
He was silent until the day I threw the snarky secretary out the second-story window. 

Apparently my patience—or lack thereof—was a bit of a problem. A thrum of foreign anxiety 

flooded my thoughts as I dusted bits of broken glass off my black clothes. A quiet voice entered 

at that moment, so out of place that the whisper in my thoughts was more like a shout. 

You should leave. Please. 

Immediately, phantom aches and pains rattled up my knuckles, my wrists, my knees. All 

of my joints felt stiff, swollen. Anger flamed in my chest as I winced. Screw off, I snapped. 

Silence, and the pain abated. I released a breath, then peered out the shattered window. Already, 

ambulances and police sirens filled the street below. I could just make out the crumpled form of 

Madame Secretary and the glass around her, glittering like fractals of ice. Men in uniforms were 

staring up at me, radios poised over their mouths. 

Hm. Time for me to go. 

I reluctantly switched on my earpiece, backing away from the window. I switched the 

volume down several clicks. 

“What on earth---” 

“How am I not surprised?” 

“Agent Galway, don’t make me leave your sorry---” 

I pressed a button. “Don’t curse, Indiana. It’s very unbecoming of you.” 

A sharp intake of breath. I could picture the scrawny red-headed man massaging his 

temples as if I were the cause of every single one of his migraines. “Did you really have to throw 

her out the window?” he demanded. 

Yes. “No, I acted without thinking. I regret it already.” 

One of the other two voices cracked up laughing. “You’re really bad at this.” 
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A slow smile spread over my lips. The humorous voice belonged to the closest thing I 

could call a friend. “Agent Cairo,” I said, “are you implying that I’m a liar?” While talking I 

slipped into the hall, the emergency lights strobing every few seconds. 

He laughed. 

“If you’re not on the roof in five then you can see yourself out,” Indiana said harshly. 

I sighed, but weaved through the hallways, searching for a flight of stairs. Red lights illuminated 

my way, gleaming on the freshly swept linoleum floors. Considering this was a fully-funded 

government building, I was surprised there were no extravagant lobbies with crystal chandeliers 

or parlors with plush carpets. The blood of your enemies is a fairly large sum. So what were they 

using all of their funds on? Honestly, all this place had going for it was its uncanny resemblance 

to my old high school, and that wasn’t a good thing. 

I had just spotted the stairwell when its door slammed open, spilling a flood of federal 

dudes in bulky gear. I ducked behind a corner, avoiding their shiny guns and tasers. My heart 

was racing like a rabbit that had drunk ten too many Red Bulls. 

“Bolivia,” I hissed. “Tell me there’s another way out of here?” 

The comm crackled and I could hear the girl typing her way through the building’s 

blueprint. She was all softness and curves, her long black hair usually down and wild. Her nails 

were always painted and short so she could type better on her laptop. Perfect computer-agent 

material. However, sometimes...she was a little slow. 

“You can try the elevators,” she suggested. “But I’m guessing they’re being held-up. Your 

only real option is the stairs.” 
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I cursed, dashing to the other end of the hallway and smashing the elevator button. Of 

course, nothing happened. When was my life ever easy? I smacked the painted brick wall in 

frustration. 

“Guys, I could use a little back-up.” I pressed the button again and again. “Guys! I’m 

stuck. Help me out, maybe?” 

Nothing. No response, not even a sound. The line was dead. 

My face heated. They didn’t mean it, right? They never meant it! I took out the earpiece 

and crushed it under my boot. 

“Odette Cynthia Layne,” came a scratchy voice. “Put your hands in the air!” 

I scowled at my name, turning to face them. I was surrounded. “You sound like my 

mother,” I scoffed. 

More than a dozen guns remained aimed at me. Like a child, I stuck out my tongue and 

blew a raspberry. No obvious reaction, due to the reflective visors they wore, but it felt good all 

the same. I was feeling rather petty. 

“Where are the rest of you?” asked the man in front, jabbing at me with his gun. 

I snickered. “You think I’d tell you? That’s cute.” 

I was nowhere near prepared when he retaliated by bashing the butt of his gun against my 

face. I went down like a sack of potatoes, the pain blinding me, setting my head on fire. My 

vision swam, but I fought against the darkness. I was swimming in honey, stars flickering in my 

eyes like my very own paparazzi, but somehow I managed to get to my hands and knees. 

Everything slanted and I nearly keeled over. 

“That was a mistake,” I wheezed, almost losing my dinner right then and there. 

There was a curse and shuffling feet. “She’s a freaking beast---” 
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“Shut up, Kyle.” 

The man smashed me in the head again, and the world finally went dark. 

Within the span of twelve short hours, I became a real, live zoo animal. I even had a cage 

to call my own, encased in glass on three sides and cold cement underneath me. I barely had 

enough room to sit up straight, and every now and then I’d forget and smack my skull on the 

ceiling anyway. I’d like to think I was the tiger or the lioness, awe-inspiring but certainly 

fearsome, even in a cage. Unfortunately, I knew better. 

I was in completely different clothes. Bare feet peeked out of gray sweatpants and a white 

t-shirt in place of my all-black ensemble of leggings and a slim-fitting long-sleeved shirt. I was 

way too thankful that they’d kept my bra on. The thought of an unknown person dressing me was 

already enough to make me want to throw up. 

I wanted to scream. I hated this. Hated feeling so bare and helpless. I had nothing to go 

on, no cards left to play. My skin crawled with the sensation of being powerless. It made me 

want to tear out my hair. 

However, twisted government officials aside, I was slightly flattered that they had even 

bothered to station three guards by my door. It meant they were scared, even just a little bit. 

I giggled randomly and slapped a hand over my mouth when the guards glared at me. 

That wasn’t funny. Nothing was funny. I knew that. However, if laughing was the only thing that 

kept me from curling up in the corner and bawling my eyes out, then so be it. 

Outside of my box, the room was sparsely decorated, all plain white walls and speckled 

linoleum floors. But one wall… one wall was covered in posters and propaganda, every square 

inch screaming at me to join, donate, serve, speak now! The president’s face was broadcast in so 

many different colors and filters. It clashed horribly. What was worse were the countless photos 
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of Rachel Day and Jamie Squire pasted everywhere. They were smiling and laughing and 

embracing. They were dead and staring and dripping--- blood was dripping from their eyes, their 

noses, their ears, and their mouths. Ribs were snapped and clamped, spread open like a Da Vinci 

painting. 

I wrenched my eyes shut, stomach taking a dangerous tumble. 

Everyone knew the story of Rachel and Jamie. It was enough to make any sane human 

being sick. Sympathizing with their tragedy was punishable by imprisonment. Anything more 

was a death warrant. 

Rachel and Jamie were one item out of hundreds. Around the world, it seemed their 

phenomena spread like a plague. While rare, Kindred bonds became something of a horror story, 

something to tell your kids in a carefully wrapped bedtime tale as if they could prevent it from 

happening. Like a lesson to be taught. As if it were a choice. 

I knew there was nothing decisive about it. I hated believing in fate and destiny, but 

something gripped you in its claws. Something wove your soul, your very being, with another. A 

spider in its complicated web of lies and false hopes. 

My eyes snapped open when someone tapped on my glass. A large man stood in front of 

me, decked out in green garb like a military official. The usual clomping army boots, holstered 

gun on the hip, and a beige belt around a narrow waist. Shiny medals sparked on his breast. I 

didn’t know what any of them might mean, nor did I care. However, he wore them with obvious 

pride, and he wore a lot of them. The man was probably in his late fifties, his position earned 

with leathery skin and squinty eyes. His buzzed gray head was large and square-jawed. 
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“You were quite the slippery one,” he commented gravely. His voice echoed naturally, 

like screaming and yelling were at his very core. His eyes narrowed. “How does it feel, being put 

in a cage like a wild animal?” 

I glared. It would have been more fun to spit in his face or something, but that seemed 

kind of self-defeating. 

“Miss Layne, you will be subject to a few tests while you are here.” He ticked items off 

like a list. “Blood tests, psycho-surgery, metrazol therapy…” He trailed off. “You’ll find that our 

methods here are very unconventional, but I assure you, we have sound science and data backing 

this operation.” 

Panic seized my chest, squeezing my lungs. The fear was so potent I nearly passed out. 

“Liar!” I rasped. I slammed a palm against the glass between us and the whole cage shook. “Let 

me out of here, you sick, twisted---” 

The man frowned and turned to his assistant, who I hadn’t even noticed until now. 

“Patient 205 is showing aggressive behaviors and unprovoked violent tendencies,” he said, 

squinting in concern. “I recommend EST should further complications arise.” 

The woman scribbled on her clipboard, lips pursed in concentration. She was the epitome 

of calm and collected. Her shiny black hair was pulled into a sleek bun at her nape. Her thin cat-

eye glasses balanced perfectly on her nose. 

I wanted to shake her. A scary sort of numbness settled into my bones and my limbs 

became too heavy to operate. “Stop,” I croaked. “Stop! Stop.” 

His cruel mouth twisted. “You will address me as Sergeant Hawthorne.” 

I swallowed, turning my gaze down. 
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Pleased at my show of submission, Hawthorne clapped his hands together. “You get the 

day off,” he announced with a gleam in his eyes. “There are many people who wish to meet you. 

It’s not every day a legendary outlaw donates herself to our cause.” 

Hugging my knees to my chest, I shuddered. I kept my face buried, listening as the 

stomping of Hawthorne and clicking heels of his assistant trailed out of the room. All of the 

horrors he had promised me were on an infinite loop in my mind. Scientists had been trying to 

test the limits of the Kindred bond for years. They had even taken up controlled variables to 

measure the experiments. Normal people to test, to torture, to break. 

That’s all we were. A bunch of variables to be compared with each other. 

Slowly, I brought my head up. A reflection of myself stared back at me, faint over the 

wall of propaganda behind it. Wisps of bleached hair were chopped uneven and short, brushing 

my ears, with one long section hanging in front of my right eye. My pale skin looked more dead 

than usual, and the massive bruise spreading across my narrow cheekbone and temple just made 

me look like a murder victim. Bloodshot eyes were bright blue and smeared with eyeliner so 

thick and dark that I could see a strong resemblance to the average raccoon. 

I blinked when the glass door swung outward, revealing my three guards standing outside 

of it, watching me. One held the door open, his dark brown eyes flat and unforgiving. The other 

two guards reached inside, one handcuffing my wrists, the other grabbing my arm and hauling 

me to my feet. The cold cement made me curl my toes and sent a shock through my entire 

pathetically morose body. 

The guard gripped me hard enough to bruise, and they dragged me onward, toward the 

exit. I couldn’t help the tiniest thrum of curiosity that panged through me. The mere thought of 

discovering what was behind those doors had me a tad excited. I was desperate to learn anything, 
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anything at all that could possibly help me gain bearings and start a plan. Sitting still and just 

waiting for things to happen was not an option. It never was. 

The doors opened and I pinned my eyes wider, as if that could help me absorb everything 

like a sponge. 

Instead of a hallway, like I’d thought, I was shoved into an adjoining room. The carpets 

were a deep wine red and soft under my feet. Gilded gold wallpaper shined around ornate 

sconces that held Victorian lanterns. A chocolate-colored desk sat in the middle of it all, empty 

except for the locked drawers on both sides. Sleek chairs were positioned on each side. 

A quick shove on my shoulders and I plopped down on the one facing the desk. 

Fidgeting, my handcuffs rattled. My jaw dropped a little when, one by one, my guards left the 

room, leaving through the real exit--- a steel door with a pin and fingerprint pad. The last one left 

and the heavy door whooshed shut. 

Well, at least I knew where some of the money was going. 

The seconds ticked by, and, oddly enough, the solitary confinement was not in the least 

bit comforting. I fiddled with my cuffs, searching my hair for a stray bobby pin. No luck. Sure, I 

could pop my thumbs out and then slide the cuffs free, but ouch. I decided to stick it out. It 

wasn’t like I knew the pin number anyway. 

As the last dregs of my personal hourglass began to sift down, the doors finally slid open. 

I kept my gaze at my feet, refusing to acknowledge their presence. I had no respect or decency in 

me for members of a government that let their citizens starve on the streets and ripped people 

apart for science. 

Black men’s boots entered my line of sight. They stopped, and I clenched my jaw when 

he sat down behind the desk. 
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“Odette,” he said. “Are you okay?” 

The question was so different from what I had been expecting. I sat up, looking the 

newcomer in the eye, taking him in. We were alone together, after all. I had to figure out if it was 

worth the risk to knock him out or bash his head in. 

I chewed my lip. He was young, surprisingly so. Maybe a couple of years older than me. 

He had the lean but corded body of a swimmer, topped with carefully gelled brown hair that was 

already breaking free of the product and turning into waves at the end. His eyes were the most 

piercing I had ever seen, one the color of amber and the other a clear blue. What bothered me the 

most, however, was how he was dressed. Like he didn’t have a care in the world, with his 

untucked white buttoned shirt and wrinkled black slacks. The first few buttons on his shirt were 

undone, revealing a toned chest. I wanted to rip his shirt off and give it to that homeless woman 

on my street so she could swaddle her baby with it. 

I felt his eyes boring into me. I furrowed my brow, forcing as much menace into my face 

as I possibly could. “What,” I spat. 

“Are you alright? Did they injure you in any way?” His voice was soft but smoky, like a 

torch singer. And I hated it. 

I set my hands on the table, rough enough to shake it, jostling whatever was hidden away 

in those drawers. To my disappointment, the boy didn’t flinch. Didn’t even blink. “Tell me 

again,” I said in a honeyed voice, “why the crap you care?” 

He opened and closed his mouth. “Miss Layne, I am charged with ensuring your safety 

here.” He scrubbed a hand over his sharp jaw, where I was annoyed to see the beginnings of an 

attractive five o’clock shadow. “I don’t wish to harm you.” 
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“Oh, I’m just peachy!” I growled. “Being shoved in a cage and handcuffs is really the 

highlight of my week.” 

He frowned. “They put you in a cage?” 

“Isn’t that what you do with dangerously unstable criminals?” I sneered. 

“It is one thing to detain an outlaw, but completely different when it involves treating a 

human being like an animal.” Those remarkable eyes were just so serious. 

I couldn’t help but laugh. “Who are you?” I asked incredulously. “Do you know where 

you are? The government doesn’t believe in human rights.” 

He sighed. Closed his eyes. Opened them again. “We’ve never been properly introduced. 

My name is Sebastian Rivers. I am no government official and I’m not working for the military.” 

Opening a drawer, he removed a small silver key. My hands shook when he lifted them, fitting 

the key in and unlocking the cuffs. They fell to the table with a loud clatter. “My only purpose is 

to keep you safe.” 
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Things that might need a second look:  

• I think my biggest comment is that I’m not sure this story begins in the right place. We 

start in the middle of action (she throws someone out a window!) and have to spend most 

of the time playing catch up as far as what she’s doing, why, what’s at stake--I thought 

this was a simulated training kind of mission what with the agent laughing at her and 

saying she was bad at what she was doing and the “shut up, kyle!” line, it all feels very 

low stakes, but then the MC gets pistol-whipped and put in a CAGE and it seems like 

they might cut her into little pieces, which, tonally, is a little bit of a jarring difference? 

Action at the beginning of a book is great if it is being used to show who a character is 

and how they relate to the other characters around them, but much less great if there are 

actual stakes attached to the outcome, because we don’t know the character or story 

enough to understand or care yet. In this submission, we spend most of the time playing 

catch up (I guess she’s an infamous criminal???!!! Why was she willing to go on this 

seemingly very, very dangerous mission with a (seemingly!) less than competent crew?) 

instead of building slowly into who this character is, what she wants, and what will 

happen if she doesn’t get it. 

• I think this might be a case where you look at which secrets you need to keep and which 

secrets being stated out loud would actually increase the tension in this submission 

because we’d know what is at stake? 

• This is just reader response, not a critique: I know this is a genre thing, but if this is 

supposed to be an enemies to lovers situation, the enemy part is not looking very 

convincing :) Which makes me think this is an enemies to lovers to enemies, because if 

the romance is easy, it needs to get messed up by the end, right? Oh, I didn’t even get 

enemies vibes at all from Sebastian. Odette mistakenly thinks he’s with the government 

so I thought she just thought he was an enemy. But then he says something that made me 
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• It feels like Odette breaks too easily once she gets captured. She’s completely devil may 
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be explained by any number of PTSD type things, but there’s no lampshading in text. 

• We get paragraphs spent talking about Kindred but I still don’t know what makes it any 

different than a crush. 

• Agreed. Odette mentions that everyone knows the story of Rachel and Jamie, but based 

on the evidence we’re presented with I can’t actually figure out what happened to them. 

I’d have liked more answers upfront (or to at least have more of an idea of the 

stakes/existence of Kindred) so I didn’t feel so lost.  

• I also didn’t really understand what Odette’s initial plan was. Why did she throw 

Madame Secretary out a window? What is the group she’s with, and what do they hope to 

accomplish? I can’t figure out what her ideology is other than against the guy in the suit.  

 

 


