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Prologue

Who goes back to the city that tried to kill her? An idiot, that’s who. But this idiot has wings, and I’ve spent most of my life learning how to fight. I guess that’s supposed to be some sort of primal thing—fight or flight. There aren’t a lot of people who learn how to do both at the same time. I’m one of them.

But I’m still an idiot.

Last time I saw Max—my mom—she told me that there will always be a war somewhere, and wherever that was, she and the Flock would be there to fight it. Given that she had two bullet holes in her at the time, the speech was pretty darn moving. I told her I’d be right there next to her, but that had lasted about as long as a pretty sunset … which in the City of the Dead means not long.

The pollution is better than it used to be, because the new Hope for Opes centers shut down the dope factories. But I still have to fly pretty high to get to clean air. That’s where I am now—up. It’s the only place I can get away from the Council, the people who are running the city now that McCallum and the Six Families are gone. Max and Fang—my dad—had me stay behind with my own little flock, kids from the Children’s Home that I’d grown up with and looked out for. Calypso, Rain, and Moke.

But sometimes I even gotta get away from them, so I glide over here to the Marble Tower and watch the sunset, the warm rays getting choked out by the still-lingering smog. This is pretty much my own quiet time, and I can get kinda pissy if the Council needs me, or even my own group of orphan kids. The only person allowed up here with me is my trained raptor, Ridley.

Her head turns, eyes unblinking as her talons dig into my shoulder. She sees something she doesn’t like, which means I probably won’t like it, either. I follow her gaze, squinting in the dusk to see a fast-moving shadow tracing the edge of the Fallow Forest, which is just weird. Nobody goes in there. That place is overgrown and impossible to move through … plus I’ve heard more than a few scary stories about it. Not exactly bedtime stories, either, because I didn’t have a mom or dad to tell me those. More like nightmare stories about things that live in there.

Things like I’m seeing right now. I shift and Ridley moves with me, both of us extending our wings as we take off, cutting the distance between us and the shadow. In the last of the evening light I can see that it’s a creature on all fours, back hunched, a tail zigzagging in the grass behind it. I dive for a closer look, and it stands up on its back two legs—like a human. I hit the skids, letting an updraft grab my wings as Ridley lets out a distressed caw, right into my ear. She knows as well as I do—nothing and nobody goes into that dark, overgrown wreck of a woods. Nothing human, anyway.

Yep, like I said, I’m an idiot for agreeing to come back here.

But maybe Max and Fang are idiots, too. Because they didn’t have to leave the City of the Dead to find the next war.

Looks like there’s a new one brewing right below me.



CHAPTER 1

I’ve never been much of a morning person, and seeing the Council first thing doesn’t improve my mood. The Council was formed after McCallum was overthrown and the thug families of the Six went down with him. I know that bullets and bragging are no way to run a city, but I don’t think that boring meetings at six in the morning are the way to go, either.

I’m yawning and have a knuckle in my eye when somebody says my name. I look up to find that every adult in the room is looking at me—and I don’t know what the question was. Or even who asked it.

“Um …” I play for time, scanning faces, hoping one of them seems friendly.

They don’t. Not a single person is glad I’m here. I bet they’re all wishing I was Maximum Ride, the hybrid hero, sitting in this chair. Not her daughter, a gangly fifteen-year-old who was left behind to speak on her behalf … even though I never know what to say.

“Yes,” I finally decide on a word to use. I’m trying to keep it positive.

“Yes,” a woman with steely-gray hair repeats, looking over her glasses at me. “The question was, which vehicles should we be relying on? Gasoline, diesel, or electric-powered. And your answer is … yes?”

“Yes to all,” I say, determined to stand my ground even though I don’t know what I’ve put my foot in. “I mean, it’s kind of dumb to want my feedback on that. I just fly everywhere.” I spread out my wings to illustrate, and one of the men rolls his eyes before shuffling his papers.

“Kind of dumb or not,” he says, “Langford is required to ask for your input, as you speak for the hybrid population.”

Langford, that’s the woman’s name. I can never remember because I just mentally refer to them in my head by the nicknames I made up. Bad Haircut. Worse Breath. Really Big Gut. Of course, for all I know they might think of me as Bird Girl, so maybe I should shut it.

“I saw something go into the forest last night,” I say. Everybody looks up, twelve pairs of eyes just boring into me. So much for shutting it. Oh, well. Go hard or go home. “It wasn’t human,” I add.

“Wasn’t human?” Langford asks. “Could you be more specific?”

“Well …” I stretch my legs out, resting my black boots on the table. The man next to me pulls one of his papers out from underneath them. “I’m here to speak on behalf of the hybrids, right? Well, I think that’s what I saw last night. Another type of hybrid.”

There’s a minor uproar. The guy beside me immediately launches into an argument with the woman to his right, saying that there’s no proof that there are more hybrids. “She’s just a science experiment gone wrong,” he says, hooking his thumb back over his shoulder in my direction.

“We don’t know that,” another woman, one with long blond hair, argues back. “The scientific exploration that created Maximum Ride and others like her was a secret, and could have been carried out in any number of places. We simply don’t know what’s out there.”

I’d rather be referred to as an exploration than an experiment, but I don’t have time to share my preferences. At the head of the table, Langford rises to her feet and slams down her sheaf of papers, bringing all the voices in the room to a screeching halt.

“Is this what happens when I don’t bring coffee?” she asks, and the tension in the room evaporates into polite laughter.

“Now,” she glances down at her notes. “I think we’ve agreed solar power is our best bet for the moment, but that some of the panels need repair. Holden, that’s your area.”

The guy I think of as Worse Breath nods. Holden, I remind myself. His name is Holden. Langford refers to her papers again.

“And as far as weapons resources go, we’ll need to contact former members of the Six Families and see if any of them would be willing to share.”

I snort. I don’t mean to, but it slips out. I can’t imagine my old friend Pietro, or any of the former bosses of the city, letting anyone know where their weapons cache is. Especially not the Council.

Langford ignores my snort and clears her throat. “As for the question of, ah … a monster in the woods …”

Laughter erupts again, not as nice this time.

“Well … I think that speaks for all of us,” Langford says, tossing me an apologetic look.

A familiar burn starts in my gut, making its way up to my throat, where I know some really nasty words are going to come out if I don’t get ahold of myself. I’m fuming as the Council members get up and start streaming out the door. Max and Fang left me behind again, just for this. To be mocked by a bunch of people who couldn’t win a knife fight if they had a gun. Nobody in here probably knows the first thing about pressure points, or how to choke someone out, either.

Why am I even here, in a boardroom at the top of a huge building? I belong down on the streets, getting my hands dirty and my face dirtier. My mom and dad made a mistake, asking me to be their stand-in for the Council. Nobody here takes me seriously. And no one is willing to listen.

“Hawk?” I look up from sulking to see that Langford has hung back. “Has anyone ever told you that you catch more flies with honey than vinegar?”

“Who the hell wants to catch flies when you can swat them?” I ask, and she gives me a smile.

“I’ll see you at the next meeting, Hawk,” she says, smacking my boots off the table as she leaves.

“If I bother to show up,” I say under my breath, but then I spot a yellow square of paper on my boot. Langford must have stuck it there.

I’m about to crumple it up and leave it for trash when I see there’s writing on it.

You’re not wrong. There’s something in the woods. I’ve seen it, too.



CHAPTER 2

Something is tickling my face and I swat it away.

“Not now, Ridley,” I mumble, rolling back into my pillow. But the feather follows me, this time inching its way right up my nostrils.

“Hey!” I swat at it. Only after I manage to thump myself in the face do I hear a familiar laugh.

“Nice,” I say, sitting up to see my mom perched at the foot of my bed, her wings unfurled. “There are better ways to wake someone up from a nap.”

Maximum Ride fluffs herself, a few stray feathers falling. “Well, I could just smack you around a little bit,” she says. “It’s not nice, but it’s effective.”

“Ha,” I scoff, sitting up and pulling my sticky T-shirt away from my skin. I’d come back from the meeting in a crap mood and fallen asleep in my clothes. “Effective like the Council, you mean? I don’t know why you want me there. I’m just expected to sit and be quiet in the meetings. No one ever listens to what I have to say.”

“And what’s your tone like?” Max asks. “Do you have a weapon and are you threatening anyone when you speak?”

“Um …” I actually have to think about that one. There was an incident involving a switchblade and Holden that I’d rather not tell her about. But judging by the way her eyebrows go up, I’m guessing she already knows.

“Hawk,” she sighs, coming to sit on the bed next to me. “I know you don’t like being left behind—”

“Again,” I cut her off. “Being left behind, again.”

She goes on, ignoring me—just like everyone else.

“I talked it over with your dad, and Fang and I agree that having you with us right now is just too dangerous.”

I pull a pillow onto my lap and wrap my arms around it. “What are you guys even doing?” I ask.

“We’re trying to reform the prison that McCallum had me held in,” she says, her eyes going dark at the memory.

“So why can’t I be there, helping you?” I ask, but she shakes her head.

“No dice,” she says. “It’s not a friendly place, and I don’t just mean the guards. There were so many factions fighting for control within the prison population, too. Right now, we’re still trying to sort out who we can trust and who we can’t.” She pauses for a second, considering. “Also sorting out the death threats and trying to decide which ones actually mean it.”

“You’re getting death threats?” I ask. “But you’re Maximum Ride! Everyone loves you!”

She pulls a face at that. “Not necessarily. McCallum did a good job of smearing my reputation—and your dad’ s—before we put him down. It’ll take years to get everyone to believe we actually are the good guys.”

I can’t argue. Still, at least in a prison the bad guys are behind bars. As a kid, I lived on the streets without any kind of protection for a long time.

“I can take it,” I say, shoving my chin out. “Let me come with you.”

But Max just shakes her head and gets up, tucking her wings back in as she paces my room. There’s plenty of space to do it in; the Council set aside the best suites near the top of this fancy hotel for themselves as soon as they came to power. As a representative, I got one, too. It’s just about the only reason I keep showing up to meetings.

“Hawk, look at what you have here,” she says, her thoughts following mine. “A warm bed, running water, clean sheets … and a great view.” She goes to the window, her wings reflexively opening again at the sight of all that sky. They spread wide, lustrous and large. Maximum Ride is a breathtaking sight … but also kind of a punch in the gut when she’s your mom. How am I supposed to live up to having superheroes as parents?

“Yeah, I’m spoiled,” I say, looking past her wings to the view. “But I’m also bored.”

“Bored isn’t the worst thing,” she says, turning back to me.

“What is?” I shoot back.

“Dead,” she says.

I groan and fall back onto the bed. “Really? You’re going to pull the parental concern card, after leaving me alone on the streets when I was five years old?”

“We’ve talked about that,” she says, her voice hardening. “Fang and I thought someone was coming for you. We didn’t mean for you to be alone.”

“For ten years,” I mutter.

“When are you going to stop punishing me for that!” she yells.

“When you stop treating me like a child!” I yell back.

She sighs and walks over to my bed, her voice soft again. “Hawk, you are a child. You’re my child. And I’m going to make up for all the protection I didn’t give you then by taking care of you now. This is the place for you, here,” she says, spreading her arms.

“I know you think the Council is boring, but you are fulfilling an important role ….”

I put a pillow over my face to block her out. Her words are different, but it’s the same conversation we’ve been having ever since McCallum fell from power. Both Max and Fang want to make the world a better place, and they’ll go wherever they need to be in order to make that happen. Someday, I’ll be by their side. But right now isn’t someday, which boils down to this—I’m being left behind again. My mom is basically still saying the same thing she did the day they left.

You’re not ready yet.

I was ready enough to fend for myself for ten years on the streets. Ready enough to take on members of the Chang family with only my fists. Ready to drop-kick McCallum and face down the head of the Pater family. But … none of that matters to Maximum Ride. She’s still going to treat me as if I were an overfed baby, just like the Council does.

Except for Langford … the woman who slipped me the note. Her voice drones on, but my mind wanders to Langford’s words instead.

You’re not wrong. There’s something in the woods. I’ve seen it, too.

Sounds like there’s someone who thinks I’m up to a challenge.

And I’m going to prove her right.



CHAPTER 3

I go to the roof with Max to see her off. She’s returning to the prison, where I’m sure she’ll save the day and win the battle and do all the other things she doesn’t think I can. She leans in for a hug, and I reluctantly give her one. But I’m stiff in her arms and Ridley takes a poop at exactly the wrong time, so it’s a less-than-affectionate farewell.

I wait until my mom is a speck on the horizon and Ridley is firmly settled on my shoulder before going to see Langford. As acting head of the Council, she has an open-door policy, but I don’t think she’s quite expecting me when I knock.

“Hawk,” she says, politely reframing her confusion into a welcome smile. “Come in!”

I follow her into her quarters, which I can’t help but notice are nicer than mine. I grew up poor as dirt, which means that I know the value of things. I learned quick, mostly because that way I knew what to steal. Everything in her suite is high-quality, right down to the hardware. I bet I could get five bucks for just one of the drawer pulls.

She motions me to sit down on a white leather sofa. I do, fluffing my wings out and hoping that Ridley doesn’t take another crap. Despite her smile, I don’t know how welcome I actually am here. A steaming drip of doo-doo on her spotless furniture won’t help.

“So, what did you want to see me about?” she asks.

Really? She’s going to pull that line? Does she think I came here to debate the finer points of the democratic system? Last time we saw each other she stuck a cryptic Post-it to my boot. I level her with a glare, and she holds the politely inquisitive look for about thirty seconds before crumbling.

“My note,” she says. It’s not a question. It’s a statement.

“What did you see?” I ask.

Langford leans forward, her knees bumping against the glass table that sits between us.

“I jog every evening. Sometimes I just have to leave this place behind,” she lowers her voice like she’s sharing a secret. “I know you understand. I’ve seen you flying sometimes when I’m out.”

I nod, and she smiles, leaning back in her chair. “I think we’re both feeling a little cooped up.”

“You saw something while you were running?” I ask, and she drops the smile.

“Yes, I …” She hesitates, her eyebrows coming together as if she either can’t remember, or couldn’t understand what she saw.

“It was difficult to make out,” she says. “At first, I thought I’d just imagined it, but then there was a flicker of movement. If it hadn’t bolted for the forest, I would have never spotted it again.”

“I know what you mean,” I say. “I’ve got a bird’s-eye view when I’m up there. Everything is small, but movement will catch my attention.”

“What did it look like to you?” she asks. “I know what I saw, but I want to make sure we’re talking about the same thing.”

I close my eyes, remembering. “It was mostly like you said, shadow and motion. I did see a tail, for sure.”

“Me, too!” she reaches out and taps my knee. I jump, and my eyes fly open. Ridley lets out a resentful screech but otherwise behaves herself.

“I’m sorry,” she says. “I should have realized that you might not be comfortable with touch. I know you spent your childhood on the streets.” She shakes her head. “Such a shame. A remarkable girl like you, left to fend for herself.”

“I did okay,” I say.

“And took care of a few other orphaned children, too. Am I right?” she asks, eyes wide.

“Yep. Calypso, Rain, Moke, and …” Clete. But I don’t say his name. I’m not ready to talk about him with her. Or anybody.

“Astonishing.” Langford shakes her head. “I can’t speak for the whole Council, but I for one am glad to have you among us. Your instincts are clearly top-notch.”

“Yep,” I say again, squirming a little. I’m not used to people being nice to me. I mean, everything she is saying is totally true. I did survive the streets of the City of the Dead, and kept the others safe as well. I’ve always been proud of that. I’ve just never had anyone else be proud of me, too.

I feel a little warmth in my gut again, but this time it doesn’t spread up to my throat and come out of my mouth in a stream of bad words and anger. Instead it stops halfway, somewhere around my heart.

She gets up and moves over to the minibar, where she pours herself a drink, holding a cut-glass decanter toward me with a question on her face. I wave it off. I’ve seen enough Opes on the streets to know better. Dope might have put a lot of them there, but I’m guessing more than a few started with the bottle.

She sips her drink and looks at me over the rim. “Shadow and motion,” she repeats. “And a tail.”

“It stood up, too,” I tell her. “It was running on all fours, but I think it sensed me or something. It came up onto its hind legs, like a person.”

She nods. “It’s the same thing I saw. There’s something living in our forest, right here in the middle of the city. We don’t know what it is. We don’t know where it came from. We don’t know what it wants. I’m the head of the Council, and I want those questions answered. And I think you’re the person who can do that for me.”

I stand up, the warmth in my chest spreading.

“You bet your earrings I can,” I say, and her hands go to cover them protectively, then laughs at the gesture.

“These are real diamonds. You’ve got a good eye.”

“I’ve got two,” I say. “So when do I start?”

“As soon as possible,” she says, all business again. “I want to know all the intelligence you can gather. Report back to me—and only me. Some Council members …”

“Don’t like me much?” I supply.

“I was going to say, ‘aren’t as open-minded as I am,’” she says. “But who am I to improve upon your words?”

“I’ll start first thing if you let me skip the morning meeting,” I say.

“Done,” she says so quickly I think maybe I should’ve asked to skip a whole week of morning meetings. I head for the door, Ridley bobbing on my shoulder, restless and ready for the Marble Tower and a little alone time.

“Oh, and Hawk?”

I turn to find Langford right on my tail, a piece of paper and a pen in her hand.

“If you’re going to miss out on the meeting tomorrow, I’ll need your signature on this ahead of time.”

“Sure thing,” I say, scribbling out my name. There are twelve other signature lines, all of them for designated Council members. And me. A kid with wings in a room full of politicians.

“Thank you,” she says, her hand resting on the door. “You’re such a valuable member of the city. I can’t wait to see what you’ll become.”

And for the first time in my life, I can’t, either.



CHAPTER 4

There’s nothing like flying, and I love having the skies to myself. Sometimes I don’t know how regular people can stand it, constantly bumping into each other, sharing space, following in one another’s tracks. Up here, it’s just me and Ridley. We’re the biggest things in the air, and all the other birds give us a wide berth. I glance over my shoulder, and the hawk’s unblinking gaze finds mine. We bank together, her following in my downdraft as we wheel over the forest.

It’s late evening, the last red rays of the sun flickering through some low-hanging clouds. Max would say it’s beautiful, but I’ve got my eyes trained downward, not on the heavens. I don’t give my mother another thought as we fly lower. I’ve tried time and time again to prove myself to Maximum Ride, but it was never enough. Now Langford has given me a job. And I’m not going to fail at it.

Except, I kind of am.

I punch a fist into my palm in frustration as we take another pass. Ridley follows, but I swear there’s a question on her face. We’re covering the same ground, over and over, and so far all I’ve seen is the tops of trees.

It’s pretty to look at, for sure. There’s an unbroken carpet of green beneath us, and while it looks as soft and puffy as a cloud, I know that it’s made up of limbs and branches that would clock me a good one if I did a nosedive. For the record, clouds aren’t that great to fly through, either. You come out wet and cold and it takes some time to figure out which way you’re pointed.

I got lost in a cloud bank once when I was about ten. Flew right out of the city and over a lake so big at first I thought it had to be the ocean, and that I was straight-up screwed. My wings had just about given out on me before I found the shoreline, and I’ve never been more relieved than when my feet touched the ground. I slept wild that night, and was so happy to see the sun in the morning that I considered staying out there forever. The air was clean, the water was cool, and the sun was the brightest thing I’d ever seen … other than Calypso’s eyes. I had my little band of orphans even then, and it was them that drew me back to the city.

I guess they’re like my own little flock.

I turn again, Ridley still in my wake. If the orphans are my flock then she was the first member. It’s always been the two of us sharing the winds and riding the storms out together—both in the skies and on the ground.

“One more pass,” I call to her, hoping that there isn’t desperation in my voice.

I scan the trees again, eyes focused for movement, a shadow, anything that might resemble what I saw before. But there’s nothing, only leaves trembling in the breeze. I dive lower, close enough to see spaces in the canopy. But there’s nothing in them, just the forest floor—dark, dank, and overgrown.

“Crap turds,” I say under my breath. Moke had given me a lecture about watching my language after Calypso had dropped the f-bomb last week. I promised him I’d try to do better, and mostly I manage okay.

Like right now, I really, really want to say some bad words. Frustration is welling up inside of me as I stare down at this unbroken sea of rippling green. Sure, it’s pretty. But it’s hiding a monster, one that I’ve been tasked with catching.

Ridley must feel my anger. She glides up beside me, cocking her head in a question, like she’s asking, Are we done here?

“Yeah, I think maybe—”

I don’t get a chance to finish.

There’s a crack from below and Ridley evaporates into a red mist.



CHAPTER 5

I pump my wings once, twice, elevating myself out of gunshot range.

Below me, Ridley’s feathers float lazily down toward the forest, leaving a trail right toward the person that shot her.

“You son of a—”

I dive. I don’t care about the bullets or the gun they came from. Ridley is the dearest thing I have, my oldest friend. She was with me before my orphans, before the Flock, and for damn sure before my mom and dad. I’m spitting angry, cursing as I fall like a meteorite, clutching Ridley’s feathers in my fingers as I speed through them toward whoever—or whatever—shot her.

But my temper can’t penetrate the canopy, and I doubt my words can even be heard beneath those leaves. I make it about five feet past the tip of a huge pine and have conifer needles in my teeth before I have to come back up. I spit them out and circle back, surveying the forest for a break, for a place that I can penetrate and find Ridley … or at least her body.

It’s a terrible thought, and I screech with anger as I dive again, this time aiming for a gap in a maple’s branches that I think I might be able to squeeze through. I get about as far as I did with the pine, but for the first time in my life my wings are not a benefit; I can’t get through the trees with them spread out, and I don’t know how far I’ll have to fall if I lose my grip. I can’t even see the ground, but the air still feels thin. I’m pretty high up. High enough to ring my own bell if I fall.

I rise again, losing all feeling of where we were when Ridley was shot. I fly in a crisscross pattern, on the alert for any more of her stray feathers, but I don’t see anything, and the forest is deadly quiet. I know this sound, it’s the same kind of silence that slinks through the streets after a scream that’s been cut short. In the wild or in the city, there’s always a moment where everything that’s still alive takes a breath to be thankful, because they know something else just died.

And it wasn’t them … this time.

No, but it was Ridley. And I am not going back to the City of the Dead empty-handed. I came out here looking for answers. I won’t limp home minus a friend.

I spot a break in the canopy and go for it. I’m screaming as I crash through the first few branches. They’re small, but that doesn’t mean they’re weak. They whip back at me and slash at my skin, raising welts on my wrists as I try to protect my face.

I pump my wings again, pressing downward, pulling apart crossed limbs as I go, hoping for access. Still, I can’t see the forest floor, and what light was left above me is fading. It gets dark fast under a canopy this thick, and I’ve hardly made any headway before I can’t make out much more than shadows. Frustrated, I spot a thick branch and settle my boots onto it, leaning down into a crouch. I need to catch my breath, need to think about the fact that I won’t be able to spot Ridley’s body even if I do make it to the forest floor. And I won’t be able to see anything else, either … anything with a tail that walks on two legs.

I glance downward, hoping to get some sort of feel for how far below the ground is. Instead, I see a pair of eyes looking back at me through the leaves.

“Holy hell!” I shout, jumping to my feet. The branch gives out underneath me with a snap, and my wings open reflexively to break my fall. But there’s not enough room for their entire span, and there’s a sharp pain in my left wing. I cry out and push harder with my right wing, easing upward just as I glance down to see the eyes blink, once, twice, and then they’re gone.

I bolt for the open sky, breaking out in the fading twilight like a swimmer in need of air, my left wing flopping, half-useless. I gasp and catch my breath, aware that I’ve got nothing to give but threats.

But I’ve always been good at those.

“I saw you,” I yell at the trees, shaking my fist and the last of Ridley’s feathers clutched there. “And when I come back, these feathers will be your last meal, ’cause I’m going to shove them down your throat ’til you choke.”

But I’m the one that chokes, my voice breaking on the last word as I wheel toward the city, tears falling from my cheeks.

And I swear the sound of laughter follows me.



CHAPTER 6

It’s impossible to straighten up and fly right with a damaged wing.

I keep pulling to one side, my healthy wing becoming tired more quickly than usual because it’s doing twice the work. My tears are still falling, but a rising wind blows them away. I’ve got to find cover, quick, and somewhere I can get patched up, too. I make a decision and head toward the Pater estate, where I know I’ll find Pietro.

He’s an old friend … if you can call people that you’ve kissed a friend. But we never exactly talked about it.

After the fall of the Six Families, Pietro became the head of the Paters, and has done everything he can to wash the stain of violence from his family name. Their estate is now a Hope for Opes center; a place where strung-out people can get clean. They’ve got medical supplies there and a staff of trained doctors—all on the Pater dime. I’m sure someone there can check out my wing, and even better, not ask questions like they would at the city hospital. I don’t exactly want Langford to know how badly I screwed up the one thing she asked me to do.

I land on the roof, my injured wing folded awkwardly at my side as I make my way to a trapdoor that I know will let me drop down into an upper hallway. I land on the floor badly, scaring the living daylights out of a nurse pushing a trolley loaded with clean linen. Unfortunately, some of my blood seems to have landed on her white sheets. She looks from the bright-red drops to me, her mouth a straight line of disapproval.

“Sorry,” I say, and then add awkwardly, “I’ll pay for that.”

It’s a stupid thing to say, mostly because I don’t have any money. The nurse looks me up and down like she probably already knows that.

“Pietro?” I ask, and her eyes widen a little. “He’s my friend,” I explain.

“All right,” she says, but there’s more than a little doubt in her voice. She motions for me to follow her and I do, highly aware that I’m leaving behind a trail of mud, leaves, and pine needles. We pass a few patients in the hallways, all of them going through varying degrees of detoxing. Some are bright-eyed and give my wings a curious glance. Others carry blank stares, windows into a foggy world of semi-consciousness that not even a winged girl can impress upon.

I follow the nurse to the second floor, where she motions me forward with a nod. Pietro stands at the end of the hallway, talking in a group of people. I see him, and blood instantly runs to my face, but it’s not only because I’m remembering our kiss.

I’m also jealous.

The adults are listening to Pietro, nodding along with his words. And they’re not just adults—these are doctors. Their white coats remind me of the spray of blood I left behind on the nurse’s sheets, and I’m embarrassed all over again. Here I am, just a street kid, leaving a literal trail of dirt behind me as I wander into a rich guy’s house. And not just any rich guy … one who talks and gets people to listen.

I remember this morning’s Council meeting, where everything I said was dismissed with a laugh, and my blush deepens. Of course, that’s the exact moment that Pietro notices me.

“Hawk!” He waves, making apologies to the doctors and walking toward me, his face instantly changing from happiness to concern at the sight of my awkwardly hanging wing. He told me once they were beautiful, and I can’t help but wonder if he still feels the same way. “What happened to you?”

“I was in the forest,” I say. “And Ridley …”

Great. Now my throat is closing up and I’m about to cry. On top of being dirty and hurt and in everybody’s way, I’m also going to look weak.

“C’mon,” Pietro says, grabbing me by the elbow and leading me into a patient room. He closes the door, and I sit on the paper-covered table, no longer concerned about what I look like. I only care about how I feel.

Which is shitty.

I cry, and he feeds me tissues like it’s his job, finally wrapping his arm around my shoulder and pulling me into his body for an awkward sideways hug, my injured wing bent between us.

“Ouch,” I say, voice thick with tears.

“Sorry.” He pulls back and begins to examine my wing, as if he were a doctor himself. I cautiously allow it, fanning out my feathers so that he can find the wound. He pulls away bloodied feathers until he finds the cause.

“Not too bad, think I can patch you up myself,” he says, turning to a small cupboard in the corner. He’s all business now, and I try to be as well, straightening up my spine and wiping my face clean.

“It’s really just a scratch,” he continues. “You want to tell me how you got it?”

I’m drained. All emotion spent and gone. I don’t have the energy to keep secrets right now. “There’s something in the forest,” I say. “Langford wants me to find out what it is.”

“And what do you want?” Pietro asks, approaching me with a cotton ball and a squeeze bottle.

“I want to find out what it is, and then I want to kill it,” I say through clenched teeth. “Whatever it is, it killed Ridley.”

“I’m sorry,” he says. “I’m sorry about Ridley … and that this is going to sting.”

I nod, appreciating the warning, and then grind my teeth even more tightly together. He’s quick and efficient, like he’s been learning a lot from the doctors, while all I’ve been doing is showing up late to Council meetings and putting my boots on the table. Oh, and getting another one of my friends killed.

Damn it.
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