HE IS HER RUIN.
SHE IS HIS REBELLION.
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DAGGERMOUTH IS AN ADULT dystopian romance with heavy themes.
Please make sure to read through this list before starting.

- Death/Murder/Torture

- Emotional/Psychological/Physical abuse

- Mentions and conversations of sexual assault (off screen/character
backstory)

- Mentions and conversations of child abuse (off screen/character
backstory)

- Suicidal ideation and alcohol abuse

- Open door sex and sexual activities

- Graphic language

- Oppression, classism and sexism

Your mental health and well-being are not only important, but should
ALWAYS come first. If you or a loved one is struggling with any form of
abuse, please know you are not alone and there is help.

You are so incredibly loved.

National DV Hotline: Call 800-799-7233 or text BEGIN to 88788
Suicide & Crisis Lifeline: Call or text 988



For my readers.

For those of us with rebel hearts, for the blacksheep, for the ones who’ve
been told they feel too much or too little. For everyone who’s never felt lile
they belong.

Welcome home.



To the system that thought it could grind us down.
That thought it could silence and erase us.
We are the power.
Our eyes are open.



“There 1s nothing noble in being superior to your fellow man; true nobility
is being superior to your former self.”
-Ernest Hemingway



Mercy Is Dead
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THE FIRST THING YOU’LL learn in New Found Haven is mercy no
longer exists. Showing mercy is a weakness, and weakness will get you
killed.

The second thing is this—the Veyra are always watching. From the
highest glass atrium in the Heart to the windowless slum dens of the
Boundary, no movement goes unseen.

The last lesson is the hardest. You must remember it, as Greyson Serel
did now, standing in the center of the plaza’s monolithic platform behind
two bound and kneeling rebels.

Love outside of your ring was a death sentence.

The Heart was home to the elite of New Found Haven, the one percent.
The rich, and they wore masks to hide their faces.

The square slowly filled with those who resided in the Heart, coming not
for belief in justice, but for proximity—proximity to power. To witness the
suffering, the result of enforcing that power upon those they claimed as less
than. They came for the satisfaction of seeing blood spilled at someone
else’s expense.

The elite pressed shoulder to shoulder, obediently silent beneath the
evening sky, as the live stream flickered to life against the mirrored surface
of the twin towers erected at Greyson’s back. The towers stood in the
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middle of the Heart, the very center point of New Found Haven, where all
corruption spilled from.

A buzz of energy filled the air, saturating through every ring of the city
as billboards—usually spewing endless streams of propaganda—switched
to the live feed. It was law in New Found Haven, that any person who
betrays the Heart is executed publicly.

The raised platform where Greyson stood had been constructed in the
absolute center of the plaza, where the veins of the city’s four main
boulevards crossed. The two condemned rebels knelt, with their hands
bound in red cord and beside them, in a tight formation, the Veyra enforcers
stood in ceremonial red, boots shining, helmets on, their batons held at
precise right angles, with guns strapped to their backs.

Greyson stayed unmoving, his mask covering his face, gloved hands
folded over his militant, onyx garb. He looked neither left nor right, nor at
the condemned, only straight ahead—watching, observing.

The platform was illuminated not just by the Heart’s orbital lamps, but
by the harsh blue spotlight of the media drones as they circled, their lenses
feeding every gesture, every tremor of the rebels, to the rest of New Found
Haven.

On monitors across the Cardinal and Boundary rings, the event was
broadcast live, in high-definition clarity.

The crowd’s attention was absolute. The masked elite looked up toward
the rebels, like deadly flowers soaking in a poisonous sun, and waited for
the carnage to begin.

Greyson let the silence ferment.

He waited until he felt the nervous pulse of the crowd sync with his own
breathing, until the two on their knees began to twitch from the weight of
attention. Only then did he step forward, moving his arms behind his back
as the thud of his boots echoed against the marble dais.

He did not read from the script; he didn’t need to.

His father had beaten the lines into him.

“For crimes against the motherland,” Greyson started, his voice perfectly
modulated, “and for violation of the sacred laws of New Found Haven,
these criminals stand judged by the Heart.”

Greyson glanced at the crowd. The mask hid the micro-twitches of his
jaw, the bloodlessness of his lips, but not the flatness of his gaze.



“By order of President Maximus Serel, justice will be enacted in the
manner most befitting the crime. Death. The charges are as follows:
conspiracy against the Heart, illegal communication between the rings,
fornication, and love across faction lines.”

A ripple of approval sounded from the masked crowd, as if a liturgy had
been completed.

Greyson raised a hand, silencing them.

The man was from the Boundary, the outer ring of the city. A nobody,
with a face scarred by acid runoff from the industrial plants and poor
nutrition. His clothing had been stripped of all rebel markings. He stared at
Greyson with the intensity of someone who had nothing left to lose.

The woman kneeling next to him was a teacher from the Cardinal, the
middle ring of New Found Haven. She was small and trembling, her hands
mottled with burn scars from just proximity to the Cardinal ring’s chemical
plants that turned even the air into poison. Even kneeling, she attempted to
maintain her dignity, lips pressed tight.

Greyson regarded the couple, and allowed himself to feel nothing. He
didn’t believe in the necessity of this act, but as he stood there, words from
his childhood scraped at the back of his mind. A lesson in biology, an
anecdote about wolves and culling, taught not in the classroom, but in the
den at night by his father’s voice. ‘Mercy is weakness, Grey. Weakness is the
end of all things.’

Greyson shook the thought off.

“In accordance with tradition,” he started again, “the condemned are
allowed a final statement and to choose the method by which they will be
executed.”

His attention turned to the man and woman kneeling before him.

“Do you understand?”” he asked, his voice dropping a decibel.

The woman nodded, tongue darting between chapped lips, eyes not on
Greyson but locked somewhere in the far distance.

The man spat onto the platform, barely missing Greyson’s boots. “Just
get it over with, Veyra scum.”

Greyson admired him. Admired that even when there was no hope left,
when most would begin to beg for their lives, he stayed true to what he
believed, and accepted his fate. For a moment, Greyson wondered, if he
were ever to be in the rebel’s position, would he show the same resolve?

He turned to the woman. “What would you prefer?”



Her voice was so quiet, it barely registered to his ears, but the drones
caught it. With only a second delay, it echoed harsh and loud over the
monitors. “Bullet.”

The Veyra captain standing to Greyson’s left, made note of her answer
on a data-slate.

Greyson looked back to the man, waiting for his answer.

“Go fuck yourself,” he growled.

Greyson’s hand was already pulling his gun from the holster strapped
over his shoulders, as the last syllable fell from the man’s lips. He didn’t
look at the rebel man, instead he looked at the crowd. He found the mask of
his mother, three rows back, perfectly composed. He saw the blur of his
sister moving away from the platform, almost indiscernible behind the
anonymity of her own mask.

He looked into the infinite eyes of the Veyra, the drone hovering in front
of him at eye level as he aimed his gun at the base of the man’s skull, and
watched as he tensed, jaw set.

He did not beg as he took his last breath.

“Noted,” Greyson said, and pulled the trigger.

The shot was dull in the open air, more a mechanical pop than a
thunderclap, but the effect was immediate. The man’s head jerked forward,
spattering the white marble platform and the woman with a fine red spray.
For a moment the body knelt upright, still propped by the tension in the
muscles. Then it collapsed sideways, corded hands pinioned behind the
back like a trussed animal.

The crowd erupted in applause, like some primordial satisfaction had
been delivered as the woman’s scream cut through the air with unbridled
agony. She doubled over, head pressed to the marble, sobbing into her
knees. She was begging now, begging to be spared, to be kept alive through
a torrent of wails.

Begging for mercy that didn’t exist.

Greyson watched her for one beat, then two.

He felt a shallow sickness grow in his throat, and the tremor in his left
hand as he aimed the gun at the back of her head.

His mask hid almost everything but not his breathing.

The captain inclined his helmet, a silent prompt for Greyson to finish her
off. He nodded, swallowing as his finger tightened on the trigger, but
hesitated, again.



A shot rang out beside Greyson in the next breath, and he blinked as the
sound reverberated in his ears. The woman’s body slumped over beside her
lover, blood pouring from the gaping hole in the back of her head. Slowly,
Greyson turned toward the captain who was already holstering his own gun.

He’d hesitated, on live stream.

Greyson looked back into the crowd in search of his mother’s mask, but
she was already gone, had slipped out through the revelry, the celebration of
murder.

He’d be punished for this, he knew that.

The President s son was not supposed to hesitate.

He pulled his eyes back to the woman’s lifeless body as he shoved his
gun back into its holster, and squared his shoulders, waiting for the crowd
to exhaust itself. As the applause finally died, Greyson stepped to the edge
of the platform.

“Order has been preserved by the swift hand of justice,” he said, his
voice cutting through the post-elation hush. “The Heart endures.”

He turned, not taking another look at the dead rebels, and descended the
marble steps now dripping with crimson. The Veyra soldiers closed ranks
behind him, a red ripple of authority as laborers began to remove the bodies
and sterilize the plaza. Above, the drones continued to hover, recording
every angle.

Greyson could feel it—the eyes on him, analyzing every step he took
away from the platform. He should’ve felt something, should’ve felt guilt or
shame. But in that deep pit of his stomach, Greyson only felt cold.

He rode the elevator to the seventy-eighth floor of the Serel Tower,
alone.

The car was lined with smart glass, which mirrored his mask back at him
from every angle, each reflection rendered in harsher contrast by the
surgical white light. It wasn’t the face of a man, but the emblem of a system
—a system that had worked for five generations to keep the city from eating
itself alive.

The glass registered his biometrics, and glided to a halt with a sigh. The
elevator door swept open only for a second door to appear. He inserted his
key into the lock, twisting then pushing the door open. For once the rooms
beyond the door gave him what he needed—silence.

His apartment was the largest unit in the Serel Tower outside of the
penthouse his parents resided in, that consumed the top three levels, but he



felt like it was shrinking in on itself. Anyone would be lucky to have it, and
he knew that. Those from the Boundary and even the Cardinal would kill to
spend just an hour in the luxury it provided, would commit unspeakable
crimes just for the opportunity to shower there and bask in the amenities as
if it were heaven. But for Greyson, it felt like a prison.

The execution haunted him, echoing in his ears like a phantom taunt.
The feeble pop of the first shot, the desperate way she screamed for mercy,
the way he’d hesitated, the way she’d begged.

The punishment would come soon; his father’s wrath would be waiting
to greet him. ‘Mercy is weakness, Grey. Weakness is the end of all things.’
The lesson returned, more than a whisper now, more than a scrape at the
edges of his memory. He could almost taste the consequences, could feel
them sharpening the air like broken glass.

He locked the door behind him, allowing himself a small gesture of
exhaustion, a quiet rebellion against the rest of the world as he let out a
heavy sigh, and rested the back of his head against the cool door. His hands
slowly peeled the gloves from his fingers, setting them on the entry table
beside him, before removing the mask from his face. He set it on its stand
and stared at it.

The burden of privilege.

Five generations ago, they were no more than symbols, ritualistic
garnishments only worn during Vow ceremonies. As time progressed, and
New Found Haven became more stratified, they began to be used as tools
for oppression and social control. Elaborate customs and laws were created
around masking, making it illegal for lower rings to look upon any of the
elite’s unveiled faces.

Now, even the elite were not allowed to see behind others’ masks.
Outside of those you were vowed to through ceremony, looking upon the
face of another elite was considered an extreme violation of New Found
Haven law.

If one of the elite were found guilty of a crime, only then would they be
unmasked on live stream before their execution.

Greyson pulled his eyes away from the mask and rolled his jaw, biting
back the rage it ignited in him. 4s if you could oppress the citizens of this
city any more than they already were. His father only cared about power,
and being the seat of it. He didn’t care that the people under his watch,
outside of the Heart, were dying every day from starvation.



President Serel told his son that this was an act of God—Iletting those not
strong enough to survive, die. Though Greyson knew that his father
wouldn’t last a single day in the Boundary.

He swept the gloves off the entryway table and made his way to the
bedroom, unbuttoning his jacket as he moved. The uniform went on a
hanger; the gloves tucked into a drawer with compulsive neatness. He went
to the far end of the large walk-in closet where the polished wooden floor
met the baseboard, and knelt. The floor panel lifted at his touch, revealing a
deep compartment lined with insulation and anti-scan mesh.

He reached his hand in and pulled out a large duffel bag, setting it beside
him as he placed the wooden panel back in its place and leaned against the
wall. His fingers wrapped around the handle of the bag, pulling it toward
himself as he unzipped it. The contents spilled onto the floor in front of
him, and he began his inventory for the next scheduled drop.

Fifteen vials of antibiotics, five of narcotics, ten ampoules of enzyme
suppressant for children, a thousand credits worth of meal stamps, and rolls
of bandaging tape. He split the items equally, packing everything tight into
five separate black padded pouches, checking the seals, then slipping them
into the bottom compartment of his duffel bag.

He sat there on the floor in the dim light for a long while, his mind
running through the plans.

He’d go to the maintenance levels while the Heart slept, and security
was at its weakest, sneak into the garages, and strap the items to the bottom
of the Veyra patrol vehicles. The vehicles were weighed upon entry and exit
of each of the three rings, so they had to be light. Light enough that the
guards at the checkpoints wouldn’t notice the loss of a few extra ounces
between rings.

First, they’d stop at the industrial plants in the Cardinal ring, and make
their rounds to ensure all chemicals were flowing downstream toward the
Boundary. While rounds were being completed, the rebels in the Cardinal
would retrieve the first two packages.

Next, they would go to the Boundary.

The Veyra did not leave their vehicles there, it was too dangerous even
for the militia. The Daggermouths owned the Boundary, and they did not
take kindly to the Veyra coming into their ring.

Greyson flinched at the thought, his hands balling into fists as his
knuckles blanched. He hated the Daggermouths with every atom of his



being. They were murderers, contract killers, who only answered to one
man.

Jaeger Nolin.

They were the reason his brother was dead.

Daggermouths were ruthless mercenaries, hungry for blood, and
Greyson saw Jaeger as no better than his father. He saw an opportunity to
snatch power and he took it, without caring who it could hurt.

Greyson took a deep breath to steady himself, to quell the fury that was
all too easily ignited these days, and refocused his thoughts.

The Boundary—the Veyra.

If they stepped out of their vehicles, there would be a bullet between
their eyes faster than they could take their next breath. Their patrols were
driven, but they were predictable, and predictability made them an easy
target.

The Boundary rebels used the sewage system. They waited until the
patrol vehicles stopped over water drains, and snuck up from the pipes to
remove their packages. Every time it had worked without fail, and every
time Greyson could not rest until the Veyra called in the completed patrols
with no issues.

He recited the numbers in his head. Sixteen minutes between patrol
cycles, enough for him to get into the maintenance levels if he was not
stopped along the way. Five minutes to reach the patrol vehicles, two
minutes to secure the packages, and get out before the next patrol came
through. He rehearsed it the way other men might rehearse a prayer.

It should’ve felt heroic, but it didn’t. It felt like routine. It felt like the
desperate act of a man who couldn’t reconcile the crimes he’d committed
against the very people he was trying to help.

Greyson’s involvement with the resistance was the only reason he didn’t
fight the masks. It kept him safe, kept him unseen and anonymous. The
thought sent guilt churning in his stomach. Anonymity was a privilege the
other rebels were not afforded, a privilege he was only given because, in the
light of day, he held up the very laws that oppressed them.

He’d just started opening the panel to put the duffel bag back in its
hiding place when a knock sounded at his front door. Sharp and loud, meant
to be heard.

Greyson froze.



There was nothing overtly incriminating in view, but he was always
aware of the possibility of surprise audits, of random searches done by
Veyra officers. He pushed the bag into the floorboard then ran a hand over
his face as he stood.

The second knock was softer, more polite.

He crossed the living room maskless and peered through the spyhole. A
Veyra stood outside, in the small gap between his front door and the
elevator, waiting. The officer seemed relaxed, which made the muscles
across Greyson’s back uncoil only slightly.

Greyson lifted his mask from its stand, placing it over his face, and
opened the door. The officer saluted, then spoke in the clipped tones of a
subordinate trained to never meet his gaze.

“Sir. The President requests your presence immediately.”

Greyson nodded, ignoring the sharp uptick of adrenaline in his veins.
“Please tell my father I’'ll be there in ten minutes. Will he be in his
residence study, or Haven Tower offices?”

“Very good, sir. He is in his residence study,” the officer answered,
withdrawing into the elevator without turning his back.

Greyson closed the door and took a slow, controlled breath. It was better
to get it over with now, than wait for days wondering when the iron fist
would fall. He glanced into the mirror hanging above the entryway table,
and checked his appearance. Nothing of him existed on the outside, there
could be no traces of individuality. He pushed back the deep charcoal
strands of his hair, smoothing them into place, then strode out the door.

The private office of President Serel was an architectural relic,
unchanged since the first days of New Found Haven. There was no
painfully rigid furniture or blinding white lights. The space was filled with
deep leathered armchairs, and gold gilded portraits hanging on the walls.
The lamps cast a low, yellow light that made the windows at the far end
seem like dark mirrors. There were no cameras in this room. No drones.
Only the lingering sense that every inch had been measured and approved.

Greyson entered on silent feet, pausing just past the threshold. The doors
sealed behind him with a pneumatic sigh.

Maximus Serel sat at a massive desk of polished walnut, the surface
crowded with ledgers, printouts, and a tablet blinking with unread
messages. His gold mask was off, set aside atop a small stack of
correspondence.



When it was just them—when it was just the President and his family—
he didn’t follow the laws he enforced on his citizens with cruelty. His face
was lined but unbowed, with dark eyes that bored through anything they
settled on.

Maximus hadn’t risen to power by intimidation alone—he inspired,
dissected, and ultimately consumed those who opposed him.

“Father,” Greyson greeted, dipping his chin as his hands locked behind
his back.

Maximus gestured at the chair before his desk and Greyson moved
toward it carefully, then sat as his arms folded across his chest.

The silence drew out, unbroken except for the faint buzz of the city
below.

“You carried out the executions,” Maximus said at last. It wasn’t a
question.

Greyson nodded. “The protocol was followed. There were no
complications.”

His father steepled his fingers, gaze fixed on a point just to the left of
Greyson’s forehead. “And the broadcasts? Did you observe their effect?”

“I did, sir. The crowd responded as projected.”

“Good.” Maximus’s lips twitched with a fractional smile. “There are
some who doubt the necessity of public punishment. I trust you are not
among them.”

Greyson paused, just long enough for the question to settle.

“No, Father,” Greyson lied.

Maximus’s smile faded. “Then explain to me why, in the instant before
the second shot, you hesitated.”

Greyson felt the air thicken, but he kept his voice measured. “The
woman was defiant. I wished to make certain the message was clear, but
Captain Mikel took the shot before I could pull the trigger.”

“Hm.” His father leaned back in his chair, the leather groaning under his
weight. “You are not here to make messages clear. You are here to make
them absolute. Fear is a solvent, Greyson—it dissolves doubt, resistance,
the very concept of alternative. But only if administered pure. If you dilute
it, even a little, the city will learn to adapt.”

Maximus shifted forward, elbows on the desk.

“I have built this—" A small wave of his hand took in his office, the city,
the world outside. “—not by being loved, but by being inevitable. Do you



understand what that means?”

Greyson looked at his father, at the way the age in his face seemed like
just another weapon, another calculated effect. “Yes, sir. [ do.”

Maximus studied him for a long moment, searching the blue eyes
looking back at him from under the onyx mask. “You flinched at your duty
today with your hesitation. Not much, but enough.”

He picked up a report from the desk, letting his gaze roam over it, then
tapped the corner. “There are rumors. Some Veyra officers question your
priorities. Some say you are . . . distracted.” He set the paper down.
“Distraction is a form of disloyalty.”

Greyson felt the knot of anger twist inside him, but he kept his
expression blank. It was moments like these he was thankful he never
relieved himself of his mask in his father’s presence.

“You are thirty-three years of age now, son. It is time you start taking
your responsibility seriously. Your mother has paired you with a match, the
Daunt family’s daughter, Moraine. You will complete your Vow ceremony
in five days.”

There it was, the punishment.

Greyson had only met this woman once, and she was as loyal to the
Heart as the President himself. If Maximus wanted to snuff out any doubt of
his son’s loyalties, there was no better pairing than to do just that.

Greyson would’ve rather taken a beating.

“Father, I can’t—" Greyson started in protest, but was silenced with a
stare sharp enough to kill. He nodded his head reluctantly. “Understood.”

Maximus dipped his chin, satisfied. He picked up the gold mask, turned
it in his hands, then met his son’s eyes.

“There is no place for hesitation in this family, Greyson. Or in this city.
If you doubt yourself, you are already lost. If you doubt me—"

He did not finish the sentence. He didn’t need to.

Greyson stood, bowing his head. “I will begin my preparations for the
ceremony.”

Maximus dismissed him with a wave.

Greyson left the room with the same silent steps, but this time the cold in
his stomach radiated outward, into his chest, his hands, his breath. The echo
of his father’s warning ran through him, steady as the electricity humming
through the Heart.

There is no place for hesitation.
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