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Chapter 1

I jolted awake, choking and gagging on my own tongue. My shirt stuck to my chest and my 
mouth tasted like I’d sucked on my blanket for a few hours. Cottony-dry. Hazy and feverish, I 
rolled onto my side and blinked a few times as I looked around the room. At first, I didn’t know 
where I was. A floor-to-ceiling bookshelf lined with books of all shapes and sizes stood 
majestically on the opposite side of the room. Next to that a large desk strewn with papers 
flipped my stomach right-side-up again. I was in my bedroom.

I sat up and swung my legs over the bed, but immediately regretted it. Roaring in my ears and a 
spinning sensation made me lie back down. Something slid off my bed and landed on the floor 
with a dull thump. I leaned on one elbow and looked over the edge of my bed. In the dusky light 
that came through the window, I glimpsed the familiar edges of a book I’d come to know well 
over the past few days. A book that had been twisting my gut into knots. For years I’d been 
studying the early history of the Division and interviewing older folks who remembered things 
the way they were before the War Between Worlds. Older folk like the community nurse, who 
mentioned the book almost every time we spoke. Some people said the book was full of codes, 
undecipherable to anyone alive today, while others said it was just an historical record. Nurse 
had said the book was more than anyone really knew. It was powerful. Dangerous. 

And it was here. 
In my room.
I glanced over at my desk again. All those notes from all those years about some mysterious 

book. If I knew then what I know now, I would’ve stopped searching for it. Stopped asking about 
it.

I sighed and leaned back against my pillow. That book was responsible for my restless nights 
and fevered dreams. It was all I thought about my whole life. But during the last few days it had 
been making my life hell.

“Kael?” My sister’s voice sounded strained on the other side of the door.
My heart raced. “What?”  I tried to keep anxiety out of my voice.
“Kael, you slept through two meals. I was just wondering if you’re okay.”
I clenched and unclenched my jaw. How could I answer that? No, I wasn’t okay. Not since the 

other night when a girl from Lael showed up here. 
I scratched under my chin and stared at the door. Truthfully, I stopped being okay the day our 

mother disappeared years earlier. 
I sat up and swallowed around the tightness in my throat.
“Yeah. Yes, Ava. I’m fine. I just…” I eyed the book laying innocently on the floor bathed in 

the soft glow of moonlight that streamed through my window. I kicked the old book under my 
bed. When I heard it hit the wall a satisfying rush of adrenaline coursed through me. 

Odd. That felt nearly euphoric. Earlier, I had been stroking its dark leather cover. I had hugged 
it fervently to my chest and even kissed its rigid old spine. But kicking it now, and hearing it 
smack against the wall made me feel better. Just a little. Like I’d repaid it in some small way for 
all the pain it had caused me.

A small knock on the bedroom door reminded me that Ava was still there. If she was waiting 
for an explanation, I had none. I had no answers to my disturbing behavior during the last few 
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days. Why I had fallen asleep in the middle of the day stroking the thin pages of that book. Or 
why I had been sucked into the depths of unconsciousness long enough to have missed not just 
one meal but two. Why did that book hold such power over me?

I stood up. I’d fallen asleep with my heavy boots on and they proved to be too much for me to 
properly lift my feet and walk, so I shuffled across the room to the door.

I opened the door a crack and found Ava’s clear green eyes wide with concern.
“I thought maybe… since you haven’t eaten since breakfast…”
“What. You think if I miss a meal or two that I must be dying? I told you I’m fine, Ava.” I 

frowned when guilt stabbed my chest. She couldn’t help standing here right now. I was the one 
who made her show up at my door. No, not me. The Book. So I had no right to resent her 
intrusion.

Ava dropped her eyes and started to turn away. Movement behind my sister caught my eye. I 
opened the door wider and leaned against the frame.

“You brought Nurse?” 
An old woman stepped out of the shadows from behind Ava; her warm brown eyes like eternal 

dark pools whose depths I could never fathom.
Ava turned back around and nodded. The hall light wasn’t enough to fully illuminate her face, 

but in the shadows I could see her swallow. She reached for my hand. “I worry about you. And 
Arlie. I can’t help it.”

I tried a small smile, but my face felt like it might crack. The smile must have been enough for 
Ava. She squeezed my hand briefly before letting it go. “You’re sweaty and cold. Let Nurse have 
a look at you. Please? For me?”

I stepped away from the doorway and let Nurse enter. Ava couldn’t possibly know that I was 
actually happy and relieved to see Nurse’s withered old face.

Before I could shut the door again, Ava touched the fingertips of one hand to my cheek. “Eat 
something okay? Sleep well.” Her pointed look made my heart race. Did she know I had the 
Book? Or was I just being paranoid?

“Well? Where is it?” Nurse spoke softly after the door had closed. She stood with her hands 
behind her back, staring at me with those wise old eyes. Her long, white night dress had wrinkles 
across the midsection. I wondered if Ava had gotten her out of bed.

“Where’s what?” I sat on the edge of my bed and tried to look straight at her. The creases 
around her mouth filled in as she smiled, erasing at least twenty years from her face. She had 
probably been quite a beauty in her youth.

“You can’t fool me, Kael. I’ve known you for years. Ever since that raven-haired lass came 
here the other night you’ve been acting strange. Or stranger than usual. And don’t forget my 
bedroom is just across the hall from yours. I can hear you thrashing around and calling out in 
your sleep.”

I groaned and dropped my head into my hands. Nurse’s soft chuckle made me raise my head 
again.

“I’m teasing you, boy. But your reaction tells me that’s all true.” She crossed the room to me 
and touched her papery palm to my forehead. “Your sister’s right. You’re not well. But it’s not 
an illness that causes these symptoms is it, Kael? It’s that book.”

Hot and cold washed over me. Something expanded in my chest then exploded, leaving me 
gasping for air. I gripped the edge of the bed and closed my eyes, waiting for the nausea to pass. 
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I felt the springs in the mattress shift as Nurse came and sat beside me. Her warm, dry hand 
closed over mine and for a few moments neither of us said anything.

“It’s killing me.” Those three words I forced through clenched teeth. Shoved the twelve letters 
through fear-dried lips. Spat them on the ground. It was an admission I could tell no one but 
Nurse, and only because she had seen the exchange that night. Three nights ago. Three long, 
sleepless nights ago. Nurse had been the only witness: to the hushed words between me and the 
dark haired girl from Lael. To our flustered fingers, tangling as the girl handed the heavy book to 
me. To the moonlight that glinted off the single tear on her cheek when she’d whispered her 
thanks. And her hand that fluttered on her throat when she touched a small wooden pendant on a 
thin chain just before she leaned forward to kiss my cheek.

I knew the power of the book she’d given me. And I knew the girl was risking her life by 
coming to Sector Three. Laelites weren’t allowed beyond their own fence line. Their community 
wasn’t even part of the Division of Edan. It stood alone. Surrounded by Borderless people: ex-
Laelites who were kicked out of their community as punishment for something they’d done. Lael 
made my skin crawl. 

Long after the girl had gone, I had stood with my back against a tree near Conley’s border, 
staring into the night. The moonlight had given way to thick clouds and the wind had blown an 
icy good-night kiss down my neck when I finally turned toward home. 

And there stood Nurse, not more than three feet away with her arms crossed over her chest. It 
was too dark to see the look on her face, but I knew that she had seen everything.
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Chapter 2

We sat like that, Nurse and me, on my bed for what seemed like years. I couldn’t look at her. I 
didn’t want to see in her eyes what I’d felt from her the other night when I saw her standing there 
in the trees. Hopelessness. Fear. Torment. The unanswerable question of what now burning like 
bile in the back of my throat.

I picked at the fuzz on my blue trousers with one hand while Nurse held my other hand. Her 
rough thumb stroked the back of my hand until I couldn’t feel my fingers anymore. My palm 
grew sticky with sweat. 

Finally, I turned and looked at her. Folds and wrinkles, shell pink lips pursed, liquid brown 
eyes that seemed timeless looked back at me.

“You know what that book does then.” It wasn’t a question. Her words pierced my chest like a 
blade of ice. And the look in Nurse’s eyes pierced me again and again until I wanted to shrink 
back. I wanted to rip my hand away from hers like when you jerk your flesh away from flame.

But I only nodded. 
“Then you know what you have to do.”
A thousand thoughts crowded into my brain at once.
“I can’t do it Nurse.” My mouth spoke of its own accord. My brain could no longer formulate 

words.
Nurse stood and yanked me to my feet by my arm with a force I didn’t expect. 
“It must remain hidden. For all our sakes. Don’t let anyone know you have it.”
When she left I sat rocking on the floor with the edge of my bed biting into my back. The cold 

stone floor made me numb and I welcomed the absence of feeling. If only it was more than my 
rear end that felt nothing. If only I could chill my heart. If I could ice my brain, my thoughts 
wouldn’t torment me anymore. I was afraid to sleep. Afraid to be alone. Afraid to even breathe. 
Because of the Book.

I willed my body to lay down on the floor. Made the warm flesh of my stomach endure the icy 
chill of the stone floor through my shirt. Told myself to breathe. In. Out. In. Out. As I slithered 
under my bed, one arm outstretched, to retrieve the damn Book. And once I had it, once my 
fingers touched the warm leather, my eyes blurred. I dragged the Book towards me. Pulled 
myself into a sitting position on the floor, cross-legged, and cradled the Book in my lap. I rocked 
it like I’d seen my mother rock Arlie as an infant. I stroked its spine. All the while my stomach 
curdled in fear of it.

My fingers walked along the thin pages and I shuddered as I opened the cover. Breathed in the 
scent of days gone by. Of death and life and the power of words. It was all here. Not 
metaphorically, not symbolically. Literally. Every word I’d ever spoken. Every thought I’d ever 
had. Every deed I had ever committed good and bad was in the Book. It scared me. Seeing my 
entire life written there, that first night, shook me so bad that I had wet my pants. I sat in a 
puddle of my own urine on the stone floor until my trousers soaked it up and I shook from the 
cold. The next night I didn’t want to touch it. I couldn’t read another word. But before long I was 
compelled to see what else was written in it. Maybe I would see why my mother left us.

But when I’d opened the Book again and began reading, it wasn’t my life recorded in the 
pages. It was my sister’s. I sat there reading about the coldness behind her dancing smile. About 
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her infatuation with manipulating people. About her intense love for her brother. A twisted love 
that would eventually drive her to possess him. To keep him like a caged animal dependent upon 
her for his every need.

 I had slammed the cover shut and threw the Book across the room then. Possess her brother? I 
had wanted to vomit. To press my thumbs so hard into my own neck until I passed out. But then 
I remembered. I wasn’t her only brother. No. Surely the Book wasn’t talking about Arlie. Was it? 
He was just a boy. 

Then this afternoon, before the noon meal, I felt the Book calling to me again. The hairs on the 
back of my neck stood up when I thought of touching its pages again. I pictured the Book under 
my mattress where I’d hidden it. Did I hide it well enough? 

I had a sudden urge to leave my chores. I stole away to lie down with the Book beside me. My 
fingertips touched the leather cover. 

Stroke. 
Stroke. 
A sudden unbidden thought weighted the air, made me feel like I was trying to breathe through 

a wet blanket. The Book was alive. It had to be. No inane object held this kind of power. And if 
it was alive, was it merely recording events or was it creating them? 

Just before I drifted off into a sweaty, tortured, fevered sleep I had written one sentence in the 
narrow margin as a test.

1900 hours Mallak’s daughter comes to Kael’s door.
And that’s exactly what had happened. My sister showed up. With Nurse.
Wait. I didn’t write that part. 
I held the Book to my chest, aware of its power, yet mesmerized by its beauty. My heart beat 

so loud I figured it would knock a hole through my ribs, my skin and muscle and clean through 
the Book’s cover. I flipped the Book open on my lap and scanned a few more sentences. What 
else would it tell me?  But the Book had jumped to something else. Again.

0200 hours fire starts in Conley supply house
0234 Laelite girl enters Conley borders
0300 hours Mallak’s son finds girl wandering
The rest of the pages mocked me with their neutrality. White pages. No marks. No letters, no 

dates, no times and no names. Nothing else was written in it beyond those words. I flipped a 
page back. Touched my bottom lip with a shaky index finger. Tap. Tap. Tap.

0200 hours. 0200 hours. But what day? Today? Tomorrow? Back another page. I scanned the 
previous paragraphs for something, anything that would help me place the day.

There! The prediction that Nurse would come to my room tonight. I read about her pounding 
heart. About her fear that the Book would fall into the wrong hands. That someone would find 
out that whatever was written in the pages of the Book would actually happen.

 I slammed my fist onto the page. The force of it made the Book slip between my thighs and 
land on the floor. 

My breath caught in my throat. I bit down on something soft. Tasted metal. I’d bitten the inside 
of my lip. The blood reminded me of something. Someone. 

That girl. The Laelite girl with the darkest hair I’d ever seen with the moonlight slanting across 
her pretty face. Wide eyes full of fear and something else. Hope? She’d been bleeding. How 
could I have forgotten that until now? In the moonlight I had seen the front of her chest stained 
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dark. I smelled the salty tang of her blood. But I’d been too scared by the words she’d whispered 
to me. The way she’d gripped the front of my shirt with her shaking hands. Her warm breath in 
my ear.

I know who you are. Then she said my name. She drew out the letters of it in a way I’d never 
heard. Kay-el. 

Please. Take this. Don’t let it out of your sight. Whatever is written in this Book will come true.  
You can’t let anyone have it. Protect the future.

Our hands had touched. Hers so cold she could’ve been a corpse. Trembling. I could see her 
injury was serious. Life-threatening, so why would she bring the Book to Conley? Why would 
she risk her life to give a stranger something so powerful?

Because I know you. 
“But how?” I’d hissed through clenched teeth. I told her it made no sense for her to know me 

when I didn’t know her.
 I’ve read about you in the book. I know I can trust you. Then an earth-shattering pause. Sileas.  

My name’s Sileas. And you can’t let anyone know that I came here tonight.
I looked at her moonlit face. Tasted her fear and felt the weight of the Book in my hands. The 

earth tilted for a second. And what she’d said next stole my breath away for the next four 
hundred years.

Protect your brother.
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Chapter 3

0200 hours. It was tonight. It had to be. The Book wouldn’t be wrong. 
I checked the pages again to be sure nothing else had suddenly appeared there. I thought little of 
the fire that would start in the supply house. My only thought was that I had to destroy the Book. 
Destroy it before it fell into the wrong hands. 

Blood rushed through my veins making my knees weak and my vision hazy. I knew exactly 
what I had to do. It was very clear. The Book had already predicted it.

The fire. I was going to put the Book in the Supply House before the fire started so the Book 
would be destroyed. And since there was nothing else in the pages I knew the fire would be the 
end of it. I would know when the Book was destroyed because of its final prediction: 0300 hours 
Mallak’s son finds girl wandering.

My heart stopped. Then jumpstarted again. The girl. Would it be her? Could it possibly be 
Sileas?

I stood in my doorway, the Book pressed to my chest inside my coat. One arm held the thick 
leather volume to my pounding heart while the other arm stretched out, my hand just hovering 
over the door knob. There was one way to make sure I’d see the girl again. I could easily write 
her in. I could simply…

No! 
She trusted me. Whatever she’d read about me made her trust me. I thrust open the door and 

stormed out of the house and into the icy night air.
I couldn’t keep my hands from shaking. Light-headed from fear, I staggered into the Supply 

House and crashed into a few shelves before finally shoving the Book behind some jars. I kept 
looking over my shoulder expecting to see my father or worse, my sister, in the doorway. When I 
dropped back into bed, fully clothed, my guts twisted into a hard knot. Did I do the right thing? 
When the girl told me to protect the future was she actually asking me to protect the Book? Or 
by destroying the Book would I be protecting the future? 

I started to shake. And the shaking didn’t stop until an orange glow through the window lit up 
my room. It wasn’t until I heard the sound of running outside my door that I realized those 
weren’t the normal sounds of the household waking up in the morning.

My father's voice reached my ears and slammed into my chest long before I saw him. 
“Watchers! In the Supply House! Move! Move! MOVE!” 

I half-stumbled, half-ran down the hallway and nearly collided with his big barrel chest. His 
green eyes, still glassy from sleep, locked with mine for a moment before he clamped a hand on 
my shoulder.

“They’re burning down the Supply House, son. Keep your brother and sister out of the way.”
I made it to the kitchen before I slid into a chair, wheezing and coughing. The air had already 

grown thick with smoke. Our buildings were built close together to keep a feeling of community 
among our people, which meant in a matter of a few minutes the fire would spread to the Wash 
House, then the Bunk Houses, then the Water House…

I ran a hand down my face. Tried to scrub away the impact of what was happening. 
What have I done? 



Wolfe/ Kael’s Obsession / 16

I swiveled my neck to see out the kitchen window behind me. I’m insane. I’ve gone nuts. I’m 
sorry. I’m so sorry.

Flames and sparks lit up the inky-black sky. Giant orange hands gripped the stars and pulled 
them into its throat of fire only to spit them back out as ash. Rain. It rained ash. 

No.
Not ash. Water. Real water. Real raindrops sizzled and popped, disappearing as soon as they hit 

the window. Well, that was good. Someone was thinking. Somebody enacted our Service 
Agreement with Brenton, the water supply Sector, to help put out the fire.

What was I doing just sitting there? I had to help. I had to…
Ava’s white face streaked past the window. A ghostly figure with a long, dark braid. She 

turned her head. Looked right at me through the glass. And I swear she was smiling.
I shook the fuzz from my head. Choked back the twisted thoughts and ran outside. The rain 

came down in fat drops. My hair stuck to my scalp before I made it ten feet from what used to be 
the Supply House. Funny. Sector Two can really crank out the water from the sky when they 
want to. I knew they were holding back. Forget the measly five minutes of drizzle once a week we 
usually get. I’ll suggest to Father that he amend the agreement to…

Someone shoved me in the back and I stumbled forward. Hands outstretched to catch myself.
“Kael.” A thin-fingered grip pulled my wrist. Yanked me back to keep me from falling. My 

eyes found Ava’s in the glow of the inferno that blazed a few feet away. She let go of my wrist 
and tucked a wet strand of hair behind her ear. The rain softened the hardness in her face. She 
looked pretty standing there. With her clothes stuck to her body and droplets on her lashes she 
looked like how I remembered her. Before Mother left. Back when Ava was my younger sister. 
My friend. Before the Book told me sick things about her. Before. Before.

I clenched my teeth.
“So, how’d this happen?” It didn’t matter that I already knew. If I didn’t ask her I would have 

nothing to say to her. And that wouldn’t feel normal. But what was normal anymore?
I’d forgotten. But maybe that didn’t matter right now in the midst of all the chaos, of people 

screaming at each other and dragging family members across the wet ground to safety.
She shrugged. Somehow she was still able to function in this hell. But the slight lift of her thin 

shoulders made her look vulnerable. Something in me wanted to grab her hand. A boyish, big 
brother impulse wanted to run with her into the trees. To hide among the thick trunks like we 
used to. Giggling. Punching each other’s arms.

Instead, I touched her elbow with the tips of two fingers. I should’ve asked her how she was 
doing. But I couldn’t. And the way she tipped her chin up a little higher when I touched her told 
me she expected me to ask. But the words froze like shards of ice that stuck in my throat. It was 
all I could do to force myself to touch her.

“Father says the Watchers started it.” 
I nodded. 
“I saw them.” She turned her face to watch the fire. I studied her profile. Straight nose. High 

cheekbones. Full mouth. Like Mother’s. But she had Father’s eyes. We all did.
It took me a second to realize she was talking about seeing the Watchers.
“You saw them? Where?”
“Wash House. They were stealing some towels and socks.” She faced me. Grinned.
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“What’s so funny about that?” The rain seemed to be coming down faster and licked at the 
remaining flames. Her unexpected grin made something break inside me. Something twisted that 
used to be straight. I suppressed the urge to laugh. Really, what wasn’t funnier than purple doors 
and red roofs going up in flames? I’m sick. Something is wrong with me.

Ava wrapped her arms around herself. “It’s not that it was funny. Just funny that I caught them 
stealing socks of all things.”

I curled my hands into fists. “I hate Lael.” A ribbon of uncertainty wound around my chest. I 
glanced beyond the flickering skeleton of the Supply House to the trees beyond. The girl. The 
Book. They’d both made me question myself. Did I still hate Lael? I wanted to.

“Why?” Ava licked the rain off her lips and raised her eyebrows.
I forced my face to become a lie. Made my eyes look like saucers of incredulity. “Serious? You 

really don’t know? Watchers are from Lael. None of the other Sectors have them.”
“Ok, Mr. History. If that’s how you feel, then you won’t want to deal with our company.”
“Our company? None of them are Laelites.” Sectors Two, Four, Five and Six had arrived 

earlier for the usual trades in vegetables, meat, fresh drinking water and building supplies.
Ava shook her head. She glanced in the direction I had just looked. I glimpsed a figure as it 

darted behind a tree. My heart leaped.
 0300 hours Mallak’s son finds girl wandering.
My tongue felt thick. My body felt fevered despite the rain.
Ava put her hand on my arm. I hadn’t realized I’d started moving. My legs walked forward. 

Jiggly rubbery things that felt unfamiliar as took a few steps.
“Kael. It’s probably just some lost Borderless person. No one from Lael comes this far.”
No one from Lael.
Except that girl. And the Watchers.
My heart beat too fast. My eyes blurred as the rain got in them and I couldn’t blink fast 

enough.
 I knew that person out there was from Lael.
Ava got to the fence ahead of me. She raised her arm and pointed. Her voice sliced the 

darkness open with her shouted commands. Cut a shiver up my back. Made whoever was out 
there slip out from behind the tree.

A girl. It was a girl.
I couldn’t breathe.
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Chapter 4

My body went into auto mode. I moved towards the girl as she walked with broken steps into 
our community. Long-legged, tattered-looking, but with a lift to her chin that reminded me of my 
sister. Pale face. Long hair that hung in wet strands down her back. She took a step forward. 
Faltered. Another step. Her wide eyes darted around.

I got closer to her. Close enough to smell her. She had the same smell as the dark-haired girl 
from the other night. But this girl had pale hair. I breathed so deep it hurt. 

It wasn’t her. It wasn’t the same girl. 
I pulled myself together. I was the Sector Three Leader’s son. I had to do the right thing.
I grabbed the girl’s skinny arm by the elbow and pulled her. I handled her too rough. I knew it, 

but I couldn’t help it. I put my mouth near her ear, made myself not inhale and told her to get 
inside to safety. She didn’t flinch. She didn’t fight me. She just looked at me. And when she did, 
I felt all my energy seep out through my feet. Even in the near-darkness I could tell her eyes 
were blue. A sharp, clear blue that went right through me.

I smiled at her. I loathed her. And yet I was drawn to her.
I hated myself for the confliction.
I led her to the Water House where the people, whose homes were the most threatened, had 

gathered. There was nothing anyone could do. Brenton’s artificial rain would put out the fire and 
the Sector of Kegan would help rebuild later.

The Water House was packed with shivering wet bodies. The air felt thick with moisture from 
expelled breath, and wet clothes and hair. Stiff mechanical noises belched from a large pump at 
the back of the room that both purified water from a cistern and pumped it through an 
underground system of pipes to individual houses in our community. 

I ran a hand through my wet hair and managed another smile at the girl I’d just dragged in. She 
slumped against the wall when I released her arm, those blue eyes still darting around. She 
looked terrified. And with her fists balled up against her sides, she looked like she wanted to 
punch someone in the mouth. Then her lashes fluttered, her head lolled and she slid down the 
wall to the floor. 

I knelt over her and felt the crowd push against my back. Someone even stepped on her hair, 
which I noticed was an unusual shade of pale. Kind of like the rest of her. The kind of pale that 
skin gets when it hasn’t seen the sun. Translucent almost. 

The rising sun had begun to show its first rays of light through the Water House window and 
bathed the girl’s face with a pink tint.

The people began to jostle one another, no doubt anxious to get a glimpse of the foreigner 
who’d just fainted in front of them.

“Give her some space!” I spread my arms wide, pushed against a few shins and knees caps that 
had embedded themselves in my spine and bit my lower lip as the girl began to rouse.

When her eyes opened, she inhaled sharply like she’d forgotten where she was for a moment. 
“You okay?” 
She smiled, but didn’t say anything. People had already begun to lose interest in the little 

charade on the floor and milled around in tight groups that lined the wall.
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I offered the girl my hand. When our fingers touched I can’t explain what happened next. I saw 
a flash of a vision. It was like my fingers had snagged a piece of history. Like I’d reached out 
and grabbed a few pages of notes off my desk. But the notes were fire. The pages burned my 
flesh, the words on them flashed in front of my eyes. In that moment of connection I saw her. I 
saw the girl whose hand I was now holding. Who I was trying to help to her feet the whole time 
my eyes wouldn’t behave and my heart kept stuttering. I saw her like you would see a memory. 
The lovely curves of her slender body hidden under plain brown clothing and chunky black boots 
laced up the front. I saw her by a river. Her face was lit up with a smile. Her eyes were shining in 
a way that it didn’t matter that everything else around her was grey grey grey. A tomb of old 
wood. Greyed with rotting and nothing to offer. 

Lael. I saw her in Lael.
I let go of her hand and wiped my palm on my trousers. She smiled another slow sad smile at 

me and leaned against the wall. She must not have felt what I’d just felt. 
Something fell from her pocket and landed with a clunk on the floor. I retrieved it. And when I 

saw what I’d curled my fingers around, my tongue grew papery in my mouth. A key. 
The day just kept getting better and better. 
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Chapter 5

I whispered something weird to her. Something like a threat, but I can’t remember. Then I asked 
her name.

“Shai. From Lael,” she said.
I thought I’d be sick. I knew from the smell of her, the soft scent of lavender and jasmine soap, 

the whiteness of her face and the way she made me feel when I first glimpsed her in the trees that 
she was from Lael. The other girl, the dark-haired one who’d given me the Book smelled the 
same way. Their timidity was similar too. 

I leaned closer to Shai from Lael. So close I felt her hair tickle my upper lip. I told her not to 
mention Lael around here. I sensed her stiffen at my threat and my stomach turned. I had wanted 
to tell her that Lael was a bad word in Conley tonight, because of the raid and the fire the 
Watchers had started. Her Watchers. But I couldn’t. All the right words dissolved like salt on my 
tongue and angry threatening words just fell out of my mouth. I couldn’t stop them. When I saw 
the key, with its gleaming red jewel, laying in the palm of my hand I couldn’t think straight. I 
even squeezed her elbow to drive the point home. My threats seemed silly considering she hadn’t 
done anything but show up here. Still, she possessed a key that had been missing for decades. 

And the open pit in my gut refused to believe in coincidences.
First the Book showed up in Conley. Then one of the three missing keys with this new girl 

from Lael. 
I’d seen her before. But how? Where?
The déjà vu feeling persisted. I hurried back to my room so I could search through the 

hundreds of pages of notes on my desk. Some papers fluttered to the floor in my haste, but I 
didn’t care. She was in here. Somewhere. Scrawled in my thin script across one of these papers, 
were notes I’d taken from old books about the Division of Edan before the war. In my research 
I’d come across Shai from Lael. Not by name, of course. But by the description I knew it had to 
be her. I knew it from the moment I’d touched her and saw that vision. 

I kept searching through my notes until my eyes fell on a few lines of what I had originally 
thought was poetry. I squeezed my eyes shut and recalled the memory of the key that Shai had 
dropped. I remembered there was an inscription on it. Out of the fire. I opened my eyes and 
looked down at the paper I had been scrunching in my fist. I smoothed it out and reread the lines 
of poetry.

Out of the ashes, 
Out of the fire.
Born of blood,
Forged in tears.
A passion stronger
Than the grave.
I felt the color drain from my face. Shai had one of the three keys of the Coalition, a band of 

rebels who would start a revolution that would dismantle the Division when all three members 
united and their three keys came together. I closed my eyes and rubbed my temples as a sudden 
headache developed. If the Coalition keys had been found then we could be moments away from 
a Division-wide war. The largest war since The War Between Worlds. A war that would erase 
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the dividing lines between Sectors. Borders wouldn’t exist which meant the cast-offs of the 
Borderless would be free to live anywhere. I shuddered. And worse, Lael would be free to 
become integrated with Division people. The ones that had been stealing from the Sectors for 
years and contributing nothing would mix with the rest of us. Multiplying and eventually taking 
over. Laelite low-lifes would have the same rights and privileges as the rest of us, without having 
to earn them. I couldn’t let that happen.

I had to think rationally. I couldn’t afford to jump to conclusions before I had all the facts. 
Maybe Shai just possessed one of the keys. Maybe she wasn’t actually a member of the 
Coalition. 

I opened my eyes and absently rubbed the Conley crescent seared into my wrist. The bumpy 
contours of my brand gave me an idea of how I could prove that Shai wasn’t just a Laelite. It 
wouldn’t be easy, but it could work. I just needed to swallow my revulsion first. I needed to see 
if Shai was branded. The Coalition members had three interlocking rings branded somewhere on 
their body. Brands that resembled the one on the cover of the Book. But in order to search Shai’s 
body for such a brand I’d have to get her to trust me. And possibly even to like me. That 
wouldn’t be easy.

“Damn it!” I pounded my fist into the top of my desk and a few more pages swirled to the 
floor.

I ran my fingers through my hair to the roots, until my fingernails scraped my scalp. “Why did 
you have to come here? Why couldn’t you just leave me alone!” 

A flash of bright light scorched my eyes and brought me to one knee. I covered my face with 
my hands and opened my mouth in a silent scream. The burning pain in my eyes was brief, like 
the branding of the crescent in my arm when I was a child, but it left the throbbing pulsing 
headache from before a thousand times worse. And most peculiarly I had a picture in my mind.

A picture of the Book. In that second I knew its pages had never even touched those flames 
that burned down the Supply House. 

The damned Book hadn’t been destroyed. It was still out there somewhere. Still calling to me. 
Still haunting me. 

Flaming my soul. Flicking the edge of my consciousness.
It disturbed my peace like fingertips that touched the still surface of a pond.
Ripples. Ripples.
I hated Lael. And I despised Shai from Lael because of what I knew I had to do.
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Chapter 6

The picture of the Book remained seared into my brain. The Book became something I couldn’t 
ignore. It called to me every minute. A pulling, hot sensation that made it impossible to focus on 
anything else. If it was still out there somewhere I had to find it. I had to possess it. Every cell in 
my body screamed at me to find the Book until I couldn’t hear my own heart pounding in my 
chest. 

I pulled out two pairs of heat resistant gloves from a pile stacked on a shelf in the hall outside 
my room, and shoved them into my back pocket. I’d just have to go through the smoldering 
wood and find the Book before anyone else did.

It looked like the entire community was still outside, hauling away broken and charred bits of 
wood. The sun shone bright and innocent in a cloudless sky. You’d never guess the trauma we’d 
all experienced in the night. Members of the other Sectors were already beginning to rebuild. I 
had no idea that so many buildings had been lost in the fire. I’d been too busy with myself. Too 
busy trying to figure out who Shai was.

I squinted into the sun and nearly tripped over a blackened piece of timber, still smoking. I 
lifted a hand to shield my eyes and glimpsed my sister talking to someone near the dead Supply 
House. A feminine figure. Dressed in drab clothing that looked like she’d slept in them. Oh hell, 
we all looked like we slept in our smoky clothes. She had long blonde hair that hung to a narrow 
waist. The girl turned.

It was her.
Beside her, my sister raised her hand at me in a wave, but I merely nodded. No time for small 

talk this morning. I had to keep focused. Ava’s hand dropped, then she turned and walked away. 
But Shai continued to stand there, watching as I approached. The lift of her chin, and the steady 
way she looked at me with those bits of sky framed in dark lashes made my head swim. I wanted 
to take her by the scruff of her neck and haul her back into the woods. I never wanted her here. I 
never asked for a piece of Lael to show up at my front door. Especially if she turned out to be 
part of the Coalition.

There was only one girl from Lael I’d wanted to see again. But only because I’d wanted to ask 
her what she knew about the Book.

I sighed. I’d gotten a girl from Lael alright. Just not the right one.
I was only a few steps from the charred remains of the Supply House, a few seconds away 

from the Laelite.
“What did my sister say to you?” The fact that this girl had been talking to Ava twisted my 

insides into frayed knots of rope. I shouldn’t have asked her about their conversation, it was none 
of my business. I shouldn’t even care, but the clarity of Shai’s skin and the intensity of her gaze 
pulled the question from between my lips. Why did that keep happening? It was like I wasn’t in 
command of my own body, thoughts or even my mouth when I was around her. 

I dropped my gaze from her eyes to her mouth. She said nothing. Just pressed her lips together 
in a thin seam and watched me.

Whatever.
I pulled on my gloves and started pushing aside the remnants of the Supply House framing, and 

put aside any glass jars that miraculously hadn’t suffered damage other than being coated in a 
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layer of ash. Shai stood still. Hands clasped in front of her. Eyes riveted on me. I didn’t want her 
to watch me. I didn’t want her here, period.

Something caught my eye in the midst of the rubble. I reached a gloved hand in and pulled out 
another jar of something. Stew? I rubbed the glass on my trousers. I deliberated more than was 
necessary over the contents of the jar. Casting a glance every now and then towards the girl. 
Finally I straightened and narrowed my eyes at her. I hoped my eyes cut a swath of fury her way. 

“I asked you what Ava said. You two looked pretty intense.” I rolled my neck to loosen the 
hard knot of bunched muscles then placed the jar with the others I’d found. Shai just shrugged. 
Looked down and kicked at something in the ashes.

Her hair fell across her face, hiding her mouth. Hair that by now was thoroughly dry and 
caught the flame of the sun, making it appear like threads of gold that rippled over her shoulders 
and down her back. 

She looked up, an odd look on her face. Her lips twitched. “She’s nice.”
Ava’s nice? I stifled a chortle and the sound came out like a cough that exploded through my 

nose.
“She just welcomed me. To…Sector Three.” She sounded out the words like they tasted new in 

her mouth. Pronounced every syllable perfectly. Her obvious discomfort unsettled me 
unexpectedly.

She offered to help dig up whatever it was I was looking for. Hesitancy settled deep in my 
chest. I didn’t want to tell her I was looking for something that I didn’t want anyone else to lay 
eyes on. I needed to keep it as casual as possible for the moment until I had the right opportunity 
to look for her brand.

“Look for jars, like those, to help Ava cook for the people working. And anything else like… a 
book.” 

Stupid. 
Stupid.
She cocked her head. “A book?”
I pretended to dig out something of interest so I could keep my head down, fighting the urge to 

run my eyes over her body. Where would the brand be? 
“Yeah, a book. You know, it has pages, a cover.”
“I know what a book is. I’ve seen one before.”
I rolled my eyes.
“But wouldn’t it have burned in the fire?”
I wish it had.
“Not this book.” Heat travelled up my neck, and I could feel it pink my cheeks. Unbelievable. 

I’m giving it all away to this girl. How is she able to pull secrets from me?
I flicked my eyes in her direction. Was she wondering about what I just said? Did she know 

about the Book? She had one of the keys. She had to know something about the Book.
I was such a fool for saying anything.
Such a fool.
But if she knew what book I was talking about her deadpan face didn’t betray it. She just 

slipped on the gloves I’d given her and went to work pulling out salvageable items from the 
blackened heap of brokenness. For a fleeting moment I wondered if those small hands could pull 
anything worth keeping from the broken mess inside my chest. What a ridiculous thought.
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After a few minutes of relative silence I told her to leave. It was too hard to keep from grabbing 
her and searching every square inch of her skin if she stayed in my presence for much longer. 
And for some reason I couldn’t breathe properly ever since she’d arrived; and being this close to 
her, our gloved knuckles brushing every so often, made it impossible to formulate a single 
thought. And I needed to think. I needed to plan how to look for her brand and what I needed to 
do after I found the Book. Because I knew it was here somewhere. 

Shai’s mouth turned down at the corners, but still she stood. She stared at me with those wide 
eyes full of pain and sadness. Eyes that reflected the sky without a single cloud.

Dammit! Just go!
I needed her to go. So, I did the only thing I knew. I insulted her. I jabbed my finger into her 

shoulder and watched the look on her face melt at my words. Finally, she left. I thought I’d be 
satisfied with her absence. But the chill I was left with, after she’d walked away, felt worse than 
the turmoil I’d been in when she stood in front of me.
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Chapter 7

My sister had been busy giving orders all morning. It should’ve been me, delegating and making 
order out of the chaos, but my current mental state wouldn’t allow me to think about anything 
other than myself.

Or the Book.
 Or Shai from Lael.
I followed the sound of Ava’s voice. She had her hand on some guy’s arm, then she shifted to 

put her arm around his waist. He had dark hair and the build of someone who’d spent his time 
doing physical labor. Ava saw me approaching and called to me.

“I’m tending to someone who was injured in the fire. I’ll be right there, Kael.” Meaning, don’t  
move. I need to talk to you. 

She hadn’t been gone for more than five minutes when I heard the sound of crunching gravel. 
“Kael. I’m glad I get a minute to talk to you. I have an update.”

I held up my hand. “Okay. But first, who’s the girl?” I kept my tone flat. Unconcerned, yet 
trying to show my sister that I was interested in the foreigner for the sake of our people.

“Girl? There are several Sectors here, Kael. I’m sure I don’t know which girl you’re referring 
to.”

“And I’m sure you do.” I dragged a hand down my face and waited for her to tell me the truth 
for once.

Ava sighed and shrugged. “The blue-eyed girl from the Borderless? She’s just the kind of girl 
who’d catch your eye isn’t it? Off-limits, fearful and proud. How are you going to use her to 
your advantage? The Borderless have nothing to call their own.”

“I’m not like you, Ava. I have no intention of using her for anything. I’m simply interested in 
knowing what she knows. For my studies.”

“Because of the Book, you mean.” Ava tilted her head, challenging me to deny her suspicions.
I shoved my hands into my pockets and inhaled a short quick breath. “What do you know about 

it?”
“I only know what you’ve cared to tell me, dear brother. But if you’re looking for information 

about your precious Book, that girl would know nothing. She’s not here because of your Book. 
She’s here to hide from someone.”

A cold fist punched my gut. A feeling that shocked me. I had no reason to feel protective of the 
girl. “She’s hiding? From who?”

Ava’s eyes lit up with a smile. “You are interested in her!”
A flush crept up my neck and heated my cheeks. “Whatever.” I turned to go.
“I’m just teasing you, Kael. Since when are you interested in people? You live for your 

studies.” 
I turned back around, hands still in my pockets. 
“The guy you saw me with earlier has been asking about your girl. I don’t know why. It 

doesn’t matter. But as long as she’s seeking safety in Conley, then she’s our concern. Keep an 
eye on her, would you?”

I shook my head at her. The fire in her eyes made me realize she was the one interested in the 
other new foreigner.
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The thought was enough to curdle my blood. Poor damn sucker. Whoever he was, if my sister 
wanted him, then she would get him. Ava always got what she wanted. 

I offered Ava a pathetic smile, which she didn’t return. It was obvious she had something on 
her mind. Something that made her feet tap-tap the ground in an uneasy way. 

“Okay, what’s the real reason you wanted to talk to me?”
She looked me in the eye. “Father was injured.” 
“Injured? How? I just saw him last night.” The effort to keep my voice level when my heart 

hammered and blood rushed in my ears made my throat hurt.
“Watchers. There was a fight in the Supply House. Father caught a few Watchers attempting to 

steal some of our things. He fought with them and lost. End of story.”
I shook my head, narrowing my eyes until Ava looked away. “End of story? How can you say 

that?” I started to walk towards the house. Selfish. Self-absorbed… I hadn’t been concerned 
about anyone other than myself. Father was injured. And Arlie?

I’d taken a single step, but stopped. 
“Where’s Arlie?” I didn’t bother turning around to look at Ava when I asked her. I couldn’t 

stand the cool color of jade her eyes had turned. She’d always been different than the rest of us. 
Cold. Calculating. Cunning. But this. This was entirely new. It almost seemed like she was glad 
Father was injured. Or maybe the glint in her eye was because of her new love interest. 

“Arlie’s injured too, but he’s okay. Father’s the one who may not pull through. Nurse can’t see 
exactly how serious his injuries are. They’re internal.” 

Silence for a beat while I stood there jamming the toe of my boot into the ashen mud. 
“I’m going to feed the workers. You’d better take some time to eat and look after yourself. You 

look terrible, Kael.” The cool touch of her fingertips on my forearm startled me. Sometimes it 
seemed Ava was concerned only for herself and other times I watched her give up sleep and 
meals to help others in our community. I watched her walk away, her long dark braid swinging.

Father’s limp form huddled beneath a thick layer of blankets. Nurse had rolled him onto his 
side to keep his airway clear and his eyes were open, but fixed far away in another time and 
place it seemed. He didn’t acknowledge my presence, and after standing by his bedside and 
hearing nothing but the sound of the fire burning in the hearth on the far end of his room I turned 
to go. 

“He keeps asking for your mother.” 
I jumped. Nurse spoke from several feet behind me, holding a stack of clean white towels in 

her arms. Her white hair had an ethereal appearance as it stood on end around her ears and neck, 
back lit by the fire behind her. I blinked. Unsure of what to say. Mother? No one had spoken of 
her since she’d left. I was just a child. Barely old enough to remember what she looked like.

I left the room.
My head felt weighted. Too heavy for my neck to support it. I knew I should be searching for 

Arlie, but all my energy seemed to have soaked into the ground with the rain. Arlie was ten years 
old. He was a strong kid. He’d be fine. Conley was family. Anyone of our community members 
would’ve taken him in and cared for him, no questions asked. 

I headed toward the temporary tent that Sector Two had erected as a place to eat and rest 
between rebuilding. The aroma of hot stew drew me inside. I hadn’t realized how hungry I was. 
The line was long, but with several people ladling stew into bowls and handing them out to the 
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hungry workers I didn’t have to wait very long to receive mine. I saw Shai among those serving. 
She looked me in the eye and smiled as I approached her. A long, narrow table stood between us, 
but the few feet between us wasn’t enough. I frowned and grabbed the bowl from her. My 
fingers grazed hers and she pulled back, eyes wide. 

She must’ve felt it too. What I’d been feeling all along around her. Thunder clapped in my 
chest and lightning strikes ran through my body every time I came near her. It was the strangest 
and most unnerving sensation.

I took my bowl and found an empty spot to sit at a table on the farthest side of the room. 
People around me spoke animatedly to each other while I hunched over my bowl of steaming 
broth, vegetables and meat. In between bites I lifted my eyes and scanned the tables. Conley 
people sat with others from different Sectors. Every time I made eye contact with them I made a 
mental note where they were from. Green eyes were from Conley, deep brown eyes were from 
Brenton, and blue eyes were from Kent.

My breath caught and I nearly choked on the carrot I had been chewing. Blue-eyed Kentites.
I searched the serving table for Shai, but she wasn’t there. That’s what was off about Shai. Her 

blue eyes confirmed she wasn’t really from Lael. Laelites had grey eyes. A kind of non-color that 
occurred after their irises had been sucked dry of all pigment. I’d been told by some of the elders 
that Laelites weren’t born Laelites, but they were brought to the isolated community to be raised. 
They said all Laelites were actually born somewhere else; in a place everyone called the Camps. 
Supposedly the Camps weren’t part of Lael at all, but were located beyond the Division in a 
place called The Outerlands. It was a hospital that operated during the War Between Worlds and 
was originally used to nurse wounded soldiers back to health. After the war, someone had 
converted it into a baby-making lab. The infants born there had all pigment removed from their 
skin and eyes, then were sent to live in Lael. Even though it was just speculation, it was another 
reason for me to hate Lael.

I scanned the crowded tent until I found Shai sitting with a grey-haired couple whom I 
recognized from my community. I knew the old lady to be from Kent, but her husband had been 
born and raised in Conley. Shai’s eyes met mine from across the room. The startling blue of her 
eyes made me look away. 

I pushed my bowl away, my appetite had disappeared. I didn’t want to think about Shai, or her 
possible connection to the Coalition for a while. I had to find the Book.

In spite of my intentional avoidance, I encountered Shai again later that day while helping to 
rebuild the houses lost in the fire. Sweat ran in rivers down my face and back, partially from the 
heat and partially from her presence. She drilled me for more information about the Book which 
I refused to give, claiming it was my life’s work. I should’ve kept my mouth shut earlier. But at 
least we seemed to be getting along better. As long as I focused on what I had to do I could keep 
a clear head around her.

Exhausted after working for hours in the heat I went right to bed, but I couldn’t sleep. Ava told 
me she wanted to invite Shai to sleep in the guest bedroom down the hall from mine once our 
water was running again. She said it would be easier to protect the ‘poor Borderless girl’ from 
Ace if she was under our roof.

I rolled onto my back and scrunched my pillow under my head a little more. How would I ever 
be able to get to sleep now? Just knowing Shai would be sleeping in the next room kept my eyes 
wide open and pinned to the ceiling. I stared at the shadows that flickered and danced in the 
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fading afternoon light and thought about how quickly my life had changed in the past few days. 
All because of the Book. 

I twisted a corner of my bed sheet and chewed my lower lip. No, not because of the Book. My 
life in Conley had always revolved around the history of the Division and studying the stories 
and rumors surrounding that Book. No, my life had taken a turn when Shai arrived. She was 
connected with the Book. I felt it every time I was near her. The same pulling sensation the Book 
tormented me with I felt with Shai.

The following day I spent still trying to avoid Shai. I still needed to prove her identity one way 
or the other, but knowing I’d likely have to touch her to do it made my head swim. So far, I’d 
managed to keep from talking to her and only caught glimpses of her whenever she was with my 
sister. 

My younger brother Arlie found me just before noon where I’d been working on rebuilding the 
Supply House with my eyes peeled for any sign of the Book. His little face was swollen on one 
side and a mean-looking blackish bruise extended from eye to jaw. He grinned when he told me 
the story of how he jumped one of the Watchers the night of the raid. I ruffled his hair and sent 
him to have Nurse check on him. My stomach knotted up every time I looked at him. Knowing it 
should’ve been me to jump the Watchers that night, not my ten year old brother. After a few 
more minutes, my mind became too full of regret to continue working and hunger pain began to 
gnaw on my insides. I headed to one of the temporary tents to eat and sit down for a rest.

The line seemed longer than the one yesterday. I sighed and spent a few moments watching the 
servers ladle up the thick stew. When I realized I was actually looking for Shai I crossed my 
arms and forced my eyes forward. I still had no plan concerning her.

Suddenly, the guy in front of me took a sudden step back and I instinctively pushed him. He 
turned around and I inhaled a sharp breath. It was Ava’s guy. The one I’d seen her talking to a 
few times. The one she said was here to find Shai. I narrowed my eyes. What did he want with 
her? 

His dark hair curled a little around his ears like he was in need of haircut, and his eyes were a 
bright emerald green. A sharper and clearer green than any of those in Conley. He looked to be 
similar in age as me. And with those eyes he looked like he was born in Conley, yet I’d never 
seen him before which could only mean one thing. He was just like Shai. Raised in Lael, but 
without the Laelite grey eyes meant he could also be part of the Coalition.

A rush of anger welled in my chest mixed with the bitter tang of fear. 
“Kael.” He had a deep voice that commanded authority, but the look on his face betrayed his 

hesitancy. I could see he didn’t want to pick a fight with me, but what he didn’t know was that 
by coming here he and Shai had inadvertently involved me. And if they really were part of the 
Coalition, I had enough frustration and fear to channel into goading him to admit who he was.

“Welcome to Conley. I’m sure you’ll be leaving soon.” I kept my voice light, my tone even.
“Soon enough.” The muscles in his jaw tensed and I saw him swallow. Good. I had the upper 

hand. This was my territory and he knew it. At least he had enough sense to recognize true 
authority when he saw it. I was the Sector Leader’s eldest son after all. 

After a moment of silence he turned back around and seemed intent on ignoring me. I stepped 
closer to him and closed the two foot gap between us. He stood four inches shorter than me, so I 
bent forward a little to speak directly in his ear.
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“Just mind your own business while you’re here. Maybe my sister can’t see the problem with 
you being here, but I do. She doesn’t know what I know.” I pushed his shoulder a little with mine 
as I backed away. Just enough of a shove to let him know I was serious.

By now we each had received a bowl of stew and I stepped around him to find a table I could 
sit at. Maybe that little exchange was all he’d need to put him in his place. I found an empty spot 
at a nearby table and started for it, surprised that he followed me.

“What do you think you know, Kael?” His voice sounded edgy. Defiant.
Okay. This guy wasn’t going away easily. Maybe I needed to spell it out for him. Make him 

aware that I knew who he was… or who he could be. Damn. If only I knew for sure.
I slammed my bowl on the table and caused several people to jump. Now we had an audience. 

Even better.
Keeping the grin off my face I waited until he took a seat opposite me before I leaned across 

the table. I needed to come across as fierce. A little unhinged even. Make him think I was 
capable of anything. Create fear. If I’d learned anything from growing up with Ava it was fear 
was a good manipulator.

I took a deep breath and raised my voice. “I don’t think I know, Ace! I know!”  I nearly 
laughed when his eyebrows rose almost into his hairline. I threw in the name I heard my sister 
call him for good measure. It was all or nothing. “It might seem like a good idea to bring 
together the Coalition, but if you’re not prepared for the consequences…” 

Ace’s eyes grew wide. Ahhh, I was onto something.
“What consequences!”
I jumped back slightly when he suddenly stood to his feet and leaned towards me. The glint of 

something steel in his palm caught my eye. Idiot! He’d taken a table knife and held it partially 
hidden against his arm inside his sleeve. This guy wasn’t falling for any type of forced 
submission. 

I changed tactics and dropped into my seat, head between my hands. My heart pounded in my 
chest. I had to play this right.

“I don’t know…I haven’t gotten that far in deciphering the codes in the Book.” Damn. That’s 
not what I’d meant to say. “It went missing in the fire.” There. That should deflect him. I snuck a 
glance at him. He stared at me with those clear green eyes and chewed his lower lip. Okay, now 
he was listening. I continued, “all I know is there are three keys and three people. If they come 
together…bam! The largest war between Sectors will extend to the Outerlands.” 

Ace looked wild with concern. He sat there staring at me, so I picked up my spoon and with 
one hand still holding my head I beat the air with every word. “I will do everything in my power 
to stop that war from happening!” 

At least I didn’t have to fake my emotions. I really would do everything in my power to stop an 
impending war. All I needed was the Book. And the keys.

I quickly decided how to prove who he was. I needed to bring my point home. If he was a 
member of the Coalition then I’d see a reaction. I put my spoon down, then in a low voice 
chanted:

“Out of the ashes, out of the fire. Born of blood, forged in tears. A passion stronger than the 
grave.”

Ace dropped into his seat, picked up his spoon and ate his stew without another word. He 
seemed unperturbed by what I’d just quoted. Maybe I was wrong about him. Maybe he was only 
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here to find Shai. But I couldn’t let that happen. I needed to prove she wasn’t involved in the 
Coalition before I could let her leave Conley. And besides, hadn’t Ava made me promise to look 
after the Laelite girl?

Ace stood and touched his waist. I heard a slight crinkle. A papery sound that came from 
beneath his shirt. A flash of light burned behind my eyelids and I blinked a few times, trying to 
erase the image of the Book etched there. When my vision cleared again I saw he had grabbed 
the bag he’d been carrying and left. In two strides I had caught up with him and gripped his 
shoulder. “Ava told me you’re here for Shai. And that you won’t leave without her, but I’m 
warning you to stay away from her. For her sake. I know you must care for her.”  A look of pain 
flashed across his face, but he said nothing. I dropped my hand from his shoulder and watched 
him leave the shelter. So my sister was right. He was only here for her. And, judging by the look 
of agony that he’d left with, I’d say his feelings for Shai ran deep.
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Chapter 8

The hot water, that I soaked my aching body in, mollified me. It had been five hours since my 
charade with Ace in the food tent, and nine since I’d last seen Shai. My muscles remained tense, 
because I knew she was here. In my house. I could tell by the way Ava fluttered about, looking 
every bit the mother hen she pretended to be. I had a feeling that Shai was just the bait she was 
using to hook Ace. I didn’t envy the guy. My sister’s affections bordered on obsessive 
possession, but for some reason Ace had a way of making her come unglued in a way I’d never 
seen before. Maybe he affected her the same way Shai affected me. 

I remembered earlier, while Ava and Nurse fussed over the preparations for Shai in the room 
next to mine, I had overheard them talking about Ace’s injuries. I mulled over their conversation 
in my mind as I leaned my head back against the tub and closed my eyes.

Ava had said Ace’s wound had healed nicely with the salve Nurse had made, and the tea had 
enabled him to sleep. How had he been wounded? 

I breathed in the steam rising from the hot bath water hoping it would help clear my head. Had 
he been injured during the raid? I sunk beneath the water and blew air out of my nose in a rush of 
bubbles then surfaced and grabbed a bar of soap to scrub my hair with. What was it Nurse had 
asked Ava? If the medicinal influence of the tea had prompted Ace to tell her anything about the 
mark he had on his chest. The mark… what mark? Another wound?

I threw the soap and it hit the edge of the tub with a clunk before jettisoning across the floor. 
I’m an idiot! Ace’s mark wasn’t another wound or Nurse would’ve referred to it as such. The 
mark was a brand! It had to be! Which meant Ace was definitely part of the Coalition. 

I pulled the stopper from the tub and stared at the whirlpool of swirling water as it drained. 
And Ace’s wound must’ve been caused the night of the raid. The way Ava acted around him and 
her insistence on protecting Shai wasn’t a ruse after all. Ava feared Ace. She wasn’t attracted to 
him, she was afraid of him. And I didn’t pick up on it earlier because I’d never seen my sister 
afraid of anyone before.

In a hurry, I rinsed the soap from my hair before the rest of the bath water ran down the drain, 
then I toweled myself dry. If Shai really was here seeking protection from Ace, then I now had a 
way to prove her identity. Shai needed someone she could trust. If I could be that someone, then 
the next step wouldn’t be that hard at all.

I just needed Shai to fall for me. To fall for me as hard as I’d seen Ace had fallen for her.
I stepped into the hallway outside my room after I’d dressed in my evening clothes. I closed 

my bedroom door behind me with a soft click, and a second later choked back a startled gasp. At 
that exact same moment Shai emerged from her room. She walked slowly down the hall, away 
from me, with her head tilted back like she was looking up at the wall sconces that emanated a 
soft glow from their electric light. Living in Lael had deprived her of some of the things I took 
for granted. 

I followed behind her without making a noise. Her hair hung down her back; damp from a 
recent bath. That knowledge made my skin prickle. I shivered in spite of the rush of heat that 
flooded my face and neck. She stopped suddenly, her head all the way back, angled up at the 
lights. I almost laughed. She was fascinated. I started to move past her, into the Great Room 
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around the corner, but just as I passed her she moved and our arms brushed. I pulled back and 
smacked into the wall.

She blinked and I couldn’t move. She looked right at me, almost through me as though she 
couldn’t quite see me because she’d been staring into the lights.

The next few moments happened without my mind being engaged. It was as though I floated 
through five minutes while my body took over.

Shai blinked again and licked her lips. Or rather, in slow motion the tip of her tongue ran along 
the edge of her lower lip while she looked up at me with those vernal eyes. She transfixed me. 
My breath hitched and I almost hiccupped while trying to inhale. She moved as though she 
intended to slip past me, but instinctively my arm shot out and barred her. The sweet, fresh smell 
of her soap lured me a tiny step closer which made her eyes widen. I brought my other arm up 
and placed both hands on the wall on either side of her head, trapping her. My face was inches 
from hers. She looked away, then back at me again. Two beats passed before I found enough 
breath to speak. 

“Be careful, Shai.”
Her lips moved like she was about to say something, but instead she pressed her lips into that 

familiar thin line. A tinge of pink crept up her neck and into her cheeks. I resisted the urge to put 
my palms against them, to feel the heat of her skin against my hand.

“I’m always careful. But why do you care?” Her words seemed carefully chosen. She spoke 
softly, but a hardness had edged into her voice. I needed to choose my words just as carefully in 
order to win her trust.

“Ace…he, uh, I don’t trust him. Just be careful.” I shifted my weight from one foot to the other 
which inadvertently put me a few inches closer to her. Blood rushed in my ears and I felt the 
back of my neck grow hot. “Look, I know we got off to a bad start… but I just wanted to warn 
you. He’s no good for you.” I searched her face for a sign of agreement — anything to show I 
was on the right track, but her face remained deadpan. Only her eyes betrayed her true emotions. 
I held her gaze. If I read her right she was as conflicted as I was. Fighting the urge to turn and 
run or… I pulled my thoughts away from her lips. Her skin. The curve of her neck.

She reached up and put her hand on my arm. She gave it a small tug like she wanted me to let 
her go. But I couldn’t. Not now. I needed to say what I had to. I had to tell her that Ace was 
dangerous.

“Shai.” Her lashes fluttered as she looked away from me again. “You don’t understand. If he 
finds out you have that key… he’ll do anything to get it.” I felt her confusion. Brief. Like a little 
bird that had been startled out of its hiding place. I leaned closer to her. A force of protectiveness 
shot through me and I nearly grabbed her. Instead, I brought my mouth to her ear and whispered, 
“I mean he’d do anything.”

My threat didn’t have its intended effect. Shai pressed her forearm against my chest and tried to 
shove me, but I caught her wrist. My fingers tightened around her small bones. So fragile. Just 
one quick squeeze would…

“Let me go! I’ve known Aliah my whole life! He would do anything to protect me, not hurt 
me!” The meaning of her words slapped me. My heart stuttered. I let go of her wrist and stepped 
back. There was only one man who had that name. My mouth went dry.

“Aliah? As in the Division Leader’s son?” That meant his father was Leader over my father. I 
swallowed and stared at Shai. Instantly she realized she’d just given away Ace’s identity. But she 
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also irrevocably altered my plan. Aliah and his brother had been hunted for years, when they 
were children, by the evil leader of Gershom until their father suddenly disappeared with them. 
When he returned, he was alone. He bore the sad news that both his sons had died, but after years 
of interviews and studying I’d sorted out fact from fiction and came to believe they both were 
still alive, hidden away somewhere. 

Shai twisted away from me and I watched her go. 
If Ace was Elchai’s son, then that changed everything.
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Chapter 9

I eased myself into bed. My head reeled from snatches of conversation I’d heard over the years, 
memories of interviews and notes I’d written about the Division Leader and his sons. I don’t 
know how I fell asleep, but it felt like only seconds had passed when I was awakened by the 
sounds of muffled screaming.

I kicked my blanket off and stumbled to my door. It took me a minute to become alert enough 
to open my door and run down the hallway. Who was that? I stopped and listened. Nothing. 
Maybe I dreamed it. 

I dragged a hand down my face and turned to go back to my room. I heard it again. The sound 
of someone… a girl…crying out.

Shai.
I crept quietly to the bedroom beside mine and touched the doorknob with two fingers. The 

crying sound stopped when I leaned my forehead against the warm wooden door to listen. 
“Shai, you alright?” I opened her door and took a step in. Shai was lying face down on the rug 

beside her bed. I knelt beside her and pulled a few strands of hair back from her face. Her eyes 
were open, fearful. She looked up at me. I wasn’t the only one prone to nightmares around here.

“Are you going to get up?” I held my hand out to her, which she took as she struggled to her 
feet. Her hair was mussed, and in the moonlight that slanted in through her window she looked 
beautiful. 

“Must’ve been some nightmare.” Her nightshirt had been torn from the neckline to the left 
shoulder, and revealed a long thin wound near her throat that oozed two drops of blood. “You, 
uh, ripped your nightshirt and you must have scratched yourself. You’re bleeding.” I made a 
motion like I was going to help her, but the fear in her eyes prevented me from getting any 
closer.

She looked down for a second before turning toward the window. The moonlight scattered the 
shadows, and the pale skin of her shoulder was illuminated for a brief moment. Long enough for 
me to see what I’d known all along in the pit of my stomach.

She was branded. Three interlocking rings had been seared into her flesh beneath her left 
shoulder.

The rest of the night I spent awake crafting a new plan. Having Shai’s identity confirmed and 
knowing that one of the sons of Elchai was in love with her made me realize, with a deep shiver, 
that I was playing with fire. Neither Shai nor Ace… Aliah… seemed to have any clue about their 
involvement with the Coalition which gave me the upper hand. Now, if I could keep the two of 
them apart, I could keep the Coalition from uniting. And if Shai decided to trust me instead of 
him, then I’d be in close proximity to the key she possessed. 

My plan seemed perfect. Until the following morning when a simple kiss nearly destroyed it.
I sat hunched over my bowl of hot oats and cream trying to get Shai to talk without looking her 

in the eye. She seemed different that morning. Aloof. Probably because I’d seen her vulnerability 
the night before.

She picked up her bowl of uneaten breakfast and put it in the sink. I followed her with my eyes 
— watching her slender shoulders held stiff and straight as ever — but her eyes always gave her 
away. She avoided my glance and seemed to struggle with holding her emotions in check. 
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I played with my spoon and spoke softly. “Shai. I know you’re running. Away from everything 
you were taught to believe. Away from that guy who thinks he owns you.” I couldn’t bring 
myself to say his real name just yet.

I glanced up at her in time to see her flinch. Then she laughed. “That’s what you think I’m 
doing?” She wiped her hands on a towel. “Well, you’re half right. I am running from being 
chosen as the mother of the next Leader. And I’m running from a life in Lael, which isn’t a life at 
all.” 

I watched her twist the towel in her hands until her knuckles turned white. She had a faraway 
look. A tormented and frightened look that peeled back the self-assured attitude she kept up front 
all the time.

I walked over to her, and took the towel from her hands so I could take her hands in mine. I 
was prepared for her to pull away. To get mad at me and shove me like she did last night, but I 
wasn’t expecting her to lean into me. At first I only wanted to get close to her to encourage her to 
trust me. But one minute I was wrestling with how I could do that without scaring her, and the 
next I was cupping her face in my hands. Without thinking, I slid my thumb over her lips. 
Everything tipped sideways, and a rush of heat arrested me. She began to resist, but I didn’t 
release her. I couldn’t. When I felt her give in I relaxed a little, even though my brain hadn’t 
recovered yet.

“Shai.” I tried to keep my voice from sounding as shaky as I felt, but the room had 
disappeared. All I saw was her, looking up at me with that familiar confliction clouding her 
otherwise clear eyes. I knew that feeling. The twist. The uncertainty tangled with intensity.

Yes.
No.
I can’t…
I…
“Shai, I know Lael teaches you to believe that you won’t be accepted until you’ve kept every 

Law and Rule.” I cleared my throat and moved my thumb from her lips to touch a tiny dimple in 
her chin. “I’ve studied Laelite ways. I can even say I understand it, sort of.”

Her eyes locked on mine and I saw her swallow. I saw the small wound in her throat from her 
nightmarish struggle the night before. I couldn’t resist touching it. 

“But what you believe doesn’t change what I believe.”
She whispered, “What do you believe?”
“I believe that one day you’ll trust what you feel right now.” I lost all breath and as she sagged 

against me. I caught her with one hand against her back — my fingers splayed across the base of 
her spine — and pressed her to me. Every slow drag of breath she inhaled I felt in my chest. I 
lowered my face to hers.

Not yet…
I didn’t want to break the power of the moment. The intensity. The burn that travelled from 

somewhere along the top of my head to my thighs. 
I closed my eyes and let my lips find her neck. The moment of contact nearly caused my knees 

to buckle. I heard her sigh.
I didn’t expect… I shouldn’t…
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A thousand words collided and crumpled inside my brain. The flush of my face against the 
coolness of her neck felt like fire. Like I could ignite her. Right here. Right now. For a heated 
moment I wished it would happen. I wished we could be consumed by our own inferno.

And then, with horror, I realized my sister was right. I’d wanted to use Shai. It was the way of 
the Conley’s, but suddenly that all changed. I didn’t want to be like Ava. I didn’t want to use 
Shai I wanted to be with her. I wanted to kiss her for real. To touch her hair and skin and I 
wanted her to want me. 

Desire gave way to desperation and my lips found her cheek, then the corner of her mouth. 
And when she knotted her fingers behind my head I slowly found her lips. Soft. Sweet from the 
honey she’d eaten. I kissed her with more urgency than I meant to, but I wanted to memorize 
every inch of her before time ran out. I didn’t care that our worlds weren’t compatible. I didn’t 
care that only yesterday I’d wanted her gone. 

I surrendered to the pull of her. The fluttering in my chest felt like I was freefalling off a cliff. 
But I didn’t want it to end.

She put her hands against my chest. Resistance increased and tension returned. She shoved me 
a little, but still kept her hands on me. A few inches remained between us. My heart pounded 
beneath her palms as she looked up at me. The sound of someone entering the kitchen etched her 
face in fear.

I turned to see who it was. 
Ava.
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Chapter 10

“Ava! Wait!” I ran after my sister and left Shai in the kitchen. I caught up to Ava outside the 
house where she stood with shoulders heaving and her fists clenched at her sides. She whirled 
around to face me when she heard me approach.

“What are you doing? You’ll destroy everything!” Ava’s nostrils flared. I took a step back in 
case she decided she wanted to throw a punch or something. After reading about her in the Book 
a new fear turned my gut to mush whenever I was around her.

“I’m not trying to destroy anything, Ava. I’m trying to get information from her.” It sounded 
lame even to me, but I couldn’t tell her that I suddenly wanted to kiss Shai after hating the 
Borderless and Laelites my entire life.

She put her hands on her hips and narrowed her eyes. “Huh. I always wondered how such an 
anti-social person was able to get willing participants for his studies.”

“It’s not like that. And besides, I know there’s something going on between you and Ace. I’ve 
seen how you act around him.” 

Ava crossed her arms and glowered at me. Wrong thing to insinuate. Especially since I’d 
figured out her reaction wasn’t attraction but fear. But I couldn’t keep my mouth shut.

“You should stay away from him, Ava. There’s something going on.”
“I don’t care, Kael! You can’t tell me not to get involved with him then go and kiss her!” 
Damn. I had no way out of this without giving away some of what I knew.
“It’s not the same thing. This isn’t a game. It’s dangerous. I know what I’m doing.” Maybe 

she’d go back to thinking I had some ulterior motive for being around Shai. Time stood still. My 
stomach turned while I waited for Ava’s reaction.

“Well if it’s so dangerous why’d you do it?” She dropped her hands to her sides and stuck out 
her bottom lip in a little girl pout. Something I hadn’t seen her do since before our mother left. 
Then she turned around and stalked off.

Before she turned the corner to go in the front door I caught a hold of her shoulder and stopped 
her. 

“I have a plan, Ava. Trust me!” I came close to pleading with her, but I refused to grovel. If her 
secret plans involving Ace…Aliah… also included Shai, then I’d have to deal with it. Somehow.

Ava shrugged my hand off her shoulder and walked away from me. Out of the corner of my 
eye I caught a flash of movement. 

Blonde hair. 
Shai ran from the house with a bag slung over her shoulder. Ava turned to look me in the eye. 

If she thought I’d run after Shai and give myself away, she was wrong. I wouldn’t betray my true 
emotions to my conniving sister. And I refused to admit to myself that I had yet to follow 
through with my plan to keep the Coalition from coming together, regardless of my new feelings 
for Shai. 

Later, when I was sure everyone had gone to their daily duties, I snuck into Father’s room. I 
wanted to hear him say, my son. But I just stood by his bedside watching his chest rise and fall. 
The sheets had been tucked around his body like a cocoon. Frail. So frail. When had that 
happened? He’d always been the strong one. The resilient leader of Conley. 
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I touched two fingers to his cool forehead. “Father. I’m leaving. Possibly for good.” I coughed, 
then brushed a strand of dark hair out of his eyes. How do you say goodbye to the only parent 
you have left? I didn’t know how. Any words I thought of saying would sound cheap, like rock 
chips rattling around in a rusty tin can. How could I just leave without knowing he’d be okay?

“He’ll be fine. Just go.”
My heart leaped into my throat. I turned around as Nurse came into the room.
“How did you know…”
“The Book, Kael. The Book always knows.”
I glanced back at my father’s still form then grabbed Nurse by her thin shoulders. “Where is it? 

Did you read it?”
Nurse spoke in a reverential tone. “Long ago I read it. Everything is coming to pass. Including 

the part where you tell me to look after Arlie.” She reached out and touched my face with her 
hand. Stroked my cheek like she used to when I was a child. “Just go, Kael. That girl is in 
trouble, and if anything in the Book is altered then none of this will matter.” She spread her 
hands wide.

“But what about the war that will start if the Coalition…” I licked fevered lips. 
Her eyes searched mine. “The war has to happen. Don’t you understand that yet? You will hear 

of horrible things, and you will be part of wonderful events. There will be pain, but that pain will 
make the joy that comes afterward even sweeter.”

“I can’t just let the war happen, Nurse. It will destroy the entire Division.”
“Kael, the Division was only supposed to be temporary. You’ll see. Go now, and make sure 

that Shai gets to where she needs to go. Her life has been threatened many times. And make sure 
the Book remains hidden. It can’t fall into the wrong hands.”

Her ominous warning reverberated in my soul. I nodded and grabbed Nurse in a quick hug.
“And Kael, don’t be too hard on that young man from Lael. I’m afraid he won’t be around 

much longer, and you’ll need to be there to comfort Shai after he’s gone.”
What did that mean?
Nurse gave me a light shove and sent me out of the room while she went about fussing with 

Father.
For a long time I sat on the bed Shai had occupied. A long strand of her hair lay coiled on the 

white pillow. I picked it up and wrapped it loosely around my finger. The only place I’d thought 
to look for Shai was in the place of her birth. Kent. Otherwise known as Sector Seven. It was 
Aliah’s father’s last known hideout. An underground Sector with heavy weaponry and trained 
militia. It made sense that Shai would head to the most protected Sector in the Division. And 
with her blue eyes she’d fit right in.

I stood up and heard a metallic ping when something fell from beneath the mattress and landed 
on the floor. I looked down and saw Shai’s key. Its bright red jewel glinted in a shaft of sunlight.

My pulse raced. I pocketed the key. This is what I’d wanted all along. With one of the keys in 
my possession the Coalition could never form.

A flash of blinding, white light pulsed across my eyes. At first I thought the sun had somehow 
increased in intensity, until the familiar vision of the Book seared my brain again. When the fog 
in my mind lifted one thought remained: I have to give the key back to Shai. I had no other 
choice. It was like the Book was guiding me from inside my mind somehow. No wonder Nurse 
spoke with such reverential awe whenever she talked about it. I wondered if it guided her too.
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I knew the Division like I knew my own face, but I’d never been further than the Sectors 
closest to Conley. I wasn’t prepared for two days of walking in the heat and the mind-numbing 
cold that swallowed me up at night. After walking all day and half the night, I finally collapsed 
in exhaustion. I had to rest. 

I had nothing to make a fire with, so I huddled against a tree trunk with my sleeves pulled over 
my fingers and my arms crossed. Every crackle and rustle sent the contents of my stomach into 
my throat, and I had to swallow hard to keep from vomiting. Eventually I nodded off and woke 
to the sound of insects buzzing around my head. 

I stretched my stiff muscles, then ran in one spot to get the blood flowing before I moved out of 
the trees and onto a path that looked recently trampled. I could only hope Shai had gone this 
way.

Every so often I would jam a finger into the back pocket of my trousers to make sure the key 
was still there. And each time I would sigh in relief when I touched it. If Shai realized I’d 
followed her to Kent to give her back the key, then maybe I had a chance at winning her trust, if 
not her affection.

After another full day of half-walking, half-running, I came to the top of a knoll where the land 
dipped away below, and the landscape changed from woodland to jagged rocks. In the far 
distance I saw the craggy spires of what had to be Sector Seven. 

I shielded my eyes with my hand and scanned the horizon. Shai had likely already entered 
Kent. I’d never been there before, but had heard enough stories and met plenty of Kentites who’d 
regaled me with nasty stories of fierce warriors who protected its entrance. With my green eyes I 
wouldn’t be as welcome unless I’d come with something to trade. Sector Seven were machinists 
and crafted metal works to trade with other Sectors, but they were also rumored to be fashioning 
weapons underground as well. If I had to, I’d trade the clothes off my back. My Sector made 
clothing and other textiles, and their unmistakable quality made them desirable to the other 
Sectors in the Division of Edan.

I wiped a trickle of sweat from my forehead and started to pick my way down the rocky knoll 
when I spotted movement in the distance. I squinted and counted three, wait — two — figures 
moving toward Kent. The sunlight caught the long golden curls of one of them. It had to be Shai.

I ran down the hill, tripping and nearly twisting my ankle on a loose rock. I called out a few 
times, but neither one of the travelers turned to look. When I made it to the bottom of the hill I 
called again, “Shai!” 

This time she turned around. Her companion turned too. I ground my teeth together, but forced 
my lips to smile as I approached. It was definitely Shai. And she was with Ace.

Shai walked towards me. That same unforgettable pang gripped me on the inside the closer I 
got to her. I ignored the look on Ace’s face and locked eyes with Shai. I noticed her fists were 
clenched and she walked stick-straight with her lips pressed together.

The hot air burned my throat with each breath I sucked in. I doubled over in a coughing fit. 
Shai’s shadow fell across me and cooled my flaming body for a moment. The ground tipped on 
its axis, the loose pebbles and stones turned to water as my eyes blurred. Dammit! Why did she 
affect me like that?

I reached for the key in my pocket and took another breath. “Shai…I…had to get…this to 
you.” I could see her boots: a heavy-looking thick leather with laces crisscrossed up the front. 
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Too hot to be travelling in. I straightened and looked her in the eye, forcing myself to not look 
away from her glare. She looked more than upset with me. She looked irate. 

I held the key out to her. The jewel caught the sun and a carnelian flame of sunlight blazed 
from it. Fragments of crimson caught in her golden hair and created a spectacular display of mini 
red rainbows. A hint of a smile hitched up half her mouth. She reached for the key and I swear 
she tried not to let our fingers touch.

“You came all this way to give this to me?” She sounded incredulous, which was better than 
sounding angry.

“I, uh, knew it was important when I first saw it. You’re pretty protective of it, so when I 
discovered it under your mattress I knew you couldn’t have left it behind intentionally.” I wiped 
my forehead with my sleeve. “Unless you meant for me to bring it to you.” 

Ace coughed, and I flicked a glance his way. I wished I could be alone with Shai, but right now 
I’d take any moment I could get.

“Why did you come all this way to give it back to me? You seemed more interested in warning 
me than helping me.”

I shifted my weight from foot to foot before I answered her. I looked her full in the face so 
she’d know I meant what I said. “You’re special. Different. In the short time I’ve known you I 
realized I’ve never met anyone like you.”

Shai’s turquoise gaze never left my face. She seemed to think about what I’d said, then 
answered with a careful tone. “But we’ve been gone for several days. You came all this way to 
give me a key I think you’d rather destroy. Am I right?”

I couldn’t deflect any longer. I had to tell her what I knew in spite of Ace’s presence. Besides, 
if what Nurse had said about him was true, then he likely already knew what was written in the 
Book about him anyway.

So, I told her about the Coalition and the three keys. I even told her about the Coalition brand 
which seemed to make Ace uncomfortable. He kept clearing his throat in an exaggerated way 
and kicking up dust with the toe of his boot.

“I saw your brand. Above your heart.” I inhaled a deep draught of hot air. “Then I knew.”
A beat. A stifling pause. An insect buzzed. Shai blinked. Her hand fluttered up to touch her 

chest. My thoughts shattered and fell to the ground in a flurry of dust when she trained her eyes 
on me. 

“Knew what?” Her voice sounded breathless. She spoke too fast. 
My world dipped again, but I stayed in the pull of her presence. I swayed. Swallowed. And 

willed myself to speak.
“That you’re one of them.”
Ace appeared behind her and put one hand on her shoulder. The look on his face was one of 

pain and confusion. “Shai, what’s he talking about? What brand?”
He didn’t know?
She turned to face him. Her voice hollow in the wind that picked up. “It’s true. I have a brand. I 

always knew I was different from the other Laelites, but I never knew why. It never mattered 
until…Sileas.”

I stepped back. The ground rushed at me, all crazy angles and jagged stones that swirled. I 
gripped my head. I wanted to vomit.
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Sileas. That name again. That girl. The one who’d brought me the Book. Dizziness increased 
until I only heard snatches of what Shai was telling Ace. Something about her brand being in the 
Book. And that she didn’t know until Sileas had told her. And then Ace’s voice penetrated the 
inky fog in my brain. He said he was angry with Shai for keeping such a big secret from him.

Secrets. 
That’s all anyone seemed to have these days. We all wore our secrets like cloaks — pulled 

tight around us in an effort to conceal, but the weight of what I knew about the future was 
beginning to suffocate me.

I glanced at Ace, whose face wore a grim expression. How could I keep the knowledge of his 
death to myself?

It was all suddenly too much to bear. I’d continue with them into Kent, but then I’d have to 
make a decision. Either find the Book — wherever that journey would take me — or stay with 
Shai to comfort her after Ace’s death. Either choice meant I’d be away from home indefinitely.

My throat felt hot and dusty like I’d swallowed a desert. What about Arlie? The Book had 
revealed that my sister was capable of worse evils than I’d ever imagined. My little brother 
needed me to protect him.

As the three of us walked down Sector Seven’s dusty, vacant road the whispered words of 
Sileas the Laelite came back to me: protect the future. Protect your brother. 

I made my choice. There’d be no going back now. My life had become inextricably entangled 
with the Book, and its powerful pull compelled me to see that by protecting my brother I would 
also be protecting the future.

Somehow, we were all connected to that book of secrets, and whether we lived or died the 
Book knew, and perhaps even controlled it. I couldn’t change that. 

I could only surrender to it.
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