like on the verge of exploding.

      “We went to a party,” Lena said, sounding almost bored. “Ava needed a break.”

      Mom narrowed her eyes even more. “You weren’t in the District?”

      “The District?” My sister rolled her eyes. “Are you serious? Why would we go there? I mean, have you seen the crazies picketing outside the fence? No, thanks.”

      “To see Ione, of course,” Mom said.

      Lena rewarded her with another eye roll, this one twice as exaggerated. “Seriously, Mom, I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      I’d never known my sister could lie so smoothly, but the even way she said it all made even me believe her words. It also made me wonder how many times she’d lied to me.

      “Good.” Mom headed back into the living room, the ice cubes in her glass clinking as she called over her shoulder, “There was an attack on the District tonight. Some humans managed to get inside.”

      Before we could respond, the news was once again booming. Lena shot me a grin and headed to the living room, but I stayed where I was, listening to the coverage.

      “Mayor Gunderson is expected to address the city tomorrow morning, while his opponent has already given a statement.”

      Suddenly, the voice of Veronica Waters filled the room. “What happened tonight in the District was inevitable and a direct result of Mayor Gunderson’s inability to understand the danger we’re in. If he’d made humans his priority over his multiple terms, this wouldn’t have happened. Instead, he chose to live with blinders on, unable or unwilling to see the invaders for the danger they are. The humans who stormed the District were not in the right, and they should be dealt with accordingly, but they were driven to these extreme measures. Things have gone on like this for too long, and as your next mayor, I promise I will do everything in my power to put humans first. Always.”

      Listening to that woman’s voice made my skin crawl, and hearing her words had my stomach churning, but there was nothing I could do about it. Especially not in the middle of the night.

      I’d just taken a step toward the hallway leading to my room when a knock made me freeze. It was late, too late for visitors. Did this have something to do with Lena and me being in the District tonight? Were they questioning all humans who’d been inside the walls?

      My heart was in my throat as I glanced toward the living room. The viewing screen was at full volume, so it was doubtful my mother had heard the knock. Lena, too, had to be unaware that someone was at the door. If they were here trying to get information about what had happened in the District, they would want to talk to her, too. What if they dragged us out of here for questioning? What if, for some crazy reason, they thought we were involved, and it went on my sister’s record? I couldn’t let that happen. Couldn’t let her life be tarnished because we’d gone into the District. I had to take full responsibility. Had to make sure Lena was okay. Even if it meant I wasn’t.

      Another knock sounded, and I moved to the door, hoping to get it before anyone else heard. My hand was shaking when I turned the knob, and I felt certain I was about to be questioned as a possible terrorist. But when I managed to force myself to pull the door open, the sight I was met with made me freeze.

      Dean stood on my doorstep, dressed in civilian clothes.

      He blinked when he saw me then let out a deep breath. “Shit, Ava, you scared me.”

      For a moment, I thought he meant I’d startled him when I opened the door, and since he’d been the one to knock, I couldn’t quite figure out why. Then it hit me. I’d scared him because I’d left the District without telling him I was all right.

      Dean looked past me into the dark house. “Is your sister okay?”

      “Yes,” I said, my voice barely above a whisper.

      I stepped out, glancing back to make sure no one was paying attention, then pulled the door shut behind me. “You can’t be here. My mom doesn’t know we were there tonight. She can’t know, or she’ll kick me out.”

      “Your mom doesn’t support the Veilorians?” Dean asked, sounding somewhat shocked.

      “No. She hates them.”

      He shook his head like he didn’t understand, but instead of asking about my mother, said, “Why didn’t you find me, so I knew you were okay?”

      “I didn’t think about it,” I said before I could stop myself.

      There I went again, saying whatever popped into my head without considering the consequences.

      Dean grimaced, and I immediately went on damage control.

      “I mean, I wasn’t with Ione and Lena when it happened, and all I could think about was finding them.”

      “Why? Where were you?” he asked, his words slow and calculated and his eyes narrowed on my face.

      I thought about seeing him in the alley and how he’d known I was with Finn, and it occurred to me that Dean suspected I’d been sneaking around with another guy. A half-human, of all people.

      “I was in the square, but they weren’t. Lena had to use the bathroom, so Ione had taken her back to their house. Thankfully, Finn found me and helped me hide.”

      “Oh. Yeah. That was lucky.” Dean exhaled and ran his hand down his face. “God, what a night. You can’t believe the mess we had to clean up.”

      “Were a lot of people hurt?” I asked, remembering the scene Finn and I had come upon in the square.

      “More than two dozen injured, four dead. Only one human, though, so that’s lucky.”

      I cringed, both from the memory of the human girl’s blank eyes, as well as Dean’s callous words.

      “I’m sure the families of the Veilorians who died don’t feel very lucky right now.”

      He rolled his eyes. “It’s too late to get into this again, Ava. I just came to check on you.”

      The door opened behind me, and I stiffened, expecting my mom.

      “Ava?” Lena said, and I was able to relax.

      I turned to face my sister. “Hey. Dean just came to make sure we were okay.”

      Lena pulled the door shut behind her and smiled up at Dean. “How nice of you.”

      “Glad someone appreciates me,” he said, trying to hide his bitter words with a smile but failing.

      Of course, he was right. He’d come here in the middle of the night when he had to be exhausted just so he could make sure I was okay, and I hadn’t even thanked him.

      “I do appreciate it,” I said, trying to reassure him. “I’m just tired and overwhelmed. It was a pretty stressful night for me, too, and not just because of the attack. I’ve made up my mind that I can’t go into the District for a while. It’s just too dangerous.”

      What could only be described as extreme relief shone in Dean’s eyes. “Thank God you’re finally willing to listen to reason.”

      Like him, I was too tired to rehash a conversation we’d already had a dozen times, and it occurred to me that talking to him at all was getting more and more tedious.

      Not that I was going to address any of that right now.

      “Thanks again for checking on us, but I think I need to turn in. I have to work tomorrow, and my job is exhausting enough when I get a full night’s sleep.”

      Dean nodded. “Okay. I’ll talk to you tomorrow?”

      “Sure,” I said.

      He shot Lena a smile, which she returned with a dazzling and flirty one of her own. “Thanks for checking on us.”

      Dean blinked like he wasn’t sure he was reading her right. He was. “You’re welcome.”

      He looked between us one more time before turning away, and Lena and I headed back inside. Thankfully, the viewing screen was still on, and Mom hadn’t noticed our late-night visitor. The last thing I needed right now was an argument, but I knew I wouldn’t be able to avoid it if she started in on me. Even if I had decided I needed to take a break from the District, I refused to back down from what I believed in. Ever.
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      Only six days after the attack, voting day finally arrived.

      I stopped at the polls on my way to work and was glad to find that although long, the lines were moving quickly. It was only the second election I’d voted in, but the last one had been nothing like this. I’d walked in, done my civic duty, and left. No wait. The number of people who’d turned out for this one was unreal, but I tried to tell myself it wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. Some of these people might have come out to vote against Veronica Waters. They could be pro-Veilorian rights and too afraid to speak up in public, instead choosing to show their support at the polls.

      It was a long shot, but I couldn’t give up hope quite yet.

      Every viewing screen I passed on my way to work was lit up, as well as the ones inside the building and even on the motobus. Usually, they were reserved for government propaganda, announcements, and the rare mayoral address. Now, though, they displayed the numbers as the votes rolled in. In real time.

      It wasn’t close. Not even in the beginning. Waters was ahead sixty-two percent to thirty percent before I’d even donned my protective suit, with eight percent of the population throwing their votes to candidates I’d never heard of. By the time my shift on the cleaning crew was over, the gap had grown wider. Seventy-four percent when I exited the decontamination shower, and eighty-one by the time I’d cleaned up and redressed. I caught glimpses of the numbers on viewing screens throughout the city as I walked, and each time her lead had grown by two or three percent. It was disheartening, even if I wasn’t surprised.

      It had been nearly a week since I’d seen Ione, and I knew going near the District today was a bad idea, but I couldn’t help myself. In fact, I was two streets away before I even realized what I was doing. It wasn’t too late to turn around, I told myself. It would be the smart thing to do.

      Still, I kept moving in that direction.

      The closer I got, the faster I moved, drawn not just by the need to see it, but by the sounds coming from that direction. The crowds gathered outside the gate had been angry over the past few weeks, but this was something different. I couldn’t quite figure what it was over the normal city sounds—the roar of engines and horns—I just knew something had changed.

      I turned the corner, bringing not only the wall into view but the people crowded onto the street as well. There were easily a couple hundred, more than ever before, and they were cheering, dancing, and even singing, and the thump of music was just audible under the roar of voices. It was so strange and different than anything else I’d seen on this street.

      It was a party, I finally realized as I scanned the crowd. Not just any party, though. Veronica Waters had moved her campaign hub—she was on that damn stage again—and people had gathered to celebrate her election. Voting wasn’t over since the polls would be open for another two hours, and even then, they didn’t usually call the election until close to midnight. Yet these people were already acting as if she’d won.

      A portable viewing screen had been set up on the side of a nearby building, displaying the current numbers, and the sight made everything inside me turn to ice. Eighty-six percent. Waters had almost ninety percent of the vote.

      No, the voting wasn’t over, not technically, but the election was. Waters had won, and tomorrow I would wake to a different world.

      It made me sick to my stomach, and even though I’d worked hard to avoid my mother as much as possible lately, all I wanted to do was get home. Of course, that meant walking down this street, and while I didn’t think there was any real danger as long as I didn’t try to go into the District—which I’d be a fool to do today—the idea of being near people celebrating the election of such a despicable person was repulsive.

      I did, though, tentatively at first, and then faster when no one seemed to notice my presence. The stink of unwashed bodies assaulted me as I pushed my way through the crowd. Dirt and the musky scent of body odor combined with the smells of the city, making my stomach roll. To avoid the crowd, I pushed out as I walked, moving closer to the wall so that by the time I emerged from the throng I was practically in front of the recently repaired gate. The guards were relaxed today, talking and smoking, a few even smiling as they watched the party.

      I scanned the men until I spotted a familiar face. Dean didn’t see me. He was too busy watching the party going on at my back, so I stayed still for a moment, observing him in a way I couldn’t when we were together. It felt slightly voyeuristic, watching him like this without him realizing it, but I was curious how he really felt.

      He was smiling, his focus on the partiers as he said something to the guard at his side. The other man laughed, and Dean joined in, and I waited longer, wanting to see some sign that the man I’d been dating was disgusted by this celebration. There was none.

      Finally, he tore his gaze from the crowd and looked my way, almost like he’d sensed me watching. When he spotted me, his body tensed and his smile faded, and he took a step closer, his hands tightening on the pulse rifle, which before had looked like little more than a prop an actor would hold. Now, though, as he moved in my direction, it looked deadly.

      “Ava, what the hell are you doing here?” he said in a low voice when he stopped in front of me.

      “I was just walking home.”

      He relaxed a little, but not much. “You weren’t planning to go in?” This time, the words were even quieter, and his gaze darted past me as if checking to make sure no one was paying attention. “You said you weren’t going back in for a while.”

      “I’m not,” I said, the words practically catching in my throat. “Not for a while.”

      Dean let out a relieved exhale. “Good. Listen, I understand how you feel, and I know this is going to be hard, but it’s not the end of the world.”

      Not for us, I wanted to say but instead kept quiet.

      “Things will settle down eventually. In the meantime, you can talk to Ione on the phone.”

      He said it as if that was the same thing, as if I shouldn’t worry about my cousin’s safety, and it suddenly made me loathe him. Despise him as much as the people partying behind me, as much as I detested Veronica Waters and people like my mother who hated for no reason.

      Dean gave me a smile. “See you tonight after I get off?”

      “I don’t think so.” I had to clench my fists to stop from slapping him, and I took a step back before I did something stupid. “I’m not in the mood.”

      His smile faltered. “Okay.” He pressed his lips together, and behind his face shield I could see the uncertainty in his eyes, but I didn’t care. “Another night?”

      “Sure,” I mumbled, feeling torn.

      On one hand, the idea of going out with him again felt even more repulsive than joining the party at my back. On the other hand, he was my link to the District. He would be able to let me know when it was safe to visit Ione again, and he might even have some inside information I could share with my cousin. It could keep her safe.

      When he gave me a sympathetic smile, I did my best to return it. “I’ll call you tomorrow.”

      “Okay,” I mumbled as I turned away.
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        * * *

      

      The viewing screen was blaring when I stepped through the front door—no surprise there—and the cheery voice of Veronica Waters as she applauded the voters for recognizing the real problem facing our city made me cringe. Mom was nowhere in sight, but Lena was leaning against the doorway separating the living room from the small kitchen. She turned when I walked in, her arms crossed and a neutral, almost bored, expression on her face.

      “Can you believe this circus?” she asked.

      “No, I can’t. I knew she would win, but I didn’t think it would be by such a big margin.”

      “They called it already,” Lena said, nodding to the screen.

      My shoulders slumped as if she’d just thrown something heavy on my back. “I’m not surprised. It was a landslide.”

      “Mayor Waters says her first order of business will be to work with the Veilorian officials to get a census of the humans and halflings,” Lena didn’t even cringe when she said the word, “living in the District.”

      “What then?” I asked. “What will she do once she knows?”

      My sister only shrugged, but she still looked totally bored. As if she’d rather be out partying and ignoring the real issues in this world.

      Mom chose that moment to come into the kitchen, an empty glass in hand. She was smiling in a way I’d never seen before. It stretched across her face and made the already deep lines and wrinkles bottom out until they looked like canyons cutting across her yellowing skin.

      “Why so glum?” She elbowed Lena on her way past. “We won!”

      She was humming, not looking my way. I should have been thankful she was too happy to pay attention to me, but I couldn’t be.

      “You won,” I corrected her.

      Lena rolled her eyes and sighed.

      Mom’s cheerful tune cut off mid-note, and she slowly turned to face me. The movement was as calculated as an animal stalking its prey. “I’ve warned you. I will not have a species traitor in my house. This is your last warning, Ava. Three strikes, and you’re out. I don’t want to hear another word about Veilorians or your cousin unless it’s to condemn them all.”

      Lena stood straight, dropping her arms to her sides. “You would kick her out? You’d do that to your own daughter?”

      Mom stared at me as she said, “Your sister knows what she’s risking.”

      I did, and despite my earlier doubt, I thought Mom might be serious. What was worse, I didn’t have anywhere to go the way Ione had. She’d risked it all to be with the man she loved, but I didn’t have that. If Mom kicked me out, I’d be even more dependent on the government than I was now, and that was assuming they’d help. If I was lucky, I’d get a room in a crowded halfway house with a bunch of other burnouts, but more than likely I’d end up on the streets.

      “I won’t see her again,” I said, my voice low.

      “Good.” Mom turned away but had only taken two steps before she looked back. “Set a good example for your sister, Ava. Lena is still young and impressionable. She needs to know what’s important in this world, and she looks to you as much as she looks to me for answers. Show her what’s right.”

      I didn’t move even after she’d disappeared, and the viewing screen was once again blasting through the house. Even the animated voice of Mayor Waters couldn’t erase what my mother had just said. Out of everything, that last sentence stood out.

      Show her what’s right.

      The truth of that statement rang loud and clear. I was the only person in Lena’s life who could teach her what was important. No one else would do it, and if I backed down now, either out of fear or selfishness, what would that make me? A coward.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, I put my fury at my mother aside and sat in the living room with her—a good distance between us—as the news covered the new mayor heading into the District. She was flanked by soldiers, something that seemed like overkill considering the Veilorians had no weapons, and for the first time in history, hover cameras were allowed inside the walls to document the proceedings.

      They panned around, giving viewers a good look at the District, and at my side, Mom gasped. “It’s so clean. So nice.”

      “Veilorians don’t believe in waste,” I said automatically.

      “Or supporting themselves,” she grumbled before taking a big drink.

      “Who do you think built all that?” I shot back and angrily gestured toward the screen. “Humans didn’t, that’s for damn sure. The Veilorians have worked to build everything they have inside the District.”

      “With our castoffs.” Mom sniffed like she’d come up with the perfect comeback.

      I didn’t remind her that those castoffs would have just been tossed into the wastelands if it wasn’t for the Veilorians. There was no point trying to be reasonable, and I knew it.

      Turning my attention back to the screen, I watched as Mayor Waters stopped in front of a group of five Veilorians. A tall, lithe woman stood at the front of the pack with three men and another woman behind her. They were all regal and proud looking, and all gorgeous, but the woman at the front seemed to shine compared to the others. She had the same pale skin as every other Veilorian, and that, combined with her nearly white-blonde hair, made her look almost angelic. Her locks had been twisted into a thick coil and draped over her shoulder, hanging nearly to her waist, and she had bright amethyst eyes. There was also something vaguely familiar about her. Something I couldn’t quite put my finger on.

      Mom gasped when she saw the woman and leaned closer as if trying to inspect her.

      I knew she’d seen the visitors when they first arrived. I had snippets of memories of standing in a crowd, perched on my father’s shoulders as a group of Veilorians were led through the city so they could meet with human officials to discuss integration. Mom had been there as well, as excited by the new arrivals as the rest of the crowd. But that was years ago, twenty-two now, and as far as I knew, she hadn’t seen a single Veilorian since integration failed and they’d been banished to the District.

      “It’s her,” she said, barely loud enough for me to hear.

      As much as I didn’t want to talk to her, I couldn’t stop myself from asking, “Who?”

      Mom’s head jerked my way, her eyes wide with surprise like she’d either forgotten I was here or hadn’t realized she’d uttered the words out loud. “What?”

      “You said ‘it’s her.’ Who is it?”

      “No one,” she said a little too fast, shaking her head. “It doesn’t matter.”

      She went back to watching the viewing screen, but her body didn’t relax. She was as rigid as a board, her back stiff and her shoulders tight. I watched her about as closely as I watched the mayor being led around the District, and Mom never took her eyes off the screen. She didn’t relax, either. If anything, she grew stiffer every time the camera zoomed in on the beautiful Veilorian woman.

      Mom recognized her, I realized. But how? Why? There had been two years of integration efforts before things got bad, and I’d heard stories about Veilorians visiting the homes of humans during that time. Some had even formed relationships, and not just romantic ones. Friendships, too, had been common.

      Unfortunately, crimes against the visitors had been more common, which had led to integration efforts failing and eventually to the creation of the District. It was supposed to have been a short-term plan, a place for the Veilorians to live and stay safe as they were slowly integrated into society, but the years stretched on, and no more efforts to mix our two species were made. Now, twenty-two years later, it looked like it was never going to happen.

      The tour ended, and Mayor Waters was escorted from the District by her guards, a tablet in hand and a smile on her face. Once she was back among her people and the newly repaired gate shut, she wasted no time addressing the hover cameras.

      “As promised, I’ve met with the Veilorian officials and acquired numbers from their most recent census.” Her expression changed, turning grave. “To say the numbers are shocking is putting it mildly. The number of humans and halflings living in the District is more serious than I first thought and will require my immediate attention. I am going to do everything in my power to make sure this problem doesn’t get out of hand, but as you know, I am limited. Even as the mayor of this great city, I can do nothing without approval from the council, and so tonight I ask that my supporters contact their local representative and urge them to help me in this fight to save the human race. Now I will take a few questions.”

      Someone shouted from off screen, “Can you give us an idea of the numbers?”

      The mayor’s lips twitched, concealing a satisfied smile, but just barely. “I need to take some time to look over the information and verify it is, in fact, up to date, but I can tell you this,” She paused for effect, working her mouth into a frown that didn’t match the triumphant gleam in her eyes, “there are nearly two hundred humans living in the District at this moment.” Gasps moved through the crowd, and Mayor Waters lifted her hand. “I know, I know. It’s shocking to learn there are so many species traitors. Trust me, I’m struggling to absorb that number as well.”

      “What about halflings?” someone else shouted.

      “As far as the number of halflings,” the mayor looked down, “it’s going to be a little more difficult to determine. I have an initial number, but that doesn’t include women—human or Veilorian—who are expecting. Plus, I suspect not all halflings have been reported. It wouldn’t surprise me if down the road we discover some have been hidden. Possibly even in our own city.” Once again murmurs and gasps moved through the crowd, forcing Mayor Waters to raise her voice so she could be heard over the noise. “Right now, the number of halflings looks to be nearly two hundred, and the Veilorian population has soared from the original number of two hundred to over six hundred in just twenty-two years. As we’ve long suspected, the visitors not only procreate more often than humans, but are also able to have children at a much older age. This explains the population explosion.”

      It didn’t totally explain it, but thankfully, the mayor didn’t seem to know that.

      “Are you saying there are nearly a thousand people living in the District?” someone asked.

      “Yes, there are at least a thousand humans, halflings, and unwanted invaders,” she emphasized the word, letting everyone know she didn’t consider them people, “living in the District at this very moment.”

      A murmur moved through the crowd as a man standing at the mayor’s back stepped forward. She leaned toward him, allowing him to whisper something in her ear. Her mouth turned down and her lips pressed together in disappointment.

      A second later she called out, “That will be all for today. I’ll keep you informed of any pertinent information. Don’t forget to contact your local representative, and thank you for entrusting me with the safety of the city!”

      Then she turned, her head bent close to the man who had spoken to her a moment ago, and hurried off, the armed guards at her back.

      “Well,” Mom got to her feet, “I just can’t believe there are that many species traitors. And the idea of sleeping with one of them—” She shuddered. “I’d drown anything that came out of me and then myself rather than live with the shame.”

      “Ione’s pregnant,” I snapped, forgetting I’d been determined to keep the news to myself. “You think that’s what she should do?”

      Shock and disgust crossed Mom’s face and her upper lip curled. “If she had any self-respect, she’d kill herself before the abomination was born and save her family from having to live in disgrace a moment longer.”

      “You’re pathetic.” I jumped to my feet, shaking from anger. “What’s wrong with you? What happened to make you so ugly and hateful?”

      “What happened to make you so blind?” Mom spit back.

      “I’m not the blind one. I’ve been in there; I’ve met them.”

      “You don’t think I’ve met them?” Mom hissed. “Have you forgotten that we had two years of integration? Two years where I gave them the benefit of the doubt, something they squashed. Those things you keep defending are here to destroy us. Mark my words. If something doesn’t change, humans won’t exist in another ten years.”

      “Maybe we don’t deserve to exist,” I shouted. “Look at what we’ve done to our planet, to our own species, to the millions of animals we’ve hunted to extinction. Then there’s the species we’ve held prisoner for the past twenty years. Maybe the galaxy would be better off if the Veilorians did breed us to extinction.”

      She was on her feet so fast I barely registered she had stood before she slapped me, her bony palm stinging against my cheek and sending me reeling back in surprise. My hand went to my face, cradling my throbbing cheek, while Mom stood in front of me, her expression as shocked as I felt.

      “I—” She swallowed. “I didn’t mean to do that.” Her surprise melted away, leaving her looking broken and sad. “Maybe I should have hit you more. Maybe that would have kept you in line. I don’t know.”

      “You’ve done it plenty of times with your words over the years,” I murmured. “What difference would a few slaps have made?”

      “You’re probably right.” She looked toward the viewing screen, which was replaying the mayor’s visit to the District. “They deserve whatever she gives them.”

      She left the room without saying anything else, leaving me alone to nurse my throbbing cheek.

      It had been a long time since I’d felt any real affection for my mother, but in that moment, I hated her. Hated her even more than Veronica Waters, which I hadn’t thought possible.
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      Thousands of people took the mayor’s suggestion and called their local representatives, so that a week later her proposed bill of reducing both rations and electricity to the District passed without a hitch. Everything was cut in half, and even though I couldn’t see how it was affecting the people inside, I heard all about it from my nightly conversations with Ione.

      “It’s just awful, Ava,” my cousin was telling me four days after the bill passed.

      “Are you okay?” I asked, holding the phone tighter against my ear and closing my eyes, wishing I could be there now to hug her.

      I hadn’t been back into the District since the Landing Day disaster, and not being able to see Ione was driving me crazy. Especially when I knew so many new restrictions had been imposed on the people living inside the walls.

      “I’m doing okay, but there isn’t enough to go around, not by a long shot. I don’t know what we’re going to do if something doesn’t change. I mean, you’ve been here, you’ve seen how it is. We grow what we can, but with how limited space is, there’s only so much we can do.”

      “How is Rye’s family holding up?” It was an innocent question, but I couldn’t help thinking about Finn and wondering if this was fueling his bitterness toward humans or if he’d managed to cling to some of the softness I’d seen the last couple times we were together.

      “They’re doing what they can to ration the things we’re given in case it gets worse,” Ione said, “but I can tell it’s wearing on them. Especially Finn’s mom and Rye’s dad.”

      “What do they have to do with it?”

      “They’re both on the council. You might have seen them on the news when the mayor visited.”

      I hadn’t paid attention to any of the men, but right away my mind wandered to the tall Veilorian woman with snowy-blonde hair. Was that why she’d looked familiar? Had she reminded me of Finn? I compared the two in my mind but couldn’t find any real similarities.

      “Was she the blonde woman?” I asked.

      “No, that’s Anara, the council leader. Finn’s mom was the other woman,” Ione told me.

      I thought back, trying to remember what the other woman had looked like, but drew a blank. At the time, I’d been too focused on my mom’s reaction to the Veilorian leader to pay attention to the people with her.

      “I didn’t know she was on the council,” I said almost absently, once again wondering why my mom had reacted the way she did.

      “She is, and she and the others have been doing everything they can to cooperate with Mayor Waters in hopes of proving they aren’t a threat, but this woman is unbendable.”

      “I’m sure,” I muttered as disgust welled up inside me. It happened every time I thought about the new mayor and what she was doing to everyone inside the District. “What about you? Are you getting enough to eat?”

      My concern over Ione’s condition had grown with each passing day, as had my determination to get food into the district if I even suspected she wasn’t getting enough. How I’d do it, I wasn’t sure—maybe Dean would take pity on me and help—but even if it meant I was hanged for it, I wouldn’t let my cousin starve.

      “I’m good. Getting big already, but good.”

      I rolled my eyes. She’d only been married for a little over a month, so I seriously doubted she was any bigger, but Ione had always been dramatic.

      “Rye and everyone else in his family is determined to keep me nice and plump,” my cousin continued. “He’s always putting some of his food on my plate, and no matter how much I argue, he refuses to stop doing it.”

      My appreciation for my cousin’s Veilorian husband doubled every time I talked to Ione. Rye was a rare type of person, kind and loving, and I knew he would do whatever he could to make sure she stayed healthy. I just hoped it wouldn’t come to anything drastic.

      “They cut the electricity,” Ione said suddenly.

      I sat up straighter. “How often does it happen now?”

      The District going black was common since they’d always had to ration power, but now that Veronica Waters was mayor, they were given less than half the amount of electricity as before.

      “We usually only get three hours of power a day now.” Ione exhaled. “I’m scared, Ava. I really think she’s going to try to starve us.”

      “I won’t let that happen,” I said fiercely.

      “You can’t do anything stupid, understand?” Ione’s tone was pleading. “You can’t even risk coming here right now. You’d be considered a traitor, and who knows what Mayor Waters would do to you.”

      “It’s not illegal to go into the District,” I said. “Not yet, anyway.”

      There was a noise in the background, and something rustled against the phone. I could hear Ione talking to someone, but it was low, and I couldn’t catch the words.

      She was back a second later, saying, “I have to go, Ava. Rye and Finn just got here. Something’s going on.”

      “What is it?” I asked even as my heart leapt at the thought of Finn being there, so close yet so far away. I knew it was stupid, but the attraction that had blossomed between us was uncontrollable now. It was like it had a mind of its own.

      “I don’t know,” Ione said. “I’ll tell you tomorrow, though. Okay?”

      “Okay,” I replied, and before she could end the call added, “Be careful, Ione. I love you.”

      “I love you, too,” she said.

      I moved to hang up, but at the last minute said, “Tell Rye and Finn I said hi.”

      “I wi—”

      The line went silent.

      I held the phone in my hand for a moment, staring at it. The way it had ended so suddenly didn’t sit well with me. It wasn’t like she’d hung up; it was more like the line had been cut. No. Like communication had been cut…

      I tossed my phone on the bed and hurried from the room, not the least bit surprised to hear the news. Mom had never been a very active person, but now more than ever her favorite pastime was sitting on her ass in front of the viewing screen so she could soak up every detail of the Veilorian’s imminent demise. Always with a glass in one hand.

      “This new bill, passed just this morning, has made communication between the people living in the District and those outside it illegal. It comes on the heels of rumors about a radical Veilorian rights group plotting to overthrow the new mayor. Sources say this group is working with individuals inside the District to coordinate an attack, and this law is the best way to squelch the rebellion before it happens.”

      The image switched to one of Mayor Waters looking grave. “I’ve long suspected something like this would happen, but learning so many humans are involved in the plot saddens me. We’ve arrested more than a dozen individuals on suspicions of treason, and let me assure you, when they are found guilty, justice will be swift and severe.”

      “Does this mean it’s now illegal for humans to go into the District?” someone called.

      “At this time,” Mayor Waters said, “no, but if I determine that’s what it will take to keep our city safe, I won’t hesitate to put the vote before the council. We have to put humans first.”

      Applause thundered through the air following the statement.

      It was what I’d suspected when my call cut off, but having my fears confirmed wasn’t comforting in the least. I couldn’t even talk to Ione now, which meant I wouldn’t have a clue if she was okay, if she was getting enough food, or how her pregnancy was going. We were totally cut off. Even worse, I didn’t know what would happen to my cousin or her baby once it became illegal for humans to set foot in the District. Would the mayor allow the humans already in the District to stay? Would they be imprisoned, or worse, put to death as traitors?

      I didn’t have answers to any of those questions, but I did know one thing. I had to get inside. Even if it meant risking my life, I had to get in and figure out a way to help my cousin and Rye.

      And Finn.

      There had to be something I could do.
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        * * *

      

      The following day I headed for the District as soon as my shift was over. My hair dripped from my shower as I hurried through the city, leaving a wet spot on the back of my shirt, and the closer I got to the District, the harder my heart pounded. I felt suddenly desperate to see my cousin and make sure she was okay, even though less than twenty-four hours had passed since we’d talked.

      The area was as crowded as usual, but no one seemed to notice me—thank God—and I managed to make it halfway down the street before my progress was thwarted. But it wasn’t because anyone had stopped me. It was the rising roar that made me pause.

      The crowd shifted, bumping and jostling me until I stumbled. The cry grew louder, outrage ringing through the air like a bell, and I lifted myself on the tips of my toes, craning my neck to get a look around. At first, I couldn’t see a thing through the throng of bodies, but then I spotted the reason for the disturbance. It was a man. He was wearing a sweatshirt zipped up to his chin, the hood pulled over his head to hide his face from view, but it didn’t help him blend in. At six and a half feet tall, the man stood out, towering over the other people on the street.

      A Veilorian was outside the walls.

      I wasn’t sure that had happened since integration efforts were abandoned twenty years ago, and I had no idea how he’d gotten out. Not through the front gate, that was for sure. Was there a back way? A tunnel or secret exit no one knew about? Or had he climbed the wall somehow?

      I didn’t know, but one thing was certain. He was in serious trouble.

      Most of the crowd had backed away like he was diseased and highly contagious. There were others moving toward him, though, men of all ages trying to block his way. A guy who couldn’t be more than eighteen held his hoverboard up like he was considering hitting the Veilorian with it. At his side, another man with graying hair lifted the briefcase he was holding in a gesture that mimicked the kid. Most of the men, however, only had their fists. Not that it mattered. The Veilorian was outnumbered, and once he was down, more of the crowd would join in the beating. He wouldn’t make it out alive.

      The Veilorian tried to back away when a beefy guy stepped toward him, but he didn’t make it far. The crowd pushed him forward just as the big guy took a swing, and I could almost hear the crunch of his knuckles slamming into the Veilorian’s face.

      “No!” I called, trying to shove my way through the crowd.

      Another man had stepped forward to take a swing, and the sickening thud of bone on bone seemed louder than the roar of the voices calling for blood. I tried to elbow my way through but didn’t make it far before people started pushing me back.

      “Species traitor,” someone to my right snarled.

      I was shoved first to the left then to the right. Then, out of some divine intervention, someone pushed me from behind, moving me closer to the Veilorian. I could no longer see him, although I knew where he was. He was down, surrounded by men who were intent on beating him to death simply because he was different. Someone to my right tried to shove me again, but I threw my elbow up, and the sharp point made contact with his nose. The crunch of cartilage made me cringe, but I didn’t turn to survey the damage.

      Using all my weight, I pushed my way through the crowd until I stumbled into the opening. The Veilorian was curled up on the ground, his arms over his head and his long legs pulled to his stomach as three men kicked him. The toe of a boot slammed against his lower back, and a grunt of pain followed, and a second later one of the other men struck, slamming his heel down on the alien’s shoulder.

      I stumbled forward, pushing past the attackers, and threw myself over the Veilorian. “Stop!”

      “Stay back, girl,” the man with gray hair snarled.

      He was dressed in a suit, his once shiny shoes scuffed from the altercation. Everything about him screamed success. His plump body and nice clothes, the leather briefcase and gold cufflinks gleaming at his wrists. But his face was a mask of hatred, transforming him into something grotesque and offensive.

      “You’re going to kill him,” I screamed.

      “That’s the idea,” another man said.

      I wasn’t sure if they would hit me, but I was betting they wouldn’t—or at least not as much as they’d hit the Veilorian—so I stayed where I was, my body curled around the beaten man, doing my best to shield him from the attackers as I prayed someone would step in. We weren’t that far from the District, and even though I knew none of the Veilorians would be able to help us, I hoped Dean or whoever else was guarding the gate would step in. I just had to hold on long enough for someone to realize it wasn’t only a Veilorian in trouble, but a human as well.

      A hand wrapped around my forearm literally seconds after the thought popped into my head, ripping me away from the man I was trying to protect. I cried out in pain and did my best to fight back, but it was no use. I was too small. Too weak. I couldn’t take on a group of full-grown men, especially not when they were wild with hatred and rage.

      Whoever had grabbed me shoved me aside. I stumbled and fell, landing on my knees, but before I could get up, the men had converged on the Veilorian again. That didn’t stop me from trying to get back to him. Only I didn’t make it far. Someone, one of the onlookers, shoved me down, and a second later knuckles made contact with my cheek. Darkness covered my vision as stars burst across the blackness. I blinked, trying to clear them away, but it didn’t work. Pain throbbed through me. My arm where the man had grabbed me, my knees where I’d fallen on the pavement, my face where I’d been struck. Through the haze of pain, I registered angry voices, but there was something else as well. Something I couldn’t quite focus on.

      Hands grabbed me, and I tried to fight, but a voice said, “Hold on, Ava.”

      Weakly, I registered that the voice was familiar and stopped fighting. Then strong arms lifted me, and I was being carried, so I closed my eyes. There was nothing but blackness, anyway.

      It wasn’t until I was set down that I forced my eyes open.

      Dean hovered over me, wearing an expression of concern. “What the hell were you thinking?”

      “They were going to kill him,” I mumbled.

      “You should have let them. Or at the very least come to get me.” His hand moved down my face, over my throbbing cheek. “You’re going to have a pretty nasty bruise.”

      “Is he okay?” I mumbled.

      “You sure have some messed up priorities.” Dean exhaled in frustration. “Yeah, he’s okay.”

      He nodded to my left, and I turned my head. The Veilorian I’d saved sat only a foot away from me, his face battered and bruised, his lip split and blue smeared across his skin.

      “Are you okay?” I managed to ask.

      He turned dusty pink eyes on me and nodded. “Thank you.”

      It hit me then how young he was. His height had fooled me into thinking he was a man, but he couldn’t have been older than fifteen. Just a kid. A stupid kid who’d been reckless and almost gotten himself killed.

      “Ava!” Ione’s voice rose above the humming in my ears.

      I tried to sit up, tried to find her, but my head spun when I did, and I had to lie back down.

      “Shit, Ava,” Dean said. “Stay down.”

      “I’m okay,” I mumbled, but it was a lie.

      My head throbbed. Had I hit it when I went down? I couldn’t remember, but when I probed the back of my skull, the lump told me I probably had. It was right on top of the barely healed cut I’d gotten a couple weeks ago on my way into the District.

      Ione dropped to the ground at my side. “What happened?”

      “Dumbass kid went outside the walls.” Dean nodded to the Veilorian sitting next to me. “The crowd tried to beat him to death, and your equally stupid cousin stepped in.”

      “Oh, my God,” Ione said.

      Someone came up behind her, and I recognized Rye. Finn stood at his back, his citrine eyes as cold as they’d been the first time we met. Except this time, they were focused on Dean. When his gaze moved to me, it softened even though his expression didn’t.

      My heart, which was still beating at a wild pace, sped up.

      “What were you thinking?” Rye said.

      “I couldn’t just stand there and do nothing,” I replied, barely aware of the words coming out of my mouth. “They would have killed him.”

      “Look what they did to you,” Ione replied, ignoring me while her husband knelt beside the Veilorian boy.

      “Arch, what were you thinking?”

      “My sister’s sick,” the kid mumbled. “We needed medicine.”

      “You should have come to me. We could have figured it out together,” Finn said.

      Rye sighed, indicating he agreed. “Can you walk?”

      The boy, Arch, nodded and pushed himself up, but getting to his feet proved too difficult, and he stumbled. He fell to his knees, and Rye took his arm. “I’ll help you get home.”

      “What about Ava?” Ione stared up at her husband in outrage.

      “Finn can help.” Rye used his free hand to wave to his cousin, who frowned but nodded at the same time.

      Ione moved aside when Finn stepped toward me, giving him room. She frowned like she wasn’t sure it was a good idea, and even my fuzzy brain agreed. But with the way my body was throbbing, I knew I wouldn’t be able to make it up the stairs and across the walkways to Ione and Rye’s place, and going home was out of the question. At least until the mob outside the wall had settled down. Which meant I did nothing to discourage Finn when he knelt at my side and scooped me into his muscular arms.

      He acted as if I weighed nothing at all as he lifted me, and I clung to him when my head spun, finding my arms around his neck and my head pressed against his firm chest. The throb that had started at my temples seemed to grow more intense with each step he took, and I squeezed my eyes shut when nausea rolled through me. I was afraid I was going to be sick, and I said a silent prayer I was able to hold off at least until we made it to Ione’s. I’d never be able to look Finn in the eye if I puked all over him.
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      My eyes stayed closed the entire time, but I could feel us climbing, could hear the walkway creak beneath us and Ione’s heavy breathing behind me.

      She was silent until we stopped. “No. Take her to my place.”

      “This is closer,” Finn said.

      A door swung open with a groan, and I cracked one eye to find a familiar room looming in front of me, only it wasn’t the house Ione shared with her husband. It was Finn’s.

      He stepped inside but didn’t stop in the living room. We passed a small table and compact kitchen, then moved deeper. I hadn’t paid much attention to the house last time I was here, but other than the furniture, it was the same as Ione’s—complete with a Veilorian rock on the end table—and when Finn stopped in front of a doorway, I knew where he was taking me even though it was too dark to see anything. He used his elbow to flip the switch up, and artificial light filled the room, revealing a bed. I must have lucked out and arrived during the few hours of electricity they were allowed.

      My heart thumped as he eased me onto the lumpy surface. “Is this your room?”

      His citrine eyes focused on me when he said, “It is.”

      He loomed over me when he straightened, impossibly large and imposing. Ione stood in the doorway gnawing on her lip, her expression twisted with concern, as well as something else. Curiosity.

      “How’s your head?” Finn asked. “Do you need ice?”

      My hand went first to my cheek, then to the back of my skull. When my fingers probed the lump, I winced.

      “Ice would be nice.” I let out an involuntary giggle at the rhyme.

      Finn’s frown deepened. “She seems altered.”

      “She’s not altered,” Ione said with a huff. “She’s nervous. Can you blame her? She’s lying in the bed of a guy who’s been more than a little hostile toward her in the past.”

      Finn’s gaze moved to my cousin, then to me. I held my breath, waiting for him to say something, to explain why he brought me here.

      All he said before turning away was, “I’ll get ice.”

      Ione stepped aside, giving him room to leave, then hurried to the bed. “Are you okay?”

      “No.” I put my hand on my forehead.

      “What the hell were you thinking?” she asked. “I told you not to come. I thought I made myself clear.”

      “I was thinking about how this new law meant I wasn’t going to get to talk to you again, and then I saw that kid getting beaten. I knew if I didn’t step in, he would be killed. I also knew no one else was going to help.”

      “And did you forget you’re not a superhero? I mean, did you really think you’d be able to take on an entire mob by yourself?”

      “No,” I mumbled, “But I knew I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I did nothing.”

      Ione blew out an aggravated breath. “You should have gone to Dean.”

      “I didn’t have time to think it through.”

      “Obviously.”

      Footsteps entered the room, and I opened my eyes when Ione shifted. It was the first chance I’d had to see her growing figure. Not even three weeks had passed since the last time I saw her, but already her stomach was impossible to hide. She was bigger than I would have expected her to be this early, and I wondered if it was because the baby was half-Veilorian.

      Finn stood behind my cousin, a ratty towel, lumpy with ice, in his hand. “This should help.”

      When he held it out, Ione took it.

      “Thank you,” I mumbled, then winced when she pressed it to my cheek. “That hurts.”

      “It’s no surprise. Hopefully, your eye doesn’t swell shut.”

      “Shit,” I muttered. “What am I going to tell my mom?”

      “Not the truth,” Ione said. “Tell her you fell.”

      “Isn’t that what people say when they’re lying?”

      My cousin gave me a pointed look. “You know your mom. She’s not going to ask. She’d rather believe the lie than dig deeper and learn a truth that makes her uncomfortable. It’s the same reason my parents never questioned why I was staying out all night or who I was with.”

      She was right.

      The throbbing in my skull made it difficult to keep my eyes open, so I shut them and leaned my head back. I took deep breaths, sucking air in through my nose and blowing it out through my mouth in hopes of staving off the nausea. It seemed to work, and the uneasiness in my stomach slowly lessened. But as a result, I became intensely aware of the smells surrounding me. Like the outdoors after a rare rain shower or the scent of freshly dug dirt that always reminded me of playing with Ione in the park when we were young. There was something else, too. A masculine scent I’d smelled before. But where?

      It took a moment to remember. Finn. This same smell had surrounded me when we were huddled together in the alley, and when I’d pressed my nose against his shirt before giving it back to him. Then on the way up here I’d closed my eyes and leaned my face against his chest. I was in his bed, surrounded by his smell, and I had to admit the scent was as appealing as he was. The weeks we’d been apart definitely hadn’t lessened my attraction.

      “Ava.” I cracked one eye to find Ione hovering over me. “I’m going to find Rye and make sure Arch is okay.” She shot a nervous look toward Finn, who was standing in the doorway. “You’ll keep an eye on her?”

      Finn nodded but stayed silent.

      “I’ll be fine.” I waved off my cousin’s concerns, wincing when my bruised head throbbed.

      “I’ll be back.” She headed to the door but stopped next to Finn. “Be nice.”

      His frown deepened. “Is your opinion of me really that low?”

      “You haven’t said a single kind thing to me in all the time we’ve known one another,” Ione said. “What do you think?”

      Again, Finn didn’t reply, but his silence must have been enough of an answer, because Ione left.

      I closed my eyes once she was gone, pressing the ice against my cheek with one hand while the other probed the bump on my head. It throbbed, making me wince.

      My eyes were still shut when a hand slipped beneath my head, gently moving my fingers aside. The feel of Finn’s cool skin against mine was like a jolt of electricity shooting through my body, and I opened my eyes to find his face inches from mine. His eyes moved to my face, and his frown deepened.

      “You have a pretty nasty bump back here,” he whispered as his fingers probed my skull.

      “I think I hit my head when I fell.”

      He nodded, his gaze holding mine. Like a dozen times before, I felt trapped by those yellow-orange eyes. There was something about Finn that even his severe personality and extreme dislike of humans couldn’t overshadow.

      He moved his hand from the back of my head but didn’t step away. Instead, he sat beside me on the bed, his hip close to mine, his presence wrapping around me.

      “Why did you do that?”

      I couldn’t think with him so close to me. “Do what?”

      “Put yourself at risk for Arch.”

      “Because they were going to kill him.”

      Finn pressed his lips together thoughtfully, shaking his head after only a moment. “I don’t understand why you would care.”

      “Because I’m not a monster, Finn. Arch didn’t do anything wrong. He doesn’t deserve to be beaten to death just because he’s Veilorian. He didn’t have any more control over what he was born than I did.”

      “I think I’ve misjudged you.”

      My lips turned up into a sardonic smile. “You don’t say?”

      Finn’s hard expression eased, and his own lips turned up. It was one of the few times I’d seen him smile, and it lit up his eyes, brightening them. His features softened, too, making him even more attractive. I hadn’t thought it was possible.

      “You should smile more,” I said. “It makes you less scary.”

      “Am I scary?” he asked, his smile stretching wider. “You don’t act like you’re afraid of me.”

      “I’m not afraid,” I said, “but I bet a lot of humans would be. You’re pretty intense.”

      “Most humans would be afraid of a Veilorian toddler, but not you. You don’t see us as any different. It’s strange.”

      “I’m not the only one. There are other humans living here, Finn. People like Ione who gave up everything because they love a Veilorian. We’re not all bad.”

      “I’m beginning to see that.” Finn pushed my hair off my forehead, his touch feather light.

      A shiver ran through me. I tried to hide my body’s reaction, but I doubted I succeeded. It was too intense, just like this thing between us.

      If Finn noticed, he didn’t give anything away.

      “I’m sure you already know I’m half-human,” he said after a moment of thoughtful silence.

      “It’s pretty obvious.”

      “Is it?” he asked, his eyebrows lifting in surprise. “I mean, I know Veilorians can tell, but I wasn’t sure if humans could.”

      “Maybe not everyone, but I can.” I found my gaze moving over him. Across his broad shoulders and down his powerful arms, over his muscular chest. “I’m not sure exactly what it is, but there’s something distinctly different about you.” My gaze moved back to his face. “Then there are your eyes.”

      “I guess that would give me away.” He exhaled and ran his hand over his head and through his sandy hair. “My mom is Veilorian, but I’ve never met my father. We don’t talk about him, so I don’t know the whole story, but I know he’s never been part of my life. When I was younger and asked my mom about him, she said it was too painful to talk about.”

      “I understand being mad,” I replied. “Who wouldn’t be? But not all of us are like that.”

      “Most of you are, though.”

      I exhaled. “The election sure did make it seem that way, didn’t it?”

      Finn only nodded.

      Without thinking, I reached out and took his hand. It was cool in mine. Not warm like a full-blooded human.

      “I’m not like that. No matter what happens, I won’t let their hate change me.”

      He looked down, studying our hands. His seemed to swallow mine, its size contrasting as much as the color and temperature of our skin did. Mine was light brown and warm while his seemed as pale as the pictures of snow I’d seen and just as chilly. Still, our hands were basically the same. Just like we were. Two people searching for a place in a world that seemed determined to beat us down.

      We stared silently at one another as new understanding dawned for each of us, only torn from our reverie by the sound of the front door opening.

      As if we were about to get caught doing something wrong, Finn slipped his hand from mine and stood. He towered over me the way the buildings in the District did, tall and strong, and I felt like I was really seeing him for the first time.

      “She’s in here,” I heard Ione say only seconds before she made an appearance.

      Dean was with her.

      “Shit.” He hurried to the bed, kneeling beside it, and took my hand the way I’d taken Finn’s only a few seconds ago. “Are you okay?”

      “My head hurts, but otherwise I’m all right.”

      Another figure moved into the room, drawing my attention.

      “This is Geela,” my cousin said. “She’s a physician.”

      The Veilorian woman was over six feet tall and slender, her arms and legs seeming to go on forever as she glided across the room. Like the boy I’d saved, her eyes were a soft pinkish purple and her hair golden yellow, worn in a long braid that went past her waist. She smiled when our eyes met, conveying both professionalism and calm in the small gesture.

      “How are you?” the woman asked in a soothing and slightly accented voice when she’d reached the bed.

      “Okay.” My hand went to the back of my skull, my fingers once again probing the bump. “I think I hit my head.”

      “Did you lose consciousness?”

      “I don’t know—” I paused, trying to remember, but it only filled me with uncertainty. “I remember things getting dark like I might pass out, but I don’t know for sure if I did.”

      The woman’s lips, which were thin and nearly the same shade as her eyes, turned down. “You could have a concussion.” She glanced at my cousin. “Someone should stay with her tonight. Make sure to monitor her.”

      “I have to work,” Ione said, frowning.

      “She can come back to my place,” Dean said.

      “You can’t be serious,” Finn snapped. “You want to take her back into that mob? They’ll attack her.”

      Dean stood, my hand still in his, and turned to face the other man. “You have a better suggestion? She’s my girlfriend. I’ll make sure she’s okay.”

      “I think,” Geela said, “it would be best if she doesn’t exert herself. Just until we’re sure she’s okay.”

      “She can stay here.” Finn’s back straightened. “I’ll keep an eye on her.”

      “Like hell,” Dean said. “She’s not staying in the house of a—” He broke off, flushing, and looked around like he suddenly remembered where he was and what he was about to say. “Stranger.”

      All eyes were on me now. The gem colored eyes of the Veilorians, Ione’s hazel eyes, which were so familiar they almost felt like home, and the piercing blue eyes of Dean. His were the most expectant, but they were also the ones that made me the most uneasy. What would he have said if he hadn’t remembered where he was?

      “I think,” I started, “I’m a little too dizzy to make a trip across the city at the moment.”

      “We’ll take the motobus,” Dean said.

      Ione snorted. “Were you hoping to get home this century?”

      Dean’s face reddened, but since he couldn’t really argue with that statement, he said nothing.

      “Then you’ll stay here,” Finn said.

      Heat moved up my cheeks when I thought about being alone with him. Not just being alone but being in his house. In his bed. It was already impossible to hide my attraction. I was certain everyone—Dean included—could see it written on my face, and I had no idea how I’d keep things comfortable once Finn and I were alone.

      Somehow, I managed to maintain a steady voice when I said, “As long as you’re really okay with it.”

      “It will be fine.” Finn nodded once, his focus entirely on me.

      Dean still had my hand, but his grip had stiffened, his fingers tightening until my bones felt like they were grinding together. I wiggled them, trying to make him get the hint without having to look at or talk to him, but he didn’t loosen his hold.

      Finally, I tore my gaze from Finn and focused on Dean. My boyfriend—that was a word I hadn’t used and one I honestly didn’t think fit our relationship, but that was a conversation for another day—was glaring at Finn.

      I cleared my throat. “You’re crushing my fingers.”

      “Sorry.”

      Dean released my hand but didn’t look away from Finn, whose own expression was dark and angry. A fire seemed to crackle between them, but it was something I couldn’t account for. Could it really have been about me? It seemed much too intense for jealousy, but it was the only explanation I could come up with.

      Sensing the tension, Geela stepped between the two men. “Let me do a quick exam just to make sure nothing else is going on, okay?”

      “Do you even know anything about human anatomy?” Dean practically snarled.

      Geela looked at him, her face a mask of calm. “I do. In fact, we aren’t that different, if you can believe it.”

      Dean stayed quiet as she moved to my side, but his expression said that no, he did not believe it, and it was enough to make me want to slap him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Geela left once she’d made sure I was okay, giving me instructions to rest and drink lots of water—something I felt immediately guilty for since I knew water rations had been cut the same way electricity had. On her way out, she pulled Finn to the other side of the room to let him know what to do, but I wasn’t able to pay attention to what they were saying because Dean was immediately at my side.

      “I hate the idea of leaving you here,” he said.

      He had my hand in his and was kneeling next to me, acting like I was an ailing princess in some fairy tale, and he was the dashing knight sent to save me. Not likely.

      “I’ll be fine.” I had to resist the urge to rip my hand from his.

      Dean glanced toward Finn, who was listening to Geela but watching us. “I don’t like that—” He broke off, frowning like he was searching for a word, then said, “Guy.”

      Halfling. He’d been about to say halfling, I realized, but caught himself in time.

      Ione frowned like she, too, knew what he’d been about to say, and the expression on her face was enough to cement a decision I’d been toying with for a while now. I was done with Dean. He’d been playing me this whole time, telling me what I wanted to hear when deep down he felt exactly the way my mother did.

      Not that I was going to address that now. My head was pounding too hard, and we were in Finn’s house. The last thing I wanted was to drag other people into my drama.

      “Finn is Rye’s cousin,” I said instead. “He’ll make sure I’m okay.”

      “That’s right, he will,” Ione piped in. “Or he’ll answer to me.”

      When Dean looked her way, his gaze stopping first on her stomach before moving to her face, he was unable to hide his disgust.

      I pulled my hand from his, not even bothering to act nonchalant about it. “I could really use some rest now.”

      “Okay.” Dean stood, looking down at me uncertainly. “Is there anything I can do for you before I go?”

      I hesitated, wanting to say no but realizing there was one thing I needed. “Can you call my house and talk to Lena? Tell her I’m here and okay? I can’t call from inside the District, and I don’t want her to worry.”

      “Of course.” He looked at me hopefully. “We’ll talk tomorrow?”

      “Yeah,” I said, knowing how that conversation would go.

      He must have suspected what I was thinking, because the smile he gave me was tense. I had to force myself to return it.

      Ione and I watched him head for the door in silence. When Dean reached Geela and Finn, who were still talking, he stepped around them like he was afraid he’d catch some incurable disease if he got too close. Ione scowled, but I only sighed.

      “Boyfriend?” my cousin said only a second after we heard the click of a door shutting in the other room.

      “Not in my opinion, and after tomorrow even he won’t be able to claim that,” I said.

      “Good.” She plopped down next to me on the bed. “I always thought Dean was a nice guy, but…”

      “I know,” I said.

      She took my hand. “I can’t believe you risked your life. I still don’t know what you were thinking. Maybe that last head injury scrambled your brain a little.”

      “I was thinking,” I smiled up at her, “about you. That’s all.”

      My cousin’s expression softened. “The only reason I’m not furious right now is because deep down I know I would have done the same.”

      “Then I guess we’re both morons.”

      She laughed. “I guess so.”

      Geela took her leave, and Finn turned to look at us but didn’t head our way.

      “I should get going,” Ione said, hauling herself to her feet with effort. “I need to get some dinner before my class starts.”

      “Can you help me get my shoes off first?” I asked, not sure if I would be able to sit up without getting dizzy and knowing I wouldn’t ask Finn.

      My cousin nodded as she moved to the end of the bed, calling over her shoulder, “How about a shirt or something she can sleep in so she’s more comfortable?”

      “Yeah.” Finn pushed himself off the doorframe where he’d been leaning and headed toward the small closet.

      I thought about the other day when we hid together in the alley and how he’d offered me his shirt, flushing when I realized how much more intimate this was going to be.

      Ione had my shoes off before Finn came over, shirt in hand. He watched me silently as he passed it to me, and my insides quivered from a mixture of anticipation and nerves. When I took the shirt, I had to force out a smile.

      “Privacy?” Ione said when Finn didn’t move.

      “Oh, yeah,” he said and actually flushed.

      “Men.” She rolled her eyes as he headed off, leaving us alone. “They never think of anything.”

      “I know,” I murmured.

      My cousin helped me change into the shirt, which was long enough I didn’t feel too immodest, then tucked me in like I was a child.

      “Thanks, Mom,” I said.

      She rolled her eyes again, but smiled.  “We’ll talk tomorrow before you go home, okay? For now, I want you to rest.”

      “I doubt I have much of a choice,” I said. “My head is killing me.”

      Finn must have been listening, because he reappeared before Ione had reached the door.

      “Take care of her,” my cousin said.

      “I will,” he promised.

      Then she was gone.

      Now alone, Finn focused on me. “Can I get you anything?”

      “I’m supposed to drink water,” I said, “but I know you guys are already really short on that, so I don’t want to make a big deal about it.”

      “Veilorians don’t need as much water as humans, so it’s not a big deal,” Finn replied. “Plus, if Geela told you to drink water, you’ll drink water.”

      He left the room before I could argue, coming back only a moment later with a glass.

      “Thank you,” I said as I reached up to take it.

      Our fingers brushed, and my eyes flitted up. His gaze held mine over the rim as I sucked the tepid water down, not even tasting it. When I was done, I set the glass on the bedside table, still unable to look away from Finn. Despite the drink I’d just taken, my mouth had gone dry. I couldn’t help feeling as if something between us was shifting. Something big and life-altering.

      “How are you feeling?” he whispered after a few seconds.

      I had to swallow before I could find any words. “Okay. My head is still pounding, but it’s not as bad as it was.”

      “Good,” he said, nodding. “What you did was really brave. You know that, right?”

      “I don’t know if it was as much brave as it was stupid,” I said, managing a smile despite my pounding head.

      Finn rewarded me with a grin. “It was that, too.”

      We were still staring at each other, neither of us talking, when the lights suddenly cut out, plunging us into darkness.

      I let out a little gasp, more out of surprise than anything else.

      “Hold on,” Finn said. “It will only take a moment to get a candle lit.”

      Something shuffled to my right, and a second later a spark broke through the blackness when Finn lit a match. It flickered, illuminating a small area around him as he held it against the wick of a homemade candle.

      The flame caught, and the light grew brighter, illuminating more of the room, and Finn shook the match to extinguish the flame. Once he had, he set it on the table and turned to face me.

      “It’s getting late, and I know you need to rest, so I’ll head to the living room. If you need anything, just yell.”

      He’d only taken two steps when I called out, “Wait.”

      Finn stopped, turning halfway to face me, but said nothing. It was too dark to see his expression, and I briefly wondered if he was hoping I’d ask him to stay. I wanted him to, which was strange considering how much we’d disliked each other when we first met.

      “You can’t possibly sleep on the couch,” I said. “It’s too small.”

      “I can sleep sitting up.”

      “No.” I scooted over and patted the empty space at my side. “This is your bed. There’s more than enough room for two people.”

      He lifted an eyebrow, the corner of his mouth quirking up into a small grin. “What do you think your boyfriend would say about that?”

      “He is not my boyfriend.” I rolled my eyes, returning his smile. “In fact, after tomorrow he won’t even qualify as a friend.”

      Finn’s smile widened, and my heart jumped to my throat as he took a step toward me. “In that case, I think I’ll take you up on the offer.”

      He pulled his shirt over his head, and a flutter of excitement moved through me, and I had to force myself to look away when he started unbuttoning his pants. I couldn’t possibly expect him to sleep in his clothes—I wasn’t—but it still made me flush from head to toe when I thought about him climbing in next to me. Not that I was going to tell him I’d changed my mind.

      The bed dipped when he eased himself onto the mattress at my side, and it wasn’t until he was lying down, his legs stretched out, that I realized the bed was too short. It shouldn’t have surprised me. Everything in the District had been cast off by a human at some point, and the furniture was no different. They’d managed to alter some things—like putting couches and beds on blocks so they were higher—but nothing could be done to make the mattress longer.

      With him lying at my side, I also realized the bed wasn’t actually that big. Maybe if another human had been lying next to me it would have felt different, but Finn seemed as broad as he was long, and his body took up most of the bed. Our shoulders touched, as did our arms, and even though part of me wanted to pull away, I didn’t. His scent had grown more powerful, surrounding me, and his presence warmed me even though his skin was cool, making me feel like I was on the verge of suffocating. In a good way, though.

      I swallowed, keeping my gaze on the dark ceiling because I was too afraid to look his way. Afraid of what, I wasn’t sure. Afraid of how drawn I was to him. Afraid of how attractive I found him. Afraid I’d learn he didn’t feel the same, or even that he did. It was impossible to know for sure.

      Feeling like I had to fill the silence somehow, I said, “Thanks for letting me stay.”

      “It was stupid of Johnson to think you could travel through the city right now.”

      The rustle of fabric filled the room, and I sensed that he’d turned toward me, but still I kept my gaze on the ceiling.

      After a moment, Finn whispered, “Ava.”

      Hearing my name on his lips made my heart beat twice as hard.

      Even though I had a feeling it was a very, very bad idea, I turned my head. His face was inches from mine, close enough that my hair rustled every time he exhaled. Our nearness took my breath away, and I had a sense it did the same for him, because neither one of us seemed to breathe for a few seconds.

      The room was dark, masked in shadows, but the flickering light from the candle was enough to illuminate his features. He was so beautiful. So utterly breathtaking.

      “I’m sorry for how I’ve acted in the past,” he said after a second.

      I swallowed, searching for my voice, and managed to get out, “It’s okay.”

      “It isn’t. I know that now. You don’t hate me, and you’re right, you’re not the only one. I’ve ignored that for so long, but it’s true, and I can’t ignore it anymore. Not all humans are bad.”

      I forced out a smile. “I’m glad you can see that now.”

      The longer we stared at one another, the more my scalp began to tingle. I had the urge to reach out, to run my hand down his face or even press my lips against his, but I knew it was a step I couldn’t take. Not right now. Things were still uncertain, and even though I was here now, I didn’t know when I’d be able to come back. Not only because it was dangerous, but also because any day now it could become illegal.

      Wanting to change the subject, I let out a long breath and said, “You should apologize to Ione, too. Let her see the softer side of you. The side you’ve shown me.”

      “I’m not sure she’d trust it, but I’ll try.”

      “Good,” I said, nodding as I thought about my cousin and the half-human baby she was carrying. “She’s gotten so big so fast. I can’t believe it.”

      “Veilorian pregnancies are shorter than human pregnancies.”

      “Really?” I asked, surprised. “I hadn’t even considered that.”

      “Veilorian women carry their babies for only three Earth months. Even half-human babies.”

      “Is that how it is with human women, too?”

      “Their pregnancies are shorter than they are with full-blooded humans, but not as short as Veilorian pregnancies. Ione’s baby would be considered full term after five months, but it’s doubtful the midwife will let her go that long.”

      For the first time it occurred to me how much bigger Veilorians were than humans. Were their babies bigger? Was Ione safe?

      “Is it dangerous for her?”

      “I’m not going to lie to you,” he said. “Even half-Veilorian babies are bigger than human babies. While some human women can deliver naturally, they still need to be induced before the baby gets too large. Usually a cesarean is required to keep both the baby and mother safe. Ione will definitely require surgery. I’ve heard her and Rye talk about it.”

      “She never told me,” I murmured.

      “She probably didn’t want to worry you.”

      But I was worried, and it must have been written on my face, because Finn reached out—hesitantly—and took my hand. “She’s going to be okay.”

      It was the second time he’d taken my hand since bringing me to his house, and like before, I found myself staring at it. I’d been trying to focus on something other than the attraction between us, but it was impossible.

      What could I do about it, though? Nothing. Finn lived in the District, and I lived outside the walls, and getting involved with him at this point would have been reckless and irresponsible. I had Lena to think about, and with all the changes Mayor Waters was making, I couldn’t risk putting myself in a position where I ended up in prison. Or worse.

      Gently, I pulled my hand from his. “I think I should rest.”

      He nodded, disappointment but also understanding in his eyes. “That sounds like a good idea. Geela told me to wake you every two hours, so unfortunately it’s going to be a long night.”

      His gaze traveled down as if thinking about the two of us in this bed all night long, and heat spread from my face and neck to the rest of my body. But like me, he seemed to think better of whatever was going on between us, because he rolled away from me and blew the candle out.

      “Goodnight, Ava,” he said.

      “Goodnight,” I whispered in reply.
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        * * *

      

      I woke the next morning disoriented and uncertain where I was. The pounding in my head didn’t make it easy to think, but when I sucked in a deep breath and Finn’s scent filled my nostrils, it all came screaming back. Lying beside him, talking, the gentle way he’d woken me every few hours to make sure I was okay.

      The bed beside me was empty, and I could hear footsteps in the other room, so I knew he was already up. Thinking about facing him after the long, intimate night had my stomach twisting into knots, but I couldn’t stay in bed forever. It was my day off work—thankfully, because I was exhausted after a night of fitful sleep—but I still needed to go home and let Lena know I really was okay.

      I headed into the other room after pulling my clothes back on, finding Finn in the kitchen, dressed for the day and cooking eggs. He smiled when he saw me, but the expression in his eyes said he was as uncertain as I was.

      “You feeling okay?”

      “Better, but I still have a killer headache.” I shrugged. “Sorry you didn’t get much sleep.”

      “Veilorians can go longer without sleep than humans,” he said.

      “Even half-Veilorians?”

      Finn smiled again. “Yes, even half-Veilorians.”

      “That’s handy,” I replied.

      “I don’t want to rush you, but I have to get to work,” he said as he turned back to the eggs.

      It occurred to me that I’d never thought of Finn having a job before now, and I found myself asking, “What do you do?”

      “This and that,” he replied, not looking at me.

      That he wasn’t staring at me said something because he always seemed to be staring at me, but sensing he wasn’t willing to share that part of his life with me just yet, I let it go. Maybe it was better. Maybe the less we knew about one another, the easier it would be to ignore this attraction.

      Finn finished cooking and dumped the eggs onto a waiting plate, nodding to it while still avoiding looking my way. “Eat something before you go.”

      “I don’t want to take what little you have, Finn.”

      “I have plenty.” He glanced over his shoulder long enough to give me a smile, and after all the scowls he’d thrown my way, the soft expression made my legs weak. “Trust me.”

      He said it with an assurance I found impossible to question, and when my stomach growled, I moved to the plate automatically.

      I grabbed the fork Finn had set on the counter and began shoveling eggs into my mouth, suddenly ravenous, while he washed the skillet in the sink. His back was to me, and I watched his movements, mesmerized as the muscles in his shoulders and arms flexed.

      I was so intent on watching him that I nearly jumped out of my skin when he said, “Ione wants you to stop by before you leave.”

      I managed to swallow my eggs before choking on them. “You talked to her?”

      He looked over his shoulder. “She called.”

      “I didn’t realize the phones in the District still worked.”

      “They can’t call out, but they work.” Finn shrugged as he glanced over his shoulder again. “Most of us had no one on the outside to call, anyway.”

      “I guess that’s probably true,” I said.

      I finished the eggs off, and he held his hand out for the plate, which I passed to him. He didn’t turn back to the sink right away, though, instead holding my gaze.

      “I don’t know when we’ll see each other again,” I found myself saying.

      “I know. I’m sorry, I really am, but I also don’t want you risking your life to come here, and neither does Ione. It’s not worth it.”

      “I’m not sure that’s true,” I said. “I don’t have a whole lot in my life other than Ione, and if it wasn’t for my sister, I don’t think I’d mind dying for what I believe in.”

      Finn’s mouth turned down at one corner. “Don’t die for us, Ava. The city needs humans like you.”

      “The city needs a lot of things, but I’m not sure I’m one of them.”

      Finn exhaled. “I guess we’ll have to agree to disagree.”

      He turned back to the sink, but I didn’t move right away. I knew I should leave, but I was having a tough time making myself. It wasn’t just the knowledge that I didn’t know when I’d see him again or the attraction between us, either. It was this place. The District was so much more peaceful than anything I’d known growing up, and I hated walking away from that.

      Still, after a few seconds, I said, “I’m going to head out.”

      Finn’s body stiffened but he didn’t turn. “Goodbye, Ava.”

      “Goodbye, Finn,” I whispered.

      Then I left.
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      As usual, the news was blaring when I stepped into the house, and I cringed at the sound of the mayor’s voice. Escaping her these days was nearly impossible, especially at home.

      The door clicked when I pulled it shut, and the sound cut off only a second later.

      “Ava?” Mom called. “Is that you?”

      “Yeah.” I dropped my bag to the floor.

      Footsteps pounded through the house, faster and with more determination than I’d expected, and a second later Mom stepped into the kitchen. For the first time in a long time, she didn’t have a glass in her hand.

      “Where the hell have you been?”

      “With Dean,” I said.

      “Don’t lie.” Mom crossed her arms, pausing to give me a pointed look and said, “I want to know where you were. The truth.”

      As if reacting to her glare, my cheek throbbed where I’d been punched. I felt like I was about to step into a trap, but since I had no idea what it was, I couldn’t do a thing to avoid it.

      “I was at Dean’s house. Just like I told you.” This time, even I didn’t believe it. I could have used some lying lessons from Lena.

      Mom’s arms dropped to her side, and when she crossed the room, I barely had time to prepare myself. Her hand lashed out, smacking me across the cheek for the second time since that bitch had been elected, and the impact sent my already throbbing head back with a painful snap.

      “Don’t lie!” The windows seemed to vibrate from the power of her scream. “I saw you on the news. Saw you protect that thing and get carried into the District. You’ve been seeing your cousin, haven’t you?”

      My cheek throbbed under my palm, which was pressed against my face, but I refused to respond. Not that it mattered. She already knew, and I had a feeling I was facing strike three.

      “I want an answer,” she said through gritted teeth.

      The way her eyes had widened, crackling with fire, reminded me of a zealot or someone who’d gone insane.

      “I only took her something,” I lied, the words coming out in a rush as the reality of what was about to happen slammed into me. “It was the first time I’ve gone into the District since Mayor Waters was elected. So many of their rations have been cut, and I was worried about Ione. That’s all. I wasn’t even supposed to go inside, but then there was that mob and…”

      I let my explanation trail off, knowing I couldn’t explain protecting the Veilorian boy in a way that would satisfy my mother.

      This was it. I’d finally gone too far, and I could tell by the expression on her face I’d pushed her to the limit. She was going to kick me out, and everything I’d worked for all these years would be over.

      I’d let Lena down.

      “I don’t care if she’s starving,” Mom said, her words harsh and bitter and hateful. “You know what she did. She made her bed, now it’s time for her to die in it. She betrayed her species. She traded her family for an alien!”

      Her words were quite possibly the only thing that could have pushed my sister from my mind. With the exception of Lena, Ione was the only person who’d ever truly cared about me.

      Heat moved through me as my anger rose. Thinking my mother, and probably even my aunt and uncle, would sit back and do nothing even if Ione was starving to death made me burn with rage. All because she’d married a Veilorian. It was unfathomable. It was infuriating.

      “It doesn’t have to be that way,” I said, my voice rising with my anger. “You’re the ones who cut her out. You’re the ones who said she was no longer part of this family. She didn’t make that choice. That was you!”

      “She made the choice the second she set foot inside the District,” Mom replied, coolly this time. “Just like you did.”

      I knew what she was saying, had pretty much known for a while now that we’d eventually reach this point, but I still wanted to make her say it. Wanted to make her utter the words to her firstborn daughter. I wouldn’t let her off easily, not for something this big.

      “Say it,” I urged. “Tell me.”

      “Get out.”

      If someone had told me those two words could hurt more than being beaten by a mob, I would have laughed at them, but standing in front of my mother, revulsion and anger burning in her eyes, I realized what a fool I’d been. For weeks now I’d thought I hated her, thought she’d pushed me past the point of caring, but I’d been wrong. She was my mother, for better or worse, and being rejected by her now was very likely the most painful thing I’d ever go through.

      “When?” I swallowed. “How soon do you want me out?”

      “As soon as possible.” She turned her back on me. “You’re not my daughter. Not anymore.”

      “I’ll find somewhere to stay,” I said, knowing I had nowhere to go.

      Mom left the kitchen without looking back.

      I headed to my room, pausing at Lena’s closed door to knock. She didn’t answer, and I pushed it open to find the room empty. After last night, I’d thought she would be here waiting for me. Then again, maybe she’d never been here to begin with. Maybe Dean hadn’t been able to reach her. There was no way of knowing for sure without asking my mother, and I wasn’t about to do that. Wherever my sister was, I had to hope she came home soon so I could tell her goodbye. So I could explain.

      My phone rang a few seconds after I walked into my room. I stared at it, knowing who it would be and feeling almost too dejected to deal with the situation. But I answered anyway. The sooner I got this part over with, the sooner I could figure out what I was going to do next.

      “Ava?” Dean’s voice swam with worry. “Good, you’re home.”

      “I just got here,” I replied, my tone flat.

      “You okay?” he asked.

      “Yeah,” I said, “I’m fine. Did you happen to get in touch with Lena last night?”

      “I said I would,” he replied, unable to hide his irritation.

      I rolled my eyes. “I know, but she isn’t here, so I wasn’t sure if she was last night either.”

      “Oh.” Dean let out a strained chuckle. “Yeah, she was there. I told her what happened and that you were okay. Apparently, she’d seen it on the news, which means your mom probably did, too.”

      “She did,” I mumbled, then decided to get to the point. “Are you busy now? Do you have time to meet me?”

      “Sure!” His tone jumped, his relief obvious. “I mean, I don’t have a ton of time because I have to get to work, but I can always make time for you. Where do you want to meet?”

      “The park,” I said, wanting to keep this as public as possible. “An hour?”

      “Yeah, I can do that.” Dean paused. “You sure you’re okay?”

      “I will be,” I replied. “I’ll see you in an hour.”

      I hung up without waiting for him to respond.

      It was a fifteen-minute walk to the park, giving me a little time to gather some things before I left for good.

      I looked around my room, trying to figure out where to start and—more importantly—where to go. At least when Ione left home for the last time she knew where she was headed. I didn’t have a clue.

      I thought about my cousin as I pulled clothes from my drawers and stuffed them into my bag. She might be able to give me a place to stay, at least until the baby came. I was sure they wouldn’t mind me crashing there for a bit. Like my cousin, I’d be trapped when the laws were changed, branded a traitor, but part of me didn’t care. My species had rejected me, so why not reject them back? I could go to the District, stay with Ione and Rye until I found a more permanent situation. Maybe they even knew someone who had an extra room. It was possible.

      My mind drifted to Finn as I zipped my bag shut, but I pushed the thought aside for the time being. I had to focus on Dean right now. I needed to put an end to that part of my life once and for all.

      With my bag packed, there was only one thing left to do. Leave a note for Lena. It hurt that I couldn’t say goodbye to her in person, especially when I knew she wouldn’t be able to call me. But I was out of options. Mom wouldn’t put up with me hanging out for long, and I had no idea where my sister would be on a Sunday. A note was my only option.

      I found an old magazine and ripped a page out, scribbling a quick note across the face of a smiling woman.

      
        
        Lena-

        I know you talked to Dean and I know you saw me on the news, so I’m sure you’re not surprised to learn that Mom kicked me out. I’m going into the District to stay with Ione until I can find a more permanent place, and I want you to know I’ll be okay. My only regret is not getting to tell you goodbye in person.

        Remember that I love you.

        Ava

        

      

      I left the note on my sister’s bed, right on top of her pillow, then grabbed my bag and headed out to meet Dean.
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        * * *

      

      He was waiting for me when I rounded the corner, staring at the ground as he leaned against a tree, the toe of his shoe making circles in the dry dirt. Around him, children played while parents watched—mostly mothers—talking with friends or holding e-readers, soaking up the only spot in the city that was still a little green with life. Every time I came here, I couldn’t help thinking this was what a holiday should feel like. This utter jubilation, this freedom. It was almost like there was an unspoken understanding between the people here that they should leave all their worries and problems at home.

      It was an understanding I was about to break.

      Dean was still looking down when I stopped in front of him. “Hey.”

      He lifted his head, surprise and concern on his face, and took me in before saying, “You’re okay.”

      “A bump on the head, but it ended up being fine.”

      When he reached out, I almost pulled away, but I forced myself to stay where I was and allow his fingers to caress the bruise under my right eye. “Looks like it hurts.”

      “Not as much as it did yesterday.”

      He let out a deep sigh. “We need to talk about this, Ava.”

      “Yeah, I think that would be a good idea.”

      Dean waved to a nearby bench, but I shook my head.

      “This is fine.” I looked around, my gaze staying momentarily on a little boy playing in the dirt before going back to Dean.

      He was still looking at me, frowning, and I knew what he was going to say before he opened his mouth. “You have to stop going into the District. It’s not safe, not anymore.”

      “That’s not going to happen.”

      “Ava—”

      I cut him off by lifting my hand. “Ione is my cousin, but there’s more to it than that. I don’t hate the visitors. I don’t think they’re a threat to us, and I’m not going to pretend I do. If anything, it’s humans who are the threat to them.”

      “You’re not thinking this through,” Dean said. “Things are already bad, but after yesterday, they’re going to get even more dangerous.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked, his words distracting me from what I’d planned to say.

      He shoved his hand through his hair. “Maybe I shouldn’t be telling you this, but there are whispers. Rumors that have validity.”

      “About?” I prompted.

      “The kid who got out of the District. People are furious, as you can guess, but there’s something else. Yesterday, about the same time he would have been roaming the city, there was an attack.” Dean paused and licked his lips, looking around nervously. “A thirteen-year-old girl was raped and killed. They found her body in an alley. People are blaming this kid. This Veilorian.”

      “That’s ridiculous!” I shouted, then lowered my voice when a nearby woman looked my way and frowned. “Arch went out to find medicine because Mayor Waters cut their supplies. They’re running out of everything inside the District.”

      “I’m only telling you what I’ve heard.” Dean lifted his hands like he was trying to calm me down, but the expression in his eyes made me uneasy. It was hard. Cold. “Things were already heating up, but after this, they’re going to get dangerous. You can’t keep risking your life by going into the District.”

      “Well, I’m not going to stop seeing my cousin, if that’s what you’re suggesting.”

      “Ava, I’m only trying to keep you safe.”

      He reached for me, but I pulled away.

      “That’s the other thing we need to talk about.” I took a step back, putting more space between us. “I’m not your girlfriend, Dean. I’ve had fun, but calling me your girlfriend…”

      His eyes clouded over. “This is about that half-Veilorian, isn’t it? Finn.”

      “What?” I flushed involuntarily, thinking about sleeping beside Finn, but tried to hide it. “No. This is about us. I’m just trying to be honest.”

      Dean studied my face, relaxing after a second. “Yeah, okay.” He let out a nervous chuckle. “I didn’t actually mean to call you my girlfriend. It just kind of popped out, and there was nothing I could do about it.”

      “Yeah,” I said, even though it didn’t matter to me one way or the other. I’d already made up my mind.

      “We’re okay, then?” he asked.

      “Did you vote for her?” The words came out unbidden, but I realized I had to know. Needed to know for sure who I’d allowed to kiss and hold me.

      A mask seemed to cover Dean’s face, making it impossible to tell what he was thinking. “Do you really want to talk about this here?”

      It was all the answer I needed, but since I’d never known when to keep my mouth shut, I couldn’t stay quiet. “I don’t think there will be another time to talk about it, to be honest.”

      His eyebrows furrowed in confusion, but only for a second, then realization dawned on him and the expression was replaced by one of anger. “You’re really going to dump me just because I voted differently than you?”

      “You know that isn’t why,” I said, working to remain calm. “My cousin lives in there. She’s pregnant.”

      Dean leaned closer, lowering his voice so the next words hissed from between his teeth. “With a halfling.”

      I jerked away from the venom in his voice, afraid it would poison me.

      “I can’t believe I fell for your bullshit act,” I said. “I should have known you were just as much of a bigot as all those other people.”

      “You’re blind, Ava. Blind to who they really are and what they’re really doing to us. Don’t get pissed at me because you’re too much of a fool to see it with your own eyes.” Dean snorted. “If it wasn’t for the alien scum living behind those walls, my sister would be alive, and don’t think I can forget that.”

      “Now who’s blind?” I spit back. “If you and your father had been more supportive, your sister would still be alive, and you know it.”

      His face scrunched up, his lips puckering like he was going to spit, and he growled, “Screw you, Ava.”

      “Whatever,” I said, shaking my head.

      Dean turned his back on me, waving over his shoulder as he walked away. “See you at the gate. Just pray you don’t need help again anytime soon.”

      I shivered, knowing I might and also knowing he wouldn’t hesitate to leave me to be bludgeoned to death. Damn. I just wished he wasn’t headed to work now.
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      My head was down when I turned the corner, my long, dark hair a curtain around my face and my bag pulled up high on my shoulder like it would somehow protect me even though I knew it couldn’t do a damn thing. I didn’t know if any of the picketers would be able to identify me as the person who’d rushed to Arch’s aid yesterday, but I wasn’t taking any chances. Not with how volatile things had gotten. Dean had been right on that account, but I didn’t think even he could have foreseen things getting so heated so fast.

      There were twice as many people as usual, all of them holding signs and shouting, only not in unison this time. The voices rose over the sounds of the city, combining and making it nearly impossible to pick out more than a few words. What I could catch made anger surge through me.

      Acting casual wasn’t easy when all I wanted to do was scream at these people to stop being so narrowminded, but I worked hard to keep my head down and my pace normal. Not too slow—I didn’t want it to look like I was planning something—but not fast enough to draw any attention either. Unless I wanted to get hurt even worse than I had the day before, I needed to time this just right.

      The guards were keeping the protestors away from the gate, which was the only way I could get in, so I stuck to the section of sidewalk between the fence and sign holders. I wasn’t alone, and as I walked, I had to weave my way between people who were moving too slowly or had stopped to watch the commotion. Angry voices slammed into me, making my heart race faster with each passing second, but I stayed the course and kept my pace steady.

      It wasn’t until I was four feet from the gate that a sudden break in the crowd gave me a straight shot, and I held tight to the strap of my bag as I took off running. My sudden movement didn’t go unnoticed, and after only a few steps, people started shouting. I could feel the crowd surge forward, closing in on me, and tried to move faster. But it was useless.

      A hand grabbed my arm, and I let out a shout as I tried to jerk free. From behind me came a snarl that sounded only part human, and my pulse quickened as I was pulled away from the gate. I reached for it, yelling for help as it swung open and someone stepped out, but there was nothing I could do to break free of the punishing grip.

      “Species traitor,” the man holding me snarled.

      Brentwood appeared from out of nowhere, pushing his way through the crowd. Dean followed, his face red from exertion and anger—directed at me. They both had pulse rifles, and Dean’s was up as he shoved the crowd back while Brentwood clutched his in one hand. With the other, he reached out and grabbed me.

      “Back off,” he shouted, his furious glare directed at the man trying to drag me into the crowd.

      The hand holding me slipped away, and I stumbled forward, falling against Brentwood’s chest. His arm went around me, and something about the half embrace felt familiar and welcome. It also reminded me of seeing him in the crowd during the Landing Day celebration, and again later when Finn and I were hiding.

      I was still thinking about that when Brentwood pulled me from the throng, which now seemed to pulse with a fury that took my breath away. Beside us, Dean did his best to keep people back as the other guard led me forward, and we were less than five feet from the gate, which was open and waiting with two other guards standing sentry beside it, their pulse rifles aimed at protestors.

      “Come on,” Dean shouted.

      The way his eyes bounced back and forth between the crowd and me made my heart pound harder. I looked over my shoulder just as we reached the gate, curious what had the men so on edge, and was met with hate and rage. Even worse, a few people had tossed their signs aside so they could grab other items. Rocks, old bottles or cans, and in a couple instances, even clubs. A man at the front of the group had a stone the size of his fist clutched in his hand. He hurled it at us just as we rushed through the gate, and a bang followed us, along with a stream of curses.

      The gate slammed shut, and I turned, panting and terrified, to find one of the guards holding a hand to his bloody forehead.

      “Fuck,” he muttered, then turned his fury on me. “What the hell is this, Johnson? Does your girlfriend have a death wish?”

      “I’m not his girl—”

      “What the hell were you thinking, Ava?” Brentwood spit at me before Dean could correct his coworker. “Two days in a row, are you serious? You could have been killed!”

      “Haven’t you realized by now,” Dean said, glaring at me, “she’s a fucking idiot.”

      My blood was already hot, and Dean’s words pushed it to the boiling point.

      “I told you I wasn’t going to stay away. Ione is my cousin. She’s family. I won’t abandon her!”

      “Exactly what do you think will happen to her if you get killed?” Brentwood’s words were angry, but there was sympathy in his eyes. “This is the last time, Ava, do you hear me?”

      “You can’t tell me what to do,” I snapped, even though after today it would be moot point. I wasn’t leaving these walls until Mayor Waters sent her people to arrest me.

      Dean shook his head to let everyone know how much of a fool he thought I was. “Let her kill herself if she wants to.”

      He returned to his post by the gate, his coworkers glaring at me when he stopped beside them.

      One of them said, “I told you not to get involved with anyone who hangs out in here. Fucking species traitor. They should all be thrown in jail and left to rot.”

      “And the halflings should be lined up and shot,” Dean said, his blue eyes focused on me.

      My entire body jerked from the impact of his words, and I moved without thinking. “You asshole.”

      “Watch out,” one of the guards said, chuckling. “She’s coming for you, Johnson.”

      Dean didn’t flinch or step back, not even when I was standing in front of him. It wasn’t until I’d put my hands against his chest and shoved with all my might that he finally stumbled back.

      “Prick,” I hissed.

      He stepped forward, getting in my face. “You assaulted a guard.”

      Before I knew what was happening, he’d grabbed my arm and pushed me face first against the wall. The rusty sheet of metal, warmed by the sun, was hot against my already bruised and throbbing cheek, forcing a hiss of pain out of me. I tried wiggling from his grasp, but he only pushed harder.

      “Stop,” I managed to get out. “You’re hurting me, Dean.”

      “It’s nothing compared to what that mob will do to you once they realize what a species traitor you are.” He moved closer, his lips brushing my ear. “They’ll beat you to death and love it, and I’m not going to lift a finger to stop them. Do you hear me? Not a finger.”

      His grip tightened on my arm as he twisted it behind me, making me feel like my bones were on the verge of snapping.

      “Johnson,” Brentwood called, “pull yourself together.”

      Dean pushed me against the fence harder. “She’s only getting what she deserves.”

      He was ripped away from me suddenly, and I stumbled and fell to my knees. My body and face were aching when I looked up, but what I saw shocked me even more than Dean’s sudden violent fury had. He was in Finn’s grasp, the Veilorian’s citrine eyes flashing with anger as his large fingers dug into the guard’s forearms. Dean’s feet had actually left the ground. I couldn’t believe it.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Finn growled.

      Brentwood rushed forward, pulse rifle up and aimed at Finn’s head. “Drop him. Now.”

      “No.” I scrambled to my feet, putting myself between the weapon and Finn, and forced my throbbing arms up as I tried to reason with Brentwood. “Stop. He was just trying to protect me.” I spun to face Finn, who was still holding Dean. “Let him go. I’m okay.”

      Finn’s gaze moved to me, and he released Dean. The guard fell to the ground like a ragdoll but scrambled up only a second later. Like his coworkers, he raised his pulse rifle and aimed it at Finn.

      “Stop,” I said, spinning to face the guards now. “Things are getting out of hand. We don’t want any bloodshed.”

      “Speak for yourself,” Dean growled. “I wouldn’t mind seeing this halfling piece of shit bleeding on the ground.”

      “Brentwood,” I chose to focus on the sympathetic guard, “he was just trying to protect me.”

      Brentwood looked at me, conflict flashing in his eyes as he slowly lowered his pulse rifle.

      “Dean,” I said, turning to the guy I’d broken up with only an hour earlier. “Please.”

      He didn’t even glance my way. “That’s Lieutenant Johnson.”

      “Dammit, Johnson.” Brentwood finally stepped in front of Dean. “That’s enough. If you want to file a complaint, you do it through the proper channels. Just know you’ll have to include everything that happened in the report. Understand?”

      The warning was clear enough to make Dean falter.

      “Ava.” Finn’s soft voice pulled my gaze to him. “Let’s just go.”

      He had his hand out, urging me to take it, and without thinking, I slipped my hand into his.

      We hadn’t even taken a step when Dean flipped his pulse rifle around and with no warning slammed the butt into Finn’s face. My hand slipped from his as he stumbled back, grunting in pain.

      “Johnson!” Brentwood barked as I called out, “No!”

      I hadn’t realized we’d drawn an audience until that moment. Dozens of Veilorians had stopped to watch the altercation, and the second Finn hit the ground, they moved in what felt like a wave of tall, lean bodies. Dozens of voices rang out at once, outraged and confused, calling to Finn to see if he was okay, asking me what was happening, yelling at Dean and Brentwood.

      Through it all I heard Dean shouting, “Stay back! Just stay the fuck back!”

      There was a crackle of static, and one of the guards yelled into a radio, “We need backup. We have a situation.”

      I dropped to the ground in front of Finn, who was holding his face where Dean had slammed the pulse rifle into it.

      “Let me see,” I said, prying his hand away.

      There was a gash on his lip, and his cheek was smeared with blood. It was purple. Finn’s blood was purple.

      It made sense—he was part human—but I hadn’t expected it, and it took a moment to recover from the shock. Once I had, I wiped the blood away to get a better look at him and was relieved to find only one small cut. Although his face and lip would no doubt be swollen and bruised. Assuming Veilorians bruised. I had no idea if they did.

      “It doesn’t look bad,” I said.

      “I’m fine.” Finn looked past me to where the guards stood, pulse rifles still raised. “We need to stop this before things get worse.”

      He was right. Dean and the other guards weren’t aiming their weapons at anyone in particular but were instead panning their pulse rifles around like they were preparing to take out the entire crowd in a shower of energy pulses. Dean’s eyes were wide, angry and flashing, while Brentwood looked almost panicked.

      I stood, reaching for Finn in case he needed help, and once we were both up, we turned to the Veilorians gathered around us.

      “Everything’s okay,” Finn called. “Go home. We don’t want to give them an excuse.”

      A Veilorian man close to us looked around, acting like he wasn’t sure if he wanted to back down or not, but after a second he nodded and left. Others followed, and the tension eased as the crowd dispersed. Dean and Brentwood, however, never let their guard down.

      I grabbed Finn’s hand and took a step back. “We should go, too. I don’t know what they’ll do to you if we stick around.”

      “Not like it matters.” Finn’s hard stare was focused on Dean. “Your boyfriend knows who I am.”

      “He’s not my boyfriend,” I said with more venom than I intended. “I broke up with him earlier, but even if I hadn’t, he definitely wouldn’t be after this.”

      Finn gave a tense nod and turned his back to the fence, pulling me with him as he moved deeper into the District. I didn’t bother getting my chip scanned. I wouldn’t be leaving again.

      Finn kept a firm grip on my hand as we wound our way up the nearest spiral staircase and over a few walkways, neither of us talking but both knowing where this walk would take us. Last night in his bed we’d held back. There had been so many reasons to at the time, but they all seemed stupid now. Pointless. I wanted him. Veilorian, halfling, or human, I didn’t care. I wanted this man, and I knew he wanted me as well.

      We entered his house without talking, and once inside I moved to the bathroom, knowing from my first visit where to find the things I needed. As if he’d known what I was going to do, Finn was sitting on the couch when I came back, waiting. He watched me cross the room, making every inch of my body tingle. My bag was still draped over my shoulder, and I slid it off, dropping it to the floor so I could concentrate on what I was about to do.

      Using the same bottle of clear liquid Finn had used on me the day before, I dampened the cloth and started cleaning the cut on his lip.

      “I didn’t know half-humans had purple blood.”

      “We do,” he said.

      He didn’t react even a little as I dabbed at the cut, his eyes too intent on me. Too focused and intense.

      “I don’t even know if you heal the same way I do,” I said, finding it impossible not to talk. Impossible not to say every little thought the second it popped into my head. “Can you get a cold? Do your bones break as easily as mine?”

      “Yes, but I heal faster,” he said. “I’ll be okay by morning.”

      I lifted my gaze from the cut on his lip, focusing on his eyes and said, “Is it the same with full-blooded Veilorians?”

      He gave me a small smile. “Yes, it is.”

      I nodded and went back to cleaning the cut.

      With the blood wiped away, I saw it wasn’t bad. Small, less than an inch, and already it had closed up. It seemed miraculous, seeing a deep, purple scab covering the cut that less than ten minutes ago had been bleeding.

      “It looks good,” I said, focusing on screwing the lid back on the bottle. “Which I guess is no big surprise to you.”

      I started to turn so I could put the bottle away, but Finn grabbed my hand to stop me. “Wait.”

      He stood, easing the bottle from my grasp so he could set it on the table. The cloth, clutched in my other hand, followed, and then it was just the two of us, standing face to face, both my hands in his as he studied me. He was so tall, so big. So…amazing.

      Finn’s gaze moved to the bag at my feet. “You planning a trip?”

      “My mom kicked me out,” I said. “She saw me on the news, and she didn’t want a species traitor living in her house.”

      He looked at me again, his eyebrows raised. “So, you came here?”

      “I didn’t have anywhere else to go. I thought maybe Ione and Rye would let me sleep on their couch.”

      Finn shifted closer to me, his yellow-orange eyes holding mine. My heart beat harder, pounding against my ribs and echoing through my head, and I held my breath, waiting. He was so welcoming. So unlike anything I’d ever known.

      “You’ll stay here,” he said, the statement possessive but begging at the same time.

      I nodded, unable to find words but not the least bit hesitant. Even though I hadn’t acknowledged it before now, deep down I’d known this was where I’d end up. It was even possible a part of me had known it since the first moment I laid eyes on Finn.

      When he finally pressed his lips against mine, it took my breath away. Literally. But I discovered I didn’t need air, not as long as I was kissing Finn. Not as long as I had him to cling to. He held my face between his hands as I clung to him, twisting my fists in his shirt while his mouth moved over mine. I’d been kissed before, but never like this. Never with such utter abandon. Never by a person who acted like my lips were sweeter than sugar, like he couldn’t get close enough. Like he hadn’t really lived, not one single moment, until now.

      I gasped when he finally broke the kiss, filling my lungs with oxygen until it felt like they would burst. Finn still had my face in his hands, and like so many times before, his gaze held mine.

      “I never thought I’d be attracted to a human,” he whispered, “but I can’t get you out of my mind. From that first moment I saw you on the walkway outside Rye’s house, you’re all I’ve been able to think about. It makes no sense.”

      “Even when I thought I hated you, I was so attracted to you,” I admitted.

      Finn gave me one of his rare smiles. “It’s because I’m so irresistible.”

      I laughed even as my eyes filled with tears. Blinking them away didn’t help staunch the flow, and in seconds they were streaming down my cheeks, one after the other in a steady stream.

      “No,” he whispered, wiping the tears away with his big thumbs. “Don’t cry. It’s going to be okay.”

      “You don’t know that,” I said.

      “I do,” Finn replied, “because I will do everything in my power to make sure nothing happens to you. Ever.”

      He pulled me against him then, wrapping his long arms around me until it felt like his body had engulfed mine, and I leaned my head against his chest. Closing my eyes, breathing him in, allowing his presence to seep into me.

      We were still standing like that when the front door burst open and Ione rushed inside.
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      My cousin froze just inside the door, her eyes wide and filled with shock, while behind her Rye burst out laughing.

      “Not exactly what I was expecting to find,” he said.

      Finn released me, his hand moving down my arm and leaving a trail of tingles behind. “Do humans not knock?”

      “Oh.” Ione snapped out of it, her cheeks flushing pink. “Sorry. I was just worried, and I wasn’t thinking.” She broke off, her gaze moving from Finn to me. “What the hell is going on? We heard there was some kind altercation at the gate and Finn was hurt, so we rushed here and find this. I thought you hated each other.”

      “There’s a fine line between love and hate,” Rye said, moving past his wife so he could throw himself on the couch, his eyes on his cousin. “I told her not to freak out. Veilorians can take a beating better than humans.”

      “It was barely a beating,” Finn grumbled. “That asshole, Johnson, took a cheap shot.”

      “Jealousy will cause a man to do strange things.” Rye was grinning.

      “Yeah, well, so will rage. He better pray we never bump into one another in the dark,” Finn replied.

      Fear gripped me at his words.

      “Don’t say that.” I turned to face him, my voice pleading. “Don’t. Who knows what they’d do to you.”

      Finn’s expression softened. “I’m joking, obviously. My mother has already made me promise to never do anything foolish. Trust me.”

      “Um, speaking of the councilwoman,” Rye said.

      Finn and I turned to face him.

      “She’s kind of on her way here,” his cousin continued.

      Finn’s body straightened. “Why?”

      “She heard about what happened,” Ione explained. “Everyone did.”

      Only a few seconds later, the thud of footsteps warned us someone was approaching. Unsure of what to do, I looked from Ione to Rye to Finn. My hand was still in his, and while I didn’t want to yank it free and hurt his feelings, I wasn’t sure what to say if his mom—who was on the Veilorian council—asked questions. The smart thing would have been to stay quiet and let Finn do the talking, but keeping my mouth shut had never been one of my strengths.

      My gaze met Ione’s, and she gave me a reassuring nod, helping me relax a miniscule amount. I tried to remember what she’d said about Finn’s mom, but couldn’t recall anything except the part about her being on the council.

      She swept in the room the way a cool breeze swept across the city after the sun has set, taking my breath away. I had no idea how I hadn’t noticed her during that broadcast. She was absolutely gorgeous. Six feet tall, thin and muscular, her sandy hair—the same color as Finn’s—contrasted with her pale skin and made her light green eyes stand out. They were big and round but intelligent as they moved across the room, barely taking in Ione and Rye before looking her son over and finally stopping on me.

      There was recognition in her gaze, but what was more, I felt it too. I didn’t know how or why or from where, but I got the distinct feeling I’d met this woman before.

      She blinked, rearranging her expression as she turned to her son. “Finn, what in the heavens were you thinking?”

      “He was helping me,” I said, once again succumbing to my inability to stay quiet. “I was being assaulted, and he stepped in.”

      Finn’s mother looked at me again, her lips twitching in a way that reminded me of her son. They looked a lot alike.

      “This is my cousin,” Ione said, jumping in.

      “Ava Mendoza,” Finn’s mother said, whispering my name in a tone that was almost reverent. “It’s so nice to meet you after all this time. Ione has said wonderful things about you, and I heard what you did for Arch.” She moved toward me, her hands out, and I extracted mine from her son’s so I could extend them to her. “I’m Finn’s mother, Melora.”

      “It’s nice to meet you.”

      “You as well,” she said, her gaze steady and even, holding mine captive in a way I couldn’t explain.

      Again, there was a twinge of recognition.

      How did I know this woman?

      “It shouldn’t be an issue,” Finn said, forcing his mother to turn his way. “It was minor and over fast. I don’t think anyone will make a big deal about it.”

      My hands were still in Melora’s when she said, “These days we can’t be too careful. Remember that, son.” Her gaze moved back to me. “Although I’m very glad he was able to help you.”

      “Me too,” I said.

      “I’m glad you’re okay.” As if just realizing she still had my hands, Finn’s mother dropped them and stepped back. “Because we have much bigger things to worry about.”

      Finn’s body stiffened. “What is it?”

      “Arch,” Melora said simply. “The humans want us to turn him over.”

      “What?” I said just as Ione cried out, “No!”

      Rye jumped to his feet. “They can’t be serious. He’s a child.”

      “They are very serious, I’m afraid,” Melora replied. “A crime was committed while he was out of the District, and they’re blaming him.”

      Suddenly, I remembered what Dean told me.

      “A girl was raped and murdered,” I murmured.

      Melora focused on me, frowning. “Yes.”

      “He couldn’t have done that,” Rye said.

      “He claims he did not,” Finn’s mother replied, “but the humans think differently. They want justice.”

      “If you turn him over there won’t be justice,” I said. “They’ll kill him.”

      Melora bowed her head, her hands clasped in front of her. “We have to take the big picture into consideration. It’s our job.”

      “You can’t really be considering giving in,” Rye argued.

      She kept her head down. “We all know what will happen to Arch if we do what the humans ask, but we also know what might happen to the rest of us if we do not.” She lifted her head, her gaze sweeping over us as she said, “No decision has been made, and we are trying to find a peaceful resolution, but…”

      Melora gave a slight shake of her head.

      There was almost no possibility of a peaceful solution, and we all knew it.

      “Come. The council is gathered at Anara’s house.” Melora looked at Rye, then me. “They’ll want to meet you. To hear your version of what happened.”

      “I don’t know how much of a help I’ll be,” I said, “but I’ll do what I can. I only wish I could help negotiate with the humans.”

      “As do I,” Melora said and turned toward the door.

      Rye followed his aunt, Ione’s hand in his, and Finn took mine so we, too, could go after them.

      The District was quieter than ever as we headed across the walkways and up a couple staircases. People were out, gathered in groups as they watched us go. Humans, Veilorians, and half-human children were everywhere. Hundreds of them as if gathered for a celebration. Or a funeral. I hoped—no, prayed—that wouldn’t be the outcome.

      The council leader lived a few walkways over and two stories up in a house nearly identical to all the others. The front door was open, and through it I could see a small crowd gathered in the living room, seemingly unconcerned about the tight space. The woman with white-blonde hair was in the center, and around her sat a handful of men, while more Veilorian men and women stood against the walls and even in the hallway. They were all silent as if waiting, and every one of them turned as we followed Melora into the room.

      Anara, the head councilwoman, stood, her gaze moving past Melora to the rest of us and finally stopping on me. “You’ve brought her?”

      Finn’s mother nodded in assent as she turned to me, holding her hand out. “This is Ava.”

      She motioned for me to move forward, and I did, releasing Finn’s hand and walking to the center of the room, stopping in front of Anara. The councilwoman was even more beautiful in person, almost angelic in appearance, but older than I’d first thought. I knew Veilorians aged differently than humans, making it hard to determine their age, but while I’d assumed this woman was in her early thirties when I’d seen her on the viewing screen, I could now tell she was older than that. Probably older than my mother.

      “Ava.” She said my name with the same reverence Melora had. “It’s lovely to meet you.”

      The gentle way she took my hands and the expression on her face as she looked me over, a twinge of emotion in her eyes I couldn’t quite name, sent a jolt through me. I hadn’t thought this woman looked familiar before, but standing in front of her now, I had a sudden flashback, a spark of a memory I couldn’t quite grab hold of, and I was almost certain we’d met before.

      “Do I know you?” I asked.

      Anara smiled. “You remember.”

      “Yes,” I said then shook my head. “No. Not really… There’s a memory I can’t quite place, but I’m sure it was you.”

      Her smile widened. “It was, child. I met you a long time ago when you were still young. I knew your father.” The last sentence was whispered and filled with pain. “After your mother kicked him out, before he died, he and I were very close.”

      I jerked my hand from hers. “My father abandoned me.”

      “No,” Anara said. “He didn’t.”

      She straightened her shoulders and looked around the room, acting as if the small exchange had never happened. “We need to discuss what to do about Arch.”

      I stepped back, sensing my part was over for the time being and reeling from what this woman had just said. Could she be telling the truth? I didn’t want to believe her, not after living the past twenty years thinking my dad had abandoned me, but there were facts I couldn’t overlook. My mom had recognized Anara, and I had memories of meeting her. She knew who I was.

      Ione took my hand, and I looked back to meet her gaze, seeing my own questions reflected in her eyes. Behind her, Finn and Rye looked equally confused. At least I wasn’t the only one.

      “We can’t turn him over,” said a man with dark hair. It shimmered slightly in the light, reflecting hues of green and purple the way no human’s hair did and reminding me of a bird’s feathers.

      Ione leaned closer to me and whispered, “Rye’s dad, Dravin. He’s on the council, too.”

      Were they related to everyone on the council? Had Ione and I gotten involved with some kind of Veilorian royal family?

      “I would agree,” Melora said, choosing her words carefully, “except we all know what that could bring down on us. Whether or not Arch committed the crime, he still broke the rules. Not just the humans’ rules, either. He broke our rules as well. He knew he shouldn’t leave the District. He knew what he was risking by doing it, and yet he chose to anyway. Trust me, I do not like what might happen any more than anyone else here, but we have to look at the big picture.”

      “What else can they do to us?” another man said. “They’ve already cut our power and stopped the deliveries. They’re already trying to starve or dehydrate us to death. What more can they do?”

      “They could come in here,” Anara said, keeping her voice even and unemotional despite the worry flashing in her eyes, “and kill every half-Veilorian in the District. They could take every human living inside these walls and throw them in prison. Or worse. Arch’s actions have put all of us in danger.”

      No one spoke for a second as the gravity of the situation sank in, and Ione’s hand tightened on mine.

      “We cannot let that happen,” Rye’s father said, no doubt thinking not only of his unborn grandchild, but also of his nephew. Of Finn.

      I turned, looking over my shoulder to where he stood. He was already staring at me, and like the night before when we were lying side by side in his bed, the risk we were taking felt heavy. Like a weight settling on me as I tried to swim to the surface of a deep body of water. I was risking everything.

      “We will sleep on it and meet again in the morning.” Anara stood, signaling the discussion was coming to an end. “Mayor Waters has agreed to wait until noon tomorrow for our decision, but no longer. Think hard. Think not only of your family, but of the family sleeping in the house next to you. Think about the children you pass on your way home who have purple blood running through their veins. Think about our red-blooded loved ones.”

      Around the room, the other Veilorians nodded, their expressions grave.

      “Good.” Anara motioned to the door.

      People filed out, but Ione and I stayed where we were. Finn and Rye moved, though, going across the room to speak to their parents. As expected, no one joined Finn and his mother, but a woman with dark hair joined Rye and his father as they talked.

      “Indrina,” Ione whispered. “My mother-in-law.”

      I nodded, but only half my attention was on my cousin. The rest was on Anara, who stood alone in the center of the room, watching as everyone filed out.

      When no one was left but Finn and Rye’s families, she turned to me. “Ava.”

      As if summoned by a force I couldn’t resist, I stepped forward, my hand slipping from Ione’s.

      “You must have so many questions for me,” the council leader said in a soft voice.

      “What happened to my father?”

      Anara motioned to the couch. “Sit. It is a long story. One that will be painful to hear.” Her gaze moved behind her to where Finn stood. “And not just for you.”

      Finn looked at his mother, an expression of confusion on his face, but moved to the couch with me when she motioned for him to do it. Ione took a seat in one of the few chairs, easing her round body into it with a groan, while Anara lowered herself to the coffee table in front of Finn and me. Everyone else remained standing, the parents quiet but almost anxious, while Rye, like his cousin, seemed on edge.

      “Everyone knows the story of how we came to be here,” Anara began once she was situated. “Our planet, Veil, was dying thanks to a burst of solar flares from our multiple suns, so those of us still alive boarded a ship and set out in search of a new home. We slept while the craft explored galaxy after galaxy for a planet that would meet our needs, finally finding Earth after nearly two centuries in stasis.

      “Humans were understandably reluctant when we arrived, but we did what we could to assure them we only wanted a peaceful existence. Like our own planet, we could see that Earth was dying, but unlike our home, the damage was not irreversible, so we offered a seed of hope, telling those in charge we could help save their world.”

      Shock made me sit up straighter. “I’ve never heard this.”

      “No one has,” Anara said, her voice sad, “because only six months after we landed, the mayor died, and his replacement wasn’t willing to listen to anything we had to say.

      “Still, integration had begun,” she continued. “We were living on the ship, leaving during the day so we could meet with city officials in hopes of creating a more long-term place in your society. Housing was being built, and many of us were putting our skills to use, helping in hospitals, working to further your technology, and even taking part in celebrations throughout the city.

      “That was how I met your parents,” Anara said, looking at me. “It was at a community gathering—a picnic, they called it. Your parents came, bringing you with them, and I went with a group of Veilorians, hoping more humans would be able to see us for what we were. We’d been on the planet for nearly a year by then, and during that time hostilities had risen. As had crime. More than one of my people had been attacked. Beaten, sometimes, taken advantage of other times.”

      Next to me, Finn flinched, and Anara’s gaze darted his way. She studied him for a moment before looking behind her to where his mother stood. Melora’s expression was calm. Neutral. Unaffected. So opposite of her son’s.

      “I liked your father right away,” Anara continued a moment later, acting as if the interruption hadn’t occurred. “He was friendly and curious. Very interested in our people. He stood with you and spoke to me for hours, asking about our planet and culture, about the family I’d lost during the solar flares. He was the first genuinely open human I’d met since coming here, and he gave me hope that our two species might one day be able to live together in peace.

      “Eventually, as relations between humans and Veilorians grew worse, he and I began meeting. His position in the government was high, and he’d been put in charge of human-Veilorian relations when we arrived. As part of the job, he’d established a task force that was supposed to come up with ways to help our people integrate, and our early meetings were always with this group. But as time went by and relations between our species grew worse, the task force got smaller and smaller, until eventually it was only your father and me. By that point, I’d developed feelings for him, but he had you and your mother, so I kept it to myself. It was not an easy thing to do, but it was necessary. It was right.”

      She paused as if thinking it through, nodding once when she did. I was mesmerized by what she was saying but unable to utter even a word. Deep down, I knew where this story was going, but it made no sense and didn’t mesh with everything I thought I’d known about my father. He’d left me, or that was what I’d always believed. Could it be a lie? Could my mother have really been that cruel?

      “Despite my determination to keep my relationship with your father professional,” Anara said, dragging me back to the conversation, “your mother refused to believe nothing was happening between us. She was jealous. Angry. Every time he came home from one of our meetings, she would demand he never see me again, but he refused. He wanted to help us. He wanted to be part of something big.” A sad but genuine smile pulled up her lips. “He was a very special man.”

      After all the horrible things I’d said and thought about my father, the statement felt like a knife twisting in my heart, causing a pang to vibrate through me.

      “Months passed, and eventually your mother grew tired of sharing him—that was what she told your father when she kicked him out.” Anara’s smile faded and she shook her head. “By then relations between Veilorians and humans had gotten even worse. The District had been built, but integration efforts had not yet been abandoned completely. Still, things had gotten so bad that most Veilorians did not leave our part of the city. I did, though, visiting your father in his new home where we continued to try to figure out a way to fix the canyon separating our people.

      “It was a little over two years after Landing Day that we finally gave in to our feelings. Your mother had not spoken to him in months and refused to let him see you, and when I arrived at his apartment that day, he was despondent. I only intended to comfort him, but after months of denying my feelings, I no longer could.” Anara stopped, giving me an apologetic smile. “I won’t go into any more detail than that.”

      “So, you had an affair with my dad?”

      I looked behind me to my cousin, confused and wanting to gain some kind of comfort from her presence. She was as shocked as I was, and Rye and Finn wore expressions that said they also hadn’t known about the relationship my father and the council leader had shared. There was something else, too, though. The cousins were staring at each other, not speaking but acting as if they were having a silent conversation.

      “I did,” Anara said, drawing my focus back to her. “And I loved him very much.”

      Things were starting to fall into place. My mother’s bitterness, the vague memories I had of living somewhere else, somewhere nicer. Why my mother hated Veilorians so much, and why my father, who I’d always remembered as being happy and loving, had left so suddenly.

      “Your parents were already divorced by then, and he was having such a difficult time. I just wanted to comfort him. To take away some of his pain,” Anara explained, and even though her tone was gentle, it wasn’t apologetic. This woman had loved my father, and no matter the outcome, she didn’t regret what had happened between them. “Your mother refused to let him see you except one time. She brought you to him, and you spent the day together in his new home.”

      “I remember that, but I never knew the rest of this,” I said, shaking my head as I sorted through all this new information. It was so much to take in, almost too much, but I had to know more. Had to know everything. “What happened to him? You said he was dead.”

      Just thinking about him being dead made my throat tighten with sobs desperate to escape. I thought he’d abandoned me, but he hadn’t. He’d wanted me, but my mother had kept me from him. Then he’d died, and she never even told me.

      Anara glanced toward Melora, and the other woman nodded, and beside me Finn stiffened like he was trying to brace himself for an impact.

      When the council leader turned her gaze back to me, her expression was sad. “Admitting our feelings for one another gave your father a sense of renewed purpose, and he became more determined than ever to set things right. When he learned a half-human child had been born and was living in the District, he thought it was the answer he’d been looking for. The child was over a year old by then, but very few people knew of its existence. Terrified of how humans would react, the mother had kept the birth quiet, but the father was a close friend of your dad’s. The child gave him hope. He thought if humans could see the baby, could see how normal and nonthreatening it was, they would change their views. He thought it would make them understand how much we could help one another. He thought everyone would be able to see the miracle he did.

      “He set up a Veilorian-rights rally where the baby’s father announced the child’s existence to the city. Only things didn’t go as planned. The humans were outraged and even more threatened than before. A riot broke out, and while trying to protect the baby and its mother, the child’s father was injured. Your dad did everything he could to save his friend, but they were attacked before they could get away, and a man was killed. It was self-defense, plain and simple, but he was still arrested, and the child’s father was left to die in the streets.” Anara paused to take a long, slow breath, then said in a quiet voice, “Two days later, your father was publicly executed for his crimes.”

      I gasped, shocked and hurt and horrified that I’d thought so many awful things about my dad over the years, and turned tear-filled eyes to my cousin. “Did you know?”

      “No.” Ione shook her head, her own eyes misty. “No one ever told me.”

      How had I not known? How had I not looked for my dad? If I had, I could have learned the truth earlier. Might have realized my mother was lying to me.

      Anara took my hand, and I looked back to find her holding one of Finn’s as well. “That rally killed both of your fathers.”

      Her meaning sank in, making my head spin.

      Both of our fathers, meaning Finn’s, too. Which meant he was the baby. The child of my father’s friend.

      Finn stood, pulling his hand from Anara’s, his gaze focused on his mother. “Is this true?”

      “It is,” Melora said, her voice gentle and soothing. “You were the first half-Veilorian born on Earth.”

      Finn’s expression was a mixture of confusion and anger and betrayal. “That can’t be. I’m only twenty, and we’ve been here for twenty-two years. I know half-Veilorians who are older than me. I’ve met them.”

      Melora’s gaze flicked to Anara, and when the council leader nodded, she once again focused on her son. “You were a little over one Earth year when your father died,” she said, her mouth turning down to emphasize how painful the memory of that day was. “You were born only eight months after we landed on this planet.”

      Finn visibly started. “That would mean I’m twenty-one. I can’t believe you’ve been lying to me all this time.”

      “It was to keep you safe.” Melora stood, taking a step toward him, but stopped when Finn jerked away. “You cannot understand how angry the humans were when they learned about your existence. I was terrified they would come into the District to hunt you down. That they would kill you like they killed your father. So, we lied to them. We told them you had been injured during the rally and died later that night. After that, I hid you and lied about your age, afraid someone would make the connection and try to murder you, too. The way they had murdered your father.”

      “There are hundreds of us now. Why didn’t you tell me the truth after more half-Veilorians were born?” Finn asked. “You could have at least told me the truth.”

      Melora took another step toward her son, reaching out to him. This time, he didn’t resist, and when she’d taken his hand, she said, “I was afraid it would fuel your hatred. You’ve had such a difficult time knowing where you fit into this world, and I was terrified the truth would send you on a path you would never be able to recover from. Maybe I was wrong, maybe I should have done things differently, but however you feel, know I had the best of intentions. I’ve only ever wanted you to be safe, my son. That is all.”

      Finn looked down, his expression torn and his hand still in his mother’s. He stared at it, unblinking, and said nothing.
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      Finn and his mom were talking quietly when I stepped out of the house. Evening was setting in and the sun had moved lower in the sky, and the horizon was now painted in bursts of orange and pink. Above me, the blue had given way to indigo, and here and there a twinkling star was visible. It brought to mind the day the visitors arrived and how my father had held me tightly in his arms as we watched the scene unfold, awed by the sight and oddly hopeful despite the worry and panic surrounding us.

      “It’s going to change everything about your life, I promise you that. One day, you’ll remember this moment and know this was the day your life started for real.”

      Tears that refused to be blinked away burned my eyes. They slid down my cheeks as I looked out over the District. Four stories stood between the ground and me, and every staircase and path in my line of sight was empty. The road, too, was deserted, and the silence of it all made me feel suddenly so alone.

      The quiet wasn’t the only thing making me feel that way, I realized. It was what I’d just learned, too. It was discovering I’d lived a lifetime of lies and for years had thought my father abandoned me. He hadn’t, though, and not only that, he’d died standing up for the Veilorians. He’d died fighting for what he believed was right.

      No wonder my mother hated my choices so much.

      “Ava?”

      I turned at the sound of my cousin’s voice, swiping the back of my hand first across my right cheek then my left to get rid of the tears. She was in front of me, her eyes misty, and only a second later had found her way into my arms.

      “I’m so sorry,” she said, her body shaking with her own sobs. “I didn’t know. My parents never told me the truth.”

      No longer as slim as she’d always been, Ione felt so different than she used to, and I realized it was just one more thing in a long list of things that had changed and would never go back to the way I remembered them. She would have the baby, yes, but she wasn’t mine anymore. She belonged to Rye and their child now.

      And I belonged to no one.

      I pulled back after a moment, wiping the fresh tears, and forced out a brave smile. “I’ll be okay. Don’t worry about me.”

      Ione’s bottom lip quivered. “I just can’t believe your mother lied to you like that.”

      “I can,” I said.

      The front door of the house opened, and Finn and Rye stepped out. Like Ione and me, they looked as if they were still trying to sort through everything they’d learned today, and it hit me that I wasn’t alone. Finn and I were just getting to know one another, but we had something very big in common. Everything we’d always believed had just changed.

      Rye stopped beside his wife, and she leaned into him, her shoulders slumping in exhaustion.

      “You look tired,” he said.

      She lifted her gaze, looking up at him through damp lashes. “I am.”

      “Go home,” I told them. “Get some rest.”

      “What about you?” Ione tore her focus from her husband. “Where will you go?”

      I looked at Finn, who held his hand out.

      When I’d taken it in mine, he said, “She’ll stay with me.”

      Although my cousin gave me a questioning look, she made no comment before nodding.

      Finn and I stayed where we were as Rye led her away, quietly watching their progress as they headed down a spiral staircase and across a walkway before disappearing from sight.

      A second later, the door behind us opened again and Rye’s parents stepped out, with Melora right behind them. She spotted Finn and me, once again focusing on our intertwined hands, and her lips pulled up into a small smile.

      After a quiet goodbye to her sister and brother-in-law, Finn’s mom headed our way, her focus on her son. Her jeweled-colored eyes were serious and intent when she stopped in front of us and said something in Veilorian. I glanced at Finn, wondering what she was telling him, and found him frowning but nodding as well.

      “I will,” he replied when she’d stopped talking.

      “Good,” she said, giving one more nod before turning her gaze on me. “You shouldn’t leave the District tonight. The crowd is angry, and they’re liable to kill you for being a species traitor.”

      “I know,” I said, “but it doesn’t matter, anyway. I don’t have anywhere else to go.”

      Melora’s eyebrows lifted in surprise.

      “Her mom kicked her out,” Finn explained. “She’s staying with me.”

      “With you?” The hair on my scalp prickled as his mother looked between us, and I was grateful when she chose to focus on her son. “Do I have to warn you about what can happen?”

      Finn swallowed. “No.”

      “Good.” Melora’s gaze flicked to me, and while her expression softened, the serious light in her eyes made my heart beat faster. “I think you are a very rare and special person, Ava, even if I have not yet had the chance to really get to know you. Do not take my words personally, because they are not meant to be. But you and my son must think very carefully about what you are getting yourselves into before you make any big decisions. Understand?”

      “I do,” I replied, “more than I can say.”

      She glanced at Finn, who nodded.

      “Good.” Melora exhaled, suddenly looking tired and sad. “Now I must go home so I can think. There is a big decision to be made, and I do not want to take it lightly.”

      She lifted herself on her toes and planted a kiss on Finn’s cheek then gave my arm a pat. “Goodnight.”

      “Goodnight,” we murmured in unison.

      We stayed quiet the way we had when Ione and Rye left, but once Melora was gone, Finn turned to face me. “Are you tired?”

      “I am.” Like his mother had a moment ago, I let out a deep sigh. “Not as tired as Ione looked, though.”

      He took my hand as he began walking. “Pregnancy with a half-Veilorian baby is difficult for some humans. Ione seems to be one of them.”

      There were so many half-humans running around the District that until our conversation the night before, it had never occurred to me that Ione might be in danger. Now, though, Finn’s words filled me with a fear strong enough to overshadow even my sorrow over my father. My cousin was so small, and Rye so big. How would she manage it?

      “She’s going to be okay, right?” I asked.

      He looked over his shoulder as we descended a staircase. “The midwife is keeping a close eye on her. Don’t worry.”

      “Finn,” I said, moving faster so we were walking side by side once we’d reached the pathway to his house, “she’s the only family I have left now. Of course I’m going to worry.”

      That wasn’t entirely true, but I didn’t know if I’d ever see Lena again, as much as it hurt to admit it. It wasn’t like I could visit, and she wouldn’t come here. Even for me.

      Finn stopped in the middle of a walkway, so we were suspended above the main road, and turned to face me. “It will be okay. It’s been over a decade since a human died giving birth. We’ve perfected things over the years, and the midwives know when to take the baby, so the human mother isn’t at risk.”

      I swallowed, trying to let his words comfort me but failing miserably.

      “It’s okay,” Finn said again, leaning forward.

      He planted a soft kiss on my forehead, his lips gentle and warm, and it was quite possibly the only thing that could have distracted me from my worries, because it brought to mind the kiss we’d shared just before Ione barged in. Our first kiss. Our only kiss.

      He pulled back, but just a little, his face less than an inch from mine. Like me, I could tell he was thinking about the moment we’d shared, and his eyes searched mine before moving down to caress my lips with a fiery look. A second later, he was closing the distance between us again, pressing his mouth against mine and pulling me closer until my body was flush with his. My arms went around his neck as I lifted myself so I was standing on the tips of my toes, while his hands held my hips, steadying me. Our lips moved together, faster and more urgent than they had before, our hearts beating in perfect unison.

      We stayed like that for only a few minutes, and when Finn broke the kiss, I knew why without him having to explain. He held my hand as he walked, pulling me toward his house.

      The second we were inside and the door was shut, his mouth once again covered mine. Like before, I clung to him as we kissed. The room was dark, nearly pitch black, but I didn’t care. Not as long as he was here to keep me steady.

      Before long, Finn lifted me, and I wrapped my legs around his waist as we continued kissing. Then we tumbled to the couch, him on top of me, his body warmer than usual and mine needy. I wanted him so badly, more than I’d ever wanted anyone before, but when I started to undo the button on his pants, he broke the kiss and put his hand on top of mine.

      “What is it?” I asked, the words coming out breathless.

      “We need to talk about a few things,” he said. “Has Ione told you what happens when humans and Veilorians are together?”

      I swallowed as the memories of everything she’d told me came rushing back. In the heat of the moment, with Finn so close, I’d forgotten all about it. Thank God he’d had the presence of mind to remember. Ninety percent was what Ione had told me. If Finn and I took this step, there was a ninety percent chance I’d get pregnant. It was a lot to consider even during normal times, but there was nothing normal about the times we were living in. Mayor Waters wanted to stop half-Veilorians babies from being born, wanted to eradicate them completely.

      “She told me,” I managed to get out.

      Finn shifted, moving to a sitting position and urging me up as well. “So, you know what will most likely happen when we do decide to take this step?”

      I nodded but said nothing.

      A flush warmed my cheeks when it hit me that Melora’s warning hadn’t been about the mayor, but about sex. I was eternally grateful I hadn’t known it at the time, and that it was too dark now for Finn to see my face.

      “Ava,” he said after a moment of silence, “I care about you, a lot, but I want to be sure we’re prepared for whatever comes our way. I want to be sure you’re ready to face the consequences of anything we do, and I don’t just mean what Mayor Waters might be planning. If we sleep together, it could change everything for good. Are you ready for that?”

      “What about you?” I asked instead of answering him, mainly because I couldn’t come up with a response. “Are you ready to be a father?”

      “I’m—” Finn’s face was hidden by the darkness, but I heard the sigh he let out. “I don’t know. It’s a big step. Especially considering how little we know each other and how uncertain things are.”

      “Then we’ll wait,” I said, trying not to sound too disappointed—and failing. “We’ll use this time to get to know each other better.”

      “Yes,” he said, sighing again.

      He sounded as thrilled by the idea of waiting as I felt.

      Finn shifted, and a second later his fingers were laced through mine. I savored the feel of his skin and wished things were different. Never in my life had I felt a hunger like this, and lying beside him the night before had been hard enough, but now that we’d kissed, now that we’d fully acknowledged what was happening between us, I didn’t know how I’d hold back.

      Of course, just because we couldn’t have sex didn’t mean we couldn’t enjoy one another.

      As if reading my mind, Finn said, “There are other things we can do.”

      I laughed, but it was cut short when he tugged on my hand, pulling me toward him. Shifting so I was on my knees at his side, I reached for him, somehow managing to find him in the darkness. I ran my hands up his chest to his face, placing one on each side as I leaned closer, pressing my lips to his. He returned the kiss as he grabbed me by the hips and pulled me onto his lap, so I was straddling him. The feel of his body against mine, of him under me, was exhilarating.

      The kiss deepened, and Finn ran his hands up my back, under my shirt so he could trace my spine with his fingertips. A tremble moved through me, practically setting me on fire. He felt so good, every inch of him. How would I resist being with this man when he made me feel like this?

      I didn’t know, but somehow, I’d have to find the strength.
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      The morning news coverage was once again focused on the protestors outside the District, or more specifically, on what they were demanding.

      They wanted Arch.

      A reporter I didn’t recognize stood in front of the crowd, a hover camera alternating between her and the signs sprinkled throughout the angry mob. Things like Give us the Child Killer and Down with Alien Scum were mixed in with old favorites like ET Go Home and You’re Not Welcome Here, which never seemed to go out of style no matter how long the Veilorians had been on Earth.

      Finn and I watched it play out in silence as the reporter outlined what had happened and what was expected to happen next.

      “It was just two days ago that a Veilorian man was discovered outside the District.” She turned, pointing to where the mob stood shouting. “He was spotted at the end of this very street as he tried to make his way back inside the fence and was dragged toward the crowd by two human men. Once there, a mob much like the one you see behind me converged on him, and had it not been for a human woman coming to his rescue, he would very likely have been beaten to death.”

      The image flipped to one of Mayor Waters standing on the steps of the government building downtown. “I do not condone anyone taking the law into their own hands. Justice must be served, and it will be, but I cannot under any circumstances, no matter how grave they might be, allow a mob to beat a Veilorian to death. Not in my streets. I’m working hard to negotiate with the Veilorian council, and once the perpetrator has been surrendered to us, he will be arrested and given a fair trial.”

      “What if they refuse to turn him over?” someone asked.

      “I sincerely hope that doesn’t happen,” Mayor Waters said, her tone twice as grave. “I can only hope the Veilorians decide to cooperate and that no one else, human or otherwise, has to get hurt. But I will say this.” She focused an angry glare on the camera. “The heinous crime committed by this man will not go unpunished. Either the Veilorians cooperate and turn him over willingly, or we will take him by force.”

      “What happened to innocent until proven otherwise?” I muttered.

      “That only applies to humans,” Finn said.

      I didn’t reply.

      The image on the screen flipped back to the reporter, who looked as disturbed as the mayor had. “As you can see, the mayor has promised to bring justice to the victim and her family one way or another. From what we understand, the Veilorian council has until noon to turn the criminal over. The deadline is still more than three hours away, but already the brute squad has arrived.” The camera shifted, zooming in on the end of the street where a group of soldiers stood ready and waiting. “Whether it’s in preparation to storm the District or to keep the crowd from getting out of hand, I’m not sure. What is certain, however, is that one way or another, this will end today.”

      I scanned the soldiers, counting. There had to be at least twenty, all of them with pulse rifles and wearing armor that made it look like they were getting ready to go into battle. A sudden chill moved through me at the sight, as if ice had coated my veins.

      “They’re going to turn him in,” Finn said, almost to himself.

      I tore my gaze from the screen and focused on him. “How do you know?”

      “Because I know the council.” He nodded toward the viewing screen. “Look at those soldiers. If we don’t hand Arch over, they’ll come in here. If that happens, he won’t be the only one who gets hurt.”

      Finn was right.

      I reached for his hand, giving it a squeeze. “Then we just have to pray that whatever happens to him, it’s over quickly.”

      “Will they kill him?” Finn asked.

      I didn’t hesitate. “Yes.”

      “Will there even be a trial?”

      This time, I had to pause to think it through. “I don’t know. So far, the mayor has done everything by the book, but she wants all of you dead. We both know that. If she can figure out how to get away with it, she’ll sentence Arch without even giving him the chance to speak up for himself.”

      Finn blew out a long breath but said nothing.

      This was where his hostility toward humans came from, I realized. It wasn’t just about being abandoned by his human parent; it was about the big picture. About how he and everyone like him was trapped inside these walls, about how he had no real rights, no way to make things better for himself or his mom, for his people. Humans had done that, and while I wouldn’t take back what I’d said about there being good humans, I could understand why he was so angry.

      “I’m sorry,” I told him even though it seemed like such a silly thing to say.

      “There’s nothing for you to be sorry about,” he replied. “What the mayor does to Arch will be on her hands, but he knew what he was risking. He knew he would bring hell raining down on us if he left the District, but he did it anyway. Now he’s going to have to face the consequences.”

      And what huge consequences they would be.
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      The Veilorian council was waiting for Mayor Waters and her entourage of guards when they arrived at the District shortly before noon. Finn and I stood side by side one walkway up, looking down at the scene as the mayor stopped in front of Anara, who was flanked by dozens of Veilorians.

      The Mayor’s expression was grim, but her eyes gleamed with triumph, telling a different story than the one she was trying to project. “Have you come to a decision?”

      “We have.” Anara’s head dipped once.

      Before Mayor Waters could say anything else, Arch emerged from the cover of the nearby shadows, his head down. His hands unbound. His body rigid. Every spectator in the District knew what was going to happen, and no one made a sound of protest as the boy walked toward the waiting council.

      In front of them, the mayor’s eyebrows lifted, but it wasn’t just surprise on her face. There was something else, too. Disappointment.

      I looked past her, and the truth slammed into me. She’d wanted the council to refuse. Only four guards had followed her into the District, but a handful of others stood by the gate, and I was willing to bet the rest were just on the other side of the wall, ready and waiting for a signal from the mayor.

      Thank God the council decided to hand Arch over or there would have been a bloodbath.

      “He’s not cuffed,” Mayor Waters said, her voice rising like she wanted everyone watching to hear.

      “He has chosen to face the consequences of his actions and surrender himself of his own free will,” Anara said.

      “So, he admits to the crime?” the mayor’s body grew stiff.

      For the first time, Arch looked up. “No. I did not hurt anyone. I was only looking for medicine for my sister.”

      “You’re just a boy.” Mayor Waters’ upper lip curled in disgust. “I guess Veilorians learn crime early in the District.”

      She snapped her fingers, and two guards rushed forward. They grabbed Arch, forcing him down so he was lying flat on his stomach, his face pressed against the dry ground. A murmur of shock and disapproval moved through the crowd of onlookers, and I squeezed Finn’s hand.

      “That is not necessary,” Anara said, stepping toward Arch, her hand out as if trying to offer him aid. “He gave himself up.”

      “How do I know he doesn’t have ulterior motives? He could have a weapon. He could be planning to assassinate me,” the mayor said, giving the other woman a challenging look. “We already know he’s capable of much worse crimes.”

      “I didn’t,” Arch grunted when one of the guards kicked him in the side, “do it.”

      Mayor Waters said nothing, watching as her men roughly searched the boy. Once they were certain he wasn’t hiding a weapon, they cuffed his wrists behind his back and yanked him to his feet. He towered over the guards, but his young body was slender and not yet filled out, making him seem almost small next to the humans.

      “Thank you for your cooperation,” Mayor Waters said as Arch was dragged toward the gate.

      “He will have a fair trial?” Anara asked, stopping the mayor just as she’d turned to follow the others.

      The mayor’s lips twitched. “Of course. Due process. All that.”

      At my side, Finn’s entire body stiffened.

      “Have a nice day,” Mayor Waters said.

      Her gaze swept across the city, over the crowds on the ground and then up to the walkways, stopping when she spotted me. The recognition in her eyes forced me back a step, but it was the cruel smile curling up her lips that made me want to run.

      “She knows I’m the one who saved him,” I said after she’d turned and began marching toward the gate.

      Finn slipped his arm around my shoulders. “It doesn’t matter. What can she do about it?”

      A lot, I thought. Especially if she made it illegal to fraternize with Veilorians and the District was searched. Even if I wanted to run, I had nowhere to go. My mom would never take me back, and neither would anyone else in my family. I was a pariah now, just like Ione.
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        * * *

      

      I’d suspected Mayor Waters had no intention of giving Arch a fair trial even before I watched him being dragged from the District, but I hadn’t expected her to move so quickly. The next morning, before Finn and I had even gotten out of bed, someone was pounding on the door.

      I twisted to face him as he pulled his long body out from under the covers. “Expecting company?”

      “No.” Finn was wearing thin undershorts but nothing else when he grabbed a shirt, turning to look at me as he pulled it over his head. “Especially not this early.”

      He paused before leaving the room, and his gaze moved over me, making me flush. Like him, I wore very little—underwear and a thin tank top—and he seemed to appreciate the view. We’d kissed and explored one another as much as we dared the night before, but I wasn’t a fool. Our restraint couldn’t last. Eventually, we would give in. Consequences be damned.

      A second pounding came from the other room.

      “You should get some clothes on,” Finn said before grabbing his pants.

      He’d barely pulled them on when he was dashing from the room.

      I crawled from the warm bed to retrieve my clothes, and by the time I’d made it to the living room, Finn already had the viewing screen on. Ione and Rye were here, her leaning against him, her eyes filled with tears.

      “This can’t be happening,” she said, her gaze glued to the image in front of her.

      I moved so I was standing beside them, knowing what I was going to see but dreading it. Mayor Waters was on the steps of the government building already addressing the viewers, and behind her, Arch stood between two soldiers.

      “I hold the utmost respect for our laws,” she was saying, “which is why I spent most of the night reviewing them, and I have come to one conclusion. I could find absolutely nothing that tells me how I should proceed when dealing with uninvited alien criminals. For twenty-two years they have lived on this planet, and yet no one has ever thought to pass any real laws concerning how or where they should live, or even how they should be punished if they commit a crime. It is unfathomable, I know, and yet it’s true.

      “After much discussion with my advisors, I have conceded to their suggestions. My hands, you see, are tied in this matter. The city cannot afford to hold a prisoner for the weeks or months it will take to revise these laws. We don’t have the funds, and we don’t have facilities to accommodate aliens. What is more, there has never been a doubt in my mind that this boy is guilty. Why else would he have left the safety of his home if not to commit this vile act?” She paused when a round of applause and cheers rose up, looking back at Arch, her expression dark. “And I cannot in good conscience go forward without first making sure justice has been served. Taking all these things into consideration, there is only one possible solution. Justice must be swift, and it must be severe if we are to make sure something like this never happens again.”

      More cheers rose from the crowd, and again Mayor Waters turned to look at Arch. This time, however, it was to motion to the guards.

      They moved, dragging the boy forward until he was beside the mayor. The onlookers were going crazy now, booing as well as cheering, screaming insults and calling for his death. The mayor let it go on for a couple minutes before finally lifting her hand, motioning for the people to quiet down. It was slow, the noise fading away like an echo until finally there was nothing but silence.

      “Arch Bastillion of the Veilorians, I, Veronica Waters, Mayor of Polis, find you guilty of assault, rape, and first-degree murder, and hereby sentence you to death.”

      She took a step back as another man moved forward. He had a thin strip of black cloth in his hand, which he tied around Arch’s head, covering his eyes. The boy was then forced to his knees. He was shaking with fear or sobs, I wasn’t sure which, and his lips were moving, but not a single sound was audible.

      “May your corpse rot in the wastelands for eternity,” Mayor Waters said.

      Another guard stepped forward holding a pulse rifle and pressed the barrel against Arch’s head. I looked away before he pulled the trigger, but not being able to see it didn’t lessen the blow when the energy pulse boomed from the viewing screen, and my entire body jerked at the sound.

      “Oh, my God,” Ione cried.

      Finn swore and turned away from the screen, while Rye tried to comfort his wife, who was openly sobbing now. The mayor was speaking again, but I couldn’t concentrate on her words. A buzzing filled my head, almost as if the energy pulse had burst my eardrums, and I couldn’t get my mind to focus or accept what had just happened. I looked from Finn, who was leaning against the wall, his eyes closed, to Ione and Rye, who were holding each other, then back to the screen. The mayor was still talking, and behind her, Arch’s body lay where it had fallen, a pool of blue collecting beneath his head.

      He was dead. A boy who had done nothing wrong, who’d had no chance for a trial or even to try to prove his innocence, had just been shot in front of the crowd. It had been telecast live for everyone to see. The entire human population as well as everyone in the District. His parents, his sick sister, his friends, a girlfriend if he had one. They’d all had to watch him die.

      Mayor Waters continued to talk as behind her a couple guards got to work removing Arch’s body. “My supporters have asked me when I’m going to enact some real change.”

      My head was spinning, forcing me to lower myself to the couch, but I never looked away from the screen.

      “I promised a lot during my campaign, and I haven’t forgotten those promises. Nor will I. Until now, I was hesitant to enact too much change too fast, but these tragic events have made me realize waiting would be foolish. Next week, I will be proposing several bills to the council that I hope will help ensure the safety of every human in this city.” The crowd roared again and the mayor had to raise her voice. “Mark my words! There will be more restrictions placed on Veilorians and any human who chooses to inhabit the District. I will do everything in my power to keep you safe!”

      The roar got louder, drowning out anything else she had to say, but it didn’t matter. I’d heard enough.

      “What will she do next?” I said to myself.

      “Whatever it takes to destroy us,” Finn replied.

      I looked up, meeting his gaze. His citrine eyes were cold and hard the way they’d been when we first met, and a shiver shook my body.
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      I’d hated my job on the cleaning crew, but having nothing to do was even worse. Especially when Finn went to his own job, leaving me alone for hours. He still hadn’t told me what he did, but I hadn’t pushed him either. I was a guest in the District, and as much as I wanted him to open up to me, I had to accept that there were things he wouldn’t be able to tell me.

      Spending my day alone meant watching the viewing screen. Old and outdated shows from the past aired throughout the day, but I couldn’t pull myself away from the news, most of which revolved around the mayor and the changes she’d promised. Two days after Arch’s death, his execution was still a hot topic, and it had for some reason revived the rumor that there was a radical group of Veilorians inside the District plotting to overthrow Waters.

      With each mention of this theoretical group, I found my thoughts turning to Finn. He couldn’t have been alone in his hatred of humans, not after everything they’d done. Could this group be real? Could he be a part of it? Was that why he wouldn’t tell me what he did all day?

      Maybe, I thought, there were some things I didn’t need to know. For my own good.

      It was early evening when he arrived home from wherever he’d been, and he frowned at the viewing screen when he stepped inside. “I don’t know how you can stand watching that every day.”

      “I don’t have anything else to do,” I said as I swiped the remote up off the table and hit power. “I need a job, Finn. I’m going crazy.”

      He lifted his eyebrows. “A job?”

      “Yes.” I tossed the remote down, frowning. “I know I don’t have any real skills. Not like Ione. But there has to be something I can do.”

      “I’m sure there is,” he said as he pulled his shirt off and headed for the bedroom. “We’ll talk to my mother about it tonight.”

      “Tonight?” I called after him.

      He’d already disappeared from sight when he replied. “She asked us to come for dinner. She wants to get to know you.”

      My stomach flipped.

      I hadn’t seen Melora since the night we met, and thinking about her once again broaching the subject of sex made me uneasy. Finn and I hadn’t taken that step, but we’d come close, and I knew it was only a matter of time. I also knew I was a horrible liar. If Melora brought it up, I wasn’t sure I’d be able to hide the truth from her, and I didn’t know how she’d react. Finn was her only child, after all, and she’d spent his entire life trying to protect him from harm. Getting involved with a human and having a baby that might soon be illegal didn’t exactly fall in line with keeping him safe.

      Finn and I headed for his mom’s house after he’d changed, but the sight we were greeted with when we stepped through the front door wasn’t what I’d expected.

      The council was gathered.

      They were speaking in their native Veilorian tongue, but the conversation still cut off the second we stepped into the house. I didn’t need to see their expressions to tell me something was wrong. The tension was palpable, but the worry in the eyes of the Veilorians added to the heavy feeling that had been following me around since before Veronica Waters was elected.

      “What is it?” Finn asked, his gaze on his mother.

      Anara was the one who answered. “A group left the District late last night, hoping to flee. The humans have captured them.”

      “What do you mean?” Finn asked, scanning the faces of the people gathered in the room. “A group of who?”

      “Veilorians and humans, as well as their children,” the council leader replied. “We do not know the exact numbers, but we believe it was a large group. Perhaps close to forty souls.”

      Finn let out a deep breath.

      He looked beaten down, and while the grave expression had my own dread building, my confusion overshadowed the feeling. The idea that anyone would flee the city made no sense. We were surrounded by wastelands, and as far as the eye could see there was nothing but dead land and desolation. Running would have been a death sentence to anyone who tried, because there was no water and no plant life, and the few animals that managed to somehow survive in the desert were dangerous. Lethal, even.

      “What do you mean, they were trying to flee?” I looked from the councilwoman to Finn. “Why and to where?”

      “Mayor Waters,” Anara said, her voice quiet and solemn. “They are scared of what will come next.”

      “I understand,” I continued, “but where were they trying to go?”

      Anara turned away without answering my question, and I tried but failed to catch Finn’s eye. It was purposeful, though. He was avoiding looking directly at me, focusing on the floor like he was having a deep conversation with it. He was hiding something. But what?

      “I have requested a meeting with the mayor,” Anara had turned back to the council, “but she has denied my request.”

      “This cannot be,” Melora said. “She must allow us to stand up for our people.”

      “She will not.” Anara paused so she could glance my way.

      Speaking in her native tongue once again, Melora moved to her son’s side, only switching to English when he’d looked up. “I know we had plans, my son, but we will have to do it another time. Perhaps you and Ava should leave us.”

      “Yes,” Finn said with a nod. “That’s probably a good idea.”

      It stung, but I also understood. I wasn’t a member of the council or even related to one, and I was also human. I’d saved Arch, but these people didn’t really know me. For all they knew, I could have been a spy for the mayor.

      Finn moved to my side, taking my arm like he was going to escort me out, but before he could, I turned to face the council members.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I wish things could be different. For all of us.”

      Anara nodded, her eyes as sad as they’d been the day she’d told me about my father. “As do I, child.”

      I returned the gesture then allowed Finn to lead me out. Before the door had even shut, the council was once again talking. It wasn’t in English, but I still strained to hear the words, desperate to understand what was happening. It was useless, of course.

      “Do you speak Veilorian?” I asked Finn as he led me toward the nearest walkway.

      “Yes, but I rarely speak it.” He gave a small shrug like it didn’t really matter. “Most Veilorians born on Earth don’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “We’re not from Veil,” he said, his frown deepening. “We’re from here. That’s what the humans who hate us don’t understand. No Veilorian has set foot on another planet for centuries. Earth is our home. The only one most of us can remember.”

      It made the situation ten times sadder.

      Finn and I lapsed into silence as we wound our way through the city, and the utter stillness of the District felt as if it was mimicking us. It seemed like it grew quieter with each passing day, and at the moment it felt positively deserted. I missed the happiness that used to fill these streets, mourned for it, even.

      When the quiet had grown too much I asked, “How did the Veilorians who landed here twenty-two years ago pick up English so fast?”

      “Language is easy for us,” he said with a shrug. “I could pick up one of the forgotten ones from the past in a matter of days if I tried.”

      “Spanish?” I said, trying to remember what languages used to exist but had long ago died off. “French?”

      “Both,” he replied. “At the same time if I wanted.”

      That was impressive.

      We reached the walkway leading to Finn’s house as I absorbed this new information, but it wasn’t long before I was once again thinking about the people who’d tried to flee the District. It didn’t make sense no matter how I thought about it and the second we were safely inside, I repeated the question I’d asked in his mother’s house.

      “Where was the group trying to go, Finn?”

      He let out a deep sigh and nodded to the couch. “Sit.”

      I obeyed, my curiosity piqued by the grave expression on his face.

      “What I’m about to tell you,” he began as he settled down at my side, “few humans know. Even some of those living in the District don’t. We can’t risk anyone outside the District finding out, which is why only the most trusted humans know this story.” He paused so he could pin me with a serious look, the expression reminding me of his mother. “I’m putting all of my faith in you, Ava.”

      Gratitude welled up inside me, accompanied by a swell of emotions that seemed to grow stronger with each moment I spent with Finn.

      “You can trust me,” I said as I scooted closer to him. “I promise.”

      Finn exhaled again, stretching it out before sucking in a deep breath. Then he said, “We weren’t the only ship to land on Earth twenty-two years ago.”

      It was the last thing I’d thought he’d say, and it made me sit up straighter, made my mind spin with questions and possibilities I’d never considered before. There could be other Veilorians on Earth, living somewhere else and possibly free. Where, though, and did this mean other parts of the planet were habitable? Could we get there?

      Despite my desperation to know more, I voiced none of my questions, instead staying quiet so Finn could continue his story. A big feat for me in the best of times, but torturous at this particular moment.

      “We came during the meteor shower, as you well know, but we weren’t alone. A second ship was with us in space. Our craft entered the atmosphere first and followed the only signs of life we could detect. The second ship tried to do the same, but upon entering the atmosphere they sustained damage that sent them off course. They landed hundreds of miles from here.

      “Everyone on board was okay, but the damage made it impossible for them to try to find us. We had radio contact for a while, and we even learned that while the place they’d landed was nearly devoid of plant life, there were a few small signs of other life. Things that pointed to the possibility of humans living in the area. The other group of Veilorians made it their mission to find whoever was around so they could work together to survive. Unfortunately, we lost radio contact before they could tell us if they found the people and how many there were.”

      “So, they died?” I asked, feeling oddly let down by the news.

      It was stupid, because it wasn’t like it mattered. If what he was saying was true, this group was hundreds of miles away, and no matter how desperate the situation became, I couldn’t imagine a scenario where crossing the wastelands would sound like the better option to living in the District. The radiation alone was enough to give me pause. While it wouldn’t kill you immediately—the cleaning crew wore protective suits to limit the effects of long-term exposure—it was still a huge risk, considering we had no way of knowing what was on the other side of the wastelands. Then there were the creatures and lack of food and water, as well as the heat. It seemed like a death sentence.

      “No, they didn’t die,” Finn replied. “While communication was cut off, the instruments we’d taken from the ship indicated they were still alive. In fact, we tracked them for years before our own instruments sustained damage during a sandstorm and stopped working.

      “More than ten years have passed since we were able to detect any signs of life, but many older Veilorians believe the other group is still alive. All throughout my childhood, I heard stories about how one day we’d cross the Wastelands and rejoin our people in a land that was green and inviting. A land where we would be free to live the kind of life we came here searching for.” A sad but whimsical smile lit up his face. “For us, it’s kind of like your human story about heaven.”

      Since the practice of any kind of real religion died off years before I was born, I knew very little about the concept of heaven, but I could picture the place Veilorian children had been told about. A place similar to the little park where I’d met Dean, where everything was green and children were able to play. I could imagine people, human and Veilorian, living together. Working together. Building a life that was so different from the one I’d always known.

      It made hope well up inside me.

      “So, the people who left the District,” I murmured, my mind still on this make-believe world where Veilorians didn’t have to live caged in like animals, “they were trying to get to the other group?”

      “Yes,” Finn said. “And you know what the wastelands are like, so you can imagine the fear and desperation these people must have felt if they were willing to risk it.”

      I did, and I could. There was little water in the wastelands, which wasn’t much of an issue for Veilorians who needed less hydration to live, but any humans in the party would have probably suffered from dehydration. And that was only one of many issues they would have faced. It would have been a long, hard trip that most likely would have proven fatal for a few, if not all. Yet they’d tried.

      “All these years of clinging to the idea of a better place,” Finn said, “but nothing has ever happened that was bad enough to push anyone living in the District to attempt the journey.”

      “Until now,” I said.

      “Until now,” he agreed.

      We lapsed into silence, both of us thinking about the same thing. Not the promised land or the possibility that life did exist somewhere else, but the people who were now being held captive by the humans. What would Mayor Waters do to them? Would she execute them the way she had Arch?

      I was still mulling those questions over when another, much more important one hit me.

      “How did they get out?” I looked up and focused on Finn. “They couldn’t have gone out the front gate. The guards wouldn’t have let them.”

      Finn’s mouth turned down, and he pressed his lips together. Although we’d just started getting to know one another, I recognized the expression. He was trying to decide what to say.

      “Finn,” I prompted, “is there another way out?”

      Finally, he nodded. “There is.”

      “What? Where?”

      Excitement buzzed through me as I thought about my sister and how I hadn’t gotten the chance to say goodbye. Who knew what our mother had told her about me? Nothing good, I was sure, and the idea that she might spend her life believing a lie made the pain of our separation twice as intense.

      But if there was a way out, I could go see her. It would give me a chance to explain what had happened, to tell her I hadn’t abandoned her. To make things right.

      “The west side of the District, behind the bar we went to after we first met,” Finn was saying. “There’s a spot in the fence where a metal sheet conceals an opening. It’s probably how Arch got out, too, although I can’t imagine who told him about it. Not everyone knows. Anyway, Veilorians don’t go out. Ever. Even those of us who know about the secret exit would never risk it. As we all know, there’s no way we can conceal ourselves out there.

      “Some of the humans use it, though. Mostly to sneak things into the District we’d never be able to get otherwise. Medicine, but occasionally luxury items as well. Sugar. Wine. Things like that. We also have a few connections in the city. Humans who don’t necessarily like us but who will trade for our rum or even our technological expertise. Since Veronica Waters was elected, however, a lot of those people have stopped coming around. It’s been difficult to get the things we used to be able to trade for. Not impossible, but harder.”

      “I had no idea,” I said, almost in awe.

      “A lot of the technology the humans have developed over the last twenty-two years is actually from us, only most people don’t realize it. The chips in your hand, for one. The pulse rifles, too.”

      I blinked, too stunned to respond, but after a second realized it should have been obvious. Guns had been old-fashioned looking before the Veilorians arrived, and the chips had been implanted and currency done away with only a few years after Landing Day. There were probably other differences as well, but I’d been young, only three years old, and wouldn’t have noticed the changes the way an older human would have.

      Knowing the advancement in weaponry came from Veilorians had me thinking about the supposed radical group again. About what might be going on inside these walls that I knew nothing about, as well as what Finn might have to do with them.

      Were there weapons in the District? It was illegal and punishable by death, but if Veilorian technology really was that good, and if a radical group was determined to overthrow the humans, it was possible.

      “Do Veilorians still invent things?” I asked, watching him carefully.

      “No,” Finn said, sounding almost sad. “The humans confiscated all the technology from our ship.”

      “Everything? But I thought you were allowed to go back to your ship and get anything useful.”

      “They let us go back, but they didn’t allow us to keep everything.” Finn shook his head. “Other than the communicator we used to keep tabs on the rest of our people, none of our old technology made it into the District. The humans wouldn’t let us have it. Both because they wanted to use it for themselves, and because they were afraid of what we’d do with it.”

      “Afraid you’d make weapons that would destroy them.”

      “Yeah.” He exhaled and looked down, his expression dark the way it had been when we first met. “They managed to figure some things out on their own, which is why the guards now have the pulse rifles, but we could have done so much more for the planet and the survival of both our species if we’d spent the last two decades working together.”

      “I’ve thought the same thing dozens of times,” I replied.

      Finn lifted his head, his citrine eyes looking me over, and reached out to take my hand. There was surprise in his expression, something I couldn’t quite account for until he said, “Sometimes, even when I’m with you, I can feel that old bitterness still inside me. Like it’s so deep in my bones I’ll never be able to get rid of it. Then you do or say something that pushes it away, and I remember how far I’ve come. How different you’ve made me view the world.”

      “You’re a much softer person now.”

      “It’s all because of you,” he replied and gave me a crooked smile. “Which I still sometimes find unbelievable. Never in a million years would I have thought I could fall for a human.”

      I laughed despite the unease still weighing me down. “I definitely never thought I’d fall for a Veilorian, let alone a half-Veilorian.”

      “Then I guess we’ve both gone down paths we didn’t expect.”

      “I’m glad,” I said, “I really am, but thinking about everything that’s happened, I find it impossible not to ask you something. Because I have to know what I’m getting involved with.”

      Finn tilted his head, watching me. “What is it?”

      “I need to know if Mayor Waters is right. Is there an anti-human extremist group? Are you part of it? Is that why you won’t tell me what your job is?”

      Finn visibly started. “Is that what you think? That I’m a terrorist?”

      “I don’t know,” I admitted. “I don’t want to believe the man I know, the one sitting next to me, is capable of that, but you were so angry and bitter before, and it has me wondering if you’re part of something you can’t get out of. I can’t help it. And thinking about that terrifies me, Finn, and not just because of what could happen to you. But because I’ve already lost so much, and I can’t stomach losing anything else.”

      I wanted to say more, but the words stuck in my throat. All I could think about was the mayor getting her hands on Finn, and of me having to watch him be put to death like Arch was.

      “There are certain things I can’t tell you,” he said, his words gentle, “but I’m not a part of anything like that. I promise.”

      My relief was minimal because he hadn’t answered my first question. “So, the group doesn’t exist?”

      He hesitated before saying, “I didn’t say that.”

      “There is one?” My head spun from this new information.

      “It’s not exactly like that.” He exhaled and shook his head like he wasn’t sure what to say or how to explain it. “I can’t go into detail, but I can promise they aren’t plotting to kill every human.”

      The comfort of his promise was marginal, because I couldn’t imagine what they’d be doing if they weren’t trying to destroy my species. It made no sense. Especially considering they were facing their own annihilation.

      After a second, Finn exhaled. “I need to say this, but I don’t want you to take it the wrong way. Okay?”

      “What?” My back straightened like I was bracing myself for an impact.

      “It’s not too late to leave the District. I know your mom kicked you out, I know trying to talk her into letting you move back in wouldn’t be easy, but maybe you should try. We both know Waters is going to do everything she can to punish the humans living here.”

      “I won’t leave,” I said, lifting my chin. “I won’t turn my back on Veilorians or pretend to be something I’m not, and I won’t leave Ione to deal with the fallout on her own. What’s more,” I paused and held his gaze, “I won’t leave you. I don’t know why I feel this way, but from the moment we met, there was something between us. We both knew it. I’ve never felt anything like this, Finn, and even if it leads to my destruction, I can’t walk away now.”

      He moved, slipping from the couch so he was on his knees in front of me, his face less than six inches from mine. “I don’t want you to get hurt for me.”

      “You don’t have a choice,” I whispered, too choked up to talk louder.

      “Ava,” he said, like me his voice low and brimming with emotion, “please think about this.”

      “There’s nothing to think about,” I replied.

      I closed the distance between us and covered his lips with mine, cutting off whatever he’d been going to say. He didn’t resist, didn’t try to say anything else or convince me to save myself, but instead pulled me closer, his hands on my face, his mouth moving at a frenzied pace. As if he thought this kiss might be our last.

      Through the haze of desire and swell of emotions clouding my brain, one thought managed to make it to the surface. It was the realization that every kiss from here on out could be our last, every moment we spent together was borrowed time, every glance we shared was one we’d managed to steal, because it could all come crashing down around us at any second, and when that happened, it was unlikely Mayor Waters would allow anyone living inside the District to escape unmarred.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Days passed, and not only did Mayor Waters refuse to negotiate with the Veilorian council for the release of the thirty-eight people captured, but there was also no trial. Even when she addressed the city to discuss the arrest, she said nothing about what would happen to the prisoners, focusing instead on the bills she’d presented to her own council and the progress she was making.

      It didn’t take a genius to realize why. She was waiting for the laws to change.

      Despite alluding to the coming changes, the mayor had revealed little about what the new laws would encompass or how they would affect those living inside the District, but the fact that she was holding on to the prisoners worried me. It was like she was planning something big that would only happen after these new laws had been passed. Like, perhaps, the group that had been captured would be made an example of.

      While everyone in the District knew escape had been the ultimate goal of the thirty-eight people who’d snuck out in the middle of the night, not once did the mayor even indicate that was a possible motive. Instead, she acted like they’d left the District intending to destroy every human living in the city. Something that was beyond absurd, considering how many children had been in the group.

      Seventeen, I learned only a few days after they’d been apprehended. There had been thirteen half-human children ages twelve and younger, as well as four of teenage half-humans, bringing the total number of children to seventeen. The rest of the group had consisted of their parents, both human and Veilorian.

      “She can’t possibly be considering putting them to death,” Ione said. She sat on the couch in Finn’s living room, her hand moving over her very large stomach and her eyes glued to the viewing screen.

      “I wouldn’t put anything past her,” I said, cringing when the words popped out. “Arch was just a kid.”

      The idea of children being executed made me sick, but Waters had proven time and time again that she didn’t think of Veilorians as people, and therefore they had no rights. Even worse, to her, half-humans were an abomination. Unnatural. More disgusting than a human mating with one of the creatures living in the wastelands.

      The fear in Ione’s eyes made me wish I’d said nothing or even lied.

      “Don’t worry.” I took her hand the way a mother would with a scared child. “We’re going to be okay.”

      “How?” she asked. “How will we be okay when everyone is so against us?”

      I licked my lips, trying to buy myself time while I thought of something—anything—that might comfort her. There was nothing I could say, I realized. Ione was pregnant with a child whose very existence might end up being illegal before it was even born. How could I comfort her in the face of that knowledge?

      “I don’t know,” I finally said. “I wish I did, but I don’t. What I do know is I’ll be with you. No matter what happens, I’ll be at your side. Okay?”

      She swallowed and nodded, blinking back tears that refused to be held at bay. “I’m scared.”

      “I am, too,” I said.

      I held her hand, feeling helpless and hopeless and knowing there was nothing I could do to alter the course of things. Mayor Waters was in charge now, and she’d promised change. Whether we wanted it to or not, I knew it was coming. And soon.
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      The change I’d been expecting arrived only a few days later in the middle of the night. When we were the least prepared.

      Finn and I were asleep, curled up together in his bed, when a bang jolted me awake. The room was dark, and while I couldn’t quite place the noise that had startled me from sleep, I instinctively knew something bad was happening. My heart pounded against my ribs as I held my breath, lying perfectly still while I waited to see what would happen next. I knew I should move, should wake Finn so we could get dressed and be ready for whatever came, but I couldn’t force my body to obey.

      It was the second bang, this one louder and closer, that finally snapped me out of it. I knew the sound and what was coming, and I also knew I had a promise to keep.

      I had to get to Ione.

      “Finn.” His arm was draped across my waist, and I had to wiggle out from under it so I could stumble out of bed, my feet tripping over each other and our clothes, which were scattered across the floor. “Wake up.”

      I could hear him shifting in the darkness, registered his grumble of protest as I felt for the matches we kept beside the bed. Even with my shaking hands, it took only a moment to get the match lit. I held it to the wick and the flame caught, illuminating the room. Finn was still lying under the covers, staring at me with groggy eyes.

      “What is it?” he asked, his voice heavy with sleep.

      “Someone fired a pulse rifle.”

      My words jolted him awake, and he bolted upright, his movements as quick and graceful as a cat’s, and joined me as I scrambled to pull on my clothes. My heart seemed to thud harder with each passing second, and I was straining my ears, waiting for any other sounds that might tell me what was happening or even how soon we could expect the guards to barge into Finn’s house. There were no other energy pulses, but occasionally the echo of a bang breached the walls, letting me know trouble was still far away. The guards were probably going house to house, starting on the lower levels. Ione and Rye were above us. I still had time.

      Finn and I said nothing until we were both dressed, then I turned to him, having to swallow down my panic to get the words out. “I have to get to Ione. I promised.”

      He nodded, his eyes big and wide and filled with the same worry swirling through me.

      I took one step toward the door, but he stopped me, grabbing my hand. “Ava, I—” He paused, uncertain. “I don’t know if what I feel for you is love, not yet, but I know I care about you more than I’ve ever cared about anyone else. If this is goodbye, if this is the last time we talk, I want you to know that.”

      “Don’t,” I said, afraid my emotions would get the best of me and I’d lose control before I could make it to my cousin. “Don’t say goodbye, Finn. Not yet.”

      “I have to,” he said. “Just in case.”

      He pulled me toward him, the movement almost violent in its desperation, and slammed his lips against mine. The kiss was deeper than any we’d ever shared, and it seemed to seep into me until I could feel it in my toes. I clung to him, kissing him back, holding on to him like he was the only thing keeping me grounded, and doing everything I could to memorize how it felt to be in his arms in case it was the last time.

      It was over too soon, and before I’d had a chance to completely catch my breath, we were rushing from the house.

      Hand in hand, we moved over the walkways, doing what we could to stay quiet while running. I couldn’t tell if it was my footsteps or the pounding of my heart echoing through my head as we climbed the stairs, at least not until I saw the first soldier and it got louder.

      It was my heart, and it felt on the verge of exploding.

      The guard was two levels below us, dragging a couple figures from a house. The female in his grasp was small, either a child or a human, and she was sobbing. Whoever she was, she wasn’t alone in her suffering. There were other sounds, cries and pleas for mercy, people calling for loved ones who were being dragged away. Here and there, I caught glimpses of figures moving through the darkness as Finn and I ran, but I never slowed enough to see who they were or what was happening. Not that it mattered. I knew. Deep down, I’d always known this would happen. I just never imagined I’d be here when it did.

      We were both gasping when we rushed through the front door of Rye’s house. Like the one we’d just fled, a candle illuminated the room, the dim light flickering through the darkness and casting dark shadows in the corners. Somewhere at the back of the house—the bedroom, probably—Ione was crying while Rye whispered unintelligible words as if trying to comfort her.

      “Ione!” I called, only daring to raise my voice a little.

      Hinges creaked, and my cousin appeared, pulling herself from the shadowy hallway. She was already dressed, as was Rye, and she was trembling.

      “What’s happening?” Ione managed to get out.

      I went to her, taking her hand and leading her to the couch where I urged her to sit, all the while keeping a firm grip on her hand. “They’re coming. Now. They’ll be here soon, and we’ll be taken into custody. It isn’t going to be easy, but I’ll be with you. Just like I promised.”

      She nodded, her head bobbing as her wide eyes stayed focused on mine. “Okay.”

      “Okay,” I repeated.

      Even though I was expecting it, I still let out a yelp when the front door burst open what felt like seconds later. Two men rushed in, pulse rifles in hand, both of them shouting overlapping orders, making it impossible to understand more than a few words.

      “…against the wall…”

      “…above your head...”

      “…species traitor scum...”

      Finn and Rye moved so they were facing the wall, and one of the men rushed forward, his pulse rifle aimed at them. “Don’t move.”

      The other headed for Ione and me. He stepped into the dim light, and recognition swept over me when the candle illuminated his face. It was Dean.

      “On your feet. Put your hands up,” he spit at us. “Now.”

      I did as I was told, nodding to Ione as I stood to indicate she should do the same. Dean kept his weapon aimed at us like he thought we were going to be trouble, and even though it was too dark to see the expression in his eyes, the hardness in his stance chilled me to the bone.

      “Turn around,” he growled, sounding like a wild animal. “Slowly.”

      We did as we were told, and he moved the second our backs were to him, first to me, grabbing my arms and pulling them behind me. A second later, rough plastic bit into my wrists as he secured them, and I had to resist the urge to let out a yelp when they were pulled tight. It was rougher than necessary and punishing, and it was only partly to do with the fact that I was a dirty species traitor. Dean was trying to get some payback.

      He released me once my wrists were bound, and a few seconds later Ione let out a yelp of pain.

      I ventured a glance in her direction. “Are you okay?”

      Dean poked the barrel of his pulse rifle into my side, and I stumbled forward. “No talking.” To his partner, he said, “They’re secure.”

      “I’ve got this one,” the other man replied, and out of the corner of my eye, I saw him move.

      He had Finn, who like us had his hands behind his back. I waited to see if they would take Rye into custody as well, but they left him where he was, standing with his palms pressed against the wall, his head turned in our direction and his gaze focused on Ione. Just like I’d thought, the guards were only gathering the humans and half-humans living inside the District.

      Again, Dean poked me—not as hard as he had the first time, but not gently—then Ione. “Out the door. Nice and slow. Don’t cause any trouble.”

      I nodded for my cousin to go first, wanting to put myself between her and the weapon. She obeyed, throwing one look toward her husband, but not daring to utter a word.

      I followed her once she’d stepped out, but we didn’t have a chance to get any farther before Finn and the other guard joined us.

      “You got this?” he asked Dean, nodding to Ione and me, then to Finn.

      “I can handle it,” Dean replied, his tone icy and hard.

      The other guard nodded. “I’m going to move to the next one. Help Brentwood.”

      “Roger that,” Dean replied.

      Once his partner had moved on, he nudged me with his weapon yet again. “Move. Now. To the gate. No stopping and no talking.”

      Finn stiffened at the rough treatment, but thankfully didn’t utter a word. I didn’t want him to do anything to provoke Dean. Not for me.

      “What’s going to happen to us?” Ione asked.

      Dean took a step toward her. He didn’t raise his pulse rifle, but he did get in her face. “What about ‘no talking’ don’t you understand?”

      “She’s just scared,” I said, finding it impossible to stay quiet. As usual.

      Dean gave me a cold stare. “She better get used to being scared. This is only the beginning.”

      Ione shuddered, but I refused to give this asshole the satisfaction of seeing my fear. Holding his gaze, anger and loathing burning through me, I refused to blink. Refused to look away. Refused to let a single emotion other than the deepest loathing surface.

      “Ava,” Finn hissed. “Just cooperate.”

      Dean tore his gaze from me so he could look at Finn, and although I still couldn’t see his eyes, I didn’t need to. The hatred radiated off him like a heat wave.

      “Go,” was all Dean said.

      We obeyed, moving down the walkway to the staircase. Ione first, then me and Finn, with Dean taking up the rear. It wasn’t until we reached the stairs that I moved so I was in front of my cousin. Ione was so front heavy now that she waddled when she walked, and I knew she’d have a difficult time getting down the stairs with her hands secured behind her back.

      “Use me for support if you have to,” I said as I moved down the stairs.

      “No talking,” Dean growled again.

      I ignored him.

      I had to slow twice when I felt Ione press some of her weight into my back, and each time Dean barked at us to keep moving. I continued to ignore him.

      We passed other guards and other humans and half-humans with bound hands. A Veilorian man knelt on the ground outside his home, the barrel of a pulse rifle pressed against his forehead as his human wife and half-human children were ushered from their house. I witnessed both men and women being hit when they didn’t cooperate fast enough, saw Veilorians with blue blood streaked across their faces as if they’d been struck, saw humans sobbing, and half-human children as young as infants wailing as they were carried away by guards. Every sight, every sound of suffering, made my hate grow in intensity until it felt like a living thing inside me, expanding and filling me until there was no room left for any other feeling.

      This was how Finn had felt his whole life, I realized. It was why he’d been so hostile toward me the day we met, and why he disliked humans so much. Right now, watching this unfold, I couldn’t blame him.

      We finally made it to the ground, and either because he felt his brutality toward me would make the others listen better or because he was still angry at being dumped, Dean moved so he was standing behind me. He pressed the barrel of his pulse rifle against my back until I couldn’t hold in a hiss of pain, and at my side Ione whimpered. Finn, on the other hand, let out a growl.

      “I see you decided to go full species traitor,” Dean snarled as he poked me with his weapon a second time, urging me to move faster. “I shouldn’t be surprised. You were nothing but a cock tease anyway. You were probably only using me to get information.”

      He poked again, this time sending me forward a few steps. I stumbled and almost fell but somehow managed to regain my footing before face planting on the ground.

      Finn growled again and took a step toward Dean, although what he thought he was going to do with his hands bound behind his back was a mystery. My guess was, he wasn’t thinking.

      “No.” I stepped between the two men before Finn could do something stupid. “Don’t.”

      Behind me, Dean raised his pulse rifle, aiming it at Finn’s head. “Give me an excuse, you piece of alien shit.”

      Finn growled again, but thankfully didn’t make a move. His hard gaze was focused on Dean, and I was pretty sure if he could have shot poison out of his eyes, he would have killed the guard right then and there.

      “Finn,” I whispered, wishing I could grab his face, but I was bound and helpless. “Look at me, Finn.”

      It took him a second to comply, and even when he finally tore his gaze from Dean and focused on me, the fire raging in his eyes barely eased.

      “Don’t do anything stupid. Just cooperate. Promise me?”

      He nodded, but his body was so stiff his head barely moved.

      “We’ll be okay as long as we cooperate,” I said.

      Dean laughed, and the sound made my entire body jerk. “If Mayor Waters is smart, she’ll put the whole group of you in front of a firing squad. Honestly, it would be too good of an end for species traitors, even if it did solve our problem.”

      I turned to face him and spit out, “Did you always feel this way, or is it just because I dumped you?”

      Dean’s mouth curled into a nasty-looking sneer. “You never know when to keep your mouth shut.”

      He moved so fast I didn’t see it coming, swinging his pulse rifle up and slamming the butt into my face. It made contact with my cheek in a sudden burst of red-hot pain, and I dropped. I barely registered when my body hit the hard ground, barely heard the shouting over the ringing in my ears and the pain throbbing through my skull. My head was spinning, but I had to roll onto my side because my bound hands prevented me from lying on my back. Ione knelt next to me, her lips moving as she sobbed, her own tied hands making it impossible to help me. Finn’s voice was loud even over the ringing in my ears, but I couldn’t decipher the words.

      “Back off, Johnson. Now!” A new voice broke through the noise, and a second later Brentwood’s frowning face replaced my cousin’s. “Are you okay? Ava?”

      I shook my head and had to close my eyes when my brain seemed to throb against the inside of my skull.

      Hands pulled me to a sitting position, and I opened my eyes. Brentwood was still next to me, but Dean was nowhere in sight.

      “Take a breath,” the guard said.

      I did, trying to get my head to clear. It took a couple seconds, but once it did, I was able to take in my surroundings a little better. I could see the hundreds of people being ushered toward the gate and out of the District, all of them bound. All of them human or half-human. Species traitors just like me.

      “Can you stand?” Brentwood asked.

      I nodded and allowed him to help me to my feet. Not until I was up did I realize Dean wasn’t the only one gone. Finn and Ione were missing, too.

      “Where are they?” I asked, searching the crowd, trying to spot my cousin and Finn even though I knew it was futile.

      “Dean took them. Don’t worry. They’re okay,” Brentwood said.

      My stomach knotted as I thought about Ione, pregnant and scared. This wasn’t how it was supposed to be. We were supposed to be together. I was supposed to protect her.

      “I promised,” I said, turning my gaze on Brentwood. “I promised Ione I’d stay with her.”

      “Right now, Ava, you should be more worried about yourself.” His expression tightened, almost like he’d caught himself saying too much. He looked around before leaning closer, lowering his voice. “I shouldn’t be telling you this, but your name is on a list of humans who are not only species traitors but have also committed treason.”

      I blinked, not sure what he was saying at first. When realization hit, it felt more violent than the blow Dean had given me. “Because I saved Arch.”

      “The mayor wants to make an example of a human traitor,” Brentwood said. “Live.”

      I swallowed, thinking about how my mother had seen me on the viewing screen. There would be no way to deny what I’d done even if I thought Mayor Waters needed evidence to convict me, which everyone knew she didn’t. Even better for her, I was recognizable. A familiar face to fuel her supporters’ hatred.

      “What’s going to happen to me?” I asked, almost afraid to learn the truth but once again finding it impossible to stay quiet.

      “Brentwood!” someone shouted. “Get your ass moving!”

      The guard took my arm, his grip firm but not forceful as he pulled me to my feet. “I don’t know. I wish to God I did, but I don’t.”
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      Brentwood ushered me toward the gate, and in seconds the crowd of prisoners had engulfed us. Even after we’d left the District, he didn’t release me. No one else was being personally escorted—at least not that I could see—but I wasn’t sure what that meant, if Brentwood was being protective or if he had orders to bring me straight to the mayor. He’d been almost helpful recently, which made it that much more difficult to guess what I was facing. Not that I cared, because despite my worry over my own circumstances, I couldn’t stop thinking about Ione. Couldn’t stop searching the crowd for her, straining to find her short, round form among the dozens of other people.

      Even spotting Finn, his head poking out from the shorter humans and half-humans around him, didn’t give me comfort, because when I searched the faces of those surrounding him, Ione was nowhere to be found. Where was she?

      It was the middle of the night, but someone must have tipped the public off to what was going to happen, because the streets were crowded. People yelled as we passed, hurling not just insults, but objects as well. A human woman a few feet in front of me was struck in the side of the head and would have gone down if not for those around her. Somehow, despite their bound hands, the other prisoners managed to keep her on her feet.

      The hatred I’d felt radiating from other crowds had nothing on this one. They were furious, their shouts ringing through the air and throbbing with volatility until it felt like they would cut me in half. Hover cameras flew over us, filming our exodus, and I could imagine people like my mother at home, watching with glee as the filth living in the District finally got their due.

      I didn’t have a clue where we were being led or how long it would take to get there. The city was over seventy miles across, but it was crowded, and I couldn’t think of a single facility big enough for the hundreds of people being ushered from the District.

      “Where are we going?” I asked Brentwood after maybe ten minutes of walking.

      “The stadium,” was his only response.

      The stadium—a dilapidated structure on the outskirts of the city that hadn’t been used in years—was maybe two miles away from the District. I’d never been inside, but I had vague memories of watching one of the last games held there on our viewing screen when I was young. Shortly after that, the teams’ owners had gone bankrupt one by one until eventually sporting events had become a thing of the past. I couldn’t even remember what the game had been called or what the objective had been, I only knew the stadium hadn’t been used for anything since. The last time I’d seen it, the walls had looked on the verge of crumbling.

      No more, though. When the giant structure came into view, I realized just how busy Mayor Waters had been since her election. The stadium was lit up, large spotlights illuminating not just the entrance, but shining down on the interior as well. A fenced area had been erected around a large entrance at the side, the chain link ten feet high and topped with barbed wire, and guards armed with pulse rifles were everywhere. Some stood at the entrance to the cage, others beside the stadium doors, while still more were busy separating the crowd. Once through the chain link, people were processed and sent down one of two corridors. Half-humans no matter their age to the left, while humans were made to go right.

      The people born inside the District weren’t chipped, so all they had to endure before being forced into the stadium was a quick search to make sure they weren’t armed. Humans, however, were scanned first. I watched as personal information flashed across a screen mounted on the fence. Names, birthdates, and any other pertinent information was on display for everyone to see, but I soon realized that wasn’t the reason they were being scanned. Before the humans were sent on, the guards added a new bit of personal information to their profiles.

      
        
        SPECIES TRAITOR

      

      

      I watched the words flash across the screen in bright red letters over and over again as people were ushered through, my focus half on the screen and half on the humans being scanned. Ione was nowhere in sight, and I was desperate to find her, but still she eluded me.

      Brentwood stayed by my side until I’d reached the front of the crowd and it was my turn to be scanned. The guard holding the scanner pressed it against my hand, over the chip that had been implanted nearly twenty years ago, and a beep followed. My gaze flicked to the screen as my picture appeared. My name, age, and last known address were next to it. The words species traitor didn’t need to be added to my profile, because they were already there. Something else was as well, something I hadn’t expected but probably should have. Under the red letters announcing I was an enemy of the state were three other words.

      
        
        WANTED FOR TREASON

      

      

      “Treason,” I said, my gaze moving to Brentwood. “What does that mean?”

      “I told you, Ava. Mayor Waters needs someone to make an example of.”

      Before I could ask anything else, the guard who’d scanned my chip barked at Brentwood, “Keep the line moving.”

      The guard took my arm, leading me after the group of humans shuffling down the chain link tunnel and into the stadium.

      The crowd engulfed us once again, surrounding us in a sea of sobbing, terrified people who, like me, didn’t know what was going to happen next. We entered the door leading into the building and were met by a wave of blackness, the sounds of shuffling footsteps and cries echoing off the invisible walls surrounding us. Two turns, and an opening appeared, the darkness giving way to light that grew brighter the closer we got. One by one, the people in front of me poured out of the dark hall and stumbled into the wide-open space of the stadium. The humans on one side, the half-Veilorians on the other, with nothing but a chain link fence separating us.

      On both sides, people were standing at the fence trying to comfort their loved ones. Children sobbed as they clung to the metal barrier, while mothers or fathers whispered soothing words. Almost everyone on the other side was younger than fifteen, but here and there an older half-human was visible, Finn among them.

      He stood a head above nearly everyone else, making it easy to spot him, and when our eyes met, he rushed to the fence. I tried to go, too, but Brentwood was still holding me, and when he began to pull me in the opposite direction, I suddenly understood why he hadn’t released me.

      “This way, Ava,” he said, tugging on my arm.

      Finn stood in front of me, his eyes wide as he watched me being pulled away.

      “Wait.” I tore my gaze from him, focusing on Brentwood. “Please. Just let me say goodbye.”

      The soldier frowned as he looked from me to Finn. Then he glanced around. There were few guards inside the fence—a testament to how unlikely escape would be—and as if realizing no one was around to witness the act, he released me.

      “Make it quick.”

      I rushed to the fence.

      My hands were still tied, as were Finn’s, and more than ever I wished they weren’t. I wanted to touch him one last time, even if it was through the metal. Wanted to feel his skin against mine, to take comfort in the memory so I could cling to it while I faced whatever came next.

      “Are you okay?” Finn asked, looking me over, his gaze focusing on my still throbbing cheek.

      “I’m okay,” I said. “Ione? Do you know where she is?”

      Finn’s attention moved from me so he could search the humans crowded into the open area on my side. “I don’t know. I lost track of her on the walk here.”

      “Find her,” I said, drawing his focus back to me. “Tell her I’m sorry. Tell her I wish I could have been there for her.”

      “What are you saying?” Finn’s eyes, now back on me, widened. “Why can’t you find her?”

      Brentwood was at my side before I could answer. “Now, Ava.”

      His hand wrapped around my forearm, and he began to pull me away.

      “No. What are you doing?” Finn slammed his body against the fence. “Where are you taking her?”

      “She’s a species traitor who committed treason by putting the life of an uninvited alien above the lives of her human brothers and sisters,” Brentwood said, the statement coming out like a line he’d been forced to memorize. “The mayor is going to make an example of her.”

      “No!” Finn shouted, crashing into the fence again and making it rattle. “No!”

      Brentwood pulled me farther away without saying anything else.

      “Find Ione!” I called, sobbing by this point. “I’m sorry, Finn. I’m sorry.”

      Even after he’d disappeared from sight, his shouts echoed in my ears. Long after Brentwood had pulled me through the crowd of humans and to the other side of the stadium, I could hear them. Even after we’d reached a door where two armed guards stood and I was dragged into a dimly lit tunnel, and it only made me cry harder.

      Brentwood said nothing until we stopped in front of a closed door. There two more guards stood, each holding a pulse rifle. The one on the right stayed where he was, his weapon at the ready, while the other unlocked the door and motioned for us to pass. Brentwood dragged me inside.

      The room was musty and dank and all cement. It held nothing but a chair, which Brentwood shoved me into with as much gentleness as he could manage while also trying to appear tough in front of the others. Where his softness came from, I didn’t know, but I was grateful for it. He’d allowed me to say a quick goodbye to Finn. At least this way Ione wouldn’t wonder what had happened to me.

      “What now?” I asked when Brentwood didn’t leave.

      “You wait.”

      “For?”

      He lifted his eyebrows but said nothing.

      He didn’t need to, because I knew what I was waiting for. Mayor Waters.

      I swallowed when fear bubbled up inside me, threatening to clog my throat. “How long will I have to wait?”

      “I don’t know,” he said then hesitated. “Not long, I’m sure.”

      “Okay.” I tried to keep my back straight and my legs from shaking but failed.

      Brentwood took a step backward. “Good luck to you, Ava.”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      Then he walked out, the door slamming behind him, and I was left alone.

      The sob that had nearly clogged my throat burst out of me a second after the door shut, bouncing off the walls and coming back to taunt me. I wanted to appear strong in front of the mayor, but before that could happen, I had to allow myself a few minutes to fall apart. If I got it all out now, if I let the fear and anguish out while I was alone, then maybe I would be able to hold it together later when it really mattered. Maybe.

      I cried until my throat was raw and my eyes burned from the tears, shaking and wishing my hands were free so I could hug myself. It felt like I was crumbling to pieces on the inside, and the pain was more intense than any physical pain I’d ever experienced.

      At least so far.

      Eventually, my sobs tapered off and I was able to control my breathing. I did what I could to wipe my tear-streaked cheeks with my shoulders, although I doubted it did much good. Anyone who saw me would immediately know I’d been crying, but that didn’t matter. What mattered was appearing strong from here on out. Especially in front of the mayor.

      Brentwood had been right, and less than twenty minutes had gone by before the door clicked. I sat up straighter, waiting to see what would happen. When it was pulled open and Mayor Waters stepped into the room, I wasn’t the least bit surprised.

      “Ava Mendoza.” She overly pronounced my name, making a face like it left a bad taste in her mouth. “Seeing the recording of you risking your life to save that alien boy was enough of a surprise, but imagine my shock when I learned being a species traitor ran in your family.”

      She waved to the guard who’d stepped in behind her, and he moved forward, a portable viewing screen in his hand. Once the device was in her hand, the mayor held it up. On it was a paused image of three men standing in front of the government building. Blindfolds obscured their faces and their hands were tied behind their backs, but their outdated clothes made it was obvious it wasn’t a recent recording. Still, there was something almost familiar about it.

      The mayor tapped her fingernail against the man in the middle. “Your father.”

      I swallowed, my mind suddenly conjuring up an image of Arch standing in this same place then flipping back to the picture in front of me when the recording began to play. A man with gray hair and a severe expression stood in front of a crowd, speaking in a booming voice about what it meant to be human. As he talked, guards forced the three men to their knees. My stomach tightened, knowing what I was about to witness and not wanting to see it but unable to make myself look away.

      “These three men have been found guilty of treason and are hereby sentenced to death,” the man with the gray hair said, raising his voice so it could be heard over the roar of the crowd.

      A guard stepped forward, an old-fashioned gun in hand, and pressed it against the temple of the man on the left. A crack followed a second later, and the man went down, his body a lifeless heap as the guard moved to the next prisoner. My father.

      “No.” I turned away.

      Mayor Waters didn’t tell me to look, but she didn’t stop the recording either, and a second later another crack filled the room, this one seemingly louder and closer. My body jerked, and even though I hadn’t seen it, I could picture my father crumpling to the ground the way the other man had. The way Arch had. The way I would later today.

      The recording cut off, but I didn’t open my eyes.

      “I’m sure you’ve been told by this point, but for the sake of justice, I’m going to repeat it,” the mayor said. “Ava Mendoza, you have been found guilty of treason. You are a traitor both to your city and to your species and must therefore be made an example of.” She paused. “Look at me.”

      I lifted my chin, forcing my eyes open but refusing to release the barrage of tears currently clogging my throat.

      “At ten o’clock, the humans and Veilorians who fled the District will be punished, and then your sentence will be carried out. Both will be broadcast live, not just to the entire city, but also to the District and the prisoners in this stadium. Do you understand?”

      I swallowed, and unable to find my voice, nodded.

      “Good.”

      The mayor turned to leave, but I stopped her by saying, “What about the other prisoners you dragged out of the District tonight? The humans and half-humans?”

      The mayor turned back to face me. “The human traitors will be punished as well. The halflings will be catalogued and chipped so we can keep track of them.”

      Keep track of them.

      That was how they knew about the group that had tried to escape the District. The chips all humans had been implanted with.

      I’d been around five when I got mine. I remembered standing in a line with dozens of other people, my mother holding my hand and grumbling about how long it was taking. My father hadn’t been gone long, and I still hadn’t accepted that he wasn’t coming back, and I could recall searching the sea of faces for him.

      The implantation of the chips had done away with all physical money and had streamlined everything in the city. Since then, we’d used the chips to pay for things, to get compensation for jobs and receive government aid, and even to clock in and out of work. They held our medical history as well as the criminal records of anyone who fit that profile. They controlled everything in our lives, but it had never occurred to me that the government would be able to use them to track us. It should have, though.

      I was still thinking about the chip when Mayor Waters turned to the door. “Things in this city are going to change. Starting today.”

      When it clicked shut, once again leaving me alone, my entire body jerked.
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      I had no idea what time it was when the mayor left me—four o’clock in the morning, at least—but I knew the guards wouldn’t come back until they were ready to proceed with the next step in my torture. The hours of waiting to find out my fate, alone and cold in a dank, uncomfortable room with nothing but a chair, would no doubt be the longest of my life.

      My hands were still secured, and the plastic ties had started to dig into my wrists. Every move increased my discomfort, and to make matters worse, I soon found it difficult to keep my eyes open. When fighting the exhaustion did no good, I moved to the floor where I curled up, trying to ignore the cobwebs in the corners that warned of creepy crawlies hidden by the shadows.

      The cold, hard cement and the throbbing in my wrists made it nearly impossible to get comfortable, but I was too tired to keep sleep completely at bay. I would drift off, sinking toward unconsciousness only to jerk awake when the plastic cut deeper into my wrists. The throbbing was nearly unbearable now, and I knew without seeing the damage that the ties would soon break the skin. If they hadn’t already.

      Even worse than the pain and discomfort, however, was the way my mind refused to shut down. It replayed Arch’s death before switching to the image of my father kneeling in that same place all those years ago. The echo of the gunshot that killed him replayed itself over and over again in my head, sticking with me even when I managed to doze off. I thought of Ione, alone and scared, of her watching as I was put to death, and of my sister and how I’d never get to say goodbye to her now. Never get to explain what had happened or apologize for letting her down.

      Of course, I wasn’t even sure they were going to kill me. Torture was another very real possibility, and something I wouldn’t put past Veronica Waters. She’d do whatever it took to make a real example of me.

      By the time they finally came, I was more than ready to get on with the next part even if it meant death. I couldn’t stand being alone with the ghosts anymore.

      The door groaned as it was pushed open, and I shifted to a sitting position with great effort, keeping to my little corner of the room while I waited to see what would happen next. Mayor Waters walked in, two guards behind her. She wore a grim expression that as usual didn’t match the gleam of triumph in her eyes. She was enjoying this, and not just because she had some kind of vendetta against Veilorians, but also because she liked the power inflicting fear gave her. She liked seeing people cower.

      I refused to give her the satisfaction.

      She seemed to sense this even before I lifted my chin and met her gaze. Her lips twitched, giving her real feelings away, but she didn’t acknowledge it.

      “Get her to her feet,” was all she said.

      The guard to her right moved, but I didn’t take my eyes off Mayor Waters. She didn’t smile again, not even when the man grabbed my arm and jerked me to my feet, causing the plastic to dig into my wrists more than ever. Keeping the yelp of pain inside was difficult, but not impossible. Thankfully.

      The mayor turned once I was up, not even waving for the guards to follow before walking out of the room.

      They did follow, though, the other guard first and then the one holding me. His grip tightened around my forearm like he was afraid I might take off running, but even if I thought I could get away I wouldn’t try. My legs wouldn’t have made it, they were too shaky, but I was also afraid of what might happen to the people I loved. Afraid the mayor would punish Ione or Finn—or even Lena—so she could make an example of someone. As if the group of humans and Veilorians who’d tried to escape weren’t enough.

      I wasn’t sure where they were taking me when I was led down the long, dark corridor, but I soon found myself in a wide-open room with dusty glass doors that led outside. The old turnstiles and ticket booths told me this had once been the main entrance to the stadium, but I was dragged outside before I could even try to conjure up a memory of what it had looked like.

      The long disused parking lot, now bursting with new activity, stretched out in front of me. Onlookers and reporters stood waiting, and at my appearance they broke out in a roar of boos and verbal abuse. The crowd waved signs with all the usual insults scribbled on them, while hover cameras filmed the scene, broadcasting it for everyone in the city. I thought of my mother, no doubt huddled in front of the viewing screen at this very moment. Had she known I would be the person dragged from the stadium? Did she care? Was Lena with her? I prayed she wasn’t, but I knew it wouldn’t matter. Wherever my sister was, she would be staring at the image of me standing between these guards, my hands bound while I waited to discover my fate.

      Ione was the person I worried about the most, although I knew watching this play out would hurt Finn as well. My cousin was pregnant and already scared, and seeing me in pain—because I was positive the mayor intended to inflict some kind of pain—wouldn’t be easy.

      The guards stopped a few feet behind Mayor Waters, flanking me as she lifted her hands and motioned for the crowd to settle down. They did, but the hate and rage scorching off them didn’t lessen.

      “Our city has been through a lot over the past few weeks,” the mayor said, raising her voice so it bounced off the building at our backs, “but it stops here.”

      People hooted and shouted to show their support, but within seconds the sounds had died away again.

      “Last night in an overwhelmingly unanimous vote, the council passed several laws that will change Veilorian and human relations from this day forward. Future marriages between Veilorians and humans have been outlawed. The humans currently living among the Veilorians are species traitors, and they have been rounded up so they can be marked as the traitors they are. We have identified them and will very soon process them, at which point they will be returned to the District where they will remain. After that happens, no human will be allowed to enter or exit the District with the exception of the guards. Any crime committed against humans by those living inside the District will be dealt with swiftly and harshly. I will stop at nothing to ensure the safety of the humans living in this city.”

      Mayor Waters turned to the guards and nodded, and a second later the stadium doors were pulled open, and a group of more than a dozen humans and Veilorians was escorted out. Like me, they were bound, but their dirty, disheveled appearances told me they’d been in custody longer than I had. Much longer.

      These were the people who’d tried to run, but it only took one look at the group to realize some were missing. There were no kids among them. No half-humans at all. Why? What was the mayor doing with the others and why spare them when she found their very existence so detestable?

      “This group was caught outside the District,” Mayor Waters began even before the people had come to a stop. “I have every reason to believe that not only are they terrorists bent on destroying our way of life, but that they left the walls intending to do us harm. Taking their malicious intentions into consideration, I have no choice but to sentence every one of them to death.”

      A gasp came from the group, followed by a few quiet sobs. The crowd of onlookers, however, celebrated the news with hoots and applause.

      The mayor let the cheering go on for less than a second before turning to the guards. She nodded, and more soldiers appeared, each of them armed with a pulse rifle. The prisoners were corralled like cattle, forced to move until they were less than a foot in front of the wall, making escape impossible. They weren’t even blindfolded, and the terror in their eyes felt like it was trying to cut me in two. Five guards lined up in front of them, raising their weapons, and cries rang out from the group. I could only catch a few words over the roar of the onlookers, but it was clear they were begging for mercy. There would be none, I knew. The mayor had no intention of showing anyone inside the District mercy.

      “For your crimes against the human race,” she said, having to shout to be heard, “I sentence you to death.”

      The last word hadn’t even had a chance to die away before the boom of a dozen energy pulses rang out. My body jerked, over and over again as if they were hitting me, while screams rose from the group of so-called traitors. One by one, they went down in bursts of blue and red, their bodies dropping to join their friends and loved ones. I wanted to look away, but I couldn’t. Especially once they were all dead. Puddles of red and blue blood had formed beneath the bodies, mixing to create bursts of purple. Just like Finn’s blood. Just like the blood of every half-human living in the District.

      I was jerked forward before I could collect myself. The mayor’s eyes gleamed as she watched my approach, while behind her hover cameras floated, capturing every second and broadcasting it for the entire city. As if recognizing me, the crowd began to yell louder, hurling names and insults with an intensity that would rival an energy pulse.

      Once I was standing beside her, Mayor Waters turned to face the crowd, lifting her arms and waiting for the noise to die down so she could say, “You all know this woman by now. She is a known species traitor. After attempting to save a rapist and murderer, she betrayed her people even more by moving into the District and taking up with an alien. She has turned her back on her species, her city, and her family, and now she will be made an example of. Let her punishment be a warning to anyone who has ever considered taking up with the enemy. We will no longer tolerate traitors.”

      The crowd broke out in applause as I was forced to my knees. I was shaking, unable to muster even a little bit of the courage I’d shown earlier. It felt as if the whole world was against me, as if the sheer force of their anger would rip me apart before the mayor had a chance to send an energy pulse through my brain.

      I held my breath, waiting for the barrel of a pulse rifle to be pressed against my skull, but that wasn’t what happened. Instead, the guard at my back grabbed me, one hand on my shoulder and the other on the top of my head, forcing it to the right and exposing my neck. I shifted, trying to look around so I could figure out what was going to happen next, but his fingers tightened. Not enough to choke me, but enough to stop me from turning my head. Why?

      My blood rushed in my ears as I struggled to make sense of what was happening. I wasn’t facing death. That wasn’t the example Mayor Waters was going to make of me. What, then? What else could she do to make people think twice before helping the Veilorians?

      Branded as traitors.

      Dean’s words came screaming back, knocking the air out of me as the realization of what was about to happen hit. I started struggling harder, fighting against the hands restraining me. It did no good. Not only did the guard hold me tighter, but other hands joined his, grabbing my arms and forcing me to remain still.

      I saw movement out of the corner of my eye, but I couldn’t turn my head to look. Whoever it was drew closer, and the hands holding me tightened. My heart sped up until I thought it would explode. I watched the figure grow bigger, getting nearer, and then I could feel the heat. It was like standing too close to a fire, and the nearer the man got, the hotter it became. Sweat beaded on my forehead, both from the heat and from the fear, and by the time the guard had stopped at my side, tears were streaming down my cheeks.

      “Hold her still.” I jerked at the sound of his voice, and then Dean was in front of me, leaning forward, a hot iron in his hand. “I tried to warn you.”

      I clenched my teeth and curled my hands into fists when he moved back to my side, trying to prepare myself for the pain but knowing I couldn’t. Time seemed to stand still as I waited. The shouts from the crowd grew faint as the thud of my heart got louder. I could barely catch my breath, couldn’t hold still. Every inch of me twitched in anticipation.

      The searing agony came out of nowhere, and a scream ripped its way out of me. Every muscle in my body tightened as the pain grew in intensity. It seemed to go on and on, concentrated on my neck—just below my ear—and throbbing through me until it felt like every inch of my body was on fire. I screamed until my throat hurt, until it was too raw to get another sound out. After that, all I could do was whimper as my body gave up the fight. If the guards hadn’t been holding me, I would have collapsed into a ball, but they were, and Dean still had the brand pressed against my neck. It was still searing my skin.

      The smell of burning hair and flesh filled my nostrils, and my stomach convulsed. Darkness crawled across the edges of my vision, and I prayed for unconsciousness to take over. It did, but slower than I wanted. I was still barely conscious when the guards released me, and my body dropped to the ground.
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      The echo of screams pulled me from blackness, dragging me to the edge of consciousness, but I fought against it. The pain in my body was too powerful and the shouts of agony too terrifying. I wanted to stay cocooned in the darkness, wanted to avoid the horrifying reality I knew would greet me when I finally opened my eyes.

      My body wouldn’t obey, though, and soon not only was I fully awake, but I was also completely aware of the throbbing pain on my neck. My eyes were still closed when I reached up, and I let out a hiss when my fingertips brushed the scorched flesh.

      A hand closed over mine. “Don’t touch it.”

      “Ione,” I managed to mumble, recognizing my cousin’s voice.

      My eyes fluttered open to find her hovering over me, her expression twisted with worry. I looked past her and saw other people—all of them human—milling around. I was back inside the stadium, I realized. I didn’t remember being brought here, but that wasn’t much of a surprise. With the way my head was pounding, I had a feeling I’d been out for a while.

      “What’s going on?” the words had just come out when another scream ripped through the air.

      Ione frowned, her lips pressed together as she pulled her dark hair away from her neck. “They’re branding everyone.”

      I stared at the red, swollen mark on her neck, speechless.

      It consisted of two letters just under her left ear, and despite the angry red color, it was almost pretty. The T was plain, but the S elegant and decorative, and the two letters were intertwined like they were one character instead of two. I knew what they stood for. Species traitor. It was what we were, after all. But why had the mayor bothered making it so pretty? It seemed at odds with her intent, which was to punish us.

      “I’m sorry.” I started to reach up to touch the brand but stopped myself.

      That was when I realized my hands were now free.

      Like I’d thought, my wrists were raw and sliced in several places from the plastic they’d bound me with. I hadn’t noticed the pain at first, too focused on my throbbing neck and my cousin, but I was now very aware of the aching cuts. It would scar for sure, but it wouldn’t be the worst thing I’d endured today.

      “You got the worst of it,” Ione said. “Dean held the iron against your neck until you passed out. For the rest of us, it was a pretty short process, although not painless.” My cousin winced. “It will heal, and I don’t care. They can do whatever they want as long they let me go home to Rye.”

      My gaze moved to her stomach.

      “We’ll be home before we know it,” I said.

      “Let’s hope so.”

      Another scream made me shift, and Ione grabbed my arm when I moved to sit. Once up, I was able to get a good look around. Like my cousin, dozens of humans had already been branded while others stood in a line, waiting for their turn. There were guards everywhere to ensure things moved swiftly, some armed while others took the responsibility of holding people down so they, too, could be marked as traitors.

      On the other side of the fence, the half-humans had been grouped as well, but I couldn’t see what was happening.

      “Are they being branded, too?” I asked, my thoughts going to Finn for the first time since I’d regained consciousness.

      “No,” Ione said. “Chipped.”

      I swallowed, knowing what this meant. Mayor Waters would now know exactly how many half-humans lived in the District, as well as where they were at all times. There would be no more escape attempts.

      “Finn?” I asked as I scanned the people on the other side of the fence, searching for him.

      “I haven’t seen him,” Ione whispered.

      I spun to face my cousin. “What do you mean?”

      “Just what I said. He found me after you were taken away and told me what was happening, and I was with him during the broadcast.” She gnawed on her lip, her eyes blinking rapidly like she was trying to keep the tears at bay. “Those poor people, Ava. I just can’t believe anyone would do that. Even for Veronica Waters it seems low.”

      “Finn,” I said, more impatiently than I intended. “What happened to Finn?”

      “I don’t know. I was with him when they,” Ione swallowed, “branded you. After you passed out, soldiers rushed in and started ordering people around. He was dragged away from the fence and so was I. I looked for him after they’d finished with me, but I couldn’t find him. That was when I found you. They brought you in while I was in line to get my brand, and you were lying here unconscious. They must have just dropped you on the ground and left.”

      “We have to find him.”

      I started to stand, and once again Ione moved to help, but thanks to her round body, she was the one who ended up needing the assistance.

      Once we’d managed to make it to our feet, we moved to the fence. The sight of all the half-human children on the other side made my heart ache. My own chip had been implanted when I was young, and I barely remembered the pain, but so many of these kids were older. Even worse, they were alone, their human parent on this side of the fence and unable to comfort them while their Veilorian parent was back in the District. It seemed crueler than even the hot iron against my skin.

      “Do you see him?” Ione asked, dragging my focus back to the task at hand.

      I scanned the crowds of children, searching for Finn. He was nowhere in sight, though. Why? Where was he?

      “He isn’t here,” I said.

      “I’m sure he’s okay,” Ione replied, but her tone gave away her own worry. “He’s the son of a council member, and the mayor has to know that. Maybe she’s using him to negotiate or something.”

      “Maybe,” I said.

      But in the back of my mind, I couldn’t help wondering if Dean had something to do with this. I wish I’d never gotten involved with that asshole.
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      The guards had finished branding the humans by mid-afternoon, but we weren’t released. On the other side of the fence, all the chips had been successfully implanted only a short time later, but still nothing happened. After that, the guards retreated to the edges of the stadium where they silently watched over the prisoners, not telling us a thing, bringing us nothing to eat or drink, and leaving us totally in the dark about what would happen next.

      Still, Finn hadn’t reappeared.

      I kept an eye out for him as the day wore on and grew more and more anxious with each passing minute, so that by the time the sun was hidden behind the stadium walls, I began to fear the worst.

      “She wanted someone else to make an example of,” I said, voicing what I’d been thinking since I first woke to find him gone.

      “No.” Ione shook her head. “If that were the case, she would have broadcasted it.”

      I couldn’t deny the truth of that statement, but it didn’t give me any real comfort because Finn was still missing.

      By the time Brentwood came into the stadium to relieve another guard, only a small amount of sunlight remained. I’d been too focused on other things before now to really mull over the things he’d done, but suddenly all I could do was replay how he’d acted while bringing me here. He’d been kind and gentle, not rough like the other guards, and had allowed me to say goodbye to Finn. Brentwood had even seemed sorry about what I was facing.

      There was something else, too, something I hadn’t thought much of before now. On Landing Day, he’d been in the square, and he’d helped Veilorians get away.

      Maybe he could tell us something.

      I watched him, trying to get his attention, and eventually managed to catch his eye. Brentwood frowned, but only a second later said something to his fellow guards before heading my way.

      My heart thumped harder and faster the closer he got. Why this guy had shown me any kindness, I didn’t know, but I felt certain I was about to get some answers. And not just about where Finn was, but also about what would happen to us next.

      Brentwood acted like he was going to pass me, but then stopped suddenly and turned, raising his pulse rifle. “What the hell did you just say to me, species traitor?”

      My already pounding heart leapt in fear, but I told myself I had nothing to worry about. He was only playing a part, trying to come up with a logical reason he would be talking to me.

      “Nothing,” I said, doing my best to act penitent.

      Brentwood pressed the barrel of his pulse rifle into my stomach, forcing me to step back, and the sound of metal clanging against metal rang through the air when I hit the chain link fence.

      He kept his rifle against my stomach while moving closer to me. “You better watch yourself, you alien loving scum.” I nodded, not having to pretend to look terrified because I was, while under his breath Brentwood said, “Finn is okay. They’re interrogating him. I don’t know why, but I know he’s all right. As soon as it gets dark, all of you will be escorted back to the District.”

      “Finn, too?” I asked, my voice barely above a whisper.

      “Yeah.” The guard stepped away, and in a louder voice said, “Next time I have to tell you, it will be with an energy pulse through your skull.”

      He spit at my feet before heading off.

      Ione rushed to my side. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah.” I watched Brentwood for a moment, wondering who he was and why he would help me. He didn’t look back once.

      “What was that all about?” Ione hissed.

      “I don’t know why, but I think we can trust him,” I said then in a quiet voice relayed what I’d seen on Landing Day, as well as what Brentwood had told me.

      My cousin’s hand tightened on mine. “I can’t wait to get out of here.”

      “I know.”

      I just prayed Finn would be with us.

      Just like Brentwood said, the guards began corralling us toward the exit shortly after the sun had set. The half-humans walked beside us, our two groups separated by the chain link fence until we made it to the street. There we converged, and cries of relief rang out as children and parents were reunited.

      The guards urging us forward didn’t allow anyone to stop longer than a few seconds, but the relief on the faces of those around me was as clear as day. My own relief at being on the way back to the District was half-hearted, though, because I still hadn’t seen Finn.

      Like on our way to the stadium, hover cameras followed our progress as we marched through the city. People, too, had come out to watch, and just like before, they hurled insults at us every step of the way. Rocks were thrown as well, and the crowd shifted so the youngest among us were in the center. I pushed Ione deeper into the group as well, making sure to put myself between her and the onlookers. We passed reporters focused on hover cameras as they pointed toward us, describing the scene for those watching at home, and once again my mind wandered to my sister.

      Lena was watching this play out, I was sure of that, but not at home. She’d always avoided it, and now that I was gone, she had even fewer reasons to go there. But I couldn’t imagine my sister watching this at a friend’s house either, especially knowing I was in the crowd.

      Feeling certain Lena wouldn’t be sitting on the couch with our mother or at a friend’s, I found myself searching the faces we passed. She would want to be here, mixed in with the humans who’d come to jeer at us. I knew it.

      It wasn’t until we’d turned onto the street leading to the District that I finally spotted her. Lena stood at the front of the crowd, her hood pulled up and her arms wrapped around her body like she was either cold or trying to hold herself together. Our eyes met, and without thinking, I took a step toward her, but a guard shoved me back into the group.

      “Stay in line,” he barked. “Keep moving.”

      I had no choice but to comply.

      The hood shadowed Lena’s face, but I could feel her gaze following my progress as I put more and more space between us with each step I took. Even once I’d left my sister behind, I couldn’t stop looking over my shoulder, and I was still staring at her when a guard stopped at her side.

      I recognized Dean despite the helmet covering his face and winced, thinking about him branding me. About Lena watching it happen and now being forced to interact with him. His cruelty seemed to be never-ending.

      He was still talking to Lena when I finally lost sight of her.

      The gate came into view, wide open and more inviting than anything I’d ever seen, and the crowd began to move faster. Soon, I was being pressed forward, the people making it impossible to go anywhere but toward the District. Not that I had any desire to go somewhere else, but the thought of finally leaving my sister behind once and for all caused an ache to spread through me.

      Still, there was nothing I could do about it, and I found my thoughts once again turning to Finn. He was still missing, and no matter which way I looked, I couldn’t spot him in the sea of swirling people.

      In seconds, I was inside the District, and I somehow managed to extract myself from the crowd while Ione was swept away. She disappeared from sight, but only for a second. Then I spotted her in Rye’s arms, the two of them hugging like they’d thought this moment would never come. Around them, other families were reunited, but still there was no Finn. I searched the faces of the people rushing by only to be disappointed again and again.

      Where was he?

      By the time he finally appeared toward the back of the crowd, I was wound as tight as a knot. I let out a sob of relief as I pushed my way through the throng, calling his name, and ten feet still separated us when he turned. He moved to meet me, throwing his arms around me when we met and lifting me until my toes barely grazed the ground.

      “Are you okay?” we both said at once.

      He pulled back, his beautifully unhuman eyes sweeping over my face and down my neck to the still throbbing brand. “I’ll kill him.”

      I grasped his hand, which hovered over the mark, and gave it a desperate squeeze. “Don’t even think it. Understand? You saw what Mayor Waters is capable of.”

      Finn hugged me against him again. “Watching that happen to you made me want to kill them all.”

      “Stop,” I said, the word barely a whisper.

      I swallowed, forcing my tears down, and pulled back to wipe my cheeks as I took him in. He looked as bad as I felt, his face bruised and a cut below his right eye, as well as another on his lip. His wrists, too, were covered in purple scabs and cuts, and there was a scabbed area on the top of his hand where his chip had been implanted.

      “What happened to you?” I asked. “Where were you?”

      “Being interrogated.” Finn looked toward the now closed gate.

      I followed his gaze to find three soldiers watching us.

      He stiffened.

      “Come on.” He took my hand and pulled me deeper into the District. “We need to find my mother.”

      Melora was waiting at the first staircase, and when she saw Finn, she let out a sigh of relief.

      “My son,” she said when he stopped in front of her. “I was so worried.”

      “I’m okay.”

      Once she’d assured herself he was in fact okay, Melora turned to me. “Ava. I am so sorry for the things you have had to endure for us.”

      “I’m not,” I said. “I’d do it again. A hundred times over.”

      She gave me a sad smile.

      “We need to see Anara,” Finn said, drawing her attention to him. “The humans interrogated me. They wanted to know where the group was trying to go.”

      “What did you tell them?” his mother asked.

      “They—” Finn’s body stiffened, and he swallowed. “They tried to torture me, but they didn’t know how much pain Veilorians can withstand. I told them I didn’t know. That they must have just been desperate and stupid.”

      I gripped his arm, horrified by the thought of what they might have done to him.

      Melora rested her hand on his cheek. “You did well, my son.”

      “It didn’t matter. They knew things already. They must have gotten some information out of the humans before they were put to death.” Finn’s expression twisted with emotion. “They know another ship came with us, but they don’t know where it landed. That was what they were trying to get me to tell them.”

      “But you did not?”

      Finn shook his head, and I could tell there was something else eating at him. As if he knew something dark and terrifying.

      “This is only the beginning,” he said, the words stiff as if he had a difficult time getting them out.

      “We knew it would be so,” Melora replied.

      Finn swallowed. “It’s much worse than we thought.”

      “Tell me,” his mother urged.

      “The mayor wants to stop humans and Veilorians from procreating. Not only does she want to terminate all pregnancies”—I gasped, but Finn still didn’t look my way—“she wants to sterilize every human living in the District.”

      The words slammed into me, and I cried out, “She can’t.”

      Finn still didn’t look my way. “You know she can.”

      He was right.

      His mother barely reacted to the news, and I wondered if she’d expected this outcome all along. Thinking back to everything Mayor Waters had said during her campaign, I shouldn’t have been surprised. She wanted everyone living inside these walls gone, after all. Not just the Veilorians and half-humans, but species traitors like me as well.

      “Did you learn anything else?” Melora asked her son. “What of the half-Veilorians who escaped with the others? They were not among those put to death.”

      Finn gnawed on his lip. “I don’t know. They didn’t tell me anything, and I didn’t see them.”

      In the aftermath of my branding, I’d forgotten all about the missing half-humans, but like Melora, I’d noticed their absence.

      “What do you think they’re doing with them?” I asked.

      Finn’s mother let out a long, exhausted-sounding breath. “I think they will study them.”

      “Study them?” I couldn’t help shaking my head. “Why?”

      “To see what they are up against. Mayor Waters sees us as the enemy, and it stands to reason that she would want to know as much as she can about the people she is trying to destroy.”

      Melora was right. Holy shit.

      “Finn!”

      All three of us turned at the sound of Rye’s voice and found him and Ione headed our way. The sight of my cousin’s round stomach made my own roll.

      “Don’t tell Ione what you learned,” I hissed while they were still out of earshot. “Not yet.”

      Finn and his mother both nodded, although she looked a little uneasy about it. I wasn’t sure if keeping it from my cousin was wrong, but I did know I wanted to consider all options before making a decision. Not telling her might have been a betrayal, but telling her would only add stress to her life, and we didn’t even know if it was warranted. This was so much bigger than anything else Mayor Waters had done so far, and it was entirely possible she wouldn’t be able to get the council to agree to it.

      “Are you okay?” Rye asked when he stopped in front of us, his focus on Finn.

      “I am.”

      He put his arm around my shoulders, and I leaned into him.

      “He is stronger than the humans,” Melora said. “And thanks to the things he has learned, we have much to discuss with the council.”

      “I’m sure you do.” Rye nodded even as he glanced toward Ione. “And I have to get my wife home so she can rest.”

      “Yes, rest is very important,” Melora replied.

      I extracted myself from Finn’s grasp and wrapped my arms around my cousin. “I’ll check on you tomorrow.”

      “I’ll be okay.” She pulled back so she could look at my neck. “Will you?”

      “Yes.” My gaze moved to Finn. “It’s small compared to what could have happened.”

      Ione only sighed.

      Rye led her toward the nearest staircase while Melora turned in the opposite direction.

      “Come,” she said, waving for us to follow. “The council has gathered. They are waiting.”

      Finn took my hand and headed after his mom.
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      Since the day Anara told me about her relationship with my father, I had only seen her in passing, but it had been by choice. There was so much going on already, and adding my guilt over misjudging him, as well as the sadness I felt when I thought about him dying all those years ago and me never getting a chance to mourn, was too much. A time would come, I knew, when I would be forced to face what had happened between the Veilorian leader and my father, but now wasn’t it.

      That didn’t mean seeing her didn’t bring all those emotions to the surface, because the second I set eyes on the angelic-looking Veilorian, they welled up like a geyser ready to blow.

      I stopped just inside the door when her gaze met mine, unable to make my legs obey. Thankfully, the small room was already crowded, which made it impossible to move deeper into the house, and since the council had much more pressing issues to worry about at the moment, I knew I wouldn’t be forced to confront my emotions.

      Most of the Veilorians present were still strangers to me, but I recognized them from the last meeting Finn and I had interrupted. Like that day, they were speaking Veilorian when we walked in, but unlike before, the conversation didn’t stop.

      The words were foreign to me, but the tone was an echo of my own feelings. Anger and pain, and even disbelief that things had actually gotten to this point pulsed through the air, matching the throbbing ache on my neck. I reached up without realizing it, and the pain grew when my fingers brushed the brand. I’d been there, had lived through the agony of the metal burning into my flesh, but it still didn’t feel real. How could one person do this to another? How could they be so happy about it?

      Dean’s expression just before he’d pressed the branding iron against my skin flashed through my mind, and a shudder wracked my body. Evil. That was the perfect word to describe him. To describe the mayor, too. Only a person who was truly, deeply evil would do something like this.

      When the other Veilorians gathered in the room didn’t stop talking, Melora stepped forward and said in a loud voice, “Finn has information that might be useful.”

      The talking died down and people turned, and Finn stepped forward.

      I stayed by the door as he cleared his throat, listening silently while he relayed everything that had happened, starting with us getting pulled from Rye and Ione’s house. When he got to the part about his torture, I winced. My own throbbing neck, aching wrists, and sore face seemed suddenly minor compared to what he’d endured. It also made me understand the things he said to me when we were finally reunited. I wanted the people who’d done this to him dead.

      “They tried beating me first.” He grimaced at the memory. “When they realized how much pain I could withstand, they moved on to electricity.”

      Without realizing I’d moved, I found myself at his side, my hand on his arm.

      Finn paused to look at me, his eyes saying things he couldn’t voice at the moment, and I swallowed. I wanted to be alone in our house so I could inspect his injuries. So I could kiss the cuts and bruises. I wanted it to be just the two of us so we could comfort each other the way we hadn’t been able to in the stadium.

      “What else?” Anara asked when the silence stretched out too long.

      Finn tore his gaze from mine. “She knows we aren’t the only Veilorians on the planet.”

      A murmur moved through the crowd.

      Anara barely reacted to the news, choosing to focus on me. “Did you learn anything during your time in captivity?”

      “I didn’t.” The image of my father kneeling as he waited to be put to death popped into my head. “She had a video from the day my father was killed. She made me watch it.”

      Unlike before, my words visibly shook Anara. She pressed her hand to her chest, over her heart, and closed her eyes. It almost seemed like she was saying a silent prayer, but I didn’t know if Veilorians believed in God, so I wasn’t positive.

      No one spoke as they waited for her to recover, and it was only a moment before she blew out a long breath and opened her eyes. “I am sorry, Ava.”

      “So am I,” I said.

      Anara looked toward Finn once more. “What else do you know?”

      He repeated what he’d already told his mother and me, and like before, the council leader seemed to take it all in stride. She was so cool and collected. No wonder she was in charge.

      When Finn had finished, Anara nodded in a way that made it clear we were being dismissed and said, “Thank you.”

      Finn returned the gesture then took my hand and headed for the door. He’d only made it two steps when someone called his name, and we turned back to find Indrina, Rye’s mother, moving toward us.

      “My son’s wife?”

      “She’s okay,” Finn said.

      “Thanks be to the heavens.” His aunt let out a relieved sigh, but in seconds the tension returned to her expression. “Does she know the things you just told us?”

      Finn gave a small shake of his head. “She doesn’t.”

      “Perhaps it is best if she does not,” Indrina said. “There is so much to worry about already, and she is such a delicate thing.”

      Under normal circumstances I never would have described my cousin as delicate. Ione was boisterous and loud, and brave and strong—something she proved when she left her family for Rye. In this instance, however, I had to agree with the description.

      Finn glanced at me, and I nodded, grateful to have my own instincts backed up by someone older and wiser.

      Indrina put her hand on Finn’s arm. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome,” he said in a quiet voice.

      When her hand had fallen away, we once again turned to leave, and this time, no one tried to stop us.

      Finn and I were silent as we headed through the city, but the second we got inside and the door was shut, I grabbed the hem of his shirt.

      “Let me see,” I said when he gave me a questioning look. “I want to make sure you’re okay.”

      “I’m half-Veilorian,” Finn replied even as he pulled his shirt over his head. “I heal fast, remember?”

      “I know, but I still want to see what they did to you.”

      He tossed his shirt aside, and I urged him to sit, standing over him as I looked at the damage the mayor’s goons had inflicted. His chest was riddled with purplish bruises, and there were burn marks as well. I ran my hand over his injuries, gently so as not to hurt him, first on his chest and then on his face. Then his wrists, and finally the chip in his hand.

      “They can track us,” I said as I traced the scar. “Using these.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Finn replied with a small shake of his head. “I’m not going anywhere, and if I wanted to, I could just deactivate it.”

      My gaze shot up, focusing on his face. “What?”

      “They got this technology from us, remember.” He gave me a ghost of a grin. “We know how to turn the chips off.”

      “How?” I asked, amazed by this news.

      Finn nodded to the small rock on the table. “When our people left Veil, they took a large chunk of Veilorian stone with them. It’s sacred to our people, said to be a gift from the gods.”

      My gaze snapped back to him. “Your people believe in gods?”

      He shrugged, and his lips twitched in amusement, causing the small cut on the bottom one to open slightly. “Some of the older Veilorians do. Those of us born on Earth are less convinced. It’s kind of difficult to imagine a higher power when your planet was obliterated and you’ve spent your entire life as a prisoner.”

      “I can imagine.” I lowered myself to the table so I was sitting in front of him. “Tell me more about this rock.”

      “It’s not that complicated, really,” he said. “Every house in the District has a piece of rock chipped off from the original stone. It’s for luck or maybe even protection, although so far it doesn’t seem to be working. Anyway, the stone has magnetic properties, which is why you can use it to deactivate the chip. Just hold the rock over it, and like magic, it stops working. It’s temporary, maybe only three hours at the most, but it will do the trick.”

      “That’s incredible,” I said, my gaze still on the small rock. It was no bigger than my fist but seemed to hold so much promise.

      “If only the group that tried to escape had thought to do it,” Finn said, his voice low. “They should have known the chips would be able to track people. I don’t know how they couldn’t have.”

      The memory of the energy pulses and screams echoed through my head, and I closed my eyes as if trying to block them out. It didn’t work, though, because in the darkness I was confronted not just with the sounds, but with the images of the bloodied bodies as well.

      “If they’d known, they might still be alive,” I whispered.

      “They might be in a safe place right now,” Finn replied.

      I opened my eyes.

      “Do you think it’s possible? I mean, could there actually be another group of Veilorians close enough for us to reach them?”

      Finn frowned as if thinking it through, his gaze going to the rock before moving back to me. The way he looked at me, as if contemplating something even bigger than the possibility of salvation, had my insides buzzing.

      “I’m beginning to think anything is possible,” he said as he grabbed my hips and pulled me over so I was straddling him. “I mean, I never thought I could care about a human, but here you are.”

      “I never thought I would find something other than my sister to live for,” I said.

      “But here I am,” he replied.

      “Here you are,” I whispered.

      He kissed me then, slow and gentle, and I wrapped my arms around him.

      Despite the euphoria of being together again, we were too exhausted to do anything but kiss and hold each other. So, we retreated to bed after cleaning our wounds, where Finn wrapped his arms around me. I snuggled into him and closed my eyes, focusing on his breathing and his pounding heart, and in no time had drifted off.
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      As much as I hated keeping things from Ione, I was glad Rye’s mother agreed with not telling her. My cousin still had at least two months before the midwife could safely deliver her baby, and all I could do was pray the human council would see the mayor’s plan for what it was. Horrifying and evil.

      I knew, however, that Finn was right. Anything was possible.

      The other part of her plan, the part that would make it so I would never be able to have children, was something I refused to dwell on. Finn, too, seemed determined to ignore what he knew, and days later he still hadn’t brought it up.

      Being Veilorian meant he was recovered in no time, and a week after his interrogation not even the hint of a scratch remained on his body. My injuries, however, were still healing.

      The bruise Dean had given me was now little more than a yellowish blot on my face, and the cuts on my wrists were fading, although they would most definitely scar. The brand, too, became less tender with each day.

      It was the shock of seeing the letters each time I looked in the mirror that didn’t seem to be fading, and as the days passed, I found myself staring at my reflection more and more, tracing the raised letters with my fingertip as I did. I hadn’t lied. I wouldn’t change what had happened even if I could, and given the choice between ignoring what was right and having to be branded over and over again, I’d choose the second one. Not just for Finn, either, although with each moment we spent together I became more and more convinced I was in love with him.

      A little over a week after the incident, I was standing in the bathroom studying my altered reflection when he came in behind me, stopping with only an inch of space between us. Without knowing why, I covered the letters burned into my skin.

      Finn’s gaze met mine in the mirror, and he took my hand, moving it aside. He held it, his focus shifting so he was studying the brand on my neck. Then he lifted his free hand and began tracing the letters, running his fingers over them and feeling every curve and raised line, his touch feather soft.

      I swallowed. “Is it ugly?”

      “No,” Finn whispered, still tracing it. “It’s beautiful. Like you.”

      He leaned down and pressed his lips against the letters, the kiss as soft as his touch had been, and I closed my eyes. His hands went to my hips, and a second later his arms had encircled me, wrapping around my body like I was caterpillar encased in a chrysalis. I leaned into him when he started kissing his way up my neck, my breath catching in my throat while my heart beat harder.

      “I want to take you away from here,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper. “I want to take you across the wastelands to safety. To a place where we won’t have to worry about Veronica Waters ever again. Where we can be together and have a family. You deserve that and so much more. You deserve every bit of happiness this world has to offer.”

      I twisted in his arms, my eyes still closed as I turned to face him, and his lips found mine. The kiss was deep from the second it began, his mouth hungry and desperate. I understood how he felt. The same thing had been building in me for weeks now, and those few hours in the stadium when I hadn’t been able to find him had only added fuel to the fire, had only helped me realize just how much I needed Finn in my life.

      “I love you,” he whispered between kisses.

      “I love you,” I replied, allowing him to lead me from the bathroom and across the hall.

      We were still in one another’s arms when we tumbled to the bed, still kissing. His hands reached for the button on my pants at nearly the same instant mine began to work on his. We didn’t talk, didn’t acknowledge what this moment would mean or what could happen if we took this step, each of us seeming to have come to the same decision on our own. Finn, probably back in that interrogation room while Mayor Waters relayed her plans to him. Me, the second he repeated them, and I realized what it could mean for my future.

      The act was sweet and wonderful, and I didn’t regret it. Couldn’t. Even if it meant a baby would very soon be on the way, I wouldn’t have traded this moment with Finn for anything.

      I stayed in his arms, my head on his chest while his hand made slow circles on my back.

      “You sure you’re ready for this?” he asked.

      I couldn’t help smiling, and it was almost a relief after all the horror of the last few weeks. “You don’t think you should have asked me before?”

      When I ventured a look up, I found him grinning down at me. “Probably.”

      I twisted to face him, lying half on his chest. “Is there really a ninety percent chance I’ll get pregnant?”

      “There is.” A look of uncertainty crossed Finn’s face. “Although I’m only half-Veilorian, so it could be less.”

      “Or it could be more,” I pointed out.

      “True.” He ran his hand over my head, pushing my dark hair out of my face. “There’s no way of knowing for sure since I don’t know any other half-Veilorians who’ve been with humans.”

      “Whatever happens,” I told him, “I won’t regret it. No matter what, I won’t regret the time we’ve spent together.”

      “We can’t get married,” Finn said, “not legally, anyway, but to me, you are my wife.”

      “And to me, you’re my husband.”

      I shifted to kiss him, and he wrapped his arms around me. In no time I was on my back, Finn on top of me as we kissed. For weeks we’d lived under a shadow of doom, knowing our lives could change at any minute, but this was different. This change wouldn’t be bad. It would be a glimmer of joy amidst the darkness, and I clung to that knowledge.

      I wasn’t sure how long it would take to confirm if I was in fact pregnant, and since Finn was the first half-Veilorian to find himself in this position, there was no one to ask. The answer could come as quickly as it had with Ione—only a few days after she’d conceived—or weeks could pass before I knew.

      Even though I tried not to dwell on it too much, I found myself running my hand over my flat stomach more and more over the next few days, wondering if Finn’s baby was already growing inside me. And hoping it was.

      It was during one of these moments of quiet contemplation that I had a sudden epiphany. Humans and Veilorians had a ninety percent conception rate, and Anara had been with my father. It was something I hadn’t thought about before, maybe because I hadn’t been ready to face it, but now I couldn’t stop thinking about the possibilities. Had Anara gotten pregnant? Did I have a half brother or sister somewhere in the District? If so, did they know I existed?

      I had to know.

      Finn was off doing whatever kept him busy during the day, but since I knew where Anara lived, I headed out on my own, desperate to get answers. It was early afternoon, so I wasn’t sure if I’d even find the council leader at home, but that didn’t stop my heart from hammering when I stopped outside her door. I had to take a couple deep breaths before forcing myself to knock, and once I had, I stepped back to wait. All around me, the District was alive with activity, but it was more subdued than it used to be. Still, people were hanging in there, which was the only thing that could be done at this point and I couldn’t help admiring their tenacity. Veilorians were fighters.

      The door opened, and I turned. Anara stood in the doorway, the same steady expression on her face she’d worn in the meeting, and not an ounce of surprise in her eyes at finding me standing in front of her.

      “I knew you would eventually find your way here,” she said, pulling the door open wider. “Come in, Ava.”

      I said nothing as I stepped inside.

      The door clicked shut, and Anara moved to the couch, motioning for me to do the same. I did, sitting on the edge like I was afraid to get too comfortable and let my guard down. My heart was pounding, and I couldn’t stop tapping my toe. I felt like a person waiting to hear bad news. But would it be bad to learn I had a sibling? I loved my sister with all my heart, but this would be different. He or she would be an adult now, at least twenty years old, and a stranger. I couldn’t wrap my mind around that.

      Anara took a seat across from me, her expression as undisturbed as ever and her gaze unblinking as she said, “Melora informed me that you know the truth about relations between humans and Veilorians.”

      “I do.”

      The councilwoman nodded, and I waited, hoping she’d take over. But she remained quiet, her expression as unaffected as ever, and after nearly a minute of silence I realized she was going to make me say the words.

      I took a deep breath to prepare myself before blurting them out, “Did you and my father have a child?”

      “We did.” Anara didn’t even blink.

      The thunder of emotion that rocketed through me was impossible to describe. It wasn’t anger, though. Shock, yes, and confusion as well, but there was something else, too. Awe, maybe?

      “Your father had already been executed by the time our son was born,” the council leader continued after a second, “so it was only natural for me to name our child after him.”

      “Roderick,” I whispered.

      “Yes,” Anara replied.

      There were so many questions going through my head that I couldn’t grab hold of even one, so I paused, once again hoping she’d go on without prompting.

      When she said nothing, I asked the first question to pop into my head, “Where is he?”

      “Not here.” Anara sighed, and for the first time since I’d told her about the recording Mayor Waters had made me watch, genuine emotion flashed in her purple eyes.

      I couldn’t read it, though, couldn’t figure out what it meant, and I found myself leaning forward as I waited for her to go on, instinctively knowing this time I wouldn’t be disappointed.

      “He has not been here in many years,” she said.

      My first thought was that he’d died, but something about her words and her expression of sadness gave me pause. This wasn’t grief on her face. I’d seen what that looked like when she’d spoken about my father. This was something else.

      “Where is he?”

      “Polis,” Anara replied.

      My mouth dropped open, but I didn’t have time to think of a response or even a question before she began talking.

      “From the moment he was born, I knew Roderick was different. As you well know, half-Veilorians have yellow-orange eyes and pale skin, like Finn. They are tall, too, meaning they cannot blend into the human world. But genetics are a fickle thing, and while it is very rare, occasionally a half-Veilorian child takes on more of the human parent’s traits. Like Roderick.”

      “You’re saying he looks human?” I asked, awed and confused and unsure what that meant for her or for him.

      “Yes,” Anara replied. “He was born with your father’s light brown skin and hazel eyes, and although he was strong and healthy, he did not grow to be as tall as other half-Veilorians.”

      I found my mind spinning, thinking about Roderick, my brother, living in the human world. It seemed insane and impossible, and it brought a dozen more questions to mind.

      But the only one I could get out was, “When did this happen? How long has he been living in Polis?”

      “I don’t know how he got the idea to masquerade as a human, or when he started sneaking out of the District,” Anara told me. “I only know that by the time he was a teenager, Roderick was going out nearly every day. And he wasn’t alone.”

      “There are more half-humans living in Polis?” I asked, sitting up straighter.

      “There were others born in the years following who, like Roderick, took after their human parent. And as my son got older, he began to seek them out. I was unaware of what he was doing at first, and by the time I learned of his actions, he had been taking these half-human children into Polis for years. He taught them how to blend in. How to be human.

      “When I found out what he was doing, I was furious that he would risk so much, and I forbade him from leaving the District. But by then he was nearly eighteen, and I had little say in his life. He was determined to find his place, and for some reason he believed it was in Polis.” Anara frowned for the first time, and her eyes clouded over, making them seem darker and her suddenly older. “Then one day he went out and never came back. That was more than a year ago, and I have not seen him since.”

      “What happened to him?” I scooted forward so I was now on the very edge of my seat. “Was he caught? Punished?” I swallowed. “Put to death?”

      “I do not know, but I do not think so.” She looked past me as if trying to see into Polis. “I think I would know if he was dead.”

      I could see the pain of losing her son written clearly on her face, and it was made sharper by the fact that she’d lost his father as well. But my mind was still spinning, and as much as I sympathized with her, I couldn’t focus on that. Not when I had so many more questions that needed to be answered, so many things that needed to be clarified.

      “You said there are others like him living in Polis.”

      “There are.” She focused on me again, regaining some of her composure. “The council tried to stop what Roderick had started, but we were unable to, and now every half-Veilorian that looks human navigates Polis on a regular basis. Most even live in the city full time, and they all come and go as they please.”

      “Do they know what happened to Roderick?”

      “They’ve seen him, or so they say, but I have not.” Again, her pain got the best of her, and she allowed her shoulders to slump. “I know he was angry about his father’s death, about being rejected by the human world because of what he is, and I sometimes fear what he might do.”

      At her words, Veronica’s theory about a terrorist group once again came to mind, and dread pooled in my stomach. “Do you think he’s a threat? That he’s plotting something?”

      Anara hesitated before saying, “That, I cannot tell you for sure.”

      She sat back as if signaling she was done, and I stayed quiet for a minute, thinking it all through. What she’d said gave merit to the rumors about a group plotting to overthrow the mayor, but there was something else bugging me as well. Something Waters had said weeks ago.

      “Mayor Waters once mentioned that she thought there might be half-Veilorians living outside the District. Do you think she knows the truth?”

      “I remember her saying that, but what it means, I cannot guess.” Anara’s mouth turned down. “Hopefully, she was only speculating.”

      If not, Roderick, wherever he was, could be in trouble. My brother could be in danger.

      Brother.

      I had a brother. It was an odd reality to accept, but not totally unwelcome. Even if I had no idea where he was, and even if he ended up being a Veilorian terrorist. But how had no one else known? Anara told me about her relationship with my father weeks ago, and both Finn and Rye were there. They had to have been aware of Roderick’s existence. The District wasn’t that big. Had they made the connection but kept it from me? Had they known before that day, even? Had Melora?

      “Does Finn know? What about his mom?” I asked Anara then shook my head because it just didn’t make sense that they wouldn’t. “I mean, they have to know you have a son. The District is small. Why didn’t Finn tell me about Roderick after we learned about your relationship with my dad?”

      The Veilorian leader’s expression didn’t change, but she did pause before saying, “They both know.”

      My mouth dropped open as a feeling of betrayal swept over me, and I found it impossible to respond. How could Finn have kept this from me? And Rye? Did he know as well? Had he told Ione?

      Before I was able to recover, Anara covered my hand with hers. It wasn’t the first time we’d touched, but there was something about the gesture that was different than when she’d taken my hands on our first meeting. It was gentle, soothing. Almost something a mother would do.

      Well, not my mother. A real one.

      “You must not be angry at him, Ava. He knew nothing about my connection to you before that day, and when he realized who Roderick was, he wanted to tell you.”

      I thought back to the day Anara told me about my father. I’d left the house before Finn, overwhelmed and needing to collect myself, but as I walked out, the Veilorians present had begun to speak in their native tongue. Then, outside the house, his mother had done the same thing.

      “He wasn’t allowed to tell me,” I murmured.

      “He was not,” Anara confirmed. “We knew you would eventually come to me with questions, but we forbade Finn or Rye from telling you about your brother before that. It was too big of a secret.”

      “Because he looks human,” I said.

      “And because he and other Veilorians like him live in the human world. You understand the implications of that, do you not?”

      My head felt like it was spinning, so it took a moment for me to collect my thoughts. Once I did, I realized what she was implying.

      “They have chips, don’t they?”

      They had to, or they wouldn’t be able to do anything in Polis. Not get a job or a house, not even buy a slice of bread.

      “They do,” Anara replied. “Somehow, Roderick was able to make contacts on the outside that provided him with chips, and he used them to create fake identities for others. Which allows them to live outside the District. They have jobs and homes. They even vote. You can see why this is information we wouldn’t want many humans to know.”

      “I do.”

      “Then you will not be too hard on Finn?”

      “I won’t,” I promised, and it wasn’t a lie.

      It still hurt to know he’d kept something from me, but considering how big the secret was, I found it difficult to blame him.

      Anara gave me a sad smile and patted my hand. “I am glad. He cares about you very much.”

      “And I care about him,” I admitted.

      Without realizing I was doing it, I found my hand going to my stomach. Anara noticed, and for probably only the third time ever, her steady exterior cracked, but she said nothing. All she did was pat my hand.
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      Hours after returning home, my mind still hadn’t stopped spinning.

      I had a brother who was half-Veilorian. Even more mind-blowing was that he was different than most half-humans. And he lived in Polis.

      Had he known about me? Had he looked for me?

      Was he a terrorist?

      That Finn had known for a while now felt insignificant in the face of everything else. He’d been ordered by the Veilorian council not to tell me, so I couldn’t blame him for keeping it to himself. A part of me was even grateful. I hadn’t been tortured when we were dragged from the District, but what if I had been? What if Finn had broken his promise, and I’d let this huge secret slip? The very idea made me shudder. So many people could have gotten hurt, and even though none of that had happened, it was enough to make me grateful to Finn for not involving me.

      I was still reeling when he got home, and my confusion and uncertainty must have been obvious, because he froze the second he laid eyes on me.

      “You went to see Anara.”

      “I did,” I said, looking up from where I sat on the couch.

      Finn nodded but still didn’t move, and for only the second time since we’d met, real fear shimmered in his eyes. The first time had been the day the guards stormed the District, but this was different. That day, he’d been scared for me. Now, though, his fear was for himself.

      “I’m sorry,” he said after a few seconds of silence. “I didn’t know Roderick was your brother before that day in Anara’s house, and I wanted to tell you, but I couldn’t.”

      “She told me.” I forced out a shaky but genuine smile, hoping to ease his worry. “I’m not angry with you, Finn. I understand.”

      Some of the tension melted from his body. “You do?”

      “You were protecting your people. You did what you had to.”

      He moved, finally, crossing the room so he could take a seat next to me on the couch. “I know him.”

      “Roderick?” I asked, even though I’d known he would, and it wasn’t a surprise.

      I hadn’t realized there was any tension in his shoulders until they relaxed, but the difference was significant. Almost like they’d been stiff for months, and he was finally able to let the stress slide off him.

      “He’s part of the reason I couldn’t tell you about my job.”

      “You work with the half-humans living outside the District,” I said. “Using the secret exit you told me about.”

      I’d made the connection shortly after returning home, remembering not just the secret entrance Finn had told me about, but how he’d reacted when Arch was dragged back into the city. You should have come to me, Finn had said. As if he would have been able to get the medicine Arch’s sister needed.

      “I do,” he admitted.

      “Have you seen him recently?” I asked. “Anara said she hasn’t seen Roderick in more than a year, but have you?”

      Finn hesitated, but after a few seconds let out a long breath. “It’s been a few months, but yes.”

      “And you haven’t told his mom.”

      “He asked me not to.”

      I filed that away for later, instead asking the question that had been nagging at me since before I left Anara’s “Is my brother a terrorist?”

      “Roderick isn’t a terrorist, not like you think, anyway. He’s angry, and he wants things to change. He’s spent the last two years working his way up in the ranks of the government, hoping he could make a difference from the inside. He was, too, at least for a while. He worked with Mayor Gunderson and did a lot of good. Then Veronica Waters was elected.”

      I shook my head, uncertain and confused. “How has he managed to do all that? Anara said he was able to create new identities for the half-humans living outside the walls, but how could Roderick have gotten such a high-profile job?”

      “It’s more than just creating new identities,” Finn said. “He creates an entire family history. Dead parents, medical backgrounds, and even a fake degree. Most of the half-Veilorians living outside the District are doing better than the humans.” Finn shrugged like he didn’t know what else to say. “The chip’s technology comes from us, Ava. We know how to manipulate it better than humans.”

      “But Roderick was born on Earth.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Finn said. “To us, technology is like another language. One we were all born understanding. I can’t explain it any other way.”

      Like so many times before, I found myself wondering how different things could have been if only we’d worked with the Veilorians instead of against them.

      “Things could have been so much better,” I murmured aloud.

      “What did you say?” Finn asked.

      “Nothing.” I shook my head, returning my focus to my brother and the other half-humans living in Polis, and what Finn’s part in all this was. “I already know you use the secret exit to bring in goods. You told me that even if you didn’t say you were the one doing it. What else?”

      Finn’s brows pulled together. “What do you mean?”

      “Information,” I said almost impatiently. “When we were hiding in the alley on Landing Day, you said you had a hunch that the people had come into the city looking for half-humans. You were lying, and I knew it.”

      “You could tell I was lying?” A ghost of a smile pulled up his lips.

      “It was pretty obvious,” I said.

      Finn’s smile grew a little. “I guess I shouldn’t gamble.”

      “Definitely not,” I agreed.

      “To answer your question, yes. Sometimes I get information from the outside, and I’d been told people might storm the District looking for halflings, so I was expecting it. Just not that day.” He shook his head. “If I’d known, I would have gotten everyone out of there sooner. Believe me. But the information made it seem like it wouldn’t be during the Landing Day celebration because there was too much extra security. Obviously, it was wrong.”

      “Obviously,” I agreed.

      “Anyway, I didn’t see Roderick that day, but the intel had come directly from the mayor’s office. That was before Veronica Waters was elected, though. There hasn’t been much information since then.”

      “I know you haven’t seen Roderick in a few months, but do the other half-Veilorians still come around, or do you think it’s possible Mayor Waters found out about them?”

      I hated thinking my brother was being held by that sadistic woman. Even if I hadn’t met him, he was mine by blood and part of my father. The real father who’d loved and wanted me, not the one my mom had created with her lies.

      “She doesn’t know,” Finn said with a certainty that made me relax. “She would have said something about it when she tortured me.”

      My hand moved to his leg unbidden as I remembered how bruised and bloodied he’d been that day.

      “I’m okay,” he said in a soft voice. “I’m all healed. Not a single scar, remember?”

      “I know.”

      My gaze swept over him anyway, as if I was trying to reassure myself he was in one piece and in front of me, stopping on the small scar below his right ear. I’d noticed it on Landing Day, when Finn was leading me away from the square. A group of humans had come onto the street in front of us, and he’d used his body to shield me. We’d been so close, the closest we’d been at that point, and I’d looked up and seen the scar. It was only an inch long, but it seemed huge considering every other millimeter of his skin was totally unmarred. The injury must have been bad if it left a mark.

      “Where’d you get this?” I asked, running my finger over the scar.

      Finn stiffened, hesitating, then shook his head. “I should have told you a long time ago, I guess. Back when we first met.” His mouth pulled down in the corners. “At the time, I told myself it didn’t matter to me who you dated, then it was over and you were mine, and I didn’t want to think about you being with him.”

      “Dean,” I said, suddenly remembering all the moments when the two men had acted like they had history, as well as the story about his sister. “Your friend, the one who dated the human. It was Dean’s sister, wasn’t it?”

      “It was.” Finn let out a long sigh. “Kiara was the first human I got to know, and she was a nice girl. Funny and smart. I didn’t want to meet her, but Raif liked her so much, and we’d been friends forever, so I gave in. She was easy to like. Then she died, and so did Raif.”

      For a moment, I couldn’t respond. Finn had already told me this story, but he hadn’t mentioned the part about his friend dying as well. What had he said? That his friend had been devastated and blamed himself for Kiara’s death.

      “Did Raif kill himself, too?” I asked.

      “No.” Finn’s gaze held mine. “Dean killed him.”

      My mouth literally dropped open. All the hate and evil I’d seen in Dean since we broke up, and I was still too shocked to respond.

      “After Kiara killed herself, he came into the District looking for Raif,” Finn said. “Dean ambushed him. It’s the only way to describe it. He’d strapped a knife to his ankle so he could smuggle it in, and he hid near a bar we liked to frequent. He and Raif had met once, so Dean knew what he looked like. He jumped out of the shadows the second we turned the corner and stabbed Raif in the stomach.” Finn expression contorted, looking painful. “I’d never seen so much blood.”

      “You were there?” I asked, outraged and horrified and confused about why Dean was allowed to work in the District after doing something so horrible.

      “I was.” Finn sucked in a deep breath like the memory hurt and motioned to the cut below his ear. “I fought Dean for the knife when he kept stabbing Raif, which is how I got the scar. The cut was bigger than this, from my ear all the way down my neck. The part that wasn’t very deep didn’t scar, though. Just this little part. I almost died from it.”

      Years had passed, but the thought of Finn almost dying, of him bleeding, of his beautiful, purple blood pouring from the wound made tears come to my eyes, and I had to blink them back. Even worse was the knowledge that I’d dated the very monster who’d done those things. Had fallen for his tricks and let him kiss and hold me.

      I shuddered, my mind replaying everything that had gone on between us in reverse. When I got to the night at the bar, I felt suddenly like the world had shifted. We’d all hung out together. My cousin and her husband, me, and Finn and Dean. How had Finn been able to stand it? How had Rye let it happen? Why didn’t either of them tell me what that monster had done when they’d first learned we were going on a date?

      “I can’t believe no one ever told me this,” I said, shaking my head. “And Rye made you hang out with Dean! How could he? Why would he?”

      Finn put his hand on my knee. “He doesn’t know.”

      “What?” I looked at him uncomprehendingly. “How does he not know you almost died?”

      “He knows that,” Finn explained. “But he wasn’t there. He never saw the man who did it. When Dean showed up at the gate, I decided it was best to keep who he was to myself. My family had gone through so much already, and I didn’t want them to have to worry that the man who’d tried to kill me might try again.”

      It sickened me, thinking about Dean getting away with what he’d done. Knowing he was allowed to walk around, masquerading as a normal human when he was nothing but pure evil.

      Not only that. He shouldn’t have been alive. How was he? Murder was punishable by death. Polis didn’t have the resources to keep killers alive, so they didn’t. There were no appeals like they showed in the movies, no years of sitting on death row. These days, you were marched in front of a firing squad the second you were found guilty.

      “Why didn’t they arrest Dean?”

      “They did,” Finn said. “The guards finally arrived and broke up the fight. They even arrested him. I was barely alive by then, and Raif was already dead. It took me two weeks to recover, which for a Veilorian is a long time. I can’t tell you exactly what happened to Dean after that. You’d have to ask him,” I cringed to illustrate how abhorrent I found the idea, “but I do know that less than six months passed before he showed up in a uniform. Guarding the gate.”

      Finn stopped talking, and I sat back, still too stunned to speak. None of what he’d said should have made sense, and yet it did. Dean had killed someone, but not a person. A Veilorian. Even when Mayor Gunderson was in office, it was doubtful any human jury would have convicted him. Hell, he probably got the job at the gate because he’d proven he was capable of killing a Veilorian if necessary.

      “I’m sorry,” I finally said. “It’s no wonder you hated humans so much by the time you met me.”

      “You were right about me, though,” Finn replied. “I was letting my hate keep me prisoner.”

      I took his hand. “I can’t say I really blame you all that much. I’m not sure I would have been able to forgive something like that. It’s unimaginable.”

      “You would have,” he whispered. “Because you’re a better person than I am.”

      I didn’t contradict him, but I didn’t think he was right. Finn was an amazing person, and even though he struggled with who he was and where he’d come from, deep down he was quite possibly the best person left on this planet. And I loved him for it.
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        * * *

      

      Finn was at work the next afternoon when someone knocked at the door. I went to answer it, unsure who it could be. Ione didn’t knock, and Rye would be at work right now, and since Finn was as well, it seemed unlikely anyone else would show up at the house in the middle of the day.

      When I pulled the door open and found a uniformed Brentwood standing in front of me, my body stiffened. Was this the moment I’d been dreading? Had the mayor managed to get her law passed? Had they come here to drag me away so some doctor could operate on me, legally making it impossible for me to ever have a child?

      My hand went to my stomach as I looked past the guard, expecting to see more men, but he was alone.

      “I’m not here for that,” Brentwood said as if reading my thoughts.

      “What is it?”

      He’d been kind to me in the past, and it wasn’t the first time he’d helped the people living in the District. On Landing Day, he’d been in the city square, and while I hadn’t known what he was doing at the time, I now suspected he’d warned people about the incoming mob. Then, instead of watching the chaos unfold the way the other guards had, Brentwood had helped other Veilorians get away.

      I tried to remind myself of those things as I waited for him to explain why he was standing in front of me right now, but it wasn’t easy. After being dragged from the District in the middle of the night, I was hardwired to expect the worst.

      “I have a message for you.” He looked around before holding out a piece of paper. “From your sister.”

      “Lena?” Curiosity and dread warred within me as I took it.

      “Yeah. She came to the gate today, asking for me.” Brentwood looked over his shoulder as he took a step back. “You didn’t get it from me, understand?”

      “I understand.” He nodded once before turning but stopped when I asked, “Why help me? Why show me mercy?”

      The guard stiffened, but he didn’t turn. A moment passed before he spoke, and the silence was so heavy I began to think he wasn’t going to answer me, then he said, “Things aren’t always what they seem.”

      It was quite possibly the most cryptic thing he could have said.

      “What does that mean?”

      “Exactly what I said.”

      Brentwood left without explaining, and I watched from the doorway until he’d disappeared, confused and unsure if I should trust him. Did he mean he wasn’t helping me, or was I missing something obvious? I didn’t have a clue.

      I went back inside before opening the letter from my sister. The paper was old and worn, so used it was almost as soft as cloth. On one side a grocery list had been written, each of the items long ago crossed out, while on the back was a to-do list. I recognized my sister’s neat handwriting, as well as the list. She’d made it right before starting high school. It was a list of the things she’d need to do if she wanted to make it out of the slums.

      Under her original writing something else had been scribbled in slightly messy, yet no less recognizable, script.

      
        
        Mom’s sick. I don’t think she has much time left.

        

      

      My heart twisted with an emotion I couldn’t name. Not sadness, that was for sure. My mother was dying, and I knew I should be sad, but after everything that had happened, I couldn’t quite muster the feeling. No, this was something different. Something more complicated.

      Regret, I realized. Not necessarily because she was sick and I wasn’t there, but because I’d never expected things to turn out like this. We hadn’t been close in years, but when I’d looked into the future, I never could have pictured the chasm that now stood between us.

      She didn’t have much time left.

      What did Lena expect me to do about it? She had to know that as a traitor and enemy of the state, it was now illegal for me to leave the District. I couldn’t have gone to see my mother even if I was sure I wanted to, which I wasn’t. And it wasn’t like I could just walk through the front gate, anyway. Even sneaking out the secret exit would be risky, although much more possible, assuming I was able to find it.

      What had Finn told me about it? It was on the west wall, near the bar where we’d had drinks all those weeks ago when Ione and Rye first got married. Finn had said there was a metal plate that if moved would reveal an opening. If I went out at night, the darkness might be enough to conceal both my face and my brand, and thanks to Finn, I also knew how to deactivate my chip. But even with it not working, I was taking a big risk. Someone could spot me, my mother could be with it enough to call the authorities, or I could get caught trying to get in or out. A lot could go wrong, and I wasn’t even sure I wanted to take the chance. My mother had kicked me out of her house, had disowned me. Why would I risk my life and possibly the life of my baby—assuming I was pregnant—to tell her goodbye? She didn’t care about me.

      I thought it through the rest of the day, mulling over the reasons to do it as well as the possible consequences if I got caught. Every time I reached a decision I thought I was comfortable with, something would change my mind, so that by the time Finn got home, my head was pounding.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked the second he saw me.

      It was on the tip of my tongue to tell him everything, but I was terrified of implicating him. Even if I still wasn’t sure I was going to do anything.

      “I have a headache,” I finally said.

      He moved to my side, taking a seat on the couch. “A headache?”

      Something about the hopeful way he said the words caught my attention.

      “Yeah, why?”

      “It’s common for humans to have headaches when they’re pregnant with half-Veilorian babies. From the rush of hormones.”

      My insides twisted, both in hopeful anticipation and worry. I couldn’t do this. I couldn’t sneak out and risk everything to see my mother. It was foolish.

      “How long have you had the headache?” he asked.

      I swallowed. “A few hours, I guess.”

      Finn pressed his lips together but was unable to conceal either his excitement or worry over what might happen if I was in fact pregnant. I knew the feeling.

      “Don’t get your hopes up just yet,” I said. “It could be nothing.”

      “Or you could be expecting.” His eyes moved to my stomach, which was no rounder than it had ever been.

      I rubbed my right temple, wishing the pounding would stop. “I guess anything is possible.”

      “You should rest.” Finn took my hand and pulled me to my feet.

      I almost argued, but my head really was pounding. Plus, I wanted to be alone so I could decide once and for all what I was going to do about my mom. Which was why I allowed him to lead me through the house to the bedroom.

      Finn tucked me in the way a parent did a child, and despite the throbbing in my skull and the worry gnawing at my insides, I found myself imagining him doing this very thing with our child one day. It made me smile.

      “Get some sleep,” he said, before leaving me alone in the dark room.

      My mind was spinning too much to really rest. The more I thought about my mother dying and me never getting to say goodbye, the more I accepted the truth. I would regret it forever. Even worse, I still hadn’t gotten to say a real goodbye to Lena or explain what had happened. Going there would give me a chance to do both.

      That final thought sealed the deal.

      Hours went by, but I didn’t feel the least bit tired, and I was still awake and lying on my side when Finn came into the room. The bed dipped when he crawled in next to me, and a second later his hand ran down my head. Tears welled in my throat when he pressed his lips against my temple, bringing with them doubt and uncertainty.

      Was I really willing to jeopardize the little bit of joy I had for my mother? She wouldn’t have done it for me. Then again, was I that callous and cold? Could I turn my back on her the way she had with me? Could I treat my mother, the woman who had given me life, like she meant nothing?

      No, I couldn’t. I would go and say my goodbyes. I would be the bigger person. I wouldn’t let hate win.

      My resolve did little to ease my worry.
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      Finn was asleep at my side, his heavy breathing filling the room.

      I’d made up my mind, but that didn’t make it any less scary. I just had to pray I could get there and back without being noticed, and once I did, I would explain to Finn and apologize for not telling him everything. I could do this, and once I had, I’d be at peace.

      I had to give myself a pep talk before I was finally able to slide out of bed. The floor was cold beneath my bare feet, but not so much as a creak broke the silence as I tiptoed across the room and down the hall.

      Once I’d reached the living room, I headed for the small table beside the couch. It was dark, but I knew the place well enough by now that I was able to find the rock without an issue. It was cool against my skin when I picked it up, and I hesitated for just a moment when doubts crept through me. They were gone in a flash, though, pushed away by my earlier resolve, and I put the rock over my chip.

      I counted to sixty, not positive how long it would take but wanting to make sure I was thorough. Then I set the stone down and continued across the room, sweeping my shoes up off the floor before stepping outside. The air was cool, making it easier to breathe, and I paused to slip my shoes on before scanning the District. It was as silent and dark as I’d expected it to be, but that didn’t ease my anxiety. Nothing would until I was back here safe and sound.

      I wound my way over the walkways and down the stairs, and once I’d reached the ground, managed to find the bar by memory alone, sticking to the shadows as I moved. The wall was right behind it, and there was about two feet of space separating the fence from the building. I had to feel my way as I moved, running my hand over rough pieces of wood and cold metal signs before finally coming to a large sheet of steel. I moved my hands over it, feeling the surface until I located the edges then probing them. What I was looking for, I didn’t know, but I felt certain I’d know when I found it.

      I was right, and the second my fingers brushed the latch, I knew what I was feeling. I flipped it, my heart rate picking up when a click echoed through the silence. For a moment, I didn’t move, holding my breath while I waited to see if anyone had heard the sound. It seemed as loud as an energy pulse, but logically I knew it had been much quieter.

      When nothing moved, I went back to work, tugging on the sheet of metal. It took a little effort, but eventually I was able to get it to move, and within seconds the little opening was in front of me.

      This was it.

      I stayed where I was, once again giving myself a pep talk. It wouldn’t take long. A fifteen-minute walk there, maybe thirty minutes at the house, and then I could head back. An hour, maybe a little more, and I’d be safe in the District once again. I could do it. I knew it. Not only that, I needed to do it. I had to be the bigger person. I had to prove I was better than my mom.

      More determined than ever, I ducked through the opening, pulling it shut behind me. I ended up in a small alley that ran behind a few businesses, sandwiched between them and the District. I kept my back pressed against the fence and my steps light as I headed for the road, pausing once I’d reached it so I could take a look around. The gate was just visible from my position, and thanks to the streetlights, I could tell it was clear.

      I took a deep breath before stepping out.

      One hour. That was all I needed. Just one hour, and I’d be back with Finn. Safe and sound.

      The streets and sidewalks were practically deserted at this time of night. Occasionally, an auto whirled past as I ran, making me tug on my hood in an attempt to cover not just my face, but also the brand on my neck. I wore my hair down and draped across my shoulder, so it would give me more cover, but my heart still leapt to my throat whenever headlights slid over me.

      Thankfully, it was a short walk, because by the time I turned onto my street, every little sound made me jump. I wasn’t sure my nerves could take much more.

      I was unprepared for the emotions swelling through me when the small, ramshackle house I’d grown up in finally came into view. Like the others on the road, the front light was off, but I could still see the way the red paint had begun to chip on the door. The old, ratty mat was also visible, the two remaining letters of what had once been the word WELCOME seeming to call out the way they never had before.

      Suddenly, dozens of memories flooded through me. Things I hadn’t let myself think about over the last several weeks. Huddling in the kitchen, scared and confused as my mother groaned in the next room, then finally being called in by a wrinkled and very tired midwife. Being introduced to my baby sister for the first time, her face scrunched up as she wailed, her dark hair damp and matted against her head. Bathing her, feeding her, getting up with her at night when my mother slept through her cries. Walking her to school.

      Up until I met Finn, every second of the last sixteen years had been about Lena. Everything I’d done had been for her. I’d looked out for her because she’d had no one else, had been there for her because our mother couldn’t or wouldn’t. Had worked and sweated and gone without for her.

      Lena, I realized, was the real reason I’d come tonight. Not my mother. Not the woman who hadn’t shown me an ounce of love since before my father left, who had tossed me out like I was nothing but garbage. I was here to see my sister.

      I stopped outside the front door and looked around to make sure the road was still empty. There was no reason for anyone to be keeping an eye on the house, but I had the sense I was being watched as I lifted myself on my toes and felt for the loose brick above the door. Pulling it free with shaky fingers wasn’t easy, but somehow, I managed. Once it was gone, all I had to do was slip my hand inside the opening and feel around until the tips of my fingers brushed cold metal.

      Key in hand, I slipped the brick back into place before unlocking the front door and stepping inside.

      The house was as silent and dark as the street had been as I pulled the door shut behind me. I took a moment to absorb the familiarity before moving, keeping my steps light as I headed for the hall that would take me to the bedrooms.

      My room was the first one I came to. The door was cracked, and I couldn’t resist taking a peek. The curtains were open just like I’d left them, allowing the streetlights in to illuminate the room. Nothing had been touched, as far as I could tell. Not a single thing.

      Did that mean something? I wanted to believe it meant my mother had secretly hoped I’d return, but I knew it wasn’t true. More than likely it just meant she hadn’t wanted to take the time to clean out the space, then she had gotten sick and been unable to.

      Lena’s room was next, and like mine, the door was cracked and just as empty as the one I’d left behind. It wasn’t what I’d been expecting, though. Surely, my sister wouldn’t have stayed at a friend’s house if our mother was sick. Surely, she would be here. Wouldn’t she?

      There was only one other place she could be, so I continued down the hall to our mother’s room.

      Unlike the others, the curtains in this room were drawn, blocking out all the streetlight except for a thin sliver at the top. As a result, the room was much darker, and it took a moment for my eyes to adjust and make out the scene in front of me.

      My mother was in bed with the covers pulled up to her chin, and in the corner, curled up in an old armchair that used to be in the living room, was my sister. Like Mom, she had a blanket over her, making her look small and young, and a pang vibrated through my chest when I thought about the many times I’d tucked her into bed over the years.

      I crept across the room and knelt beside the chair.

      “Lena,” I whispered, gently placing my hand on her arm.

      My sister stirred, her eyes fluttering and going first to the bed. Once she’d reassured herself that our mother hadn’t moved, Lena looked down, but her gaze registered no surprise when she saw me.

      “You got my message,” she said, her voice devoid of emotion.

      “Yes.” I looked toward the bed. “How is she?”

      “She’s dying.” Lena’s voice was flatter than I’d ever heard it.

      I looked at her again, studying her face and trying to get a read on her. She looked the same, young and pretty, but different, too. Her eyes were lined with exhaustion and seemed as if they belonged to a much older person, not a sixteen-year-old girl. Not the sister I’d worked so hard to shield.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      Lena shoved the blanket off, and it slid to the floor. She seemed to have to unfold her body so she could sit up, and when she had, I shifted as well, putting more distance between us as an uneasy feeling came over me.

      “Lena?” Her name was barely more than a whisper. “What is it?”

      “You left me,” she replied.

      “She kicked me out,” I said.

      “She gave you a choice, and you chose them.”

      I was taken aback by the accusations in my sister’s words. They sounded so familiar, so like something our mother would have said, but that wasn’t Lena. She was sweet and innocent, not hateful.

      “Lena,” I reached for her, but she pulled her arm away, “I didn’t want to leave. You have to know that. It was out of my control. I—” I struggled to find the words to explain. “I saw that boy being beaten by the crowd, and I just acted. They would have killed him. I wasn’t thinking about what would happen to me. I was only thinking about that.”

      “Why do you care?” Lena asked, not bothering to keep her voice quiet. “Why should you care? Mom was right. They aren’t human. They don’t deserve our help.”

      I jerked away from my sister’s words. “You don’t mean that. You’ve been inside the District. You’ve met them. Rye was nice to you.”

      “I mean every word of it,” Lena snapped, louder this time.

      Mom coughed, and my gaze shot toward the bed. She wasn’t awake, but if my sister wasn’t quiet, she would be soon.

      “Lena,” I said, whispering, “I’m sorry, but you have to know I did the right thing. You have to.”

      “You chose aliens over humans. Over me.”

      Seeing the hardness in her eyes, the bitterness in every line of her body, made it seem like I was staring at our mom instead of my little sister, and I hated it.

      “Don’t be like her,” I said, reaching for Lena again.

      My sister pulled away. “I should have listened to her a long time ago.” She exhaled slowly, shaking her head. “You promised you’d look out for me, that you’d help me make something of my life, but you lied.”

      “I’ve done everything I could to protect you,” I argued.

      “Not everything.” Lena’s mouth scrunched up as she stared down at me. “I had to quit school and get a job on the cleaning crew.”

      Her words nearly knocked me over.

      It had never crossed my mind that Lena would have to quit school if I left, but it should have. Our mother hadn’t worked in years. Who had I thought would pick up the slack once I was gone? The problem was I hadn’t thought about it at all. I’d seen the Veilorians’ suffering and acted without the least consideration for what that would mean for my sister. She was right. I hadn’t looked after her the way I was supposed to.

      And now? What would Lena do now? Where would she go once our mother died? She wasn’t old enough to be considered independent, which meant she’d have to live in a group home for orphans. I’d never been to one, but I’d heard stories. They were crowded and dirty, and the government did little to monitor them. The kids who came out of those places were hard and damaged and everything I’d worked to shelter Lena from.

      “Will you have to go to a home now?” I asked even though I knew it was her only option.

      “No.” Lena exhaled again, and her shoulders slumped. “I’m going to marry Dean. He’s been checking on me since you left, and when he saw how bad Mom was getting, he offered to marry me so I wouldn’t have to go to a home.”

      “Dean?” My stomach twisted in violent revulsion. I had to have heard her wrong. “What are you talking about? You’re not old enough to get married. You’re sixteen years old!”

      “I am if I have parental consent.” She sank back like sitting up was too much work. “Mom filled the forms out yesterday. Well, I filled them out and she signed. It was the most she could manage.”

      “You can’t marry him, Lena. He’s not a good man. He’s—”

      “He’s human,” she said. “Which is more than I can say for Ione’s husband or the alien trash you’re living with.” Lena snorted, sounding so much like our mom I had to blink to make sure she wasn’t sitting in front of me. “Dean told me all about it, by the way. About how you moved in with that halfling. How you’ve turned your back on your own species. It’s disgusting.”

      I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. How had my little sister changed so much in such a short time? How could she be saying such horrible, hateful things to me?

      “Lena,” I grabbed her hand, “you don’t mean it.”

      Something banged in the other room, and Lena looked past me, toward the hall.

      I followed her gaze, still holding her hand, and a second later the lights flicked on. Someone was here. In the house.

      “That will be for you,” Lena said.

      I looked back at her, confused and unsure. Male voices, loud and authoritative reached me, followed by footsteps, and a sudden realization dawned.

      “You turned me in?”

      “It was Dean’s idea.” My sister’s cold gaze stayed on my face as the footsteps grew closer, pounding with the thudding of my heart. “It’s why I gave the note to Brentwood. I knew you’d be more likely to trust him than Dean.”

      “Why?” I asked, blinking when tears filled my eyes, blurring my sister’s face.

      “You owe me. You promised you’d help me make something of myself, and this is the only way you can still do that.”

      I shook my head, confused but unable to find any words.

      “There will be a reward,” Lena said. “I won’t have to work on the cleaning crew, won’t have to scrape by. Dean and I can live comfortably. It’s what you’ve always wanted for me.”

      I blinked, and tears dropped from my eyes, streaming down my cheeks. I couldn’t talk, but I moved closer to Lena, still desperate to reach her even though deep down I knew it was a lost cause. She ripped her hand from mine, her face a mask of disgust, and I stumbled back just as men burst into the room.

      They began to shout, competing with one another to be heard as they called out orders. Yelling for me to get away from my sister, to lie on the floor, to put my hands up, and a dozen other things I couldn’t register over my sobs. I was grabbed from behind and shoved down, so I was lying on my stomach. My hands were yanked behind my back, and a second later plastic bit into the still healing cuts on my wrists. I might have winced, might have even cried out, I didn’t know for sure. I was too focused on my sister. She was standing over me, watching it all unfold with cold, unfeeling eyes. She looked so much like our mother. Why had I never seen it before?

      Lena disappeared from sight when I was yanked to my feet and spun around, coming face to face with the man himself. Dean.

      “I said you’d pay, didn’t I?” He grinned, his gaze moving to the brand on my neck. “I know you didn’t think you’d get off that easily.”

      I was still crying, my body shaking, but somehow, despite the terror and anguish surging through me, I managed to say, “Fuck you.”

      Dean didn’t respond, and his grin didn’t fade as he shoved me toward the other guards. Two of them grabbed me, one on each side. Their grip on me was as punishing as the plastic digging into my wrists. I tried to look back as I was dragged from the room, tried to get one last glimpse of Lena in the hope that I’d see at least a little regret on her face, but when I looked back all I could see was Dean. He was smiling, watching as I was pulled away, and the expression sent a shudder through me. Then I was pulled into the hall and toward the door, leaving my sister behind for good.

      

      
        
        To be continued with Species Savior. Available NOW!
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        If you enjoyed Species Traitor, please consider taking a moment to leave a review on Amazon.
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