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1
I covered my mouth with my mother’s shawl and cut through the poisonous ash, ignoring the battered warnings signs. Going past the wall is death. Inhale too much ash and it will kill you. But this wasn’t my first time skirting the laws. I headed away from the purification engines, whose motors filled our town with a constant hum, and climbed the oak tree that had grown too close to the perimeter fence ringing our compound.
As I shuffled out to the tip of a gnarled branch, the buzz of electricity radiating from the fence made the hair on my arm stand up. We didn’t have much electricity in Algrave, but I knew it was dangerous. I gripped the rough bark between my fingers, wobbling slightly as I blinked away a chunk of ash that had gotten stuck in my eyelashes. It wouldn’t harm me in small doses, as long as I didn’t breathe it in. But the ash wasn’t the only thing beyond the fence that could kill me.
My father used to tell me stories about the beasts outside the gates. Rancid breath. Claws as long as my arm. Teeth that could pierce the hardest stone. Their beady red eyes—the last thing you’d see before they ripped you open. Slagpaw, we called them. His stories terrified me when I was young, but it had been years since the last attack. Maybe the elite hunted them to extinction, or maybe they were just a story to scare the village kids from wandering too far into the dark woods. But I wasn’t a child any more, and my father was gone. Besides, it was Festival tonight, and I didn’t want to be late.
I lowered myself down from the branch and dropped into the carefully prepared pile of leaves waiting for me. I nearly broke my ankle the first time I made the journey. This time I rolled, tucking my bow to the side. I brushed myself off and took a deep breath through my shawl. It filtered out the ash while letting in the fresh scent of pine sap. Nocking an arrow, I walked forward silently, my bow ready. My father taught me how to walk without snapping twigs when I was younger. He said it might save my life someday. I never really understood what he meant, and he died before I could ask him.
He left behind a bow he made himself, a hunting knife, and a few basic traps. When I realized my mother planned to sell them, I begged her to let me use them instead. She gave me a month to learn how to hunt. Twenty-eight days later, I came home with my first rabbit. Since then, she’s pretty much given me free rein, as long as I helped put food on the table.
Of course, she didn’t know how far I really needed to go to get meat these days. She thought I stayed within the compound and waited for a really stupid bird or squirrel to wander in. That hadn’t happened in months. I was sick of hearing my little brother complain that he was hungry. He was too young to understand rationing, or why we could never buy the sweet pastries in the market.
My mom did what work she could, but there weren’t exactly a lot of paying jobs in the compounds. At night, she soaked her feet in hot water with herbs, and rubbed the back of her neck. Sometimes I’d catch her staring at the walls and smiling to herself. I think she was secretly looking forward to the choosing ceremony. Not that anybody in our family had ever been chosen, but she could hope. For my part, I was determined to make myself useful in any way that I could. And this could be my last Festival at home with my family. I wanted to make it special.
Twigs snapped behind me and I whirled around, pulling the taut string of my bow to my ear. A buck with magnificent antlers moved slowly through the trees. I’d never killed anything so large before. At least it was an easy target. I held my breath as it turned its three eyes towards me. Radioactive, my father would have said. Whatever that meant. Meat was meat. I steadied my breath, aiming for the front of its body, hoping to hit one of the vital organs.
I was just about to release my arrow when I heard the voices. My eyes widened in surprise and my heart pounded like a drum in my chest. There shouldn’t be anybody else beyond the wall, unless…
Oh, shit.
I ducked just in time to see a group of elites wander into the meadow, laughing and shoving each other. They looked like us, mostly—but I knew they were faster and stronger than any human. And far more dangerous than the creatures in my father’s bedtime stories. Apart from the annual choosing ceremony, and a small team of engineers that came through our village every few months to check the machines, I hadn’t had much interaction with the elite. They all looked young, healthy, and clean in a way the people of my village could never hope to look, as if they took a bath every night and every morning. These ones were wearing richer materials and clothing than I’d ever seen.
One of the elite held a finger up to his mouth. He ran a thin-fingered hand over the long, dark hair slicked back over his ears, then signaled the others to loop around to the other side of a small meadow. I was so sure they smelled me, my heart nearly stopped. I crouched on my toes, preparing to run, but then one of them hollered and chased the buck into the clearing. My buck. The rest of them ran around the animal in circles, terrifying the poor beast. They let it dart around and think it could escape into the woods, before appearing just in front of it again. They moved so fast my eyes could scarcely keep track of them.
The one with dark hair straightened his purple velvet jacket and approached the animal, keeping his arms out to both sides until he was right in front of it. Without warning, he grabbed the buck by the antlers and snapped them both off with a firm twist. As the animal stood there, stunned, he plunged the antlers into either side of the buck, skewering it and sending a spray of blood up over his white shirt and pale face. Then he smiled, licking the blood from the corners of his mouth.
My stomach turned sour as the other elites crowded around the animal. They raised silver chalices to the still-quivering animal, filling their cups with warm blood. One of them found a vein, and latched his teeth around the creature’s neck. He bit down hard, and blood streamed over his lips and chin. I shuddered and took a step backwards.
The leader’s head snapped up, and he looked straight at me with hungry eyes. Before I could even think about running, he was at my side. A cruel smile played on his lips as he glared down at me. Very slowly, he took an embroidered handkerchief out of his dark jacket and wiped the deer’s blood off his face.
“Ready for a new game, boys?” he called.
He lifted me up in one smooth motion and flung me over his shoulders. I pushed and struggled against his body, but it was like trying to move a house; his muscles felt like solid stone. His fingers dug into my flesh as he carried me back towards his friends. I was considering gouging his eye with my thumb when he dumped me on the ground. Probably would have been a stupid move anyway—everyone knew the penalty for physically harming an elite.
“What have you found there, Nigel?” one of his friends asked, brushing back locks of sandy blond hair. Blood spilled from his cup as he gestured towards me, staining the ash-covered soil.
“She may not be as swift as the deer, but I bet she’ll taste much better,” said the third, with shaggy brown hair and leather pants. Each of them were gorgeous, in their own way, but that didn’t make them less terrifying. I’d escaped from the compound and wandered unchaperoned into the wilderness. My heart raced as I thought about all the things they could do to me. And how nobody would even find my body.
“Run,” the one called Nigel commanded, a cruel grin on his lips. His companions spread out in a circle around me. “See if you can get away from us.”
“I can’t,” I protested. “You’re too fast.”
“Now, that’s no way to think,” he replied. His friends laughed as he teased me. “You should have more faith in yourself, a strong young thing like you. I’ll tell you what. We’ll stand over at the edge of the trees, way over here.”
He moved to show me the place he meant, leaving me alone in the center of the clearing. “If you make it to the other side and touch the trunk of any tree, we’ll let you go.”
Looking behind me, I took note of the closest tree. It was only twenty feet or so away. Maybe I could make it. I launched myself up and forced my legs to push harder and faster than I’d ever moved them before. It was no use. I only made it halfway before being flung backwards by an incredible force. I landed where I’d started—breathless and groaning in pain.
“You almost had me that time! Why not try again?” called Nigel from the other side of the meadow. More laughter followed, and I realized they were going to kill me. There were rules against it, of course. Elites weren’t allowed to feed on commons. Not without permission. But we were only protected if we stayed inside the compounds. People would assume I ran away and inhaled too much ash, or got eaten by wild animals. My body would be buried in ash and lost forever. My little brother and sister would think I abandoned them. I couldn’t let that happen.
I could never beat them, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t going to fight back. Gritting my teeth, I slowly pulled my father’s hunting knife out of my boot. I darted forward, hiding the knife in front of my body. When I reached the same place I’d made it to before, I lashed out—just in time to see the blur of a shape moving in front of me. I felt the knife hit its mark and sink into flesh. Another blow sent me flying backwards, but not before I heard a cry of surprise from my tormenter.
“You little bitch!” Nigel exclaimed. He sounded more amused than upset.
“First of all, I’m sure you know that the punishment for attacking an elite with violence is death. Zero exceptions. I was thinking of letting you go—after toying with you for a while, of course—but that’s out of the question now.
“Secondly,” he grabbed me by the hair and forced me to look at his forearm. A large, deep gash from my knife was just beginning to seal itself up. “We heal quickly. Even if you haven’t had much personal experience with our kind, surely you’ve heard the rumors. We’re practically immortal. You can’t hurt us. You, on the other hand….” He brought his fingernails softly down the side of my face, and let one sink into my skin. I felt a drop of blood run down my cheek.
“So soft, so fragile,” he murmured.
His gaze dropped from my chin to my chest, and he brushed away a lock of my dark hair. The neckline of my shirt hung open and my torso was dripping with sweat. There was a flicker in his amber eyes that turned my blood cold. I’d seen that look before from men in the village, when they didn’t know I was looking. Licking his lips, Nigel motioned for his friends to pin me down. I screamed as he tore off my shirt, exposing my bra.
“That’s enough.” A voice tore through the meadow, with such force that the wildflowers bowed their heads. Through my tears, I saw a blurry shape walk into the clearing. The newcomer had a blue jacket and beige pants. He carried himself with the calm confidence of someone who expected to be obeyed.
The other elites backed away, but Nigel held his ground.
“We’re just having some fun, Damien. Of course, you’re welcome to join us…” Nigel smiled.
“She doesn’t look like she’s having fun,” the newcomer said, nodding at me. His hair was light blond, and had a glowing shine to it. “And you’re breaking the law. Commons aren’t to harmed, not without consent. We follow the agreement, just like them. That’s the only way this works.”
“She broke the rules first,” one of the others piped up. “She shouldn’t even be out here.”
The newcomer shot him a piercing look and he dropped his eyes to the ground.
“It’s not as if she was going to tell anyone,” Nigel grumbled. “Besides, who would believe her?”
The one called Damien took a step closer, and I saw muscles tighten under his jacket.
“I won’t let a fool like you ruin a century of progress.”
He kept his voice calm and low, but I could sense the threat behind them.
“We don’t obey you,” the blond one called out, but there was uncertainty in his eyes.
“But you will obey the covenant, and the laws of our people. Or you will face the consequences.”
Damien reached down and grabbed my blouse. He shook off the ash and handed it back to me. I clutched it against my bare skin, then tugged it on awkwardly under the watchful gaze of four powerful elite. When I was done, Damien held out a hand and helped me up. His eyes were vivid blue—the color of the sky I’d never seen—and soft with concern.
“We’re sorry about this, Miss,” he said. “You’re welcome to file a complaint through your community leaders or at the next council meeting.”
Nigel scoffed, glaring at Damien. Then he bared his teeth in a feral snarl.
“This was a mistake,” Nigel said. “You won’t always have your father to protect you.” Then he and the others moved away sullenly, leaving me alone with the stranger. I tugged on my shirt, and clambered to my feet. “I can go?” I asked.
Damien nodded, gesturing with one hand that I was free to leave.
My heart was still pounding in my ears. I knew I should run home immediately, but I hated to return empty-handed. I took two hesitant steps before turning back.
“And the deer?” I asked, nodding at the fresh carcass. I was pushing my luck, but I had to try. Damien raised his dark eyebrows in surprise.
“That deer would feed my whole family for weeks,” I said with a shrug. “I’d rather not leave it here to rot.”
“Could you even carry a buck that big?” The elite crossed his arms, studying the deer, while I studied him. His face was strong, with a proud chin and a straight nose—but his skin looked smooth and soft. If he were human, he might have been a few years older than me.
I picked up my knife and wiped it off against my jeans. “I could cut it into manageable chunks, and make several trips.”
“You’d need me to stand guard,” he frowned. “And I hadn’t exactly planned to babysit.”
My cheeks flushed red. “I can take care of myself,” I lied.
“Right,” Damien laughed. “How was that going for you before I showed up?”
His smile made him twice as handsome, and an aching warmth spread through my body.
“Tell you what,” he said. “I’ll walk you to the fence and throw the deer over. You can dress it once you’re safely inside the compound.”
“I’d be greatly indebted to you,” I said, with an awkward curtsey. I had no idea how I was supposed to behave with him. I’d never been this close to an elite before, and certainly never spoken with one. He smelled like soap and foreign spices that tickled my nose. He walked me back to the fence, carrying the buck easily in one hand. I realized he was holding it out away from him, probably so he wouldn’t get blood on his fine clothes. When we reached the wall, Damien swung the buck over the fence, then watched me as I looped my shawl around the branch I’d dropped from. I hauled myself up until I could reach the limb.
“The perimeter fences are for your safety,” he said, as he watched me scramble across the tree branch and drop down on the other side. “There’s a reason we built the compounds. I’ll send someone to cut this tree down, someone should have noticed it earlier. But if there’s another way out, and you come out here again, I doubt you’ll survive.”
I nodded, my eyes wide and serious. I could feel the gentle buzz of the electric fence between us.
“I never knew an elite could be like you,” I blurted out as he turned away.
He glanced back at me over his shoulder and raised one eyebrow.
“Incredibly dashing?” he smirked. His features were so symmetrical they almost made me dizzy, like two perfect halves adding up to something more than a whole. His blue eyes were like an anchor, grounding me against the tumbling sensation in my stomach.
“Kind,” I said.
He frowned then, and his eyes stormed over.
“Don’t expect it to happen again. Nigel’s not one to forgive a slight easily, and next time, I won’t be there to save you. Oh and, you’d better clean yourself up before going home.”
I frowned as I looked down at myself, half covered in mud, sweat and tears—along with a few dark stains of blood. Great first impression. Before I had a chance to respond, Damien headed back towards the woods. I watched him until he disappeared into the ash. My body was buzzing uncomfortably, the way it did when I was in danger. Only this time it wasn’t just from the electric fence.
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It wasn’t until I was alone that I felt my lungs burning. I’d breathed too much ash, but renewal was in three days. I would just have to survive until then. I wheezed my way home, suddenly exhausted after this morning’s ordeal.
“Sweet Mercy!” my mom said when I appeared in the doorway. My clothes and face were covered in blood, and I was lugging an enormous flank of deer across my shoulder. “I haven’t seen an animal like that in twenty years. Not since your father and I were young. Where on earth—”
“I had to walk for miles before I caught its tracks,” I said.
“But how did the poor thing get through the fence?” she asked.
“I don’t know,” I said, shrugging my shoulders. “Must have jumped.”
She looked in both directions before ushering me in. I wasn’t one of the licensed hunters, so technically I didn’t have the right to hunt on public land. As long as I was just feeding my family, nobody really cared, but a catch this big was hard to ignore.
“I’ll start cooking this up,” she said as I heaved the carcass onto the kitchen table. She tied an apron around her blue dress and pulled her dark hair into a ponytail.
“There’s more out by the fence,” I said.
“Jamie!” she called. “Go help your sister carry the meat in.”
My little brother poked his head down the stairs. His hair was golden blond, just like my little sister Loralie. I was the black sheep of the family. Not only several years older than my siblings, but my hair is tangled and dark, like a spider’s web or a bird’s nest. Mom said I should try brushing it, instead of climbing trees and getting in trouble.
“That’s alright,” I replied before he could come down. “I’ll grab Trev. He’ll be able to carry more.”
“Wash your face first,” Mom instructed, handing me a wet rag. “You’ll scare the neighbors.” I winced as I ran the cloth over the cut on my cheek. I had a bruise on my stomach as big as an eggplant from where Nigel punched me, and his fingers had left marks on my arms. I changed shirts and pulled on a long-sleeve jacket, before heading back outside
I knocked on the door of the third house down the street and waited impatiently. Trevor’s father was the town blacksmith, and the two of us had been best friends since we were little. He spent most of his days fishing the small stream that came through our land, and we often traded fish for pheasants and rabbits at the town’s market. I grinned as he opened the door, filling the frame with his broad shoulders.
“I’ve got something for you,” I told him, “but you’re going to have to help me carry it.”
“Rabbit?” he asked, pushing his dark hair away from his eyes.
“Better,” I grinned.
He grabbed his jacket, then followed me through town. It took us five minutes to clear the residential area; neat rows of cottages and cabins that were constructed after the Culling.
Trev gasped when he saw the kill.
“What did you tell your mom?” he asked, eyes wide. “No way a buck that big could have squeezed through the fence.”
“Willful ignorance,” I said. “She’s not that interested in where I go.”
“It’s a shame the antlers broke off. This would have made one hell of a trophy. Where did you shoot it?” he asked, checking the body. “How many arrows did it take to bring it down?”
“It’s complicated,” I said lamely, clasping my fingers together in front of me.
Trev ran his fingers over the flank and froze when he reached the neck.
“These are bite marks,” he murmured, turning white. Then he spun around and grabbed me by the shoulders. “Did they see you?” he demanded.
I shook my head, but kept my eyes down so he wouldn’t read the lie off my face.
“I was careful. They were just hunting it for sport, and they left the body.”
Trev clenched his hands into fists and squeezed them together. I knew he was trying to keep from shouting at me. I don’t know how many times he’d made me promise not to go over the fence without him. He lifted my chin to study the scratch on my cheek.
“You could have been killed,” he said softly. I was startled to hear his voice shake a little. “If anybody knew you were past the barrier, if they found out… you could be flogged. Or worse.”
“You know meat’s been scarce lately. And with Festival tonight, I just wanted to give them something to remember me by.”
“You’re not going anywhere.” Trev’s voice rumbled in his chest, almost like a growl.
Trev reached down and took my hand in his, rubbing his thumb gently over my knuckles. I lowered my eyes, unable to meet the intensity of his gaze.
“I need you to be more careful. If anything happened to you—”
He stared down at me with warm eyes, and I felt my skin tingle. Heat flushed my cheeks when he leaned in closer, our breaths mingling. But just as he was about to kiss me, I shoved him away and punched him on the shoulder, laughing. It was fake and strained, sure, but it was better than the alternative.
Trev forced a chuckle, brushing a lock of curly brown hair away from his face, but I could tell he was annoyed. I knew how he felt about me. How could I not? Sure, I’d noticed the changes in him these last two years—I wasn’t blind. Sometimes when he helped his dad in the shop, his strong arms pounding a sledgehammer onto red-hot rods of metal, his sculpted abs would drip with sweat. I’ll admit I’ve had… inappropriate thoughts. But I wasn’t sure I was ready to risk our friendship.
Besides, even if we wanted to be together, we didn’t have the right to make that decision. Relationships in the compound were forbidden until after the choosing. Why even get our hopes up if it could all be taken away? Trev helped carry the meat back, then kissed my mom on the cheek while stealing a piece of her famous apple crumble pie. He winked at me as she chased him out the door with a wooden spoon. Then she frowned at my appearance and pointed upstairs. Most days I wore my dad’s old trousers, but tonight was Festival, the biggest holiday of the year. We didn’t have many occasions to get dressed up, and I knew my mom wanted me to look nice. Normally I’d resist, but this could be my last Festival at home, and I’d do anything to make my mother happy.
After showering, I put on my favorite dress and dabbed just a hint of red lipstick on my lips for color. I rarely wore makeup, but it looked great with the green fabric. It was the same dress I wore last year, but the fabric was only slightly frayed. I’d grown so quickly this would probably be the last time I could wear it before handing it down to Loralie, my little sister. My pale skin looked almost white against the forest green dress, and dark circles from weeks of disturbed sleep made my eyes look unnaturally large.
I’d always looked forward to Festival. There would be lights, firecrackers, apple pie and ice cream. Games and dancing. But this year was different. I felt a knot in my stomach, and chewed on my bottom lip. Only the prettiest girls got chosen, I told myself. I knew I was too thin and tall—all knees and elbows. But I hated the uncertainty. This could be my last night in the compound. My last night with my friends and family, and the only life I had ever known. I sighed, then went downstairs to help my mom finish setting up the table in front of our house. It was no use worrying about what I couldn’t control.
Jamie and Loralie were already running around the meadow, involved in some game that involved sticks and ribbons. Trev whistled when he saw me, and I rolled my eyes at him. He had repaired the buck’s head with screws and steel wire, and the magnificent antlers stood proudly from the table in front of our house. We were roasting the meat on a spit; fat dripped into the coals, releasing the delicious smell of crushed herbs and garlic. It would probably feed two hundred people. We weren’t a wealthy family, and in some previous years we’d had a disappointing showing. It was nice to feel like we were actually contributing this year.
At Festival, each family put out an array of prepared dishes, and everybody shared and sampled. For wealthier families, it was a chance to show off. For poorer families, a chance to eat delicacies they could only dream about the rest of the year. The council members also used Festival as a way to keep track of how the households were doing, so that they could assess rations. 10% of each family’s income went to the council, and they could save it, store it or redistribute it as necessary. We had lean months, but nobody went hungry.
There were 2,735 people in Algrave. I knew the exact number because population was monitored, and each compound never exceeded 3,000 people. A large sign near the front gates was updated daily to account for births and deaths. As long as there were no problems, the elites mostly left us alone to manage ourselves. Travel was forbidden, though special access passes could be obtained for trade, study or in rare cases, marriage—which left some room for interaction and communication between different compounds. And there were dozens of compounds. I didn’t know how many. My father told me once he’d been to three others in his life. There were some small differences in dress and food, he said, but they were pretty much the same. The whine of the purification machines; the neat rows of houses; the electric fence to keep out predators.
I turned towards the stage at the sound of music playing through the speakers, just in time to see Mayor Thompson grab a microphone. A moment later, his voice boomed over the crowd.
“Welcome, everyone, to the Ninety-Eighth Annual Festival of Algrave!” People started cheering and clapping their hands. “Please join me in the Pledge of Allegiance.”
I put my right hand over my heart and recited it from memory, along with everyone else.
“I pledge allegiance to the kingdom, which was founded for my protection. I’m thankful for the covenant between our two races, which saved my humanity, and the elixir that restores my body. Peace, health, and life—for all.” Trevor stood beside me, and I noticed his arms were crossed. I nudged him with my elbow, and he raised a hand to his heart, but kept his lips tightly pressed together. Sure, life wasn’t perfect in Algrave, but the purification engines kept the compound free of ash, and the weekly renewal ceremony prevented sickness. Everyone knew the alternative was death. With the poisonous ash and the mutant creatures that roamed the wilderness, living in the compound was the only way for humans to survive. What other choice was there?
There were several minor announcements, but nothing formal—the Festival was a celebration, not a pageant. That would come tomorrow. Enjoying the excitement, I wandered around with Jamie and Loralie, looking at all the decorated tables and grabbing handfuls of food. We’d already made one loop around the main square, and were about to get in line for cinnamon crisps, when I saw Trevor talking with a man I didn’t recognize. I started to wave, but something about their posture made me hesitate. They stood in the shadows next to a barn, almost like they didn’t want to be seen. I knew everyone in Algrave, but I’d never seen this bearded stranger. He was wearing a long coat that seemed thicker than necessary, and a knitted cap lined with fur with flaps that covered his ears. Was he from another compound? How did Trev know him? I watched him dig into his pocket, then hand something to Trev. I saw the glint of metal changing hands just before someone slammed into my shoulder.
Jessica’s eyes lit up when she saw me, but not because we were friends. Her father was on the city council, and she was easily the prettiest girl in the compound. I usually went out of my way to avoid Jessica and her sidekicks.
“Nice dress, Emily,” she sneered. “I remember it from last year. But don’t worry, it totally looks great on you. Nobody else would know how old it is. Looking forward to tomorrow? I for one can’t wait to get out of this place.”
Jessica was wearing a pink dress that looked brand new—it must have been traded in one of the other compounds. Her blond hair fell in perfect tangles around her pear shaped face. Of course she’d get chosen.
“At least you can look forward to staying in the compound, hunting rabbits or whatever. I guess the blood is the only way to cover your hands.”
She’d been teasing me about my birthmarks for years—red splotches that ran from my wrists to the ends of my fingertips. They looked like stains from picking berries, but more angular, like thorns. Birthmarks were fairly common in the compound, but mine were more visible than most. She wasn’t wrong though, what kind of elite would choose a girl with such an obvious defect?
Like usual, I wished for a snappy comeback but came up empty. Only this time it was worse, because the ash in my lungs made me feel like I couldn’t breathe, like I was choking on my own tongue. I was saved when my best friend Amber interrupted us.
“See you later, sweeties—hopefully never.” She steered me away from Jessica’s glare as I went into a coughing fit. Amber handed me a glass of blackberry wine, and I took a few gulps to clear my throat.
“Nervous about tomorrow?” she asked, shoving a scone in her mouth. I loved that she wasn’t worried about her figure the day before choosing—she was obviously more interested in the sweets than in going to the citadel of lights. I plucked an extra scone off her plate and tore it apart with my fingers. It was soft and sweet, with just a hint of bitter from the sesame seeds.
“I don’t know,” I shrugged. “Maybe.” I was under no delusions that I was going to get picked. This was Algrave, after all. Maybe one out of every ten girls in Algrave got chosen, and this year there were forty-five of us. I wasn’t even very pretty, in comparison. Honestly, I was more nervous about what would happen after the ceremony. I’d be expected to make big decisions that would determine the rest of my life. I wasn’t ready to map out my whole future.
When the band began to play, Amber grabbed my arm and dragged me out to the dance floor. She spun me around, her curly red hair bouncing in the lights. We let the music surround us, and I felt it invade my senses, as if my entire world consisted of notes and chords. The lights were blurry, and I knew I’d had too much wine, but I was having too much fun to stop. When the song changed, Loralie, Jamie and I joined hands and spun in circles. Then Trev joined in. We laughed until I couldn’t breathe, and fell down exhausted into the grass.
I landed on Trev, and lay there for a while, cushioned in the grass with Trev’s warm arm supporting my head and the world spinning. A few kids ran by with sparklers, just as the fireworks show began. They were so beautiful, and the music was so touching, that I felt my eyes tear up. Even though I didn’t think I would be picked, it still felt like I was saying goodbye.
Trev glanced over at me, then jumped up and grabbed my hand. He hauled me up and put an arm around my waist, pulling me closer.
“What are you doing?” I asked, a smile curving the corners of my lips. The blackberry wine was making me bold.
“Just one dance, before…”
Instead of resisting, I leaned into him, resting my head on his chest. I could give him this, at least. We spun slowly in time to the music, a melancholy song that made me burst with longing. Maybe it was the wine, or the song, or the anxiety of what tomorrow would bring, but when he reached down and lifted my chin, I didn’t pull away.
His kiss was soft and gentle, as I knew it would be. It made me feel safe and warm.
“I know I’m supposed to wait until tomorrow,” he said, holding up something small and shiny.
“But tomorrow you’ll have a dozen suitors with gold rings better than this one. They’ll be lining up at your door. So, I thought, before you get any ideas about marrying someone smarter, or richer, or better looking… I better make an effort.”
For just a moment, I let myself sink into the familiar daydream. Me and Trevor married, raising children in Algrave. It would be a simple, happy life. He’d take over his father’s shop. I’d continue hunting—he was probably the only man in the compound who wouldn’t expect me to spend all day cooking and cleaning. His proposal didn’t surprise me, and really, there was nobody else I would seriously consider marrying.
But he didn’t have the right. Not until tomorrow. Not until after the choosing.
“If I’m still here tomorrow,” I said, slowly running my hands up his chest to pat his shoulders, “I promise… to think about it.” I smirked at him.
Rolling his eyes, he kissed me again, but we took it no further.
The laws were strict. I had to keep myself pure until the choosing.
Just then there was a loud bang and a flash of light. I thought it was just another firework at first, but then I heard the shouts. Trev and I ran towards the noise. A crowd was already gathering around the wooden stage that was set up for the ceremony tomorrow. Flames licked its wooden support beams, and a large charred hole swallowed up half of the stairs.
Beside me, Trev’s mouth was pulled tight, but there was a flicker of something else in his eyes.
I saw my mom at the edge of the crowd, with a hand up to her heart. She was standing unsteadily. Before I could reach her, she collapsed to the side onto the ground.
“Mom!” I yelled. I pushed through the crowd, until we reached my mother.
“She’s breathing,” Trev said. “And her pulse is strong.”
“Let’s get her home,” I said.
Trev lifted her up, and we headed quickly towards our house. We’d just reached the front porch when she opened her eyes.
“I’m fine,” she said. “Trevor, put me down, please.”
Trev placed her gently on the sofa and I covered her up with a blanket. She looked thinner than I remembered. Why hadn’t I noticed earlier?
“What happened?” I asked, squeezing her palm.
“Just all the excitement I guess,” she said. “I must have fainted.”
I bit my lip but didn’t say anything, at least not in front of Trevor. My mom was usually up before I was, and I’d never seen her faint before. She assured us she was fine, then shooed Trevor out of the house so I could get my “beauty rest” before the ceremony tomorrow.
“Are you sure you’re okay?” I asked.
“Never better,” she said, with a smile that didn’t reach her eyes.
“Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine. Tomorrow’s a big day for you. For all of us. Try and get some rest.”
I wanted to push further, but I knew she wouldn’t tell me anything. Not tonight. I headed upstairs to my room in the attic, crouching under the low ceiling to reach my bed. I’d been dreading the choosing for months, and usually tried not to think about it. On the eve of the big day, however, I couldn’t ignore it any longer. What if I was chosen tomorrow? My family would be taken care of for life, but it didn’t seem fair that Trev and I couldn’t just decide to be together, if some elite claimed me for his own instead.
The citadel of lights was as much a fairytale as my father’s monsters, something promised to all little girls. Be good and you’ll get chosen and move to the citadel of lights. Be naughty and the slagpaw will get you. I wondered how much of the stories I heard were based on reality. The girls chosen almost never returned to talk about it. But living with an elite, being married to one? I couldn’t even imagine it. Reaching up, I brushed my lips with my fingers, remembering Trev’s soft kisses. A future with him never scared me.
Suddenly, my mind flashed to a set of mesmerizing blue eyes, wondering what it would be like to kiss the lips they belonged to. I blushed at the thought. Before today, I’d been terrified of the elite, but I’d never met one like Damien before. And the fact that I couldn’t stop thinking about him was seriously confusing. What did that mean for whatever I felt about Trev? I’d known him my whole life, and I was comparing him to someone I’d only known a day. As I drifted into a fitful dreams of soft lips and blue skies, I was no longer entirely sure I wanted to be overlooked at the choosing.
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My mother surprised me in the morning with a parcel on the foot of my bed, wrapped with twine. Inside was a new gown, in lightweight scarlet fabric that felt like air. It must have taken her years to save up for it. And the dress wasn’t the only surprise—from downstairs I could smell bacon and coffee. When my father was alive, we’d have them every week before renewal, but it had been months since mom could afford to make what she called a proper breakfast. She must have traded some of the deer meat.
I let the scents pull me downstairs. My mom had a frantic smile, which was both excited and nervous. She piled food onto my plate and set me down by my brother and sister. Thankfully, nobody felt like talking about the ceremony. My brother was old enough to know that it meant I might be leaving, and he seemed sullen. My sister was too young to worry about the future, and was still buzzing from last night’s festivities, and counting up all the hard candies she’d been given.
After breakfast, mom filled the tub with buckets of hot water so I could soak, and helped me try on the dress. The smooth fabric fit like a second skin, but was so light it made me feel naked and exposed. I didn’t have any fancy shoes like I’d seen Jessica wear, so I put on a pair of leather sandals instead of my usual boots. Mom frowned at the scrape on my cheek and the bruises on my arm. She tried to cover them up with an old jar of foundation.
“You couldn’t go a week without hurting yourself, could you?”
“I didn’t hear you complaining when I brought home the deer last night,” I snapped.
“I know,” she sighed. “It hasn’t been easy since your father died. I just wanted this day to be perfect for you. It’s a big moment, possibly the biggest in your life.”
“Thanks,” I said. “No pressure or anything. I don’t even know if I want this.”
“Luckily, it’s not up to you. We have a lot of blessings in Algrave, but our safety comes with sacrifice. Whatever happens, we’re proud of you,” my mom said, as she was fixing up my hair. “You’ve grown up into a beautiful young woman, I know your father would be proud.”
She hugged me and I bit back a tear, then before I knew it we were out the door heading towards the front gates around with the rest of our neighbors. Amber found me in the crowd and grabbed my hand. She was also dressed up, more so than I’d ever seen her, in a purple dress with sequins. The crowds parted around us as we made it to the front to watch the elites arrive with their vehicles. I’d seen the procession before of course, but always from the crowd. This year would be different. As one of the girls who turned seventeen in the past year, I would be called up on stage.
Only a few would be chosen. There were far more commons than elites, and the elites had dozens of other compounds to visit in this region. They didn’t have to choose this year, either—they had a ten year period in which to make their selection. Because the elites lived so long, they were also allowed to pick a new partner every ten years. There would be a one-month trial period before a formal ceremony in the capital, and then a ten-year partnership. After that, they’d either turn their partners into an elite, in what they called an ascension ceremony, keep them on as human mates, or send them back to their families.
“Over one-hundred years ago, mankind was dying.” The crowd hushed as the voice thundered over the crowd. “Their violence and bloodlust had caused centuries of war. Nuclear conflict scorched the skies, killing billions. Genetically engineered pathogens were accidentally released in the destruction, mutating the remaining survivors into grotesque beasts. We call this the Culling; when humanity was brought to the brink of extinction. But then a group of scientists trying to find a cure, discovered something else—something much more powerful. A potion for immortality, a sacred gift with miraculous qualities. They had discovered the elixir.”
The speaker raised up a small crystal vial and the crowd oohed and aahed on cue. I could tell he was an elite from the way he carried himself; that effortless movement, the fluid confidence. He also looked vaguely familiar from last year. I’d heard this story before, of course. It was repeated practically word for word at every choosing ceremony.
“What they could not foresee, however,” the elite continued, “was that every gift comes with a price. The elixir caused rapid healing and cellular regeneration, halted the aging process completely, cured disease and even made one immune to the poisonous ash. But it did this at the expense of the host. The regenerative properties of the elixir demanded fresh blood to complete its simple programming… and the thirst became great.”
“Those treated were stronger and faster than any ordinary human, but they needed blood to survive. Human trafficking became rampant, as fathers sold whole families to elites in exchange for a bit of the life-saving elixir. Communities of humans worked together to trap and butcher elites, then drain them of their healing blood. Governments toppled, powerless to stop the bloodshed, and the race wars began. The elites and the commons slaughtered each other for decades.”
All of this was taught in history class. We had mandatory schooling until we were thirteen. But the elite was a masterful story-teller, and held the audience rapt with attention.
“The elites went into hiding, their numbers fewer and fewer, until at last the great King Richard brought all the elites together and made peace with the humans. King Richard, in his magnificence, built the purification engines, and invited the humans to live in gated communities around the elite stronghold, the citadel of light. Free from the poisonous ash and the monsters beyond the gates, humans could live in health and harmony. A covenant was struck between King Richard and the first settlers, ensuring mutual benefits to both races. The elite would provide government, organization, law, and structure. The compounds would provide work, art and craft, and manpower. The covenant was sealed with the exchange of blood. Humans living in the compounds would provide blood willingly to the elite, while the elites would give inhabitants a single drop of elixir each week during renewal, to keep them strong and healthy. Violence between the races was forbidden.”
“In return, to cement mutual trust and remind us of our pact, it was decided that each elite will choose a human companion. This union serves to remind us of our humanity, and to quench the rage of our thirst. Now, we live together in harmony, as partners. The two races, complimenting each other and helping one another. Live together, or die apart.”
The crowd repeated the last line, dutifully reciting the motto of our Kingdom. My lips moved, but no sound came out. Amber squeezed my hand, and then it was time. The mayor stepped forward and began calling names. My heart pounded when he got to mine. Emily Sharrow. I somehow moved my legs forward and started climbing the stairs with trembling knees. The scorched wood from the night before had already been replaced with new boards. I was so fixated on them, I nearly stumbled over my new dress.
I joined the rest of the girls and lined up on stage. My eyes sought out my family in the crowd. My mother looked happier than I’d ever seen her. I forced myself to remember that she wasn’t trying to get rid of me, she was just doing what she felt was best for our family. If I were chosen, she would have one less mouth to feed. I would live in the citadel of lights, in luxury and comfort, and never have to work again. She, meanwhile, along with my brother and sister, would get special treatment and allocation of resources, which would include moving to a larger house.
For her sake, I’d get through this. I knew I should be more excited at the idea of being swept off my feet by a handsome suitor. Most girls would give anything to get picked by an elite. I was curious, sure, but more nervous than eager, and I hated being all dressed up and on display. Staying in Algrave was easy. It’s what I knew. I loved Trev, like a brother maybe, but so what? We could be happy together. It could be a good life. I tried to convince myself, but felt a familiar anxiety at the idea of staying in Algrave. If I didn’t get chosen, I’d spend the rest of my life within these gates. Part of me longed for more, for my life to mean something. And after yesterday, the idea of getting chosen lit me up with feelings I’d never experienced before. I glanced over at the line of elites, trying to catch a glimpse of Damien’s blond hair.
My rosy daydreams were shattered when I saw Nigel on the side of the platform, huddled with his entourage from yesterday. There were about a dozen elites on the stage, but he stood out, with his slicked back hair and dark eyebrows. Our eyes connected and he leered at me.
My blood froze and my heart pounded in my chest. I gagged as I remembered him forcing himself on top of me. I would rather die than be his consort. My eyes swept over the elites desperately, looking again for Damien, but he was nowhere to be seen.
“Prince Hartmann” the announcer called, looking to his left. “First choice goes to you.”
I gaped when Damien stepped forward, wearing a dark suit and a regal red cape that hung to his knees. It was lined with fur and sported the royal crest of the Hartmann line. He’d been sitting in a sculpted chair in the back, which explained why I hadn’t seen him before.
My pulse caught in my throat. He was right there. He could actually choose me. Damien scanned the line of girls, frowning thoughtfully. His eyes landed on me, and for just a moment, I allowed myself to hope. I even let my lips lift in the slightest of smiles, hoping Trev wouldn’t see. It had only been a day, but if Damien recognized me at all, he gave no indication. He merely waved his hand and turned his back on all of us.
My heart dropped into my stomach. I stared at the ground, trying to hide my crushing disappointment. Of course he didn’t want me. He was an elite. And the most beautiful boy I’d ever seen. And a prince. But whatever. I didn’t want to be chosen anyway.
The announcer called the next elite, continuing the ceremony, and a man with a long nose and blue paisley shirt stepped forward. This one took more time, examining each girl closely, like he was choosing a cut of beef. I sighed with relief when he passed me.
As each elite examined and then discarded the line of girls on display, I relaxed more and more. The crowd, however, began to grumble. It would be insulting to our compound’s honor if none of the girls got chosen this year. The fourth elite, however, chose a girl named Mary and the crowd erupted in cheers. The elite raised Mary’s hand up to his lips and kissed it. She blushed and smiled, then clasped her hands in front of her, overcome with emotion. The crowd hooted and clapped. I’d never been very close with her, but I was glad for her happiness. Mary took her seat with an air of satisfaction, and the crowd finally quieted.
There were only a few more to go now. Soon this whole ordeal would be behind me and my life would go back to normal. I’d return to my family for a while, then marry Trev and get a house of our own. Everything would work out for the best. Finding him in the crowd, I smiled down at him and gave a little wave. Trev grinned back at me, holding Loralie up so she could see the stage.
Then suddenly my view was replaced by a sneer and dark, oily hair. Nigel.
He wasn’t unattractive, of course. None of them were. His features were chiseled and strong—he resembled an actor from the movie-pictures the council set up on the weekends. But when he looked at me, slowly drawing his eyes down my body, I felt sick to my stomach.
I stared at my feet, trying to ignore him, but it was no use. Nigel reached up and lifted my chin, forcing me to look him in the eyes. He smiled, then brushed one long finger across my lips.
No. Please God, no! I screamed inside my head. My knees trembled, and I felt like I was about to pass out and fall off the stage. The corner of his lip curled slightly. He knew the effect he had on me, and he liked it.
“This one,” he called loudly, seizing my hand and holding it up to his lips. Then he leaned in close and whispered into my ear, “I can’t wait to get you to my room and tear you to pieces. Then I’ll heal you and do it again.”
He bowed and presented me with a red rose, the symbol of his choice. I knew my duty. I was supposed to accept it. But my body went rigid, horrified by what was happening around me. I considered throwing myself off the stage—it looked high enough. If I landed the wrong way, I might be able to break my own neck. I’m sure it would be less painful than what Nigel had in store for me.
Through the tears building at the rims of my eyes, I found my mother in the crowd. She was crying too, but hers were tears of joy and pride. Our neighbors were congratulating her with hugs and pats on the back. If I died right now, my family would get nothing. If I was going to kill myself, the least I could do was wait until after the ceremony was finished. I took a deep breath, forcing myself to regain control.
Nigel’s grin was triumphant as I reached for the rose with trembling fingers.
“I invoke my right to claim,” said a calm, but firm voice from the side of the stage. My head whipped around, and my jaw dropped as Damien pushed to the front of the group of elites.
Right to claim? What the hell?
There were murmurs from the crowd and commotion from the other elites. Mayor Thompson was fumbling through his paperwork, looking almost comically dumbfounded.
“It’s too late for that!” Nigel yelled, stomping his foot. Both his hands clenched into fists. “You had your chance, Hartmann. You passed. She is mine now and I’ll do with her whatever I like!”
Damien didn’t even raise an eyebrow, but the others shrunk away from him, as if his mere presence were a threat. “As the Crowned Prince of the Hartmann line, I can make my selection of any chosen at any time, before the partnership is consummated, as long as I have the permission of the chosen in question. Right, Tobias?”
“Yes, um…that’s right of course,” the announcer stammered. “Although, I don’t think it’s ever been used before.” His eyes darted back and forth between Nigel and Damien, like he was expecting to have to step between them. Were two elites seriously going to start fighting over me?
I gasped as Damien’s bright blue eyes fixed me with a penetrating stare. Any kindness he’d shown before was gone. Now, he just looked annoyed. Angry even.
“Do you consent?” he demanded, his voice like steel.
I gaped at him, speechless. How had my life come to this? Last night, it felt like the world was full of possibilities. Now, I was being forced to choose between a man who seemed completely disinterested in me, and a man who only wanted to cause me pain.
Disinterest it was. I nodded my head. “I…yes, I consent.” I said, not entirely sure what I was consenting to. Instinctively, I searched the crowd for Trev again, but immediately wished I hadn’t. Before that moment, I didn’t know so much grief and anger could exist in one person at the same time. Glaring at me, he removed Loralie from his shoulders before disappearing into the crowd. I bit my lip to stem the guilt flooding through me.
“Then it’s settled,” the announcer declared. “Nigel…do you wish to choose from among the other young ladies of Algrave?”
“No, dammit!” Nigel yelled, stamping his foot against the stage so hard the platform trembled beneath us. It was like watching Jamie throw a tantrum when he was a toddler. In a grown elite, it was much more unnerving. Nigel gripped my arm so tight I was sure he would leave a bruise.
“This isn’t over,” he grunted, his voice hardly more than a hiss in my ear. “Watch yourself, human.” Then he shoved passed me. Shaking, I sat down in my chair, staring at my hands. I was in shock. I hardly heard the rest of the ceremony. My tears blurred my vision as I stared down at the ugly stains on my hands. When I was little I used to look for patterns in them, meaning of some kind. But I knew the truth now. There was no meaning, no purpose to my life. The remaining elite took turns making their selections. I vaguely heard that Jessica had been chosen, and then the ceremony was over. Tomorrow, after renewal, I’d be claimed, and move with Prince Damien to the citadel of light.
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I practically ran home after the ceremony. If one more person got in my way to congratulate me, I was going to punch them. I locked myself in my room and stripped off the stupid dress. I tossed it into a drawer and glared at it, as if it was the reason I’d been chosen. Who knows, maybe it had been—no elite would want me if they saw the way I really looked. Then I remembered, Damien had seen me. Climbing a tree in my dirty clothes, after nearly getting myself killed. And he’d still chosen me, though from the scowl he’d given me, he wasn’t happy about it.
I changed into my most comfortable clothes—jeans and a black sweater—before pulling on my boots. I wanted to feel like myself again, if only for one last day. I heard the door open downstairs as my family came in, and realized I hadn’t said goodbye to Amber. Shit, I should have waited for her. I should have consoled her for not getting picked.
Mom raised an eyebrow at me when I came downstairs in my regular clothes, but she didn’t say anything. I could read her thoughts, anyway—you’re wearing that? The night after choosing, the village had a potluck to share all the leftover food from Festival. The mood was tempered by the results of the ceremony. Three of us had been chosen today. Apparently, the last time that happened was twenty years ago. The whole town was elated. Neighbors kept dropping by and giving us more food. My little siblings’ eyes grew bigger as pies, cakes, and peach cobblers stacked up on our kitchen table, and the gathering spilled out into the street in front of our house.
All I wanted to do was go out and find Amber and Trevor, to say goodbye, but my mother wouldn’t let me out of her sight. And it was her last night with me as well. I hated being the center of attention, but the suspicious glances I got were even worse. A lot of the villagers had never really looked at me until today, and they were surprised to see my casual clothes and muddy boots. Their eyes lingered over the dark stains on my palms and fingers.
I heard a young girl whisper, “How did she get chosen?”
Finally I saw Amber and jumped up to hug her.
“Thank God you’re here,” I said. “I’ve been going crazy.”
“I can’t imagine. Getting chosen by two elites? That never happens. Who are you?”
She smiled, but I knew her well enough to see the pain in her eyes. She was still in her purple dress, which seemed sad now that she’d been rejected. For the remaining girls, however, tonight was the beginning of their new lives as women—they were officially free to date and find a husband.
“I wish we were going together,” I said.
“Don’t worry, I’m sure you and Jessica will have loads of fun.”
She laughed when I made a face. I grabbed her a cup of wine and we sat down on a hanging bench under a dogwood tree across from my house. It was close enough that my mother could still see me, but far enough from the crowd that we could speak freely. White blossoms from the tree scattered around us, creating a soft carpet with a sweet floral scent.
“If it makes you feel any better, I heard she’s livid that you got chosen before her.”
“Nothing could make me feel better,” I said. I didn’t realize how tragic I sounded until I saw a flash of anger on her face.
“Oh yeah, moving into a palace with a handsome prince. Your life totally sucks.”
I frowned. I’d been expecting more sympathy. I mean, sure I hadn’t told her everything that had happened in the woods, so she had no idea what was really going on. But a little support would be nice.
“I’m just nervous, alright? I never expected to get picked.”
“That’s what makes this so annoying,” she sighed. “I mean, you have Trev, and then you get chosen. And you don’t even want it. You don’t want any of it. But I still love you, and I don’t want to fight,” she said. “Not on our last night together.”
“Don’t say that,” I said. “I might be back in a month. I don’t even know if I’ll make it through the trial period. I heard they have all kinds of tests and challenges.”
“You better,” she said, pinching my arm, “because I want to see the citadel. What good is having a best friend get chosen if she doesn’t bring you with her for a visit?
“You think they’d let me do that?” I asked.
“I’ve heard of it happening before. If you please your husband, and prove yourself a worthy consort. Once you’re married, you’ll be a citizen and will have more power—not to mention you’ll be wealthier than anyone in the village. Oh my god, since you’re marrying a prince, will that make you a princess? Or a queen?” Her eyes bulged with excitement, and I giggled at the image.
“Here, hold this,” she said, shoving her drink into my hands. She grabbed a handful of twigs and white blossoms and weaved them into a rudimentary crown. I spun in a circle, pretending to wave a magic wand, like I was a fairy in one of the stories her mother told us when we were younger. She laughed, until I stumbled, and then bent over in another coughing fit. My lungs were getting worse.
“You went outside the fence again, didn’t you?” Amber said, shaking her head.
“I’ll be fine tomorrow,” I said. “But I should probably get some sleep. I just have to talk with Trev first.”
“That might be hard,” she said. “I saw him a couple hours ago and he was already drunk. He’s probably passed out in an alley by now.”
My eyes widened at that news. I hadn’t seen Trevor go on a bender for years, since we finished off a bottle of gin together and he’d puked his guts out afterwards.
“Take care.” Amber gave me a long hug, then walked briskly away without saying goodbye. I knew she didn’t want me to see her cry. I slipped from my mother’s gaze and headed towards the center square. From the sound of the music and voices, half the town was already there. I searched the crowd for Trevor but didn’t see him. I saw a friend of his though, jumping around among the spinning circles of people. I shoved through the dancing bodies and shouted his name.
“Will!”
His face was flushed from exertion and his eyes glazed from drink, but a wide smile covered his freckled face when he saw me. He grabbed me by the waist and started twirling me around. His hands were sweaty in mine as he swung me in circles. He was scrawny but knew his way around a dance floor.
“Where’s Trev?” I hollered in his ear.
The music was so loud, he still couldn’t hear me. “What?”
“Trev!”
Understanding, Will turned and pointed to the far side of the square. I squinted, and could just make out someone leaning on a hay bale by the beverage tent. I threaded my way through the crowd, but when I got to the edge of the dance floor, the figure stood. He swayed, then staggered forward a few steps. One of the lights illuminated Trev’s muscular frame, reflecting off the near-empty bottle clenched in his fist. It was the expression on his face, however, that stopped me cold.
In all the years I had known him, I had never seen such a mix of anger and sadness on his face. For the first time since the choosing, I realized how much my leaving would cost him. He loved me. I knew he did. And I hated that I was forced to break his heart. As if reading my thoughts, Trev scowled and a look of hatred passed through his eyes. I jerked backward like I’d been slapped. He’d never looked at me that way before. Not once.
Trev’s lips pressed together in a thin line, and in the orange lights from the Festival, his face appeared almost cruel. Taking one last drink from the bottle, he glared at me before chucking it to the ground in a clatter of glass. Then he turned and walked away.
I stepped over the shards of glass, feeling like they were pieces of my broken heart. Trevor was my best friend. We’d been through so much together over the years. I didn’t want to leave things like this. I stalked after him, peering into dark doorways and alleys, but he’d vanished. I couldn’t believe he was actually hiding from me, on my last night in Algrave. I realized how much I needed to talk with someone, and explain everything that had happened over the last few days. Trevor was my go-to confidant, and I felt even more lost without him.
Besides, why was he so angry with me? It’s not like I had any choice. It was an honor to get chosen, and even if I didn’t exactly cherish the idea, I’d still do my duty as a citizen of Algrave. Why was he acting like this was my fault somehow? After awhile I gave up searching for him and headed home. Mom was just finishing up the dishes and tucking the last of the food into the cellar so it wouldn’t go bad. I didn’t remember the last time we actually had leftovers. She looked tired, and I thought she’d complain about me ditching the party when so many people had come to congratulate me.
Instead she pulled out a chair at the kitchen table and made me a cup of peppermint tea. I sipped it in silence for a few minutes, enjoying the company and trying not to think about the fact that this might be one of our last moments together. Finally, Mom finished puttering around the kitchen and sat down to join me.
“There’s something I need to tell you,” she said. “It’s best if I tell you now, before you leave, just in case I don’t get another chance.”
“Don’t say that,” I said. “I’m sure I can come back to visit in a few months.”
“I may not have that much time,” she said, reaching across the table and gripping my hand.
I jerked my hand away and stood up suddenly.
“What are you talking about?” I asked, dread washing over me.
“I’m sick,” she said simply. “It’s been getting worse. When I fainted at the Festival, that wasn’t the first time it’s happened. I feel tired all the time, and weak. I’m not sure how much longer I’ll be around.”
“But nobody gets sick in Algrave!” I said. “What about the renewal—can’t you just ask for more elixir? Isn’t that what the covenant is all about?”
“One drop a week, for every citizen. No more, no less. It does keep us healthy, and strong, but commons don’t live forever. We aren’t like the elite.”
“I’ll stay,” I said quickly. “I’ll take care of you. I’ll get more meat and trade for medicine. Jamie’s almost old enough to get a job.”
She smiled sadly and tucked a strand of hair behind my ear.
“You’re chosen now,” she said. “All my prayers have been answered. I can stop working, and Jamie and Loralie will have more opportunity. I don’t have to worry about who will take care of them when I’m gone. I don’t have to worry about who will take care of you. You’ve already given me more than I could have asked for.”
I bit my lip, and a tear ran down my cheek. I couldn’t believe I hadn’t noticed it sooner. How thin she’s gotten over the last few months. How she never seemed to be hungry, and let Jamie finish her plate.
“This is ridiculous,” I said. “There must be a way to get more elixir. They can’t just let you die.”
“It doesn’t work like that,” she said, frowning. “All humans die. At least now I can go in peace, knowing my family is taken care of.”
I felt a tightening in my chest. She’d been counting on me to get chosen, and now my whole family was depending on me. “But what if I fail the trials?” I asked. “What if Damien decides he doesn’t want me, and sends me back?”
“Then he’s a fool,” Mom laughed, “and he doesn’t deserve you. There will be a hundred desperate young men who would cut off their right arms to marry the girl who was once chosen by Prince Damien. Don’t you worry about that. And remember, no matter what happens, you have a place here.” She pressed a kiss to my forehead, and I closed my eyes.
“Chosen or not, I will always love you.”
I wrapped my arms around her, pulling her close. I inhaled the sweet lavender scent of her, preserving it in my memory. “Now get some sleep,” she said, patting my leg. “Tomorrow’s a big day.” I headed upstairs with that understatement ringing in my ears. I got ready for bed and turned out the lamp, but I couldn’t fall asleep. I tossed and turned, wondering what the morning would bring and worrying about my mother. In only a few short hours, my entire world would change forever, and I might never see my mother again. There had to be a way to help her.
I was grateful I hadn’t been chosen by Nigel, but Damien hadn’t seemed all that pleased with me at the ceremony. Still, he’d been kind to me in the forest. Maybe once we’d spent some time together, I could ask him to help my mother. But how long would that take? And what if I was too late?
Something moved outside my window, jarring me from my thoughts. I glanced at the clock beside my bed. It was two in the morning. Who would be out there at this time of night? Three tiny pebbles flew at my window, making a clink, clink, clink sound. Instantly, I relaxed. I’d been hearing that sound since I was a kid, though never so late at night.
Scrambling from my bed, I went to the window and lifted the heavy glass. I could just make out Trev’s form in the darkness. He stood on the edge of the shadows cast by the street lamp. When he stepped into the orange circle of light, his featured were obscured by dark shadows. I squinted my eyes, trying to see better. Then I waved him inside.
I stepped back, giving him room to climb in my window. Trevor unfolded himself and stood up straight. He had to duck his neck so it wouldn’t hit the ceiling of my cramped room. He reeked of alcohol and his eyes were bloodshot, but I was glad to see him. I’d have felt terrible if we didn’t have a chance to say goodbye.
“Run away with me,” he blurted out.
At first I thought I’d misheard him.
“You can’t be serious,” I said, crossing my arms.
“Why not? We could be together, Ems, you and me. Just the way it’s always been.” He looked so hopeful, like this was a problem he could fix, if only he could figure out how.
“Where would we go?” I asked. “It’s death outside the compounds. Without the machines, without the weekly dose of elixir, we wouldn’t survive.”
“It’s worth the risk. And there are other ways to get blood out of an elite.”
My face paled at his suggestion. The elixir was made from diluted elite blood, but only a fool would try to capture an elite. That’s what led to the race wars.
“Promise me you won’t do anything reckless,” I said, putting my hand on Trev’s chest.
He scowled. “There must be a way out of this. They can’t just take you—”
“Of course, they can, Trevor! Don’t you get it? This is the way it’s always been. One chosen, so the entire compound can live in peace.” I hated to see him hurt, even more to be the cause of it, but I needed him to understand. “Of course, they can take me away. They make the rules.” We couldn’t change this. We couldn’t fight back. The alternative would be open war, and I had no doubt a handful of elite could massacre our entire community in less than a minute.
Fury filled his eyes again. “How can you be okay with this?” He flung my hand away. “It’s like you wanted to be chosen.”
My head jerked as if I’d been hit. His words stung. “You think I wanted this? To go live with a total stranger? To share my blood, my body…”
“I don’t know,” Trev said, raising his voice. “Maybe not until you found out he was a prince. I saw the way you looked at him.” His neck muscles pulsed as he fought to control himself. As much as I felt for him, Trev’s jealous boyfriend routine was pissing me off. I wanted to hit and hug him at the same time.
“What do you think they’d do to my family if I ran?” I asked softly. “They’re barely getting by with me here to look out for them. If we left, they’d be on their own. They might even get punished.”
Trev took a deep breath and held it in. Then he let it out with a heavy sigh, and sunk down onto my bed.
“Shit,” he said. “I hadn’t thought about that.”
His anger abated, and he looked like himself again. I sat next to him and wrapped my arms around him. He squeezed me like he’d never let me go, burying his face in my dark hair.
“I don’t know if I can do this,” he said. “I don’t know how to live without you.”
“Maybe we won’t get along,” I said, half-joking. “Maybe he’ll send me back after the trial period.”
A spark of hope lit his eyes, and I wanted to kick myself for putting it there. It was almost as bad as his anger.
“That’s brilliant,” he exclaimed, scooting closer to me. “Just be obnoxious and needy and annoying. If he can’t stand you, he’ll send you back in a month. It happens sometimes.”
I could only remember it happening once, five years ago, to a girl called Sharon. She was pretty, with curves in all the right places, but she was…unstable, to say the least. It was like she was always in her own little world. She had no social skills whatsoever, and honestly, it had gotten worse since her return. Her parents had been devastated when she came home early. Nobody said anything, of course, and the family still got some benefits for having a daughter chosen, but it was a disgrace to be rejected by an elite. It was better, by far, not to be chosen at all.
If Nigel had picked me, I would have begged to come back early in disgrace, even if it meant being alone for the rest of my life. But with Damien, it was different. Now that he’d chosen me, for whatever reason, I didn’t like the idea of being sent away. He’d saved me twice, after all. I didn’t want to make him regret his decision.
Trev seemed to read my mind again.
“But that’s not what you want, is it?” he scowled. “You want to go be that bloodsucker’s mate, don’t you?”
I glared at him. What right did he have to be such a jerk? I was the one who had to move to the citadel and leave everyone I had ever loved behind. I was the one about to marry a complete stranger. And yet, here he was, treating me like I was doing something wrong.
“Admit it,” Trev commanded, “you’re not in love with me. You want to get away from me. You’d rather go be the bloodwhore of some elite prince than stay here and marry me.”
My eyes widened, and I suddenly felt the sting of tears. I’d heard the derogatory slur for the chosen before, but never from him. Ruthlessly, I fought them back.
“I didn’t choose this, Trev,” I said. “It’s the law. You know that as well as anyone. Two races, complimenting each other and helping one another. Live together, or die apart.” I repeated the mantra, but it felt hollow and empty as soon as it passed my lips.
“Whatever, Emily. I can’t talk to you about this anymore.” I reached for his arm, but I didn’t know what else to say. I pulled the gold ring he’d given me out of my pocket, and pushed it into his palm.
“I just want you to be happy,” I said. “Even if that’s not with me.”
“Keep it,” he said, setting it down on the dresser as he moved towards the window. “Maybe it will help you remember me when you’re building a new life with your prince.” He stepped through the window and perched on the ledge, then glanced over his shoulder at me one last time. “I’m not going to beg you to love me, Ems. I’m better than that. But I want to marry you, to have a life with you. And I would do anything to make that happen. If you figure out what you want, let me know.”
I stood at the window for a long time after he’d gone, staring after him into the dark. When there was no one left to see me, I let the tears fall. Trev was my best friend, the one person who mattered to me as much as my own family. And I felt guilty for hurting him. I hadn’t asked Damien to choose me, but Trev hadn’t been completely wrong. I blushed a little at the thought of my future mate. The way his smile turned my insides to butter. How my heart raced when I pictured us living together. I couldn’t imagine what my new life would be like, but I realized I was actually eager to find out.
Finally, the stress of the day caught up to me and I felt exhaustion sink into my bones. As I lay back against my thin mattress, something Trev said lingered in my brain, bubbling towards the surface. There were other ways to get elixir. I was half-asleep when I suddenly bolted upright. I knew how to save my mother.
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Morning came too soon. The light felt like daggers against my eyelids, aggravating a pounding headache. I groaned awake, then immediately ran to the bathroom and coughed up black phlegm mixed with blood. Thick dark veins ran beneath my pale skin. I felt dizzy and feverish. The ash was killing me. It made what I had to do today even harder, but I didn’t have any other options. Besides, rumor had it that the chosen received more elixir in the citadel, to keep up with their elite mates. I’d just have to last until then.
The plan was simple. In renewal today, instead of swallowing my drop of elixir, I’d spit it into a napkin, then rinse it with water into a cup and make my mom a cup of coffee. It was better than nothing, and maybe the extra dose would help her survive until I could think of another way to save her, or petition Damien for special privileges.
I could hear the sounds of Jamie and Loralie as they moved around the kitchen. From the banging of pots and pans, mom had probably let them cook again. I glanced at my alarm clock. How late had I slept? I splashed cold water on my face, tugged on some clothes, then went downstairs to join my family.
Mom was already dressed in her renewal best: a soft yellow dress that flowed around her every curve. Her hair was done up in a neat bun, the way she did it every Saturday, and she’d dusted a bit of color on her cheeks. In her hands was a wooden tray and a full plate of breakfast food.
She seemed like she was in perfect health, but I knew better.
“Well, good morning, princess. Nice of you to join us today.” She smiled, but there was a warning in her eyes. She didn’t want Jamie and Loralie to find out about our conversation from last night. I nodded slightly and sat down at the table. The blissful aroma of bacon, potatoes, and eggs wafted across the room. “We made you breakfast!” Loralie squealed, as mom put the steaming plate in front of me.
I stared greedily at the cup of coffee next to the plate of food. It was a luxury for our compound, and one of my favorite drinks. Twice in two days was nearly a miracle. Inhaling deeply, I smiled back at her.
“Special occasion?” I asked.
“You’re joking, right?”
“Obviously.”
My mother suppressed an eye roll.
“Today would be a special day even if you hadn’t been chosen. It’s your first day as a woman. Of course, I am happy that you were chosen. It’s a great honor.” She looked over me with pride, and brushed some hair behind my ear.
I bit my lip, furrowing my eyebrows together.
My mother cast a worried glance and my young siblings and immediately shifted to reprimand mode. Apparently she didn’t want my lack of enthusiasm to infect the whole family.
“I know it may feel unfair to you right now, Emily, but I want you to remember that the elite don’t have to marry our daughters or provide for us. They don’t have to keep the peace under the covenant. They don’t have to offer their blood in renewal to keep us strong and healthy. We’re lucky that they do it anyway. It could be so much worse.”
I frowned at this but held my tongue. I’d never really thought about it, and until yesterday I would have agreed with my mother. But for some reason I couldn’t get Trev’s voice out of my head. Maybe things had to be this way, but that didn’t mean I had to be grateful about it.
We left the house just before eleven, when the sound of chiming bells warned us not to be late. renewal was held in a small, white stucco building with heavy wooden doors and a tall steeple. It wasn’t the only renewal center in Algrave. There were several of them spread throughout the compound. Each was similar in design, but with unique architectural features. My father had explained to me once that the buildings were leftover from before the Culling—which made them the oldest buildings in the settlement. Each building was too small to fit the whole town, so we were divided into different buildings and different times. Attendance wasn’t mandatory, but I’d never heard of anyone skipping. Even with the purification engines, skipping renewal for a few weeks in a row was a bad idea.
There was a crowd gathering in front of our neighborhood renewal center when we arrived. I helped my mother carry our gift of baked goods to the offering table, leaving my siblings free to find our usual seats. Renewal had never meant much to me before. Something about it had always freaked me out a little. I’d hide in the back, sometimes reading a book I’d borrowed from the town library, and most people learned to ignore me. Today, however, was different.
Even amongst our friends and neighbors, there were whispers. A few girls stared at me in awe, like I’d suddenly become some foreign creature. Others pointed and whispered behind their hands, as if I couldn’t hear them if I couldn’t see their lips moving. Apparently I was the talk of the town. The luckiest girl alive, the luckiest girl anyone had ever heard of. Twice-chosen, I heard a few people say.
Three of us from the Algrave Compound had been chosen this year, but I was the surprise pick. Apparently, Damien had never chosen anyone before. Not ever. So, naturally, the entire compound was wondering what made me so special. They scrutinized me, looking for answers and frowning when they found none. I could tell some people thought the prince must have made a mistake, and I had no reason to argue otherwise.
After muttering the expected greetings to the council leaders that attended our renewal, I followed my mother into the ceremonial hall. The inside of the building was one large room with vaulted ceilings. Tall windows were embedded into the stone walls on either side, made from pieces of colored glass. The designs in the glass told the story of our compound. How the human race had suffered starvation and poisoning; how the scientists had created a cure; and how the two races had murdered each other for decades. Then King Richard created the compounds, and led the first settlers into safe havens. It showed the leaders of Algrave signing the covenant between our peoples, which had allowed for nearly a century of peace and prosperity for both races.
We sat in our usual row. Mom gestured for my brother and sister to move down, straightening their hair and clothing as they went. The rest of the parishioners filed in around us, filling the wooden benches that lined the room. The curates stepped into formation at the front of the pulpit. They were easy to recognize, with their flowing white robes and the unique haircut of their order: shaved head on the sides and back, with tight rows of braids on top. I leaned my head back against the pew and stared up at the beam that striped the domed ceiling of the building. I had sat through renewal once a week for my entire life. I’d long stopped paying attention to the sermon, but today each word seemed to drip with hidden meaning, as if it were spoken just for me.
“Greetings, brethren,” the head curate said. Our expected reply echoed off the walls, then he continued with the sermon.
“For thousands of years, world religions promised eternal life in new, reconstituted bodies. A time of bread and honey, without sickness, pain, or suffering. But it came at great cost. War, famine, pestilence, death. A period of trials and tribulation. We call that period the Culling. But we’ve been saved, restored to life through the covenant. As a gift to the human race, the weaker beings, our benevolent King Richard shared the restorative powers of his magical blood, as a means of protecting us from the perils of being mortal. With it, we can shield ourselves from virus and disease.”
The elder held up a golden chalice filled with thin, red liquid. “We give thanks to our protectors, who have saved us, and we celebrate our salvation with the renewal. One drop of blood, to purify our bodies. Two races, dependent on each other for survival, now thrive as one—as long as the peace is maintained.”
“Live together, or die apart.” The crowd responded, completing the liturgy.
The front row rose and lined up towards the center altar. This was it. I clutched the scrap of fabric between my fingers. I was going to tuck it under my tongue, so that I could use it to soak up as much elixir as possible, then sneak it back into my pocket when no one was looking.
Straightening my dress, I stood up and joined the line with the rest of the congregation until it was my turn to take renewal. I was almost at the front of the line when there was a commotion behind me. I turned to see a figure emerge from the wings of the church, and approach the head curate. He was elite, but I didn’t recognize him at first.
My mom bowed her head and fell to her knees, following most of the congregation. I was the last one to kneel, though I wasn’t sure why. The footsteps stopped just in front of me and I heard a voice say, “Rise, daughter.”
I lifted my head and saw the elite holding a hand out to me. From close up, I finally recognized him. It was the king, in person. Here in Algrave. He hadn’t been seen in the compounds for decades. Nobody
in my village had ever seen him, though many of us had paintings or pictures of him hanging in our houses. There was even a large portrait of him behind the altar.
“Dear people of Algrave. You have become accustomed to your weekly renewal, which keeps you healthy and free from pain. But I fear delivering it to you in a container, in a silver vessel, may desensitize you to the truth of its origin. So today, in honor of my son’s new chosen, whom I have come here to collect, I wanted to share with you a more personal, a more intimate experience.”
The preacher held up the small white wafer, and King Richard took it.
“This is my body, which is given for you and for many, to promote peace between our races.”
He broke the wafer. Then he bit his wrist, tearing into the
flesh until a trickle of dark, warm blood filled the cup. It was red like ours, but with flecks of silver that sparkled in the light. I was so entranced, I forgot to put the piece of fabric in my mouth for my mother. And now everyone was looking at me. Shit.
“This is my blood, which I share freely with you, to keep you safe, to heal your wounds, and to soothe your pain.”
He turned his wrist up to stop the bleeding, and in seconds, it had healed over. From this close, I could actually see his skin stitching back together, like magic. An audible response from the audience told me that they’d seen it, too. With renewal, we healed quickly as well – but never like that.
He dipped the small wafer halfway into the dark red liquid, and nodded towards me. I knelt before him at the wooden railing and opened my mouth, the way I’d been doing every Saturday
since I was a little girl. When he put the wafer on my tongue, I felt its warmth, and its freshness. The elixir we usually received was probably days, even weeks old. I never really considered where it came from before. This time, however, the metallic taste of the blood was so strong it almost made me gag.
I kept my mouth open, hoping to spit out the sacrament when I returned to my pew, but the king’s penetrating gaze seemed like it was looking straight through me. I gulped down the wafer, and immediately felt the power of the elixir rushing through me. My pupils widened, and I saw the king smile and wink at me, before handing the cup back to the head curate. My cells practically buzzed with energy as I headed back to my seat. I lifted my hands, flexing my fingers in surprise. I felt amazing. The bruises and scrapes Nigel had given me faded completely, and my lungs felt strong and clear. The only thing that didn’t disappear were the jagged red marks running across my palms and fingers. Every renewal, for as long as I could remember, I’d hoped the scarlet thorns on my flesh would finally disappear, but they never did.
Even the colors and lights around me seemed brighter. I watched the rest of the village step up to the front of the chapel. Many of them seemed to be having similar experiences. I was frustrated my plan hadn’t worked, and felt guilty for swallowing the elixir I’d wanted to save for my mother, but hopefully today’s strong dose would be enough to heal her sickness—at least for a while.
The rest of the service went by quickly. The most exciting part were the engagement announcements. Every year after the choosing, there was a flurry of couples announcing their upcoming nuptials, now that they were free to choose their own partners. The proclamations were followed by cheers and congratulations from the congregation, followed by the inevitable discussion of wedding plans. This year, six couples announced their engagement. If things had gone differently, I would have been among them. I tucked my hand into my pocket and slipped Trevor’s gold ring onto my finger. I peered around the congregation, suddenly realizing I hadn’t seen him today. Was he seriously skipping renewal, after a night of hard-drinking? That was bound to be a miserable decision. I hoped he’d still find me to say goodbye, but after last night I wasn’t counting on it.
At last, the head curate clapped his hands three times and the room fell silent once more.
“Yes, yes, congratulations to you all. And, as we all know, there is one among us who deserves our congratulations as well. Emily Sharrow, please stand.”
My cheeks flamed red as all eyes turned on me. Taking a deep breath, I climbed to my feet. I wiped my sweaty palms down the simple blue dress I wore to every renewal. In the presence of royalty, I realized for the first time how thin and faded it had become over the years.
“Miss Sharrow has honored our congregation and our community by being chosen. In a few moments, when we disperse, she will be taken to the citadel of light to begin her new life. We hope that she will do her very best to uphold her family name, and honor our community.”
He stared hard at me with knowing eyes, and I had the good grace to look ashamed. Apparently, my escapades beyond the wall hadn’t gone so unnoticed after all. Oops. Taking my bowed head as a sign of acceptance, he motioned for me to sit down, and I didn’t hesitate to obey. The curate placed his hands together, and we all followed suit. There would normally be a final prayer of continued protection, but King Richard cleared his throat and came to the center of the chapel again.
“Since I’m here, there is one more thing I wanted to address with you—a dangerous rumor that has been circulating other compounds. Rebels, saving up their elixir. Terrorists, whispering in the shadows, plotting the destruction of our kingdom. I know that could never happen here in Algrave,” he said, with a grim smile. “And I assure you, these individuals have already been caught and dealt with. Severely.”
The tone in his voice was chilling. At first I couldn’t understand why anyone would save up their elixir, but then I realized I’d almost done the exact same thing for my mother. A tremor ran down my spine when I realized King Richard’s announcement was actually a threat. One citizen, one drop. Those were the rules of renewal. Dissidents would be punished severely. But rebels and terrorists? Who would be stupid enough to go against the elite? My pulse raced, remembering the charred stairs of the stage after the explosion.
When the service ended, I followed my family towards the front doors. My mom came to a sudden halt right outside the entrance, and I nearly ran into her. The entire crowd had stopped moving, craning their necks to stare at something I couldn’t see. I pushed my way to the front, then froze as well. My jaw dropped at the long, black limousine parked by the curb. A man dressed in black from head to toe stepped from the driver’s side of the limo. He came over to the door in front of me, and my mother shoved a bag of belongings into my hands. She must have packed it this morning.
I stared at the black-tinted windows of the car and swallowed, my blood suddenly pumping through my veins. I didn’t know I’d be leaving right after the service. I thought I had more time. And wasn’t Damien supposed to come pick me up himself?
“I’ll take that, Miss,” the driver said. He plucked the bag from me before I had even registered his words. Speechless, I watched as he opened the trunk and tucked my things inside, then closed it again with a snap.
Turning, I stared at my mother. I was sure all the blood had drained from my face. She smiled back at me, and somehow, I knew she understood. Could this really be the last time I was going to see her? Her eyes filled with tears, and I threw my arms around her, pulling her close. I let the familiar scent of lavender and sage wash over me, committing it to memory. When she released me, I wiped the tears from my eyes and bent to hug my brother and sister in turn.
“You’re the man of the house now,” I said, locking eyes with Jamie. “All my hunting gear is yours. Stay safe. Take care of mother. Make sure she eats enough. Don’t whine or complain, ever.”
He nodded solemnly, and I pinched his cheek. I hugged Loralie as well, teasing her blond hair.
Then Amber found me and squeezed me into a tight hug.
“Friends forever, right?” I said, holding out my pinkie finger.
“Right,” she said, linking fingers with me.
At last, it was time to go. The driver opened the door to reveal a polished leather seat. Just the seat looked more expensive than anything I had ever owned. Glancing over my shoulder, I searched the crowd one last time for Trevor, but couldn’t see him. Then I lowered myself awkwardly into the vehicle and stared at my surroundings. Everything was so shiny and black. Even though I was in my nicest dress, I suddenly felt dirty and out of place. I put my hands under my thighs, and wondered how long it would take to get to the citadel.
That’s when I noticed I wasn’t alone in the car. King Richard sat across the car from me—a good six feet away—his face half hidden in shadow. His all-black suit made him almost invisible at first, but his thin fingers stood out like bones against the dark fabric.
“Alone at last,” he said. “I hope you don’t mind some company.” There was a twinkle of humor in his eyes, but something else was lurking just behind it. Something that made my skin crawl. Like all elite, he was handsome, though close up I could see fine lines around his mouth and eyes, and a streak of gray in his dark hair. Several heavy gold rings flashed in the darkness as he folded his hands on his lap. Something about the rippling of his fingers was mesmerizing, and I found myself drawn to the movement.
Where was Damien? Would I be trapped in here with King Richard for the whole ride? I didn’t want to be rude, so I swallowed my questions and gave him a polite smile. He didn’t speak again, so I turned and looked out the window, soaking up the last few glimpses of my childhood home. Anything to avoid the king’s calculating gaze. As we were leaving the compound, I saw Trev at the edge of the gate, still in the clothes he’d worn the night before. His hair was disheveled and his clothes dirty, but from the look on his face, I knew his appearance was the last thing on his mind. Catching my eye, he held up a half-empty bottle of rum. I held my fingertips up to the window to wave goodbye, but I wasn’t sure he could even see me through the tinted glass. And then, just like that, we were through the gates, and the swiftly moving vehicle was swallowed up by the falling ash.
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We sat in awkward silence for a few minutes, until the king cleared his throat.
“I can’t tell you what it means to me, to welcome you into my family,” he said. “My son has been… resistant to choose a bride. It’s nice to see he’s finally growing up, embracing his responsibility. You must be very special to have caught his attention. I look forward to getting to know you better.”
I nodded, but my throat was so too dry to respond. He chuckled, then hit a button next to his seat. A panel slid open, revealing a crystal decanter and some glasses. He poured me a drink and handed it to me. It was fizzy, and sweet—sweeter than anything I’d ever tasted.
I tried to relax, but I was sitting with the most powerful man in our kingdom; King Richard was a legend, practically the savior of humanity, according to the renewal services and stories I’d grown up with. I knew he wouldn’t hurt me, but I couldn’t help feeling like prey, stuck in a box. After all, elites did feed on humans. My body was screaming to run, but there was nowhere to go.
I couldn’t help wondering where Damien was. It was customary for an elite to claim his own chosen. Why had he sent his father instead? Was he not that eager to see me again? As if reading my mind, King Richard took out a black box with a dark satin bow and handed it to me. He nodded to the box, and I opened it. Inside was a stainless steel bracelet, studded with diamonds.
“A wedding gift,” he said, lifting the bracelet from the box and holding it out to me. He took my wrist gently. His fingers were almost as cold as the silver metal against my skin. The jewelry clicked into place, fastening securely by an invisible mechanism. I realized I wouldn’t be able to take it off by myself. My eyes widened as a small monitor appeared on the surface of the metal, displaying numbers.
“1.7 percent?” I asked, reading the device.
“Every chosen gets a monitor,” the king said, leaning back. “It will keep track of the elixir in your blood, for your own safety. In the compound, even after a renewal, human blood levels rarely reach two percent. But in the citadel you will have access to greater amounts, to assist with your training. You need to at least be strong enough to keep up with your elite mates, so they don’t have to worry about accidentally hurting you. 10% is the legal limit for humans. Above that and a warning notification will be sent to our security teams. If you have more than 30% elixir in your system, you’ll die. Painfully. Do you understand?”
I gulped, marveling at the tiny device. I wondered how many drops of elixir it would take to reach 10%. Five, or even ten? I couldn’t imagine what that would feel like. Hope flared in my chest—the king just confirmed the rumors I’d heard about having access to more elixir. Maybe there was still a way I could save some, and somehow send it back to my mother. If I invited Amber for a visit, she could deliver it for me. I just had to pass the trials.
King Richard reached past me and tapped on the glass, motioning the driver to pull over. Once the vehicle slowed, the king cracked the door and stepped outside.
“You’ll have to forgive me,” the king said. “I have important matters to deal with, and I’ll reach the citadel faster on my own. Besides, it’s a chance to stretch my legs.” I nodded again, feeling mute, like my voice was stuck in my throat somehow. Ash fell onto the dark shoulders of his finely tailored suit and I recoiled instinctively, remembering how badly my lungs had ached just this morning.
“It won’t hurt you?” I asked, finally finding my voice.
The king smiled, looking around him.
“I just imagine that it’s snow,” he said, with a wink. “But no, it would take worse things than the ash to hurt me.”
He closed the door and tapped on the glass again. The driver continued on the road. I turned around until I couldn’t see the king anymore. When I was alone again, I took a deep drink of the soda and ran my hands over the smooth leather. The trepidation of being so close to the king faded, and was soon replaced by ripples of excitement. This was the first time I’d ever been outside Algrave. I kept my nose glued to the window, soaking in the landscape. For half an hour, we drove through winding roads, guarded closely by tall pine trees. Sometimes I’d catch a glimpse of the jagged mountains that surrounded our valley. Twice we passed narrow bridges stretching impossibly far over rushing rivers. Several small streams cut through Algrave, but the water needed to be filtered before we could use it. These rivers were bigger than our entire compound.
The trees thinned, and through the gray ash, I saw dim outlines of massive rectangular structures. They were so large, I couldn’t get a proper sense of distance, but they were bigger than anything I’d ever seen before—architectural behemoths from before the Culling. They must have been centuries old, before the ash, when humans lived in the open. Abandoned vehicles lined road. There were so many of them, they’d been stacked in rusty piles on either side of the street like ramparts.
An hour into the trip, I was surprised when we passed another car. It was a silver vehicle with rounded edges. I pressed my face against the glass, and could just make out Mary in the backseat, looking just as surprised as I was. She gave a timid wave through the window and I smiled, wondering if she could actually see me. A few minutes later we passed another car, this one was cherry red. Jessica flipped me off as we rode by. I stuck my tongue out at her.
After another thirty minutes, we entered the woods again, and the road started climbing. I got my first glimpse of the citadel—it was so large it looked like a mountain on the horizon, with jagged towers and beacons that seemed to cut through the ash like hot metal. There was so much light it was surrounded by a halo, even in the daytime.
Suddenly my attention was drawn to a figure standing by the side of the road. It was the first living creature I’d seen since we left the compound, and his appearance out here in the wilderness was so jarring my brain scrambled to make sense of it. As I passed by him, my breath caught in my throat. It was the man with the beard and knitted cap I’d seen in Algrave, the one that had been talking with Trevor. He looked right at me, meeting my eyes through the tinted glass, and then vanished. I blinked, and could just make out his movement as he ran alongside the car, moving faster than humanly possible. Was he an elite? And what was he doing out here?
My questions evaporated when the limo was knocked to the side with such force that the glass shattered. I saw a flash of gray fur as the vehicle flipped upside down, and then everything went black.
 

 
I woke up seconds later to the sound of screeching and the sound of metal crumpling. I felt like I was floating, then realized I was suspended upside down by my seat belt. Through the broken glass I could see the driver, out cold, with blood dripping from a nasty cut on his forehead. I struggled to reach the button to release the belt and tumbled to the roof of the car, then I pulled myself out of the broken window. 
Besides the dim ringing in my ears, it was so quiet I could almost hear the flakes of ash landing on the ground. My fingers dug into the blanket of white ash and dead grass carpeting the ground. The ash. I tore off a long strip of fabric from the bottom of my dress and wrapped it around my face to cover my nose and mouth.
I tried to rouse the driver but he was unresponsive. I had to get help. I stumbled through the ash until my feet hit the hard pavement of the road, but we were too close to the trees—I couldn’t see which direction the citadel was anymore. And I had no idea how far. Maybe if I followed the road, eventually I’d find it. But I had no idea what was out there. I’d never been this far from the compound before. And I’d never been beyond the walls without my bow and arrow. I was utterly defenseless.
Then I heard someone scream. I shook off my fear and ran through the ash until I found the silver vehicle. Mary was curled up against the side, her eyes wide with shock. The spray of blood that ran from her torso to her forehead chilled my veins, but what I saw in the front seat was worse by far. The remains of what must have been the driver were behind the wheel. It looked like he’d been torn in half, and his head and arms were completely missing.
“Mary,” I said, putting my palms on her shoulders. “Are you okay?”
“It took him,” she whimpered, pointing to the driver. I tore another strip of fabric from my dress and handed it to her. She stared at it blankly.
“For the ash,” I said. When she didn’t respond, I took the strip and tied it around her head. Finally she seemed to understand, clutching the fabric to her face and taking deep breaths. That’s when we heard the sounds of screeching metal. Angry red sparks flew as the red sports car slide across the concrete, one side battered in. Through the ash, I saw the driver climb out of the car with a massive pistol in his hand. I’d never seen a gun before—they were illegal in the compound—but I recognized them from books. He stumbled to his feet just as a massive shape hurled itself out of the trees. It was nearly as large as the car. The driver got two shots off, and the beast recoiled, screaming in rage. It sounded like nails on a chalkboard. I had to cover my ears against the sound. The beast growled and lunged at the driver’s leg. It picked the man up with its teeth and shook him viciously until his head snapped at an unnatural angle, and he stopped thrashing. Then the creature dragged the body into the woods, pulling his leg with its massive teeth.
I heard Mary whimper beside me, and I let out a breath I didn’t know I was holding. One word was circling in my brain. Slagpaw. They were real. And more terrifying than I could have ever imagined. They had the shaggy fur and teeth of a wolf, the powerful claws of a bear, but something about the way they moved was almost disturbingly human. I’d never heard of them attacking during the day before. Adrenaline coursed through my veins, but I didn’t trust my legs to run. Plus, I didn’t know where to go. I saw liquid leaking from the red car and smelled gasoline. It was just like the fuel we used for our purification engines. Then I saw movement in the backseat, and a palm pounding on the inside of the window. Jessica.
“Stay here!” I shouted. I ran towards the red car, keeping my head down. I reached the door and pulled the handle, but it wouldn’t budge. The frame was bent out of shape and the door jammed. Jessica’s face appeared in the window, and she pounded on the glass with her fists. Thick dark smoke was filling up the cabin, and I could smell something burning. I looked at my feet and realized I was standing in a puddle of gasoline, which was rapidly spreading around the car. I heard a roar behind me. It sent chills down my spine, but it was coming from the woods. I still had time, but not much. I had to get this door open.
I clenched my fists and felt the elixir in my blood ignite like gunpowder against the adrenaline coursing through my veins. In just a second, I felt stronger than I ever had before, nearly invincible. I reached down again for the door, and this time I tore the door open, ripping apart the metal frame with my bare hands and tossing the door to the side. I grabbed Jessica’s arms and pulled her out of the now-flaming vehicle. We’d only taken a few steps when an explosion rocketed behind us. I felt scorching flames incinerate the back of my dress, searing the fabric against my skin. I shoved Jessica forward and landed on top of her.
Then Mary appeared, grabbing us both and tugging us back towards her, until we were piled against the remains of Mary’s vehicle. She was shouting something, but I couldn’t hear anything except the ringing in my ears. The pain in my back made my entire body feel like it was burning. Jessica was shaking me, screaming. I couldn’t hear what she was saying, so I concentrated on her lips, and her pointing finger—just as a shadow blocked out the light. I turned and blinked my eyes open, trying to focus on the dark shape in front of me. The long, sharp teeth, drooling saliva from its loose jowls. The dark gray fur that looked like burnt coals. The glowing red eyes that seemed to see into me and pierce my heart.
I was too weak to even raise my arms, so I just stared it down. I even leaned forward slightly, raising my own lips in a snarl, practically daring it to attack. It hesitated, and I thought I saw a flicker of surprise in its intelligent eyes, but then it flicked open its razor sharp claws and prepared to strike. I closed my eyes with Mary’s scream ringing in my ears. But instead of being ripped open, I was hit by a splash of warm blood with so much force my head slammed back against the car. When I blinked my eyes open, the monster had been sliced in half, and the massive pieces of its torso slide apart to reveal Damien clutching a long silver sword. His silhouette was outlined by the light behind him, almost like he was radiating power. He flicked the blood off his sword and smoothly returned it to its scabbard, then bent down and lifted me into his arms.
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I woke up in a bed with the softest sheets I’d ever felt. The pillow under my head was like a cloud, the satin caressing my face. Then I remember what happened, and snapped awake. I was in a large room, with colorful wallpaper and gold filigree accenting the doors and windows. My mattress was so large I could stretch out my arms and legs without reaching the edge of the mattress, and thick dark curtains hung like a canopy from the four-post bed. The entire thing looked like it was carved from one piece of dark wood, with ornamental swirls and figures cut into the surface.
A beeping sound drew my attention to my wrist, and I saw the bracelet the king had given me. It now read 4%. That’s when I noticed I’d been changed, into some kind of peach-colored nightgown. And I was completely healed. A vanity desk with an oval mirror hugged the far wall, surrounded by more of the engraved dark wood. My reflection surprised me. The bags under my eyes were gone. I reached around to touch my back, certain I’d feel my scorched skin. I cringed, remembering the feeling of the dress melting into my back in the heat of the explosion. But my skin was smoother and softer than I’d ever felt it, and I felt no pain.
A door opened and woman came in with a stack of clothes. Her beige and white garments looked fresh and stiff, almost like a uniform. She was halfway to the dresser before she noticed me. She was so surprised she jumped back, dropping a few of the garments.
“Apologies, mistress,” she said, bowing her head as she scrambled to pick up the clothes. “Heavens, you gave me a start.”
She looked a few years older than me, but younger than my mother, and wore a white bonnet that pulled her dark curls away from her face.
“What happened?” I asked. “Mary and Jessica, are they okay?”
“Right as rain, as far as I know. You were the most injured. Master Damien attended to you himself.”
I frowned, looking down at the practically transparent garment I was wearing.
“Heavens, no!” she laughed. “Not like that. He fed you. The girls and I helped clean you up and change your clothes. I’m sorry about the invasion of privacy, but we had to get you out of those scraps you were wearing. They reeked of gas and slagpaw blood, it was stinking up the whole wing.”
I stared at her, trying to process all this information.
“The girls and you,” I repeated slowly.
So at least Damien hadn’t changed me himself. For some reason, the idea of being undressed by Damien made me feel more vulnerable than almost being eaten by a slagpaw.
“I’m Annette,” she said, bowing again. “It’s my honor and privilege to serve you. You’ll have several assistants, helping pour your bath or tidy up, but I’m your lady’s maid. I’ve welcomed several girls into the citadel. I know it may seem overwhelming at first, but you’ll adjust in no time. Now, let’s get you dressed, shall we?”
I stared at her, my mouth nearly hanging open. How could she be so at ease, so cordial? Slagpaw were real, and they’d just attacked a caravan of new chosen. As far as I knew, at least two of the drivers were dead. Why weren’t there alarms sounding, and soldiers marching into battle? I poured myself a glass of water from a pitcher by the bed, trying to keep my hands steady.
“Dressed for what?” I asked, I asked, after quenching my thirst.
“The Presentation ceremony,” Annette said, holding up a stunning dark blue ball gown, with large hooped skirt that erupted into whirling frills at the bottom.
“You want me to wear that?” I asked, frowning.
“Damien picked it out for you,” she said. “Tonight you’ll be shown to the royal court. It’s important you look your best.”
Shit. That’s the first I’d heard of a presentation ceremony. Was I going to be forced to dress up and prance around for the rest of my lift? I didn’t complain as she lifted my arms and helped tug off the peach nightgown, but when she tried to remove my bra I slapped her hand away and covered myself with my other arm.
“Sorry Dear, I forgot you must be used to dressing yourself. You’ll find undergarments in the bottom drawer of your closet. Pick something dark.” She turned away so I could rifle through the closet. There were a dozen sets of luxurious lingerie, in a variety of colors, with black lace and straps that seemed entirely impractical, yet made me blush by their frankness. I tugged the underwear on quickly, then let Annette lift the dress over my head and zip it up in the back. It felt snug around my waist, but refreshingly spacious lower down—I was afraid I’d be tripping on the petticoats, but my legs were pretty much unrestricted.
“It’s not as bad as I thought,” I admitted, kicking my leg out a bit and watching the dress ruffle.
She rolled her eyes and pushed me in front of the mirror.
“Not bad, eh? Glad you approve.”
I was stunned by my reflection. She sat me down and pulled my hair back into a fancy bun, pinning it up high with golden barrettes. Then she opened a drawer on the desk, pulling out a tray of cosmetics. My eyes lit up at the selection. We had makeup in Algrave, that Amber and I played with sometimes, but nothing like this. Another girl came in to assist. She had blond curls that reminded me of my brother, and was probably about his age. Annette called her Claire and told her to do my nails. While Annette applied dark eyeshadow and lengthened my eyelashes with mascara, Claire quietly began testing lip gloss until she found the perfect shade of pink.
There was a knock at the door, and then a man came in. He was tall and lanky, with golden curls and large green eyes. I recognized him from the choosing ceremony. Damien had called him Tobias. He clapped his hands when he saw me and the women jumped back.
“Marvelous!” he declared, motioning me to stand up and turn around. “You’re perfect. Just one thing. He flicked a small lever in the wall and a panel swung open, revealing a walk-in closet full of shoes. There were enough shoes for every girl in Algrave.
“Why would anybody need so many?” I murmured.
“Oh, you sweet thing,” he said with a wink. “The shoes complete the outfit.” He pulled out a pair of elegant black pumps and bent down to strap them to my feet.
“Did Damien pick those out too?” I asked.
Tobias smiled, and glanced up at me. From close up, his face was practically angelic.
“Damien has never fully recognized the importance of presentation,” Tobias said. “He thinks he can solve every conflict with his sword, when the truth is, fashion is a much keener weapon.”
How could fashion be a weapon?
Tobias was strange, for an elite, but for some reason I didn’t feel threatened by him. After he strapped on my shoes, he lifted me up gently so I could put my weight on the heels. They made me taller than usual, though I still barely came up to Tobias’s shoulders.
“Can you walk?” he asked.
I took a few timid steps, before strolling more confidently across the room.
“You’re a natural,” he beamed.
“Just keep your chin straight, and don’t look down. Pick a point across the room and fix on it with your eyes, it will help keep you steady.”
I turned and practiced walking again. I felt ridiculous, focusing on something as simple as putting one foot in front of the other, but it was a welcome distraction.
“One more thing, I think,” Tobias said, heading to my closet. He pulled out an elegant pair of long black gloves that reach up to my elbows. I tried them on, turning in the mirror. I’m not sure how I felt about them, but at least they covered the marks on my hands. I was self-conscious enough as it was in these new clothes; I didn’t need to draw more attention to myself.
When I turned again, Tobias was just leaving the room through the side exit. Annette and Claire motioned me towards the large door at the far end of the room, on each side of the threshold. Then Annette reached and swung the door open.
Damien stood on the other side with his back to the door. He turned around, appraising me with his eyes. I’d only caught a glimpse of him this morning, when he killed the slagpaw, and I realized my memory didn’t do him justice. He was far more handsome than I remembered. He wore an all-black suit that screamed expensive, with a dark blue tie and that matched my dress.
“It’s nice to see you again, Miss Sharrow,” he said. His rich voice felt like velvet in my ears.
 

 
I hesitated for a moment, as he reached out a hand towards me. But finally I took a deep breath and stepped forward.
“Call me Emily,” I said, putting my hand in his.
His lips curved up in a tiny, amused smile. He repeated the name thoughtfully, dropping the syllables like he was savoring them. I realized it was the first time he’d ever said my name. The gentle way he said it sent a warmth through my body.
I linked my arm in his and he led me down an arched hallway overlooking a center courtyard full of rose bushes. The floral scent was wonderful, even up here on the third floor. We crossed a narrow stone bridge over one of the natural streams that cut through the city. In the distance I could see several more, hundreds of feet high, crisscrossing between the gravity-defying pillars of the citadel. Some of them looked like natural rock, like melted wax. Others were made of glass and steel. I couldn’t believe a place like this actually existed.
As the sun set, the lights of the city began to glow, until they outshone the stars. We reached a spot overlooking the lower layers of the citadel with a view over the maze-like walls that surrounded the settlement. The height made me dizzy, I’d never been up this high before. The sky was turning a deep purple, casting long shadows through the dark pine trees below us. I realized suddenly there was no ash here, even though we were outside. The air tasted crisp and cool. I inhaled deeply, smelling scents of flowers and spices from a market down below.
“Like it?” Damien said. I’d spent the last few days thinking about Damien Hartmann, and now there he was, escorting me to some kind of ball. It should have been a dream come true. And yet, he’d barely said two words to me since I got here, and he always seemed slightly annoyed, like he had better things to be doing than show me around.
“So, um, I guess I should thank you,” I said, not looking at him. “You know, for saving me from Nigel.” I bit my lip. “Twice.”
“Don’t mention it.” He said it casually, but with a sharp edge that sounded almost like a warning.
He was acting like it was no big deal, like he would have done it for anyone. But not only did he save my life in the woods, he’d chosen me. We were supposed to get married, and I couldn’t even tell whether he liked me.
“And for what happened today,” I added. “I guess that was the third time you’ve saved me. How’d you find us, anyway?”
Damien’s sharp eyes flicked down to the steel bracelet his father had given me.
“That does more than monitor the level of elixir in your blood,” he said. “There’s also a tracking chip inside, so we know where you are. My father insisted on picking you up himself,” Damien said. There was an apology in his eyes, but not on his lips. “He can be very persuasive. But I was monitoring your journey. I left the citadel as soon as you stopped moving.”
I shuddered, remembering the terrifying moment when the limo had been flipped through the air. The amount of force it must have taken to lift a car like that. Damien stopped in front of me and bent down to meet my eyes. His blue eyes took my breath away. They were what I imagined the sky used to look like, before they were scorched by the ash.
“Listen to me,” he said. “The slagpaw cannot hurt you inside the citadel. You’re perfectly safe here. Do you understand?”
I nodded, and forced a smile. I hated being treated like some fragile thing that needed protection. I lifted my chin and stepped brazenly forward.
“So are we going to do this, or what?” I asked, casting a teasing smile over my shoulder.
He was at my side in an instant. My pulse raced as he threaded his fingers through mine.
“You certainly have a knack for getting yourself in trouble, Miss Sharrow.”
“Yeah, I suppose I do.”
For a long moment, he was silent, and the duration bled into awkwardness. Finally, he dropped my hand and stood a little further away from me.
“I wouldn’t recommend continuing that behavior in the palace,” he said. “The fortress walls will keep the slagpaw out, but that’s not an invitation to be reckless.”
With that chilling piece of advice ringing in my ears, Damien ushered me forward down a side alley and over another bridge. I was completely turned around as we went through some kind of tunnel, then suddenly emerged onto a huge platform. It was lined with trees, but it was so wide and flat, the opposite side faded into the distance. In the center of the platform was an enormous slice into the stones, revealing a gushing natural river and forming a crashing waterfall. Just at the top of the waterfall was a twinkling palace. With more lights than anything else in the city, its collection of tapered pillars and jeweled domes lit up the sky. A massive set of sweeping stairs were cut into the bare rock on both sides, crossing the chests of two giant sculptures carved into the cliff face, supporting the tremendous weight of the platform with their shoulders. The waterfall gushed between them.
“We have to climb up that?” I asked, frowning. I thought we were going to a party, not a hiking trip. My new shoes were already cutting into my ankles, and I didn’t relish the idea of climbing up all those stairs in the dark.
“There is a faster way up,” Damien said. This time there was a hint of a smile in his eyes.
“Why do I get the feeling I’m not going to like the next words out of your mouth?”
“We jump,” he said, nodding at the platform above us. It was at least two hundred feet high.
My heart started pounding just thinking about it. I didn’t know if he was serious, or making fun of me. Or what if he was just testing me, to see how tough I was?
“Fine with me,” I said, far more boldly than I felt.
He stepped closer and wrapped his hands around my waist. He was suddenly way too close, holding my body firmly against his. He raised a questioning eyebrow. I gulped and nodded, grabbing his shirt.
Then we shot into the sky. My dress fluttered in the wind, and then opened up like an umbrella when we started descending. Damien landed first, then let me down slowly until my feet touched the ground. When he let go I was breathless, my eyes wide from excitement.
“That was amazing,” I grinned. “It’s just like flying.”
“Glad you liked it. Now, if you don’t mind, I think we’re late.”
He nodded towards the palace. Up close I could see the entire building was covered in gleaming marble tiles, inlaid with golden ornamentation that reflected the glowing lights pointed at it. A long red carpet ran from the massive front doors to the edge of the platform, then it was a straight drop to the waterfall far below. A dozen royal guards were positioned on either side of the carpet, so still I thought they were statues at first. Like the ones in our compound, they were wearing silver jackets with black pants, and a protective mesh that hid half their faces. These ones, however, also wore a wide red band around their arm with the royal emblem, and body armor under their uniforms. As Damien and I walked casually between them, their gaze never flickered.
We entered into the largest room I’d ever seen. The high ceilings were covered in frescoes, and golden accents ran between the enormous marbles stones in the floor. I had to shield my eyes from the lights—they were brighter than anything I’d seen before, illuminating every inch of the room as bright as daylight. A few of the men in town had flashlights, and the streetlights used electric bulbs, but otherwise electricity was metered, and expensive. Unnecessary power usage was seen as wasteful, even potentially damaging to the purification engines. But here, the lack of restraint was almost conspicuous. They must have an unlimited supply of power.
Some kind of band with stringed instruments played music that made my heart sing, and people were already dancing in the center of the floor. At the far end of the palace was a stage, surrounded by white round tables. Each table could fit twelve chairs, and had an elaborate flower display in the center, surrounded by white candles.
“Took you long enough,” said Tobias, approaching us with a friendly smile. He was with a woman in a stunning black dress and a pearl necklace. She was nearly as tall as Tobias, with long dark hair and an elegance I envied.
“We took the long route,” Damien grinned.
The girl rolled her eyes at him.
“Don’t tell me you jumped,” she said. “Poor thing! Tobias did that to me at my Presentation. I nearly had a heart attack.”
“She still hasn’t forgiven me for it,” Tobias smiled wickedly. “Allow me to introduce my wife, Penelope.”
I held out my hand, but Penelope reached out and grabbed me, squeezing me into a hug.
“I’m so happy you’re here,” she said. “We’ve been trying to get Damien to choose a girl for years, just so I have someone to hang out with while the boys are busy.”
“How long have you two been together?” I asked, hoping I was asking the right question.
“Five years,” she said, holding out her hand to show off her ring. I wondered if that included the one month trial, but I was too embarrassed to ask.
“Let’s sit,” Damien said, motioning toward the tables. We picked one and were soon joined by several other couples, and a handful of elites that appeared to be single. Everyone was so dressed up, it was a little hard to tell them apart at first. Mostly, the elites had a calm certainty about them, and a restrained power. They did everything in precise, simple movements. It was easier by far to recognize the other chosen, by their wide-eyed expressions and open mouths. I wonder if I looked as impressed as they did.
My mouth watered as the first course of the meal was served. Waiters in red coats twirled wide silver plates and removed the lids with a flourish, revealing strange foods I’d never seen before. The duck, venison and soup I recognized. But there were also alien-looking creatures with massive claws, and something that looked like two leaves stuck together.
“Oysters,” Penelope said. “And lobster. My compound is right on the ocean, we catch them with traps and nets.”
She showed me how to crack them open to reach the meat inside. I pulled off my gloves so I could better eat with my bare fingers. I saw her eyes slide to the dark marks on my wrists and fingers, but she didn’t say anything.
“They’re supposed to be aphrodisiacs,” Penelope whispered in my ear, giggling.
I didn’t know what the word meant. I raised my eyebrow and she explained.
“It’s supposed to make you more eager, for the bedroom.” She winked and I grasped her meaning.
My brow suddenly prickled with sweat, and I squeezed my hands under the table. Was that supposed to happen tonight? I’d assumed intimate contact would restricted to after the trial period, after the formal wedding ceremony, but I realized nobody had told me so specifically. I glanced up at Damien, and he smiled at me warmly. He reached over and poured me a glass of wine. I smiled, and took a tiny sip. He was handsome, of course, but I wasn’t sure I was ready to be with him, in that way. Was it expected of me? Did I have a choice?
At that moment, spotlights pointed towards the stage and I saw King Richard ascend some kind of podium. On either side of him, large screens zoomed in, showing a close up of his face. Somehow his words were spelled out on the wall behind him as he spoke.
“Tonight is the opportunity to welcome the new chosen into our community. I hope everyone is having fun.”
There were cheers from the crowd. There were at least a hundred elite in the room, and I knew these weren’t even all, Penelope told me these were just the noble families and royalty. I wondered how many elite there were in total.
“There were thirteen chosen this year. I’d like to invite them to the stage now.”
A few girls stood up immediately. Others, like me, waited to be prompted. Tobias and Penelope clapped their hands and smiled at me, but it wasn’t until Damien stood up and pulled my chair out for me that my legs started heading towards the stage. In my peripheral vision, I saw Mary coming towards me from the side. I almost didn’t recognize her at first—she was wearing a lacy pink dress that stood out like a bright flower amongst the forest of dark suits and dresses that the elite seemed to prefer. She’d always worn her bangs short, and her brown hair had been trimmed to just above her shoulders. She smiled at me, and I returned the gesture.
It was nice to have someone else from Algrave I could talk with. She was probably feeling as alone as isolated as I was. She followed up the stairs behind me and we got in line behind the other girls. Each chosen seemed to have a more elaborate dress. I was suddenly grateful that mine—while luxurious—was relatively simple and understated. My jaw dropped when I saw Jessica, in a bright yellow dress with a matching hat that looked both ridiculous and stunning at the same time. She strode confidently forward. At my side, Mary nudged my arm and raised an eyebrow.
“She looks like a block of cheese,” Mary whispered.
“Or a banana,” I shot back, smiling.
Mary and I were going to get along just fine.
Once we were all lined up, the king continued.
“For the last seventeen years,” he said, pacing before us, “you’ve enjoyed the protection and technological advances of living in the compounds. Safe havens, built for humans to thrive, without worrying about the poisonous ash of the wastelands, or the beasts who room outside the gates. Now you have been selected to fulfill your sacred duty and represent your communities by joining with an elite in a bond of matrimony. However, while you have taken the first step, and secured one of the highest honors, your partnership is not yet set in stone. Over the next few weeks, you will attend classes, to learn how to be a better citizen of the citadel, and a loyal consort to your mates. I know that you will make your compounds proud.”
“This year marks the ninety-eighth year the chosen have been selected. For almost a century, we have had unparalleled peace and prosperity, since the covenant between our two races was first formed. Trust that, even if you don’t understand everything we do in the citadel, there are reasons for how things are. Learn our ways quickly, serve your new masters, and you will be invited to stay among us as full citizens.”
“One more thing,” the king said, softly this time.
“There are some, even within these walls, who do not support our mission, who questions our laws and way of life. Traitors and rebels, hiding in the shadows, plotting our downfall. Today there was even an attack on several chosen as they were heading towards the citadel.”
There were murmurs from the crowd, even outrage. I was surprised not everyone had heard of the attack yet.
“Luckily, my own son was keeping a close eye on his chosen, and arrived in time to save the lives of all three girls after their drivers were killed. Fear not,” the king said. “We will discover the parties responsible for these attacks, and they will be punished harshly, whether human, or elite.”
He let the last few words sink in. I furled my brow in confusion. We were attacked by slagpaw, not rebels. Certainly not elite. And why would elite attack the chosen? Then I remembered the bearded man I’d seen just before the attack. What was he doing out in the woods, all alone? Was he involved somehow?
“Finally,” the king said, “on a more personal matter, I’d like to raise a toast to my son Damien. I had always hoped he’d embrace the covenant, and set a good example by choosing a human consort. Instead, he has resisted his duty for nearly a century. “So I’d like to raise a toast to Damien, and the first, and only, girl to catch his interest—Emily Sharrow!”
A spotlight focused on me and I was blinded by the heat and light. I squinted, then raised my hand above my eyes. There were cheers and applause, along with quite a bit of laughter. When my eyes adjusted, I could make out Damien, but he was frowning and looking at the table, even as elite from other tables came over to slap him on the back and congratulate him.
Just as the noise was dying down, I heard someone call out from the back.
“What’s wrong with her hands?” This unleashed a new round of laughter. My eyes focused on a dark-haired girl in a black dress, practically lounging in Nigel’s lap. Her cheeks were flushed with wine. Was she a chosen, too? If so, why wasn’t she on stage?
My cheeks flushed red, as I realized I’d left my gloves at the table after eating. The spotlight showed off my marks in stark detail, and somewhere a camera zoomed in close, feeding a live video to the massive screens behind us, so that everybody could see the jagged marks on my hands. My deformity.
I crossed my arms, hiding my marks beneath my arms.
Blood roared in my ears. I didn’t even hear the king dismiss us, and stood there stupidly until Jessica pushed me from the other side, shoving me towards the side stairs.
“Move it, freak,” she hissed.
I nearly stumbled down my stairs, fighting to keep the tears out of my eyes. I could already feel the wet mascara and eyeliner. Once at my table, I sank into my seat without making eye contact with anyone, and immediately reached for my gloves. Before I could pull them on, however, Damien’s hand lashed out and jerked them away. The gesture surprised me. Was he angry at me, or worse, embarrassed? I looked around the room and caught Nigel glaring at me. I shifted until I was facing away from him, but the way my scalp and neck tingled, I could still feel him watching me. Damien was wrong. The walls might keep out the slagpaw, but I had a feeling there were far more dangerous things inside the citadel.
 

 
After the Presentation Dinner, we walked home in silence. Damien must have taken me the long way the first time to show me the lookout point for a full view of the citadel. The way home was much shorter. We passed over two of the covered bridges connecting the enormous towers of the main fortress, and then we were back in the building where we’d started.
Damien was pensive and silent next to me, which made me nervous. Was he embarrassed by me, now that I’d revealed myself to the other elite in the citadel? Was he regretting his choice so soon? I also couldn’t forget about what Penelope had said at dinner. Would Damien expect us to sleep together tonight, is that why he was walking me home? Although I knew eventually it would be expected of me, I wasn’t eager to share my bed with a total stranger.
At the door, I panicked. Was this my bedroom? Or was it his? I should have asked earlier.
“Do all the chosen live in this building?” I asked, trying to get at the truth.
“This whole apartment is yours, during the trial period.” He said. “I’ll be staying in the main palace, and most of the elite have a family home somewhere within the citadel.”
I breathed a sigh of relief. So at least we didn’t have to live together. Not yet.
“Well, I guess I should get out of this dress,” I said. I blushed when I realized how it sounded. Almost like an invitation. “And go to sleep,” I added quickly. “I’m exhausted.”
He nodded, but frowned, like there was something else he wanted to say. I stepped inside, holding the door. Then Damien leaned in close, and my heart pounded—I thought he was going to kiss me. My lips parted involuntarily, and I waited for him to close the distance between us. Instead, he whispered.
“Never hide who you are.” Then he handed me my gloves and walked away.
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When Claire woke me the next morning, a breakfast tray was already waiting near the window, next to a steaming cup of coffee. I inhaled the scent gratefully, then took a sip. It was much stronger than what I was used to, the bitterness almost overwhelming. Claire added some fresh flowers to the vase at the window while I ate.
“Pretty,” I said. “Thank you.” She nodded and gave a nervous bow.
I opened the window and leaned out, my heart racing as I took in the drop. In the distance I could see the dark forest, the tops of pine trees and distant mountains. Somewhere behind those hills lay Algrave, the only home I’d ever known. But I wasn’t homesick. Directly below me was a dizzying fall to a small courtyard, with stairs and passageways and tunnels cutting in every direction, and citizens going about their business. It was already more exciting than anything I’d seen in Algrave. I noticed again the surprising lack of ash and took a deep breath of the fresh air.
Then I glanced at the metal bracelet on my wrist.
I’d gotten in the habit of checking it—the numbers had been dropping since yesterday afternoon.
“When you’re done eating, put these on,” Annette said, coming into the room and chasing Claire away. She placed a bundle of simple gray clothing on the bed. They looked soft and comfortable. I practically moaned when I pulled on the pants and hooded sweatshirt. They were lightweight and soft against my skin.
“I know they aren’t fancy,” Annette said, “but the chosen all wear the same uniforms during training.”
“They’re perfect,” I said. “Can I wear these all the time?”
Annette’s jaw practically dropped, and I saw Claire bite back a grin.
“Absolutely not,” Annette said. “After training, you’ll come right back here and put on something more decent.” She gestured towards the dozens of dresses in the closet. “Now hurry up, you don’t want to be late on your first day.”
I finished the scrambled eggs and toast and washed it down with the strong coffee. Then I wiped my mouth on my sleeve. Claire volunteered to bring me to class. I followed her down the hall, trying to get a better sense of my bearings. We went down long passages and up a flight of stairs, before emerging in a central courtyard. Large sections of the walls had been replaced with thick glass, so we had a breathtaking panoramic view of the citadel, from the inside looking out. The top of the building was open, and we could see the gray clouds above us. The floor was covered in polished wood, that seemed almost warm beneath my feet. Several thin mattresses covered in green leather extended over the hardwood. In each corner was a tall rack, displaying a variety of dangerous looking weapons.
Claire nodded and left with another bow, disappearing the way she came. I stood awkwardly for a moment, as the other girls gawked at my wrists. Then I saw Mary. She smiled when she saw me, and joined her near the back of the room.
“I thought we were here to learn?” she said, gesturing at the weapons.
I shrugged my shoulders, just as a tall woman strode into the room. She wore a simple uniform like ours—pants and a tunic with a column of thick buttons—but hers were solid white, whereas ours were dull gray. I would have guessed she was elite, except for the metal bracelet on her wrist. She clapped her hands to get our attention, and gestured to the largest mat in the center of the room. I took a seat next to Mary, then looked around as the other chosen joined the circle. My eyes found Jessica immediately. She seemed to have already gathered a new group of accomplices.
“You can call me Master Svboda,” the teacher said, clasping her hands behind her back. “For the next four weeks I will be helping to transform you into self-sufficient citizens of the citadel. We’ll be learning culture and etiquette, dance, combat, and fencing.”
“They never said anything about fighting,” one girl said behind me, raising her hand as she spoke.
“You are here to fulfill the covenant,” Master Svboda said. “So your husband always has blood nearby, and to remind the elite what being human is like. However, we learn combat for two reasons,” Master Svboda said. “First, because to keep up with your elite husbands, you’ll need to be strong, supple and resilient. In both mind and body. You will learn culture and history so that you won’t barrage your companion with inane questions; you will learn dance to gain grace and poise. Combat will strengthen your muscles and maintain your figure. However, there is another reason why it’s so important. You will never be as strong as an elite. They will always see you as weak, inferior. Which can make you a dangerous liability. On occasion, it is possible that your new husbands might want to take a trip, to show you more of the kingdom. Or, accompany you back to your compound to visit your own family. In the event of an attack, a momentary distraction could prove fatal for both of you. Targeting the chosen could also be a way of hurting an individual elite, and leaves them open to attack, even betrayal.”
“For this reason, many elites give their chosen added rations of elixir, to make them stronger and faster. Humans in the citadel follow the rules of renewal—a single drop per week. Enough to ward off sickness and disease. Chosen, as consorts of the elite, are to be elevated above commons in all manners. Capable, at the very least, of defending themselves so their husbands don’t have to worry about them. Against all threats.”
I gulped, remembering the rancid breath of the slagpaw. I hoped she wasn’t saying I’d have to fight one of those. Master Svboda went to a large, stainless steel vault built into the wall and pressed some kind of numbered keycode. The door opened, releasing white vapor. She reached in and pulled out a single vial of elixir—more than I’d ever seen in the same place. There was more than enough there to heal my mom completely. My pulse jumped at the thought.
Master Svboda poured elixir into a tiny crystal glass, then sipped it quickly. Her bracelet beeped and we watched the monitor climb. 3%, then 5%. Then 7%. There were murmurs from the other girls. I’d never seen anyone drink so much before. Master Svboda did a quick sprint, then turned and performed a twisting backflip, landing right in front of the weapons shelf. She grabbed two daggers and flung them towards the opposite side of the room. They smacked into a target on the far wall with remarkable accuracy. But she wasn’t finished. As soon as the daggers left her hand, she’d picked up what looked with a massive hammer. The end was a solid block of metal, larger than her head, yet she swung it around easily. She took a running jump, defying gravity and reaching twice her height into the air, and slammed the hammer into a large metal plaque fixed to the wall. The force of her swing made the ground tremble beneath us.
She grinned at us before continuing her lesson.
“Too much elixir, however, can be dangerous. You’ll be faster and stronger than you’ve ever been before. But if you lose control, you could hurt yourself, or others. That’s why all chosen wear the bracelets to measure blood levels. Try to keep them below 10%. More than that and the elixir will affect your critical thinking. Above 15%, and you may exhibit symptoms of mania. Insomnia, feelings of invulnerability, increased sexual desire, euphoria, grandiose delusions and paranoid rage. This can make you rash and prone to incident. The legal limit for commons is two percent. Chosen will have access to more elixir, but for your own safety, at 20% the system will send your location to our security center, and a team will be sent to collect you.”
“What happens if we drink too much?” Mary asked.
“The elixir will feed off your own blood cells and then burn out as you expel energy. At lower levels, the healing benefits of the elixir will regenerate fresh blood. Once you pass 30%, the elixir in your system will consume blood faster than it can be regenerated, draining your body of living cells, and you will die.” There was a long pause as we reflected on this. Only one person raised their hand.
“Is that how one becomes elite?” Jessica asked.
“We’ll save that lesson for another time,” Master Svboda said with a frown. “This week you’ll practice basic defensive stances. You will train and learn quickly. The elixir will allow you to learn much faster than you would normally, without burning out. It will also heal injuries. Now, pair up!”
I partnered with Mary, and we spent the next hour learning stretches and warmup activities. I couldn’t keep my eyes away from the weapons. There was an elegant curved bow I was desperate to get my hands on, with barbed arrows. It was the only thing I knew how to use. I’d practiced throwing my father’s hunting knife, but could only get it to stick into a tree half the time. And Master Svboda had thrown the daggers across the whole room, easily twice my best distance.
“I’ve never seen anyone move like that,” I said to Mary.
“I hadn’t either, until we were attacked by the slagpaw,” she whispered back.
“What are you talking about?” I asked. Then I remembered the mysterious bearded man. Had she seen him too?
“Just before Jessica’s car exploded,” Mary said, fixing me with her wide eyes. “I saw you, what you did. You moved like them. You saved her.”
“It was renewal,” I said. “I must have still had some elixir in my system.”
“One drop wouldn’t have let you move as fast as you did, or rip off that car door.”
“We had an unannounced visitor. King Richard came to our ceremony. He delivered the elixir himself,” I said, gesturing towards my wrist. Mary’s eyes widened. “I don’t know, it must have been stronger or something. Straight from the source, you know?”
We finished stretching, and Master Svboda made us sprint back and forth across the gymnasium. After twenty laps of that, we had to carry large blocks of stone from a pile on one end of the room, to a pile on the other. I thought I was in reasonably good shape, but by the end of class my legs and arms felt like jelly, and my lightweight outfit was dripping with sweat. The other girls looked in even worse shape. Two girls gave up completely and sank against the wall, breathing deeply. I was surprised Master Svboda didn’t yell at them to keep moving. She kept checking our wristbands, and when mine finally dropped to zero she nodded at me and pointed to a water cooler and a stack of cups. I drank the liquid greedily, spilling down the front of my shirt.
“Physical activity will drain the amount of elixir in your system,” she said. “The greater the physical effort, the more elixir you’ll use—which is why, if you’re in excellent health otherwise, a smaller amount of elixir will last longer and have greater effect.”
She raised the vial of elixir again, and this time dipped an eyedropper into the glass tube. She added two drops of the dark liquid into short glasses, and we watched the dark liquid unfurl into the water, turning it red.
“Elixir after a workout will help you recover faster, so we can spend more time training. You’ll get two drops a day from now on, and more after the first week. This amount should be enough to help you heal quickly, but you probably won’t notice any significant effects until we begin consuming more.”
I looked at Mary and raised my eyebrows. Two drops a day? That was fourteen a week—more elixir than I usually got in three months. I waited as the other girls pushed forward to grab a glass, then got in the back of the line. Jessica was one of the first. Mary handed me a glass and we drank it together. My aching muscles—which were screaming in pain moments ago—relaxed instantly. I was used to the effects of renewal, but never after such a strenuous workout.
I thought class was over, but I was wrong. Master Svboda had us partner up again and taught us some basic combat: three common frontal attacks and how to block them. We practiced them slowly at first, making sure our stance was right, then got into a repetitive rhythm. As we felt more confident, the moves got faster. Master Svboda added in a kick, followed by a pull-and-sweep move that threw our partners to the ground.
I saw Mary smile after blocking my flurry of attacks, and realized I had a grin on my own face as well. I felt the jarring contact as I blocked her punches and chops with my forearms, but they didn’t hurt. I couldn’t feel anything, other than exhilaration. This was way more fun than I thought it was going to be.
Several hours flew by, and I was surprised when Master Svboda clapped her hands together and ended class. The light was much dimmer and I looked outside in surprise. The city around us through the large glass panes was painted in a soft glowing half-light; a kind of visible darkness that converged in long gray shadows across the courtyard below.
I watched Master Svboda put away the unused elixir and lock the storage case, fighting back a sense of longing. If I could get some and send it back to my mother, she’d be healed instantly. I tried to formulate some kind of plan, but the risk of getting caught was too great. When I came out of the classroom into the hall, Claire was there waiting for me, but she was backed into a corner, and looked frightened. Then I saw Nigel. My blood was still pumping with elixir, and anger flooded through my body.
“What the hell did you do to her?” I asked, narrowing my eyes.
Nigel smirked and held his hands up in defense.
“Nothing she wasn’t asking for,” he said.
I grabbed Claire’s hand and pulled her towards me, but our way was blocked by another elite—I recognized him from the meadow. What were they even doing here?
“You remember Thomas, of course?” Nigel asked. My skin crawled, just being close to them again. The other girls streamed past us, but I felt trapped by Nigel’s gaze, almost like my feet were rooted to the floor.
“You can’t hurt me,” I said, more bravely than I felt. “Damien chose me. I’m his. Touch me and I’m sure he’ll think of a creative way to punish you.”
“Maybe. For now,” he leered. “But do you really think he cares about you? You don’t mean anything to him, he was just trying to spoil my fun. Why do you think he passed on you at the choosing ceremony? He’ll get bored of being your champion, and send you back, a ruined woman. After that, you’ll be all mine.”
Claire’s eyes widened, apparently she hadn’t heard a full account of my choosing ceremony.
Just then Jessica came out of the practice room. She looked startled to see us all, but pushed past it.
“You came to pick me up!” she said, flashing Thomas a dazzling smile and wrapping her arms around him. She planted a wet kiss on his cheek.
“What can I say,” he grinned. “It is almost dinner time after all. And I invited Nigel to eat with us.”
He let one hand drop and I saw him squeeze Jessica’s butt. Jessica’s face paled, but she recovered quickly.
“Stop!” she said playfully, punching him. “You’re too naughty. Besides I’m all sweaty, class was brutal.”
“I’ll bet you kicked everyone’s ass,” Thomas said.
“Why don’t you two show us what you learned?” Nigel said, nodding towards me. There was hunger in his eyes; an eagerness that turned my blood cold.
“Maybe another time,” I said. “Damien is waiting.”
There was a long pause, but finally Nigel nodded, and Thomas stepped aside, with a flourish that was almost a mock bow. Claire and I practically sprinted through the maze-like passageways and floating bridges of the citadel back to our apartment.
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After I got back to my room I took a shower and changed into some comfortable clothes. I was about to collapse on the bed when there was a knock on the door.
I hesitated before opening.
“Who is it?” I asked.
“It’s Damien,” came the voice on the other side. “I thought you might like some dinner.”
I opened the door a crack, expecting him to hand me a plate of food or something.
He was wearing a nice looking jacket and a crisp white shirt with some kind of tie. His leather shoes looked freshly polished, and he’d even combed his hair. I didn’t think he could get any more handsome, but he cleaned up good.
I, meanwhile, was wearing sweats and my hair was still wrapped up in a towel.
“You might want to put on something a little more... well, more.” He said, his eyes sparkling with amusement. My cheeks flushed.
“Give me a second,” I said. I felt stupid having Annette dress me yesterday, but now I wished she or Claire were around. I had a dozen fancy dresses and no idea what to wear. Finally I picked out a simple black dress, that was elegant without being flashy or revealing. The embroidered collar went all the way up to my neck.
I pulled my hair back into a quick ponytail and pinched my cheeks. Surprisingly, I didn’t look half bad, even after the excruciating workout. It must be the extra elixir in my veins. I pulled on a lightweight jacket, and closed the door behind me.
“Where are we going?” I asked.
“I thought you might want to see where I live,” Damien said. “I’ve prepared some food already.”
My eyes lit up, I wasn’t looking forward to going out in public anyway. Dinner at home sounded perfect. A small part of me was nervous about being alone with Damien. But a larger part was thrilled that he even wanted to spend time with me, especially after what Nigel had told me earlier. We were still basically strangers, even though we might be getting married in a few weeks. Being chosen had always seemed so glamorous, but I realized now the hard part came afterwards.
Damien’s house, if you could call it that, was only a few minutes away. We passed across an outdoor bridge, covered and lined with statues of people I didn’t recognize, and turned right—then the building was in front of us. We were in one of the oldest parts of the citadel, near the center. The rectangular building had four round towers that rose in height like stair steps towards the sky. Each tower was crowned with a bright torch of yellow flame. The whole structure was built on the edge of a massive boulder, cutting into the fortress walls. The front door was a drawbridge that connected with a thin bridge across a deep crack in the bed rock. We were so high up, the mist obscured the trees far below us.
“You grew up here?” I asked, hesitating at the far end of the bridge and peering down into the depths beneath.
“Not exactly,” Damien said. “I grew up in the Before. Just a regular boy, going to school. Playing soccer. My father and I moved here after we became elites, after the Culling. When we were being hunted by humans.”
My eyes widened. Damien had never told me so much about himself before. He’d been around since the Before. I’d heard that some of the elite were that old, but I thought it was just a rumor.
“And your mother?” I asked.
Damien’s face contorted and there was a flash of anger and an emotion I couldn’t read.
“She didn’t make it,” he said finally.
He reached for my hand, and held it as we crossed the bridge. His hands were cold, but gentle. Once inside, he took my coat and opened the door to a wide room with arched ceilings. Massive chandeliers hung from chains over a long dining table. Two arrangements of Jasmine filled the otherwise empty space. Damien pulled out a chair for me and sat at the far end of the table. He’d barely taken his seat when a side door opened and several servants entered with plates of food. They put all the plates near me and filled my glass with wine, then disappeared back into the kitchen.
“Aren’t you going to eat anything?” I asked, looking over at Damien’s empty plate and glass.
“I’ve already eaten,” he said. “Go ahead without me.”
Now that all this delicious food was in front of me, I was hungry. I piled my plate with meatloaf, potatoes and gravy, and peas. There was also a whole roasted chicken, some kind of bone broth soup and a handful of dishes I didn’t even recognize.
It was a little creepy that Damien was just watching me eat. I felt stupid for not knowing more about the elites. Did they even eat food? Or only human blood? If so, what—or who—had he eaten earlier? Part of me felt insulted. After all, Damien chose me as his consort. Didn’t that mean he was supposed to feed on me? Wasn’t that what I was here for?
“How are you enjoying the citadel so far?” Damien asked.
At least he was finally breaking the silence. I cringed each time my silver utensils clashed against the dishes, and the sound carried in the voluminous room.
“It’s great,” I mumbled with my mouth full. “I mean, I’ve only been here a day. It’s kind of overwhelming. The food though, the food is amazing.”
“I’m glad you like it,” he said.
“Is this all for me?” I frowned as the servants brought three more dishes out. Fish, steamed brussels sprouts with garlic and some kind of spicy curry with rice. This much food could have fed my whole family at home, and I would have invited Trev and Amber over for dinner as well.
“You don’t need to finish it,” Damien said, folding his fingers together on the table. He looked ridiculously dashing against the background of the room. Tapestries hung behind him, showing some kind of battle scene, and a large fireplace with an engraved mantle housed a glowing fire. The light reflected off the golden frames of two large oil paintings, without piercing the dark shadows of the portraits looking down at us.
“I just thought you might want to taste some new dishes. Once you find out what you like, the cooks can make it for you whenever you want.”
“You mean you didn’t cook this yourself?” I teased.
He smiled, and raised an eyebrow.
“Would you like me to cook for you?”
“You have important things to do,” I said, looking down at my plate.
“You’re important,” he said. “To me.”
I bit my lip, wondering if I’d misheard him, or if he was going to qualify that statement somehow. Instead he just let it hang in the open. It felt like he’d just confessed something intimate. Somehow the space between us warmed, even though he was on the far end of the massive table. A private dinner, now this?
At the compound, I’d always thought being chosen was a compromise—the unpleasant experience of sharing our blood with an elite, in exchange for a comfortable life in the citadel of lights. Now that I was here, however, letting Damien feed on me didn’t seem like the worst thing in the world. The thought of him gripping me against his body, sinking his teeth into my neck, filled me emotions I’d never felt before.
Which kind of pissed me off. Sure, he was charming and handsome right now, but he wasn’t always. Sometimes he seemed like a total jerk. He rarely smiled and seemed to be slightly annoyed with almost everything, like life had let him down somewhere and he’d never quite recovered. Plus, I hated thinking that Trevor was right, and his words repeated in my ears. You want to be that bloodsucker’s mate, don’t you?
I’d denied it at the time, but now my body was rebelling against me. Thinking about Trevor made me think about home, which made me feel guilty eating all this food, in a private mansion. Being waited on by servants. I wondered what would happen with all the extra food I couldn’t eat, that had been cooked for my pleasure. Thrown away, probably. I bet it was all from the compounds. We spent months growing food just to have the elites throw it away.
“What’s wrong?” Damien asked.
Shit, could he read me that easily? I’d have to be more careful with my emotions.
“Nothing,” I said. “It’s just, all this—I’m not used to it. I guess I’m a little homesick.”
It was close enough to the truth, and Damien seemed to buy it.
“Would you like to write them a letter? I can have someone deliver it tomorrow.”
My jaw went slack with surprise. People sent letters between the compounds with traders, but it usually took weeks. I nodded, and he stood up and walked towards me.
“Then, if you’re finished, let me show you around.”
I followed him through another door to the side of the dining hall, which led through a gallery full of paintings, and then across a tiled floor with a sweeping staircase. We walked past it towards a door on the other side of the hall.
“What’s upstairs?” I asked, running my hand over the smooth banister.
“The bedrooms,” Damien said. “I’m not sure you need to see those tonight, unless you have some suggestion.”
I blushed. He seemed to enjoy teasing me.
He pushed open the oak door into a wide library with tall ceilings. The walls were lined with tall bookcases, filled with hundreds of books. There were so many shelves, a ladder had been built into the wall to reach them. In the center of the room was a large oak desk, with a smooth surface and handcarved whorls in the sturdy legs. Behind it were two leather chairs with red padding. On either side of the room were large bay windows. Several comfortable looking chairs and couches were tucked into nooks and corners, along with an antique grandfather clock.
“Can this be my room?” I asked.
“I’m usually in here, studying or writing correspondence for my father. But you’re welcome to join me anytime. I’ll leave the doors unlocked if you want to drop by—as long as you don’t remove any of the books. We furnish the compounds with libraries, but the inventory is selective. There are books in my library that could be upsetting to humans. Too much knowledge can be dangerous.”
I nodded, though I didn’t understand what he meant. How could books be dangerous? I’d spent most of my childhood in Algrave’s town library. I probably read every single book three times. But it was nothing like this. I ran my fingers over the smooth leather bindings and frayed canvas edges. As far as I knew, books weren’t printed anymore, though I had seen small educational pamphlets in the compound.
Damien went to the desk and pulled out a drawer filled with stacks of paper and envelopes, then he pulled out the chair for me. He sat on a large green couch, reading a book, while I wrote a note to my mother. It had only been a couple days, so I didn’t have a lot to tell her, but I wanted her to know I was okay and thinking about her.
I sent a note to Amber as well, because she’d kill me if I had the opportunity to write but didn’t. I was tempted to tell her a lot more, but I hesitated to put anything important in the letter. I glanced over at Damien, who seemed absorbed in his book. Would he read these later? What about the messenger?
I thought about writing to Trevor, but I wasn’t sure what to say. I wanted to ask him about the man he’d been talking to in Algrave, but something about their encounter made me hesitate. It was weird I’d seen him in the woods, and that he’d moved so fast. If he was human, where did he get so much elixir? Something Trev said stuck with me. There are other ways to get blood from an elite. But we were attacked by slagpaw, not rebels. I didn’t want to bring it up with Damien in case I accidentally got Trevor in trouble. I could only hope he wasn’t involved in something stupid. Instead I just added a line to Amber’s message to watch out for him.
When I finished, Damien poured red wax across the seal and stamped it with a royal seal. He was showing me he wasn’t going to read the notes; that he trusted me and was giving me privacy. It was a small kindness, but the gesture was appreciated.
He opened the door, but I paused halfway through the threshold and turned back to him. I didn’t realize how close we were, squeezed between the door frame, but I didn’t want to leave the comfort of the library without sharing my gratitude.
“Thank you,” I said. “I never really wanted to be chosen, but I’m glad it was you.”
Damien took a strained breath in through his nose and closed his eyes. His body seemed tense, and I saw him curl his fingers into fists. When he looked at me again, there was an intense heat in his eyes that spread warmth through my whole body. My lips parted involuntarily and I wet my lips with my tongue. My heart was pounding, and I saw his eyes flick down and look at my neck with a kind of painful longing. Then he reached out for me. I learned forward, expecting him to pull me towards him. Instead, he slammed the door shut with such force I was practically thrown out of his office.
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I was early to class the next morning. It was hard to leave my bed, which was dangerously comfortable, but after waking up at dawn, my thoughts still spinning from the night before, I needed to do something physical to take my mind off Damien. He’d been so charming at dinner, I could have sworn he was flirting with me. He said I was important. But then he’d pulled away—like he couldn’t stand to be close to me. Claire made me a soft-boiled egg with toast and jam, then we headed to the gym. On the way I marveled at the scent of fresh fruit and baked pastries, as street vendors set up their booths for the day.
I wasn’t the only one up early. Two other girls were already in our classroom when I arrived. They grabbed weapons off the rack and began swinging them around like they knew what they were doing. The one with dark skin and almond-shaped eyes picked out a pair of short swords. The other was tall and proud, with hair and skin so white it looked like someone had drained her of color. She grabbed a long, straight stick and spun it around the back of her hand, then tossed it in the air before catching it again mid-spin. She bent down in a crouch and beckoned with her finger. The darker one charged forward, stabbing and slashing with her blades. It made me cringe just watching them, but it was thrilling. I realized I was eager to learn more combat moves. Yesterday I got a small taste of what it would feel like to be able to defend myself, and I loved it.
The blond blocked each attack with one end of the staff, then suddenly slapped the stick down hard on the darker girl’s forearm, who cried out in pain. The blond caught the other girl’s neck with the staff and forced her backwards, while sweeping a leg low to trip her. I held my breath, but the shorter girl dropped her weapons and latched onto the stick with both hands, dragging the blond down on top of her. Then she put her feet up, catching the other girl’s weight with her legs and tossing her into a pile at my feet. She groaned, blinking up at me.
“You want in on this?” she asked, holding out her hand.
I wasn’t sure what to do with it. I thought she wanted help up, so I reached out to her, but she just slapped my hand and rolled away. I looked up just in time to see the dark haired girl running towards me. I barely had time to react, throwing my hands up into a hasty block as the girl rained punches down on me. I tried to remember what we learned in class yesterday, but she was moving too fast, and the moves seemed far less predictable than the few simple attacks Mrs. Svboda taught us.
Finally I gave up trying to block and threw a punch towards her face. It connected with her nose and she blinked in surprise. She wiped a drop of blood off her cheek with the back of her hand, smearing it across her face, then grinned wildly.
“She can fight!” she said. “Kind of.”
Then she spun and her foot connected with my jaw. The next thing I knew, I was on the ground seeing stars, in more pain than I’d ever felt before. The blond girl was at my side, feeling my neck carefully and assessing the damage. She waved her fingers in front of my face and I blinked.
“She’s fine,” the darker girl said. “I barely touched her.”
“You know most of these girls haven’t been trained,” the blond said. “You could have seriously hurt her.”
“So what?” the girl shot back. “Two drops a day, remember? She’ll be fine.”
“I’m Camina,” the blond said. “And that’s Jazmine.”
“Where’d you learn to fight like that?” I asked. Weapons were practically forbidden in Algrave, and public altercations ended with a night spent in jail. These girls seemed like they’d been training for years.
“I’m from Denvato,” Jazmine said. “We protect the southern borders. Camina is from the far North, where it’s always winter. That’s why she looks like she’s never seen the sun.”
“Nobody has ever seen the sun,” I frowned. Dark gray clouds of ash filled the sky at all times.
“Picture the ash, then add snow,” Camina said. “That’s Iklebot, home sweet home. We’re on the far edges of the kingdom, one of the furthest compounds away from the citadel, so we have to protect ourselves, and the shipments and supply line.”
“Protect them, from what?” I asked.
“Rebels and mutids, mostly.”
“The slagpaw are puppies compared to what we’ve got up north.” Camina said.
“You fight them?” I asked.
“Only if necessary.” Camina said. “And few survive. The worst are the elites from other kingdoms though. Not all the elites wanted to be part of King Richard’s utopia. Some of them formed their own cities, far away. They attack every once in awhile. When that happens, we hide in bunkers underground, until reinforcements arrive from the citadel. It’s a six-day journey.”
My head was spinning, and it wasn’t just from Jazmine’s kick. I thought all the compounds were protected. That was basically the whole point. I never realized that Algrave’s proximity to the citadel provided us with a bubble of safety.
Mary came into the room, followed by several other girls. Her eyes widened when she saw me. My arms were covered with bruises and I felt like my face was lopsided, like my jaw wasn’t properly aligned. I introduced her quickly to Jazmine and Camina, just before Master Svboda came in.
“She’s from Iklebot too,” Camina whispered, with a touch of pride in her voice. “She was already a fierce warrior when she was chosen, but then she won the trials and became champion. Her elite husband offered to Ascend her, but she chose to remain human instead. I heard her husband died defending her from an attack. Since then she’s dedicated herself to training the new chosen.”
“Today, we are going to learn how to dance.” Master Svboda said after she’d gotten our attention. I groaned, joining a chorus of the other girls. Not everyone was disappointed. Mary looked relieved, and I saw Jessica actually smile. Of course she’d be good at dancing.
“But first,” Master Svboda said, “I need to tell you about blood memories. When an elite feeds from a human, they will sometimes draw fragmented memories along with the blood. Some of these are so realistic they can seem like personal memories, motor movements especially. Skills that take years to learn can be gained in an instant. Elites, if they choose, can pass these memories deliberately with the elixir, if they concentrate on the memories during harvesting. In today’s elixir,” she said, holding up a vial. “There is a memory. A powerful one. Close your eyes and try to find it.”
She prepared the short glasses of elixir again, adding two drops to each glass. I was glad I didn’t have to wait until after running laps today, my jaw was starting to swell and ache. I downed my glass in one gulp, and felt the elixir wash away my pain. A minute later, I was buzzing with energy. I was ready to start moving, but Master Svboda made us sit down and close our eyes.
“Focus on the blood in your veins,” she said, in a calm voice. “Focus on your breath. Fill your lungs, then exhale slowly. Clear your mind of all thoughts.”
I felt Mary stiffen beside me and I cracked my eyes. Her eyelids were moving, like she was seeing something. I closed my eyes and tried again. Every few minutes, I heard a gasp or a laugh. One girl even started crying. It seemed like everybody was accessing the memory, except me. Finally I gave up and stopped trying. I decided I was just going to wait it out and pretend I’d seen the memory too.
But then it hit me. It wasn’t just a memory. It was like being transported into someone else’s mind and body. I looked down and saw my feet gliding effortlessly across a dance floor. My partner was a tall man with glasses and wiry hair. And I loved him. I could feel it when I looked at his face, and he smiled at me. He spun us in a circle and then dipped me. I leaned back against his arms, confident that he wouldn’t let me go. When the music ended, he took my hand and pulled me towards the exit. The doors were open, allowing a cool breeze to caress the white curtains framing the doorway. We stepped out onto a wide balcony and my breath caught in my chest as I looked up. A large, white orb hung in the sky over the horizon, surrounded by small white dots in the sky. The moon, and stars, I realized. I’d seen pictures in books, or illustrations, but I’d never actually seen them. They were so beautiful, my chest swelled with gratitude. The man lifted my chin and kissed me. I kissed him back, losing myself in the emotion. Part of me whispered, this is what it feels like to kiss someone you loved. It filled my entire being with longing and desire and something else.
But then we were blasted apart by some invisible force. I tumbled to the ground, sliding across the floor. On the horizon, a thick column of smoke and gas was rising from the ground like some terrible sea monster. The building shifted and shook behind me, knocking over tables and sending part of the roof caving in. Screams pierced the air, and I crawled on my hands and knees, over the rubble, through the smoke, looking for my partner. When I finally found him, his face was covered in blood. I sobbed, shaking his body. Finally his eyes snapped open, but they were different. Hungry.
The memory vanished and I was back in the training room. Mary was shaking my shoulder, and I saw the other girls staring at me.
“Welcome back, Emily.” Master Svboda smiled.
I was too stunned to reply, my emotions swirled in my chest. It felt like I’d lost a limb. I’d loved someone, and had him taken from me in the space of a few minutes.
“That was the Before,” I said finally. “I saw the stars. Was it like that for everyone?”
“The memory is the same, but different people will react differently to it, or respond differently.”
So all the other girls had felt the same connection I had with the man in glasses? I felt jealousy rage up inside me, thinking about the other girls in his arms. But I knew it was foolish, stupid even. He wasn’t mine. I didn’t even know who he was.
“A blood memory experience is not enough to learn a skill,” Master Svboda continued, “but it will make it easier. Your body will feel more comfortable learning the dance now. Part of you will feel like you’ve learned the steps before.”
She broke us up into pairs again. This time, instead of fighting, we were supposed to hold onto each other and spin around the room, without getting dizzy.
“One, two three. ONE, two, three,” she called out after showing us the basic steps. My legs resisted the rhythm. I’d never been able to stay on beat. Finally, however, things clicked into place and I stopped stepping on Mary’s feet.
Master Svboda put on some music, and we practiced the simple steps for another hour, until we were all sick of the repetitive dance. Even Jessica had stopped pretending to enjoy herself.
“Dancing will teach you balance, poise and elegance. But more than that, it will teach you spatial awareness. The right move, at the right moment—being the first to react, the first to move in the right direction, understanding nonverbal cues—all of these things could save your life, or end someone else’s.”
We took turns leading and following, spinning around the room in a large circle. Then I saw Master Svboda reach for a pointed dagger. She stood directly in the path of the dancers, and we had to pivot and spin our partners away from the danger, without losing the beat or mixing up the steps.
 

 
I thought Claire was going to pick me up after class again, so I was surprised to see Penelope instead.
“I thought we could go out for coffee today, unless you have plans.”
“Go out for coffee?” I repeated. It was a foreign concept, and I was still a little stunned from the lingering memory and the feeling of loss.
I waved goodbye to the other girls, then followed Penelope down the stairs and into one of the neighboring courtyards. We cut through two narrow alleys, emerging into a wider courtyard lined with outdoor tables with white umbrellas. The ground was paved with wide slabs of flat concrete, like a road.
Penelope looked like someone from a fashion magazine from the Before. Crisp beige pants and a white blouse. I’d never actually seen anyone who looked like that. She was even wearing a pair of large white sunglasses that hid half her face.
It was brighter here than the compounds, I realized. Looking up, I squinted against the gray sky. One round patch of ash looked brighter than the rest.
“Is that the sun?” I asked, pointing upwards. “You can see the sun from here? And why can’t I hear the purification engines?” I asked.
“We don’t use those in the citadel,” she said, sitting at one of the tables. I joined her, feeling out of place with my workout uniform, but nobody seemed to mind my appearance.
“But how do you keep the ash out?”
“Giant fans, built into the ground. They blow hot air up and out. It’s newer technology than what was used in the compounds.”
A man with a white shirt and a black apron did a double-take when he saw us, then hurried over.
“It is my rare privilege to have such distinguished guests,” he said, bowing low.
“Cappuccino,” Penelope said.
“And for your guest?” the man asked.
“Um, coffee?” I said.
“Do you like chocolate?” Penelope asked. I nodded.
“Get her the mocha, with the whipped cream on top.”
The man smiled, bowed again and then backed away.
I noticed several of the other guests turning to look at us.
“Why are they staring?” I whispered.
“You’ll get used to it,” she said, leaning back to our chair. “Over twenty thousand people live in the citadel,” she said. “About one hundred elites live here full-time, others pass through. The wives are intermediaries—still human, but increased access to elixir makes us powerful. Plus our connection affords certain political connections. Some wives use their position to help the people or improve conditions in the city. Others are not as kind, and use their power for selfish reasons. After the wedding ceremony, you might have lots of free time. Maybe too much. You’ll have to decide what to do with it.”
“If I last that long,” I said. “I might fail the trials and get sent back.”
“That rarely happens,” she said. “It’s not exactly a test you can fail, though your performance in the trials may inform your elite’s opinion of you, which may influence his decision of whether to keep you. All you need to do is get him to like you. It’s our job to keep them interested.”
The coffee arrived. Mine was a tall glass mug, with rich dark chocolate, and a cookie stuck in the whipped cream. It was sweeter and richer than I expected; it tasted like melted candy.
“I could get used to this,” I said.
“One of the best perks of living in civilization,” Penelope said. “It’s hard to make good coffee without an espresso machine.”
“They have machines just to make coffee?” I asked, my eyes widening. I helped mom make coffee sometimes. You boiled water and let the coffee grounds soak. It didn’t seem complex enough to warrant a machine. I took another sip and closed my eyes, savoring the rich concoction. This wasn’t technology, this was culinary magic.
“Damien hasn’t seemed all that interested in me,” I said, picking up the conversation where we left off. “Not like that. I’m not even sure if he likes me.”
“Don’t be silly. He chose you, didn’t he?”
“There were extenuating circumstances.” I said.
“Has he fed on you yet?”
“No,” I said.
She frowned, and took a sip of her coffee.
“Maybe he’s just giving you space.”
“Or maybe he doesn’t want me.”
“The point of the choosing is so elites can willingly feed on just one voluntary person. It’s an intimate experience for both partners. It can be very pleasant, erotic even. But if elites go too long without feeding, they’ll become dangerous and violent. They won’t have enough control to stop when they need to, which means they can easily kill the donor.”
“But that was a long time ago, when the races were practically always at war. The protection goes both ways—an elite would feed without killing the donor; and the donor promised not to stake him at the first chance. In the citadel, nobody would be stupid enough to attack an elite, and there are thousands of humans in the citadel who would happily become the favorite companion of an elite for a short while, in exchange for money or extra privileges. Girls from the village are willing to be used and discarded, for sexual pleasure or blood, without any marriage or contract. Elite are free to take pleasure anywhere, and drink from anywhere—even after they’ve chosen. They even have blood lounges set up for that.”
“For some elites, choosing isn’t serious. They don’t respect their wives, and can be cruel—or they can ignore them altogether. What I have with Tobias, real trust and intimacy, it’s less common. I mean, how can it be, right? Two strangers decide to be with each other because of some ancient contract between our races?”
I felt like Penelope had just trampled my childhood dreams of chosen moving to the citadel of light and living happily ever after. Damien didn’t really need my blood. And it was an intimate experience. Maybe he already had someone he was sharing it with. Maybe he was too kind to see me tortured by Nigel, but didn’t want me in that way. I should have felt relieved, but I didn’t. I hated thinking of him with some other woman.
“Can you find your way back?” Penelope asked, finishing her coffee. “I’ve got some other errands to run before dinner.”
I nodded, hoping I wouldn’t get lost in the labyrinthine alleyways. Plus, it would be my first chance to explore on my own. I retraced my steps and successfully made it down the first two turns, and reached the other plaza closer to the building with the training facilities. I looked up and saw the room with the wide paneled glass walls. It was reflecting the view over the citadel walls, and the landscape. The setting sun’s pink and purple rays pushed through the dark layer of ash over the horizon, adding just a hint of color.
I was about to head upstairs, and then cut over the bridges back to my apartment, when a figure caught my eye. A bearded man, wearing some kind of snug dark suit and a knitted stocking cap with ear flaps. He looked familiar, and I realized he was the man I saw with Trevor. The one walking in the ash, just before the attack on the caravan. Time seemed to slow down as our eyes met. When he caught me staring at him, he frowned, then turned and ran around the corner.
Was he running away from me?
Why would anyone do that?
My feet were pounding pavement before I’d made the conscious decision to follow him.
Questions thrashed through my mind. Why was he in Algrave? He wasn’t a chosen, or an elite, so how did he get so much elixir? And what was he doing out in the woods, just before our caravan was attacked? I hated not knowing, and the fact that he’d both recognized me and run seemed extremely suspicious. He was guilty for sure, I just didn’t know of what.
We ran deeper into the city, flying past stalls and vendors. Some kind of pageant was being performed in one of the squares, and I almost lost him in the crowd watching the actors. We crossed an arched bridge over the main river that cut through the citadel, and into an area of the city I hadn’t been in before. There were less streetlamps here, and the shadows grew longer and darker. He was fast, for an older man. The distance between us increased, and my lungs were already burning. If not for excess of elixir in my blood, I probably would have given up a long time ago.
I followed him around a corner, but he’d vanished. The street ended at the outer perimeter wall of the city. A small doorway in the wall was flanked by four guards, and the iron gate was down. He couldn’t have gone through there. The street was mainly deserted, except for a handful of men standing outside the one building with lights on. They were dressed in rough clothes, smoking cigarettes and clutching dark brown bottles.
The light was fading fast. I knew I should give up and go home, but instead I pushed forward past the men, ignoring the alcohol on their breath. Inside I found a wide room with a low ceiling and long wooden tables. It was a bar of some kind. Women were sitting on the men’s laps, tickling their chests and smiling. Laughter came from upstairs, along with moans that made me blush. What kind of place was this?
A girl in dark leather pants and a black corset greeted me first. Her eyes were lined with thick bands of coal, and her red lips matched the single red ribbon tucked into her bustline. She tugged on the ribbon suggestively, pulling it up just high enough to see the end was tied to a small vial of dark red liquid.
“Looking for a taste?” she smiled, but then she glanced at my hands. “Oh, it’s you.”
Now I knew why she looked familiar. She was the girl who’d laughed at my marks during the Presentation ceremony. This morning I hadn’t even known blood lounges existed, and now I was in one, facing the consort of my worst enemy.
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 “Sorry,” I said. “I was looking for a man.”
“We’ve got those here,” she smirked. “Though a pretty young thing like you shouldn’t have to pay for companionship.” Some of the men nearby heard her remark and turned to smile at me.
My face flushed bright red.
“Not like that,” I said. “There was a man with a beard. I followed him here—never mind.” I said.
She shrugged and went back behind the bar.
“Let me buy you a drink at least,” she said, returning with two mugs. Her dark curls bounced playfully as she walked.
“Welcome to the city.” She put one mug in my hand and clanked it together. I smelled the cup. It was some kind of dark ale. I took a sip and could taste the hops. She waved me to follow her, and we settled into a table in the corner. The room was overflowing with stuff from the Before, mostly toys and games, it looked like, but also objects and inventions I had no words to describe.
“I saw you at the ceremony,” I said, after taking a sip of my beer. “With Nigel. Right?”
“You know you saw me,” the girl said. “So what are you really asking, whether I’m with him? Yes, when he wants me to be. I should thank you, actually. Nigel’s been particularly attentive since he met you.”
“But you’re not chosen,” I said.
“Who would want to be chosen?” she replied, nodding towards my bracelet.
“Monitored. Tracked. Scrutinized. You’re basically a piece of performance art. A display. Me, meanwhile, I’m free to live my life. I can be with an elite one night and a human lover the next. I provide a service, and I get paid well for it.”
I shuddered, imagining what kind of services she provided for Nigel. My eye was drawn again to the ribbon around her neck and the hidden vial of blood. Was it elite blood? If so, where did it come from? My mind went immediately to my mother. If this girl knew where to get black market elixir, maybe she could help me smuggle some back to my mom in Algrave.
“What’s your name?” I asked.
“Call me Rivka,” she said, batting her eyelids.
Just then an older woman in a green dress approached. The dress had ribbons on the sleeves, and a small bouquet of flesh flowers was pinned up with beads and lace in her hair. She was about to say something to Rivka, but her eyes bulged when she saw me. She took one look at my uniform and grabbed my arm, pulling me into a side room.
“Apologies, Darling, but you can’t be here.”
“I’m sorry,” I said. “I was looking for someone, and got lost.”
She looked me over carefully, then lowered her voice.
“If you’re looking for anything specific, I can probably get it for you. But you can’t just show up at my door like this, wearing that tracker on your wrist. You’ll bring the crown right to my door. We don’t need that kind of attention.”
“I didn’t mean to cause you any trouble,” I said. “I’ll leave right now.”
But I hesitated. There was something I needed to ask first.
“Do elites come here? Even after they’ve picked out a mate?”
“Ah, I see now,” she smiled. “You think your man is cheating on you. Well, I never divulge my client list, so even if he was coming here, I wouldn’t tell you.”
“But they can get blood anywhere, right? Why come here?” I asked, turning up my nose at the smell of burning tobacco.
“In case their pleasures are darker,” she said. “It’s expected for the chosen to be respected, for the sake of the covenant. No such limitations apply to my girls. The elites with darker tastes can satisfy them here. For a price.”
“I’ll escort her home,” Rivka said, grabbing a leather jacket and pulling it on over her dress. “I have some business to attend to.”
“And no doubt Prince Hartmann will be grateful for your help,” the woman said with a smirk. “And maybe fill your hand with coin for your service.”
“I won’t turn good silver away,” Rivka said.
“How did you know?” I asked suddenly. “I mean, who I was? We just got here.”
“Everyone knows the chosen,” she smiled, nodding towards a screen in the corner. It was replaying clips of last night’s ceremony. “Though they don’t often walk around dressed like that. But the marked beauty Prince Hartmann picked out himself? She’s famous.”
She pinched my nose lightly with her fingers. I backed away, crossing my arms. I didn’t like the idea of people knowing about me and my marks already.
“Rivka knows how to take care of herself on the street, but if you get in any trouble, just show your bracelet.”
“Won’t the diamonds just attract thieves?” I asked. The elegant charm sparkled in the dim light as I turned my wrist.
“Nobody would be fool-hardy enough to trouble a chosen,” she said. “Though for your new husband’s reputation, it’s probably better if your late-night visit to my brothel isn’t the first news on everyone’s lips tomorrow.”
I blushed, and nodded, backing out through the front door.
“Next time you want to drop by, send a message first. Ask for Madame Brezing.”
 

 
Rivka and I walked in silence for several minutes towards the center of the city. The glow of streetlamps made the citadel was even more breathtaking at night. Restaurants and shops were still open and the squares we passed were full of people. It couldn’t be that late. Damien may not have even noticed my absence. Suddenly I was worried about showing up with Nigel’s consort at my side, and how I would explain myself to Damien. Nothing had happened, and I hadn’t been in any real danger. Maybe I could sneak in without raising suspicion.
“I’m fine now,” I said, once I recognized my surroundings. “I can find my own way back.”
Rivka shrugged, casting a critical glance over my uniform.
“Fine,” she said finally, “but you owe me. See you around.”
She disappeared down a side street and was swallowed up in shadow. I pushed forward, past the place I’d had lunch with Penelope. I was nearly home when I decided to look for Algrave on the horizon. I climbed up to the ramparts and gazed over the dark forests, but I couldn’t see any lights where I thought Algrave would be. I wondered what my family was doing. Jamie and Loralie would be getting ready for bed. Mom might read them a story.
I heard a howl and shivered. It sounded close. I peered into the woods, but the haunting blanket of ash obscured details, and the trees melted together in shadow. Movement caught my eye and I looked down below, inside the city walls. Soldiers were wheeling carts of garbage through one of the main city gates and dumping them in a pile near the forest. Something about one of the shapes caught my attention. My heart pounded as I made out what appeared to be the body of a small girl, half-buried in trash.
I raced down the stairs and through the gate before I had a chance to stop myself, and dug through the garbage. At first I was confused by the multitude of arms and legs, until I realized there were two girls—cold and unnaturally pale. Barely older than Loralie. Urchins, from the looks of their tattered clothing. A chill ran down my spine as I uncovered their faces. Their throats had been torn out viciously, and their eyes looked like they’d been burned out by a hot brand, leaving black Xs that made them look like unfinished dolls. When I looked closer I could see two small holes on the girl’s neck. Bite marks.
“I wish you hadn’t seen that,” a voice said behind me. I whirled around to find the dark silhouette of one of the soldiers. A mask covered half his face, but the gleaming knife in his hand made his intention clear.
I darted around the other side of the cart, then into a tight alley and up the stairs, my feet retracing the way to Damien’s apartment. I was almost there when a large shape moved in front of me and grabbed my arms. I kicked, scratching at his face, but my fingers hit hard plastic. He was wearing a white mask with expressionless features, half hidden by the brim of a large black hat. The figure held my wrists with impossible strength, and I felt an uncomfortable buzzing in my skull.
“Go home,” he said softly, “remember nothing, speak of this to no one.”
Then he let go of my wrists. I ran the rest of the way home, and closed the door behind me, breathless.
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I wanted to wait up for Damien, but after taking a bath I was so tired I couldn’t keep myself awake any longer. I awoke to confusing memories of the night before. I remembered the man in the white mask, with the black hat, and the soldier who’d threatened me, though his face was blurry like someone had scrubbed it off. I also remembered the bodies, and the girl—her throat torn out, jagged flesh ripped open so deep I could see her collarbone. But was that inside the gates, or outside? I also had a memory of a garbage cart and the pile of refuse outside the walls. It seems crisper, more colorful, but the bodies of the children were missing. Did I really remember it correctly, or had it all been a dream?
I had to tell someone what I’d seen, about the dead girls. I couldn’t get the vision out of my head. The mutilated flesh. The pale skin and scorched eye sockets. But worse than that, the way they were just discarded, thrown away like they didn’t matter. It made me sick to think about it. Were the soldiers covering up the murders? Why would they do that? We didn’t have murder in Algrave, not that I knew of. Commons were supposed to be protected. That was the whole reason we had a choosing ceremony. If the covenant couldn’t protect human children from violent deaths, what was the point of any of it? Why was I even here? Madame Brezing told me I’d be safe, but what about everyone else?
There was a knock on the door, then Claire stepped in with a tray with breakfast: fresh ham and cheese omelet, black coffee, and steamed rolls with butter.
“Where’s Damien?” I asked.
“Out hunting,” she said. “There was an attack last night. Two young girls were killed.”
My pulse pounded in my chest. So it was real.
“Slagpaw attack, outside the gates,” Annette clarified, coming in. “Nothing to worry about. The foolish girls were out picking berries after sunset. Still, the elite don’t like the idea of slagpaw hunting so close to the citadel. Damien’s leading a hunting party.
I shook my head in confusion.
“But it wasn’t slagpaw,” I muttered. I’d seen the bodies, inside the gates. And they’d been drained of blood. I couldn’t forget the stiff, porcelain white skin. Something was wrong. Annette saw my expression but misunderstood the cause.
“Don’t worry,” she said, “He’ll be fine. You’ll see him again at dinner. For now, let’s get you ready for class.” Somehow she’d already washed and dried my training outfit. It must have been filthy, after tearing through half the city last night. I was grateful she hadn’t said anything out it. Maybe Claire had picked it up before Annette could see it.
Training started with more sprints and warmup routines. I pushed myself until I was too exhausted to think. Then we practiced the combat moves again, only this time Master Svboda made us rotate partners every ten minutes. The moves were the same, but as we added increasingly complex blocks or countermoves, there was room for error, and we had to predict what our opponent was going to do.
I was sparring with one of the smaller girls, but she blocked almost all my attacks. Then it was time to change. I looked up and frowned when I saw Jessica was my next opponent. She wasn’t thrilled to be paired with me either. She lashed out immediately, cuffing my ear.
“I wasn’t ready,” I said. I assumed the starting stance, then motioned her forward. She punched out with her long arms, but I blocked them easily. She grabbed my arm and tried to pull me off balance, but I reversed my grip and pushed her backwards—a trick I’d learned from Jazmine earlier. She fell onto her back and I pinned her hands against the mat. Then her sleeve fell back and I noticed the marks on her neck. Rough patches that looked like they hurt, with indentations.
My eyes opened wide. They looked exactly like the marks I’d seen on the dead girls last night, at least in one of my visions. So they were bite marks, which meant, an elite inside the city was killing girls, and the royal guard was covering it up.
Jessica caught me staring and pulled her clothes up to cover the marks, with a look I could have sworn was shame. But then she recovered quickly and smiled at me.
“I can’t help it if I’m so desirable,” she said. “Thomas can barely keep his hands off me. He says I’m the sweetest thing he’s ever tasted. What, hasn’t yours touched you yet?” She asked, tugging down my collar to get a better view of my neck. “Oh my god, what’s wrong with you? He must have realized he made a mistake in picking you.”
After what I saw last night, I wasn’t sure I wanted Damien to bite me like that, but her words still stung. After all, why hadn’t he fed on me? Wasn’t that the whole reason I was even here? Peace between our races depended on the covenant, which included not only the sacrament of renewal, but also the choosing. Penelope said I had to get Damien to like me. But how, if he could barely stand to be in the same room with me? I’d been hoping to ask him for extra elixir, for my mother, but how long would that take? Maybe Trevor was right... there were other ways to get elixir. And I knew at least one person who knew them.
Master Svboda clapped her hands and brought our attention to the front of the room. As she lined up the glasses, preparing our daily dose of elixir, I realized all of my senses were hyper-focused on her movements. I watched her carefully as she replaced the elixir, locked the refrigerated cabinet, and slipped the key in her pocket. I told myself I was only interested in saving my mother, but part of me knew that wasn’t the only reason. I felt a physical craving, an eagerness that hadn’t been there before.
When it was my turn, I grabbed a glass and gulped down the elixir, feeling power flood through my veins. The bracelet on my wrist beeped as the levels in my blood rose to 3%. I flexed my fingers, and bounced on the heels of my feet, itching to expel this new energy.
“Today we’re going to learn about compulsion,” Master Svboda said. “This isn’t common knowledge, but it is important. As chosen, you will have privileged access to the elites. You’ll see them close up, and might overhear things that their enemies could use against them—family secrets, as it were. The elixir strengthens an elite’s natural abilities. These mostly manifest as increased speed, strength or stamina. But they also increase mental acuity, cognitive function, and brain power. Some elites are able to use these abilities to influence humans, or even other elite.”
“The effects can be subtle,” she continued. “A strongly worded warning that functions as a command. An inability to refuse. Or if they are powerful enough, they can even force someone to do what they do not want to do. This is compulsion.”
“A similar ability, bordering on telepathy, is when elites push an illusion into the mind of others in the form of a glamour. They can literally make you see or experience things that aren’t there.”
I saw murmurs from the other girls, and felt a sudden chill. I had no idea elites were able to do that. It raised questions I wasn’t ready to think about. Is that what the man in the mask did to me—tried to replace my memories with a glamour? If so, why hadn’t it worked?
Master Svboda clasped her hands behind her back and nodded at our frowns.
“Hurting humans is illegal under King Richard’s covenant. Elites can only feed on human blood when it’s freely offered. The problem is, it’s not always easy to tell when you’re being compulsed. Many humans find the elite so charming they don’t realize their decisions are not their own.”
“Can we compulse?” Camina asked.
“Unfortunately no,” Master Svboda said. “You’d have to have a lot of elixir in your system—too much. It would consume you, and you’d probably die. But, you can learn to feel the effects of compulsion, and resist them. Today we’ll practice that, with the help of a special guest.”
She nodded towards the door just as Tobias stepped through it. He strode into the room and smiled. I heard Jazmine whisper, “I wouldn’t mind if he compulsed me sometime.”
Unlike us, in our boring training uniforms, Tobias was dressed in a dark pair of jeans, shiny leather shoes, a white collared shirt and a form-fitting jacket. He wasn’t as muscular as Damien, but he was a much better dresser, and good-looking, like all the elites.
“Drinking more elixir will help you resist compulsion,” Master Svboda continued, “but your willpower will be limited. The more you fight against it, the more it will drain your energy. Today we’ll teach you to notice the effects of compulsion, so that you can begin to resist them.”
“Close your mind. Tobias will try to plant images or thoughts into your thoughts, show you your worst fears, or your deepest desires. You need to learn how to identify when you’re being compulsed, and resist if possible. The elixir will help at first.”
Tobias crossed his arms and stood at the front of the class, staring at us. At first, nothing happened. He held each girl’s eyes for a few seconds, with an unflinching gaze. Sometimes he would wink, or smile, or change posture. When it was my turn, I felt a buzzing over my skin—an itchiness, like ants crawling. He didn’t even blink, and time seemed to slow to a stop. My eyelids drooped, and I felt drowsy. It was a relief when he finally looked away and focused on another girl. This time, he started walking around. He’d lean up to a girl and whisper something in her ear. He’d get right in her face, inches away and stare her down. Mary was the first one to crack. Suddenly she started screaming. She jumped up and started dragging her fingernails across her skin, leaving deep red marks.
“They’re not real,” Master Svboda said. “No matter how realistic they seem.”
Mary couldn’t stop moving though. Now she was scratching at her throat and her face, her eyes filling up with panic.
“Stop it!” I yelled. “Can’t you teach us without torturing us?”
Tobias looked back towards Master Svboda, who shrugged. Tobias smirked, then held his hands up like he was casting a net over all of us. All the girls in the room stood still, then smiled in amazement. Several let out sighs of delight and awe, their eyes glassing over, mesmerized by some fantasy I couldn’t see.
Tobias made eye contact with me again and raised his eyebrows. Master Svboda came over and checked the monitor on my wrist. “She’s still at 2%” she said to Tobias. “Are you losing your touch?”
Tobias came closer and stared at me with a hypnotic gaze, narrowing his eyes. I felt the itchiness again, stronger this time, like hive of bees let loose inside my skull. The monitor on my wrist turned red, and dropped to 1%. Tobias’s lips curved into a satisfied smile, but I could also see the tension in his forehead as he concentrated. Finally the bracelet beeped, indicating I was down to zero.
It was like a veil dropped down over the entire room. Suddenly I was outside, in a forest. The sky was clear and full of stars. Tobias and Mrs. Svboda faded, along with the gym, but I could still see the girls. Now, however, I could see what they were interacting with. It was some kind of circus, with red and white tents and exotic animals. Mary was eating something that looked like cotton candy. Jazmine and Camina were ogling a pair of monkeys in a cage. Several girls were laughing as a clown tied colorful balloons into little animal shapes. Luminescent fruit grew from thick green leaves, and glowing pink and purple butterflies flew between us. It was so vivid it was almost real, but something felt off. The colors were too bright, and there was a subtle flickering in the sky, where the ash should be. I squinted my eyes, focusing on the flicker, and took a deep breath. The scene shifted in transparency, and the vision faded until I could see Tobias and Mrs. Svboda again, frowning at me. I walked towards them.
“Have I done something wrong?” I asked.
“Not here,” Master Svboda whispered sharply in my ear. “We’ll talk about it after class.”
Tobias dropped his hands and the girls blinked as if they were awakening from a dream.
“As you can see,” Master Svboda continued, addressing the class again, “glamours can be enchanting, even pleasurable. But they can also be terrifying, and dangerous.”
“But they can’t really hurt us, can they?” Mary asked.
“Physically, no,” Master Svboda said. “Though imagine being trapped in a nightmare, watching everyone you care about put to death by your own hand. And don’t forget, some elite are strong enough to compulse you against your will. It’s illegal, except for dire circumstances of security, to compulse a human—but it’s difficult to prove. As I mentioned, however, the chosen are weak spots, and some elite may risk breaking the law for political advantage. You’ll be targets. It’s doubtful anyone would risk harming you directly, but be wary of any elite who seems to turn on the charm. Let’s try something simple. Capture the flag?”
Tobias nodded. I knew this game, we played it in the compound when I was younger. It was one of my favorites. I expected Master Svboda to split us into two teams, but instead it was all of the chosen against Tobias. He was elite, which meant he was faster and stronger than any of us, but I still thought we had a chance. After all, he couldn’t defend his flag and steal ours at the same time.
When the whistle blew, half of the chosen raced towards Tobias’s flag, and the other half tried grabbing Tobias to capture him. He dodge them easily, jumping over them or running straight across the walls. Keeping an eye on him made me dizzy, so I concentrated on the other side of the room, where a ring of girls were standing protectively around the Tobias’s flag. Instead of seizing it, they kneeled around it with their hands behind their backs. The rest of the girls, who had been playing defense, formed a triangle around Camina, who grabbed our flag and brought it straight Tobias. He was controlling them like puppets. That much power... it made me sick just thinking about it.
“This was just a game,” Master Svboda said, “But what if it had been a battle? One powerful elite could control dozens of soldiers. Any ally could become a threat. You can’t trust anyone, because you never know who could turn against you, or worse, when you yourself might turn against the ones you love, and destroy all that you care about.”
I shivered, rubbing my palms against my bare arms. There was a softness in Master Svboda’s eyes, and I remembered what Camina told me earlier, about her elite dying to protect her. I wondered if I’d ever hear the rest of that story.
After class, Master Svboda and Tobias asked me to stay behind. They exchanged heated whispers, until I got tired of them ignoring me.
“Just tell me,” I said. “There’s something wrong with me, isn’t there?”
“It’s nothing,” Master Svboda said, squeezing my shoulder. “Just something a little unusual, we didn’t expect. For now, it’s very important you don’t tell anyone what happened in class today. Understand?”
I nodded, wondering what had happened in class today.
“Tobias will escort you home.”
I frowned. It felt like I was being punished for something, but I didn’t even know what I’d done wrong. We were nearly home when curiosity got the better of me.
“I don’t understand,” I said quietly. “We were supposed to resist the compulsion, weren’t we? That’s what the exercise was for.”
“Yes,” Tobias said. “You did well. Maybe too well. Humans shouldn’t be able to resist compulsion like you did today, even with the extra elixir. It makes you special. But it could also be dangerous if anybody found out.”
I rolled my eyes. How could I be dangerous? We found a deck of cards and played until Damien returned. His dark leather pants were dirty, and his shirt torn and stained with blood.
“What happened?” I asked, dropping my cards on the table.
“Nothing,” he said, but then he saw Tobias.
“Why don’t you go into the library,” Damien said, nodding towards the door. I frowned, but left the room. In the library I pulled the door almost all the way closed, then leaned my ear against it. I couldn’t hear everything, but caught a few words from down the hall. One word in particular was repeated several times. Renitent. Damien said something about keeping it a secret. I heard footsteps, so I grabbed a book and pretended to be reading just as Damien came in.
I thought he’d ask me about my day, or tell me what he and Tobias had been talking about. Instead he just grabbed another book and sat on the sofa by the window with his back towards me. There was so much I wanted to tell him but I didn’t know where to begin. He looked tired, after hunting all day. He probably needed to feed. I couldn’t help thinking of Jessica’s remark in class. Was there something wrong with me? Was that why he didn’t want me? The silence had grown unbearable, when he finally spoke.
“Did you have a good time last night?” he asked.
“What are you talking about?” I snapped back.
“I saw you, on the other side of town. I thought you didn’t know anyone here?”
“I don’t. I just wanted to explore.”
“So you went straight for Madame Brezing’s blood lounge? You shouldn’t be in that area.”
“How do you know Madame Brezing,” I glared.
“Don’t change the subject,” he said, closing the book.
“If you knew where I was, why didn’t you come get me?” I asked. “I had to walk home by myself.”
“I wanted to give you space. Besides, it’s perfectly safe in the citadel.”
“Safe like it was for the murdered girls?”
“That was a slagpaw attack,” Damien said. “And it happened outside the gates. They could never get into the city.”
“You’re wrong,” I said quickly. “It wasn’t a slagpaw attack. And they were killed inside the walls, by an elite.”
“Elite don’t kill humans,” Damien said with conviction.
Was he covering it up? Protecting his own class? I studied his face, wondering if he was hiding something. But he seemed to honestly believe what he was saying. Which meant, whatever was going on, he wasn’t part of it. A wave of relief washed over me, as I realized, perhaps for the first time, that I could trust my husband. But would he trust me?
“The bodies were drained of blood,” I pressed. “I saw the bite marks. And they were carried out the main gate in a rubbish cart by royal guards.”
“That’s impossible,” Damien said.
“And afterwards, I think an elite tried to compulse me, make me forget what I saw.”
I thought Damien would be surprised, even angry. After all, this was happening in his kingdom, he was supposed to care about this stuff. But my face fell as his expression didn’t flicker. He just studied me thoughtfully.
“You don’t believe me,” I said, letting my shoulders slump. I crossed my arms and leaned back against the couch next to him.
“I want to believe you, it’s just—you’re new here. I don’t know what you think you saw. And you came home late, after sneaking around the citadel at night.”
I wanted to protest, but I bit my tongue when he held up his hand to silence me.
“I get it, you were scared. You see the elites as powerful and dangerous. I know we must seem like monsters to you. But you’re safe. Nobody is going to hurt you. I won’t let anything happen to you.” He leaned forward, gripping my shoulders, and I stiffened. I’d opened up to him, telling him about crimes committed in his kingdom. It wasn’t that he didn’t care, he just didn’t believe me. I wanted to push him away, and wrap myself up in his arms at the same time. Suddenly a vision pierced my mind; a picture of him scattering the books and papers to the ground and bending me over the desk. My breath grew ragged and my pulse jumped. It was suddenly far too warm in here. Was that his thought, or mine? Damien coughed, looking embarrassed. He stood awkwardly and gestured towards the door.
“You’ll eat alone tonight,” he said. “I have work to do.”
I was being dismissed again. I paused at the door, my fingertips clutching the doorframe.
“The one who stopped me was wearing a white mask,” I said quietly before leaving. “I think he was elite, and he told me to forget what I saw and go home. It was real. And you should do something about it, before more people die.”
There was a flicker in his eyes as that confession registered, a look of recognition that sent chills down my spine. He knew something, I was sure of it. But who was he protecting? On my way back to my room, I decided if I was going to survive the citadel, I had to find some allies of my own.
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Two days passed. Damien said a curt hello or good evening to me when we passed at home, but never let down his brooding guard. I spent my mornings training and my afternoons in the library, trying to find any mention of the word renitent. I came up empty. The most interesting books were scientific journals, with marks and reference notes in Damien’s handwriting—but no matter how hard I stared at the equations and figures, I couldn’t discern their meaning. Higher up on the shelf were stories full of fantasy and castles and dragons, with supernatural beings and trickster gods, and maidens being rescued and falling in love. I tried not to let myself get distracted, but a few of them sucked me in and kept me up so late I had to drag myself to class in the morning.
It wasn’t hard to see myself playing a role in some kind of fantastic journey of my own, though I couldn’t see the purpose. If this were a story, Damien would be kind and heroic. We’d fall in love and live happily ever after, with my whole family in the royal palace. But Damien had barely said two words to me since the other night. Part of me wondered who he was feeding on and why I wasn’t good enough. But I was also angry he didn’t believe me about the dead girls. And now he was keeping secrets about me. Maybe Jessica was right, maybe there was something wrong with me. But that didn’t mean I was going to sit around and do nothing. If children were disappearing in the city, there had to be proof. I just had to find it.
Class kept me busy, but I still felt like I was missing something. A purpose, maybe, a mission. All my life, I’d been waiting to find out what would happen, waiting for things beyond my control. In Damien’s stories, the heroines had a quest, but what was mine? Save my mother? Prove my worth to Damien so he’d keep me in the citadel? Or push him away, so he wouldn’t. I didn’t know what I wanted.
The frustration mounted in class. Although the brutal repetition of practice sparring kept me occupied, Master Svboda never made it easy. She kept adding new challenges into our routines, like balancing glasses of water on our heads and trying to keep from soaking ourselves as we moved. Some days I felt like I was making progress, others I was sure I was the worst in class. After getting bruised and bloodied, we’d drink our elixir and the marks would fade, leaving our skin perfectly smooth and clear—except for the ugly marks on my hands. They stood out even more now, angry red against the eggshell white of my skin.
This was definitely not the life I imagined waiting for the chosen in the citadel.
“Can you tell us more about the trials?” Jazmine asked one day during a water break. “Maybe it would help to know what we were preparing for?”
“I can’t share any specifics that would give you an advantage,” Master Svboda said. “Besides, how you deal with the surprises that you’re unprepared for will be the most important indicators.”
“Indicators of what though?” I asked. “I mean, I don’t even get why the trials are necessary. What difference does it make whether we win or lose? Why do we have to prove ourselves at all?”
Some of the other girls nodded in agreement, and I even saw an eager look in Jessica’s eye. Maybe I wasn’t the only one wondering what we were fighting for.
“You’re fighting for the honor and glory of your elite,” Master Svboda said. “The elite don’t need the covenant. The king allows it because it’s fun. It keeps the elite engaged in the ceremony, but it’s mainly a distraction and rivalry; a form of gambling even. The elite keep an eye out for chosen who will make interesting contenders. It gives them something to do, to fill the long decades. Without the chosen and the trials, the elite would get bored, turn on each other, and cause problems.”
“So we’re entertainment. Sport? Like racing dogs?” Camina asked, wrinkling her nose and crossing her arms.
“I think that depends on your elite, but no, not like dogs. The elite are also expected to have a relationship with you; they wouldn’t have chosen you if they didn’t find you attractive. The trials and the competition is just one factor—some elite don’t care about it at all. But each year, one chosen will win and become the champion. It’s a glorified position; it means increased prestige to the elite’s house, but also a marked increase in your own personal power and autonomy.”
“In the citadel, most humans are second-class citizens. There may be laws against the elite hurting us or feeding on us without permission, but not all of the elite agree with those laws. Some see us as critically inferior. Soft. Weak. Stupid. Many humans are treated with disdain and scorn; little more than indentured servants.”
“Why don’t they leave?” Mary asked.
“Life here for most is still better than in the compounds. Also, there’s the possibility of more elixir. The elite are free to share their blood with whomever they want, as long as humans are careful not to exceed the regulations. Some humans, once they get a taste for it, aren’t willing to get only one drop a week. I’m sure some of you can appreciate that feeling. You’re faster now, stronger than you were before you arrived. If you stopped taking your daily elixir, it would be a difficult adjustment period returning to your former selves.”
“Do well in the trials, and continue living well in the capital. Earn the respect of your elite and the community. Everyone watches the trials—it’s your chance to prove yourself as more than just a pretty face; as an equal and a real partner. It brings honor for your husband to have chosen well. But don’t do it for them. Do it for you. If you become champion, there is almost nothing King Richard would refuse you. You can have anything you desire. Pardon anyone. Save anyone.” Master Svboda caught my eye and gave me a meaningful look. Did she know about my mother?
So if I won the trials, I might be able to request extra elixir for my mother. The only question was, would she last that long.
 

 
Class was almost over when I heard murmurs and looked behind me. King Richard stood in the doorway, wearing a dark suit, a black cape and a bright red tie. Master Svboda bowed low at his entrance and the girls followed her lead.
I’d been sparring with Jazmine, and she took advantage of the distraction to twist my arm and shove my face hard into the mat. I could already feel the bruise forming on my cheek, but Master Svboda told us we’d have to wait till tomorrow for more elixir. Today we’d just feel the pain.
King Richard frowned at my dirty training outfit.
“I’m sorry,” I said, hanging my head. “I wasn’t expecting to do anything today.”
“It’s not a problem,” he said. “I just wanted to check in on your progress. After all, I’ve never had a daughter-in-law join the trials before. I wanted to see if you needed any help. But first, perhaps, a tour? How much have you seen of the citadel?”
“Not much,” I admitted. “Between classes, I haven’t had time to explore.”
“It’s a shame my son hasn’t been showing you the city. You need to understand the marvels of this place to appreciate the entire project.”
“The project?”
“What we’re doing here. The importance of it all.”
I shrugged.
“Can we stop by the apartment first so we can grab some clothes?”
“No need. I had Claire pick something up.”
He nodded behind him and Claire came forward with a nervous bow. She accompanied me into the bathroom and helped me change into a lightweight gown, with blue silk, trimmed with gold and floral embroidery. It was the fanciest dress I’d ever worn, apart from the one at the Presentation ceremony.
“How’s this look?” I asked, coming out of the stall. But Claire had already stepped outside, and instead I saw Jessica glaring back at me from the mirror. Her red eyes told me she’d been crying. In the bright lights I could see bruises on her neck and shoulders, and multiple bite marks that made my blood run cold.
“Are they hurting you?” I asked softly.
“You’re so naïve,” she said, flipping her hair back. “What did you expect? Just because you were too prude to know what you were getting into, doesn’t mean that I was.” Her eyes sparkled as she stormed out of the bathroom. I washed my face in the sink, and when I looked up a blinking red light in the corner caught my eye. A camera? But why here?
King Richard led me through the city, pointing out a few of his favorite spots: a garden of sculptures; an art gallery with thousands of beautiful paintings; vertical rows of planted vegetables on an automated watering schedule.
“It’s enough to feed everyone in the citadel year round,” King Richard said. “Humans live in better health than ever, and can develop their unique skills at leisure. We’re always on the lookout for exciting ideas. Imagine if we took the greatest scientific minds, gave them unlimited resources and kept them alive and healthy for a few extra centuries. What couldn’t we achieve?”
I didn’t understand half of the technology he showed me or seemed most proud of, but I smiled politely. Every once and a while I would ask questions about how something worked.
“Why don’t we have all this stuff in the compounds?” I asked.
“Technology is a weapon,” he replied. “Humans can be violent, even dangerous if left to their own devices. Besides, if they didn’t have to work, what would they fill their time with?”
I bit my lip to hide a frown. I’d spent my childhood risking my life to feed my family, but apparently King Richard thought the task of survival kept us from worse trouble. We stood at the edge of a platform, looking out over sculpted gardens. The king’s flowing cape was lined with red fabric, and fluttered in the wind. He was carrying a black cane with a gold handle, which seemed almost as impractical as the thin gold crown on his head. My blue dress sparkled brightly, contrasting with his dark ensemble. People started to notice us. They gathered in hushed circles, or trailed at a respectful distance. In a few places they actually stopped to cheer. King Richard led us up the hill and through the palace gates, past a line of about twenty soldiers. Once we were alone again, he stopped suddenly to face me.
“It’s come to my attention that my son is neglecting his duties to you. Or perhaps, you’re neglecting your duties to my son.”
“I’m sorry,” I stuttered, blushing. “I’m not sure what I’m supposed to do—”
“There’s no hard rules for this sort of thing,” he said. “Not until after the trials, and the official wedding. At that point of course, if the marriage wasn’t consummated in blood, it would be a problem. But even so, you can appreciate that the public is bound to talk, and they may be wondering, if Damien isn’t interested in you for your body or blood, why he did chose you?”
The king quirked an eyebrow as if waiting for a response, but I had none to give him. I’d been asking myself the same thing since I got here and was no closer to finding answers.
“Come, I want to show you something.”
We followed a steep road that snaked down the hill and ended against the face of a rocky cliff. It was around the other side from the main palace where the Presentation ceremony had taken place, just inside the outer gates. A heavy metal door, twice as tall as the king, was set into the solid rock. The king raised his fingertip to a keypad, and then scanned his eye against a panel. The door slid open smoothly with a hum and we headed inside.
“To understand the present,” he said, “we must understand the past. I’m sure you’ve heard stories of the Before, and of the race wars. But you can’t fully appreciate it until you’ve seen what it was like. That’s why I built the citadel here, in this location.”
Inside, the tunnel extended into a large cavern. Historical reliefs of great battles were etched into the walls. In the center of the cave was a crystal blue lake, so deep I couldn’t see the bottom. And in the center of the lake, a small island, with a bench and two torches. Stepping stones made a path across the still waters, and beams of colored light illuminated the scene. As we got closer I saw that the entire island was composed of white polished bones, and the torches were actually made of skulls; with flickering flames emerging from jaw and eye sockets. The pile continued under the water, fading into the inky depths as far as I could see.
“What is this place?” I asked, a chill running up my spine. And why bring me here?
“The site of the last battle,” said the king. “The elite were tired of being persecuted. They wanted safety for their own kind, so they retreated to this natural stronghold. The humans followed them, and trapped them here until they were sick with blood lust. That was a mistake. After losing their humanity, the elite tore through their attackers by the thousands, then gathered up the remains. The pile grew so large, it formed a mountain that could be seen for miles in all directions. The elite kept the survivors in cages, and bled them dry. They farmed humans like chickens, killing them for sport and chewing flesh off their bones.”
“The humans learned to stay away from the stronghold, but suffered in the ash. Always on the run, always sick, always dying. The elite, meanwhile, were devolving into monsters, and without a steady supply of food, they were forced to brave the poisonous ash. Both races were on the brink of extinction when I gathered them together and proposed a truce. We signed an agreement, which became the covenant. I built this cavern to preserve the memory. Of what was, and of what could be again.”
“What do you mean?” I asked.
“I’ve spent a century perfecting the system, and we’ve had nearly 98 years of peace. Humans don’t remember what it was like before. Some of them imagine that they could create something better; that they could survive without the help of the elite. But they’re wrong. It’s either this, or something much worse, for everyone.”
I gulped, wondering if he was talking about the rebels.
“See that sword out there?” he asked.
I looked towards where he was pointing, and saw a collection of skeletons forming together a giant fist, holding the sword to the sky. The fist was so large it made the sword look like a toothpick. “I put it there to remind myself that I don’t want to be that kind of ruler. That when I take my sword out for battle, many people will die. It’s always better to choose diplomacy and control.”
“Why are you showing me this?” I asked. The air in the cave was stale, and it felt like I was breathing death itself into my lungs. I needed to get outside. Even without the sword, I knew King Richard could end my life a thousand different ways. Did Damien tell him what I saw? Was he warning me to be quiet? Did he know what I was, a renitent?
“There is a reason why all things are as they are. The choosing, the trials—everything I do is to preserve the peace, on both sides, because it’s better than the alternative. My son has not always understood this truth. But it’s important that you keep him in line, and help him understand that it has to be this way.”
“I don’t think I could make Damien do anything he doesn’t want to do,” I said, which earned a rare smile from the king.
“He’s stubborn,” he said. “But his happiness with you, it matters. More than you could ever know. It’s important you win him over. Because if you don’t...”
He nodded out again at the enormous pile of bones.
“Loneliness will sit over our roofs with brooding wings.”
“What?” I asked, as goosebumps tingled my skin.
“It’s a quote I like, from a book,” King Richard said. “The elite may seem in control, powerful to you, but imagine what it would be like, to be different from nearly everyone else. There are few of our kind, yet we hold dominion over all things. My son has been lonely, I suspect, for a long time. Did you know, he’s never chosen. Not once, in over a hundred years. He hasn’t been with anyone since the Before, when he was still human. And now he has you. I hope he’s made the right decision. I’m sure you’ll prove my fears unfounded. Saturday will be your first renewal at the capital. Use it to think about ... what you want.”
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I needed to get my head in the game. King Richard’s question rang in my ears. Why did Damien choose me if he didn’t want me? I’d been afraid to ask it before, but knowing that the king and other people were aware of the lack of intimacy between Damien and I made me feel ashamed and guilty. I felt like everyone was watching me. For every camera lens I could see, I wondered if there weren’t dozens of others, better hidden. Was I being watched all the time? Did I have any privacy at all?
I wished Amber were here, or even Trev. I needed someone I could talk to, someone I could trust. But it was just me, and my family were counting on me. My mother worked her whole life for this opportunity, just so I’d be chosen, and I was throwing it away, chasing visions and mysteries, putting it in jeopardy.
I didn’t want to get sent home in disgrace, unwanted. There must be a reason Damien chose me. I just had to find it and remind him. I had to at least stay long enough to figure out how to get more elixir so I could save my mom. Master Svboda said the champion of the trials could save anyone. I didn’t know how I was going to actually win the trials, competing against girls like Camina and Jazmine. But it was my best chance. I owed it to my family to at least try. And even if I didn’t win, Penelope suggested I could have real power by being Damien’s chosen. Basically, a princess. Maybe someday a queen. Damien had never chosen before, so I wasn’t just any chosen. But my role was undefined. I’d have to fill it myself, and figure out how to make it my own.
Luckily, the king had given me an idea. Maybe he hadn’t meant to, but the lesson I’d learned is that I can’t fight my way into Damien’s heart. I didn’t know how to flirt like Jessica did, but I could at least try to get closer to Damien. I was done waiting around for him to take an interest in me. Maybe it was my responsibility to take an interest in him first. After all, relationships went two ways. I’d been focused on classes, on training, even though I’d been told the trials weren’t the most important thing. The most important thing was Damien and how he felt about me—but we were still practically strangers. And that wasn’t going to change if he kept avoiding me until after the trials.
The king dropped me off at my apartment, but I went straight to Damien’s. I’d spent hours in the library, hoping he’d drop in, but today things looked different. Books were scattered across the desk, and a sheets of paper were scrawled with notes and illustrations—some of them were surprisingly good. There was even a half-finished portrait that looked a lot like me. Candles were burned down to the stub, with wax dripping over the papers. A dictionary was opened to one particular entry, circled with red ink.
 
ren·i·tent
(rĕn′ĭ-tənt, rĭ-nīt′nt)
adj.
1. Resistant to physical pressure; not pliant.
2. Reluctant to yield or be swayed; recalcitrant.
 
I frowned. No surprise there. I already knew I was stubborn. This couldn’t be the big secret Master Svboda and Tobias had been so worried about. But then why had Damien been up all night looking for answers?
I realized I didn’t know very much about my future husband. The house was practically a shell, full of fancy statues and paintings and glossed tables. Meant to make an impression, but devoid of personality. If I was going to get Damien to like me, I had to understand him, to know who he was. I decided it was time to explore the rest of the house. My heart raced, as I furtively climbed the stairs and snuck into his bedroom. I checked under his mattress and ran my hands under his fine garments and clothes.
On the dresser was a frame with a faded photograph behind glass. I barely recognized Damien, his blond hair glowing from the sun and a bright smile. Next to him was King Richard, wearing a tank top and shorts. They were on a dock of some kind, with a lake behind them, and an airplane floating on the surface of the water behind them. I recognized the machine from picture books, though I’d never seen one. I couldn’t even imagine how it stayed in the air. It seemed like magic to me. I picked up the frame, marveling at the clear blue sky and green trees. The colors seemed so bright, even though this photo must be over a hundred years old.
I heard the door downstairs and my heart pounded, thinking Damien had come home early. I set the frame back carefully, trying to remember exactly where it had been on the shelf, then hurried downstairs and slipped into the library. But when I heard Jazmine’s voice yelling my name, I hurried to open the door.
“Grab your stuff,” she said when she saw me. “We’re going out.”
I hesitated for a moment, but then I realized I’d spent the last few days waiting around in Damien’s vast, empty house in case he wanted to spend time with me. I was done waiting.
 
 
Jazmine grabbed my hand and pulled me through the nightmarket. Camina was ahead of us, her tall form pushing through the crowd like a barge. Mary trailed behind, an expression of wonder on her face as she explored the colorful wares brought from all corners of the kingdom. Strands of hanging lights lit up the alley, and stalls containing open-air kitchens brewed spicy concoctions that made my nose tingle.
“They have everything here,” Mary shouted above the noise.
“We found it the other night,” Jazmine said.
My stomach growled at the exotic smells. Individual stalls selling skewers of meat and vegetable were crammed against the sides of two towering glass buildings. Between them were narrow tables and stools filled with people. It was so crowded I could barely keep track of my friends, even though they were only a few feet in front of me.
There was food from every region, some I recognized and some decidedly foreign.
“Is that a fried spider?” I groaned, pointing at one stall.
“It’s like chicken,” Camina said. “You should try snake’s blood, or scorpion. That’ll put hair on your chest.”
“And that’s a good thing?” I asked.
Mary grabbed my hand and pointed out a stall with rows of colorful containers behind glass.
“Ice cream,” she said with wide eyes. I understood her amazement. We had ice cream in Algrave, on rare occasions, but never this kind of variety.
“I’ve only ever had vanilla,” I said.
“Let’s eat first,” Jazmine said, nodding deeper into the crowd. I pulled Mary away from the colorful display. Strings of lights climbed messily above us, illuminating the path. Music played from speakers, and we even passed a few musicians, asking for loose change while playing guitar or violin.
My face fell when I saw the glint of coins.
“I didn’t bring any money with me,” I said, stopping suddenly.
“Just flash your bracelet,” Jazmine said, shaking her wrist to show off her bracelet. The steel band glittered against the lights, even though it wasn’t ostentatiously studded with diamonds like mine was.
We stopped at a stall and grabbed stools. Jazmine let her arm fall heavily on the table, catching the chef’s eyes, which opened wide as he looked at our group. He hurried over and made a low bow.
“It’s an honor to serve you tonight,” he said. He snapped his fingers and shouted to a young man behind the counter, who quickly began mixing sauces. The dish was ready in minutes: chicken steak with a fried egg and noodles, still sizzling on a heated pan.
“Flip the egg so it cooks,” Jazmine said.
“Is this what you eat where you’re from?” I asked. “In Denvato?”
“Something like this, but with more flavor, and a lot more spice. But I know Camina’s sensitive taste buds can’t handle the heat.” She smirked and Camina kicked her under the table.
“In Iklebot we eat for sustenance, not pleasure,” Camina said, but she moaned as she took her first bite of the fried noodles.
“That makes sense,” Mary said. “We’re supposed to be beautiful and strong, but they keep feeding us. I can’t take two steps in my apartment without finding a plate of cookies, chocolates, or sandwiches. I think my elite forgot how much humans eat and is trying to make sure I don’t starve.”
“At least he’s paying attention,” Camina grumbled. “Mine remembered to feed me the first few days, but since then I’ve learned not to count on dinner—I just ask the staff to make me what I want to eat, or I go out and forage on my own. That’s how I found this place.”
“Thank goodness,” I said. “So it’s not just me. Does anyone else think it’s weird how they just stare at you and watch you eat?”
“So creepy,” Mary nodded.
“Like they’re fattening us up for slaughter,” Jazmine said. “Which, they basically are.”
“They’re just spoiling us,” Camina said. “Being a chosen is an honor. Besides, I think the elixir burns fat. Or we just burn it off during practice? It’s not like they can actually hurt us.”
My mind flashed back to the image of the young girls, with their torn throats and burned-out eyes. I was tempted to tell the others what I’d seen, but I didn’t know where to start, and I didn’t want to worry them. They had enough to think about already, without the knowledge that some elites weren’t playing by the rules. I wondered again about the dark figure in the white mask, who’d tried to compulse me.
As much as I needed to talk about it with someone, I didn’t want to worry my new friends, or put them at risk. Secrets could be dangerous. Plus, I was afraid of being overheard. I glanced at my bracelet. I knew it kept track of our physical location. What if it did more than that? As if on cue, I heard a whirring and looked up to see a red blinking light flying above us. A security drone. Just another reminder that life in the citadel wasn’t as liberating as it was made out to be.
After dinner, we bought pink cotton candy and headed to the games area; a wide courtyard with a center fountain, lined by trees. The stalls spread around the square. It reminded me of the Algrave festival, and I felt a sting of nostalgia for my former life. My eyes lit up when I saw the archery range. It had been so long since I held my father’s bow, I felt a physical sense of longing in my palms. I picked up one of the bows and tested its weight. Crisp paper targets with colored rings beckoned from across a small pond. I saw movement in the water and realized it was full of large orange fish. They seemed to glow in the dark water.
“Hit the bull’s eye and win a prize,” an overweight man with a curled mustache said. I nodded, and he handed me a bundle of five arrows.
“I’m in, too,” Camina said, grabbing the bow on my right. She nocked and arrow and squared her shoulders confidently. He muscles rippled as pulled the string back to her ear and released. The arrow sang through the air and smacked the target with force, but she’d only hit the outside of the target. She frowned, and glanced at her bracelet, which still read 1%.
“Strange,” she said. “I used to be really good at this. When I concentrate, it’s like I can feel the elixir working, but it makes me reckless. I released carelessly.”
“Thanks for the tip,” I said. I lifted my bow and pulled back the arrow. The exertion of the strings pulled my muscles taut, and I zoomed in on the target. My vision seemed to magnify, illuminating the target in startling detail, and my fingers itched to release the string. I fought the impulse and held it, deliberately slowing my breath. I tried to imagine a juicy rabbit, and tuned out the crowds and noise around me, replacing them with the silent, ash-filled forest that had been my hunting ground. Then I thought of my family, my little brother and sister’s stomach’s rumbling, and my mother, who was sick and maybe dying, while I was in the City of Lights playing games.
I loosed the arrow with fierce determination. Then I quickly nocked the next arrow, releasing weeks of pent-up frustration, and shot off two more. The thwap of the string against my arm was both thrilling and comforting at the same time. I felt more myself than I had since arriving in the citadel. When my palm reached for the next arrow and came up empty, I blinked and looked around me. I hardly remembered shooting all five of the arrows. And I definitely didn’t notice the small crowd that had grown around me.
People were clapping, and Camina was staring at my target with a dumbstruck expression. I followed her gaze and realized all five arrows had hit the small red circle in the center of the target. A perfect score.
“That was amazing!” Jazmine said, pulling me into a hug. “Guess we might have underestimated this one, eh Camina? She’s got some warrior in her after all. She’s probably just been hiding her skills in class.”
“Where did you learn to shoot like that?” Camina asked.
“My family got tired of eating oats and rice, and we couldn’t afford meat,” I said with a shrug. “I’ve been hunting since I was eight. And the targets usually move.”
It felt nice to be good at something, but there was something worrying about my excellent performance. I was confident with a bow, sure, but I wasn’t that skilled. For a minute there, I’d been somewhere else entirely, and my body performed the feat without me. It was still me, but somehow enhanced. I glanced at my bracelet, which was down to .5%. It seemed like concentration or focus burned as much elixir as active sparring.
The man running the games pointed towards a wall of prizes I could choose from: mostly plastic or wooden toys. One caught my eye immediately—a small wooden airplane with dual wings, painted bright red. I smiled and pointed at it. It reminded me of the photo in Damien’s room. It felt good to win him something; something I’d earned. After all, what kind of wedding present did you get for a prince, anyway?
“We should celebrate,” Jazmine said. “There’s a tavern around the corner, I hear they make excellent cider.”
The tavern was standing room only, and besides the waitresses, and a few girls there for entertainment, it looked like we were the only women there. I was glad to be wearing dark slacks and a long-sleeve top. I pulled the sleeves down around my wrists to hide my marks. A few curious eyes glanced us over, but after a hesitant pause, conversations continued and we were mostly ignored. Jazmine pushed her way to the bar and pushed between two large men drinking beer from wooden tankards.
“Four ciders,” she demanded. The bartender raised his eyebrows at her, and for a second I thought he was going to tell her to get lost. But then she cupped her chin with her palm, displaying her bracelet and batting her eyelashes. He shook his head, like he knew he was going to regret this, but poured four tall mugs with apple cider and slid them across the bar. Jazmine passed out the drinks and held hers up.
“Cheers,” she said. “To new friends.”
The cider was sweet and tingled against my lips. We found stools near the wall and squeezed in behind a table. The bar was dark and a little smoky. It smelled like men and tobacco, and something sickly sweet. Probably the cider brewing, or wood polish. Large speakers were playing some kind of fast beat music with a heavy bass. I could feel the vibrations through my body. It made conversation difficult but it wasn’t unpleasant.
At one point Jazmine grabbed Camina’s hand and pulled her to the dance floor, even though nobody else was dancing. The men stared at first and grumbled, but then a few of them joined in. They smiled and formed a tight circle around the two girls. I noticed most of them were dressed differently from what I’d seen so far in the city. A few of the outfits seemed almost exotic: a flash of red bandana, a pair of gold-hooped earring. Traders, probably, used to life on the road.
A conversation to my left caught my attention and I leaned closer to eavesdrop.
“I tell you, it was the worst thing I ever saw. The whole compound, swallowed up by ash, dead as a graveyard.”
“Slagpaw?” the other man said.
“No way to tell, but I’d wager not. Here’s the thing, all the citizens were still there, standing in the center of the square, their faces turned up towards the sky, mouth open. Frozen in time, like statues. I tell you, it was creepy. Gives me goosebumps just to think about it.”
“You think the elite were involved? Another rebellion?”
The man’s eyes narrowed, he looked around. I pretended to study the table.
“I ain’t gonna say nothing about the elite, not here in the citadel. But the compounds are supposed to be protected, right? That’s the deal? Well, all I know is, somebody wasn’t keeping up their end of the bargain.”
I whirled around when I heard Mary’s voice cut through the noise.
“I said, no!” A large man with a beard had Mary cornered against the wall, with one hand on her waist.
“Come on,” he said. “You must have come here looking for something, right? Well, maybe it’s me. I’ve got what you need.”
I grabbed his arm and pulled him backwards.
“Hands off, asshole,” I said.
The man looked back towards his friends and laughed.
“Well what have we got here? A feisty one. My favorite.”
He grabbed my wrists and squeezed them painfully, bringing his body weight crushing into me. I dropped the toy airplane I’d bought for Damien and heard it crack against the floor.
“No!” I shouted, reaching out a hand too late.
The man bent down to pick it up. “What’s this? I knew you were young, but I didn’t think you were so young you’d bring toys to a bar. I’ve got a toy you can play with,” he grinned lewdly.
“Give it back,” Camina said. “While you can still use that hand.”
The man looked us over. Camina was almost as tall as he was.
“Alright, fine,” he said. “I didn’t mean anything by it, I just wanted to buy the pretty lady a drink,” he said, nodding to Mary. I put out my hand anxiously.
The man lifted his hand towards mine, but at the last minute he gripped the red plane tightly. I heard the wood snap beneath his fingers. Then he dropped the broken pieces into my open palm. Blood rushed to my ears, and my teeth clenched. I barely heard my bracelet beeping as the elixir in my system ignited like fire, flushing my cheeks. The alcohol removed my hesitation.
With one hand, I grabbed the man by the throat and lifted him off the ground. Then I slammed him onto a table so hard it nearly cracked in half. His brows furrowed in confusion when he saw the dark red stains on my hands.
“What are you?” he asked. “Some kind of freak?”
“Engaged,” I said, leaning over him. “And you’re ruining our bachelorette party.”
He grabbed my wrists, trying to break my grip. His thick muscles rippled as he tried to push me off him, but he felt so weak, so feeble. My bones felt like they were made of iron. I flung him sideways off the table and felt a painful tug at my wrist. He’d broken the clasp of my engagement bracelet. He staggered to his feet, clutching the bracelet in his sweaty palms. Two of his friends joined him and I saw Camina step to my side. I clenched my fists, daring him to swing for me.
“I suggest you give the lady back her bracelet,” a calm voice said. Most of the bar had gone silent, watching the confrontation. It took a second to place the speaker—a man sitting at the bar, his back to us.
“Unless you want to be executed for assaulting a chosen,” he added.
The bearded man’s face blanched, then his expression turned to one of terror.
“They’re chosen?” he asked, with sweat on his brow.
“First time in the city of lights, huh? It’s an understandable mistake. Probably not one their husbands are prone to forgive, however.”
“Please,” the man said, looking back at me. He held the bracelet up in one hand, nearly groveling. “I didn’t know. I have a family.”
I grabbed my bracelet back from him, still shaking with anger. My body was screaming to make him pay. Make him suffer. It scared me. He was twice my size, but I could have seriously hurt him. Jazmine pointed at the door and crossed her arms. The man and his friends practically ran outside.
“In his defense,” the man at the bar said, turning towards us. “Chosen don’t usually go out cavorting with us commons.”
“That doesn’t justify his behavior,” I growled. “There’s no excuse for treating women like that. Any women.”
“I agree, 100%,” the man said, holding up his palms and smiling. He had dark skin and dark stubble that looked carefully trimmed.
“Zane,” he said, pointing to himself. “And unless we want this bar to get raided by soldiers in the next ten minutes, we should probably fix that.” He nodded at my bracelet.
“I think the clasp is broken,” I said, holding it out in front of me.
“Then it’s a good thing I always keep my tools with me,” he smiled.
He took out a thin black case and opened it up to reveal an array of thin metal tools.
“What are you, some kind of mechanic?” Jazmine asked.
“I prefer the term technician,” he said with a smirk. He took out a tiny pair of pliers and what looked like a miniature blow torch. He held the burst of blue flame over the metal for a moment, then bent it back into shape. I held my wrist out to him and he snapped the clasp into place. The screen flickered to life.
“0.0%” Mary read. “You must have used the last of your elixir.”
“That was seriously badass,” Camina said. “That guy must have weighed three hundred pounds.”
“I wish his friends would have attacked,” Jazmine said. “In practice we’re always sparring with each other. I didn’t realize how strong we’d become compared to ordinary people.”
“The covenant is meant to keep the peace,” Zane frowned. “I don’t think the king would appreciate a gang of chosen beating up on civilians.”
“They started it,” Jazmine shrugged, crossing her arms.
“There will be other chances to prove your strength. The trials, for example. Until then, maybe try to stay out of trouble? This is my favorite bar, I don’t want it to get shut down.”
“Yeah, sure. Thanks for your help. See you around?” Camina said.
“One more thing,” Zane said. He picked up the pieces of the red airplane and pulled out a small tube of liquid adhesive. He pieced together the toy again in less than a minute. He even gave the propeller a little spin before handing it back to me.
“There,” he said. “Good as new.”
“Damn,” Jazmine said, with a teasing smile. “You sure are good with your hands.”
 

 
The house was quiet and dark when I came home. I was still a bit tipsy. Part of me felt exhausted, now that my body was drained of elixir. Another part of me was buzzing with energy. I had fun tonight. I didn’t realize how much I needed to go somewhere and be invisible, at least for a while.
In my bedroom I unzipped my jacket, then froze when I realized I wasn’t alone.
“Where were you?” Damien said. He was sitting on my bed casually, hands clasped in his lap.
“Out with friends,” I said. “Is that okay, master?”
His shoulders stiffened and he looked away. I didn’t mean to snap, but I was annoyed and surprised to find him in my room.
“I’ve been waiting for you. I got a security warning,” he said, holding up a digital panel with a red alert sign. “I was worried.”
“I can take care of myself,” I said, grabbing my pajamas. If we were going to have this talk, I wanted to get comfortable first. He looked away when I started unbuttoning my jeans.
“You shouldn’t have to. Not here. All humans should be protected, chosen or not.”
What about the dead girls? I wanted to fling back at him, but I bit my tongue as his words sunk in.
He was worried. About me.
“You can’t expect me to not have any friends, and just wait around at home for you to decide if you want to see me or not.”
I glared at him. I didn’t want to change in front of him, but there was no privacy in the room
“You’re right,” he said. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think how this would be for you.” He looked like he was about to say something else, but he bit his tongue. I opened the door to the wardrobe and hid behind it while I stripped off my clothes, then pulled on the pajamas.
“What did my father want from you?” he asked, changing the subject.
“He showed me his cave of bones,” I said. “I think he was trying to impress me.”
“You didn’t tell him about... what you told me, did you?”
“The dead girls? It didn’t come up.” Damien let out a sigh of relief, then leaned back and crossed his arms. I sat across the room, in the sofa by the window, pretending to brush my hair just so I looked busy.
“I’m sorry about that,” he said. “About him.”
“At least he makes time for me,” I said. “I’ve seen him as much as I’ve seen you recently.”
“I wanted to give space to adjust. Plus, I thought you might be tired after the training. I know you didn’t choose this—”
“I’m chosen,” I cut him off. “I’m here for you, I’m yours. Your property, your possession, right? Nigel hasn’t shown any restraint or patience with Jessica. The least you could do is pretend to be interested in me. People are starting to talk.”
His eyes flashed with anger.
“I’ll never force you to do anything you’re uncomfortable with.”
“Isn’t that what elite do? Take what they want?”
After what I’d learned in class today, I had a whole new level of appreciation for the elite. I knew they were strong and powerful, which made them unnaturally seductive. I couldn’t help being drawn in by Damien’s proud jaw and lean form. Even when he pushed me away, it made me want to be closer to him. But now I also knew they were capable of compulsion. Which meant I’d never know whether my feelings were my own, or if Damien was planting them in me. I was terrified that my actions, even my thoughts, may not be my own.
“I don’t want it to be like that,” he said quietly, leaning forward. “Not with me. Not between us.”
I raised an eyebrow at him and crossed my arms. His words made sense, but I couldn’t believe I was hearing them. Was Damien really so different from the other elite? His last word kept echoing in my brain, until I whispered it back to him as a question.
“Us?” I asked. The air felt warm between us and my skin tingled. My legs itched to close the distance and sit with him on the bed, but I stayed near the wall, holding his gaze until he broke it.
“I don’t know how to do this,” he said suddenly, standing up. “I mean, I’ve never even had a girlfriend. I haven’t even been on a date. And now, this. A wedding. It’s crazy.”
I laughed, then covered my mouth when his eyes darkened. He couldn’t be serious. He was an elite prince. I assumed he’d had thousands of girls before. But maybe he only had to feed on them or sleep with them. Maybe actually talking to a common was a new challenge for him. Was marrying a stranger a little crazy and overwhelming? Sure. But it was my duty. It was the law. Questioning it out loud would be treason.
“There’s not a lot of options for us, you know,” I crossed my arms and leaned against the wall.
“When I was growing up there were thousands of girls. Then, before I knew it, boom. End of the world. People dying, getting sick, and me, like this. Too powerful, too hungry. Dangerous. A monster. Dating was kind of off the table.”
“Is that how you see yourself?” I asked, “As a monster?”
“What else could I see me as?” His face contorted in shame and anger.
I’d never seen Damien like this before. I didn’t even know elite could feel pain like this. They always seemed so perfectly composed and invulnerable. I moved gently across the room and sat next to him on the bed. I put my hand next to his, not quite touching but close enough to let him know I was there.
“What would you do on a date, in the Before?” I asked.
“Go to a movie,” he said with a sad smile. “Rollerskating.”
“What’s rollerskating?” I asked.
“Nevermind. Maybe go to a school dance.”
“I learned a dance in class, want to see?”
I grabbed his hand and pulled him to his feet.
I assumed the position Master Svboda taught us and spun us around the room, counting ONE two three ONE two three under my breath. Without the elixir, after a few more turns I was dizzy.
“I only went to a few dances,” Damien said. “And it was more like this.”
He moved his hands to the small of my back and pulled me closer, until our hips were almost touching. Then he slowly rocked us from side to side.
“That’s it?” I asked.
“Well, sometimes we do this.” He spun me around under one hand, then dipped me backwards and leaned over me. It was so much like the shared memory in class, it took my breath away. He pulled me up, and spun me closer until I was wrapped in his arms. I tried to step away again, but his grip was too firm, pressing us together. I felt him stiffen behind me, and smell my hair. I looked over my shoulder, and saw hunger in his eyes. He gasped as I shifted my hips back into his. I could feel the beating of his heart, the powerful elixir flowing through his elite veins. I wanted it inside me. He ran one hand slowly up my thigh, and heat exploded through my body.
I dropped my shoulder, shrugging off my sweater, wanting to feel his skin on mine. His eyes widened, and I could see his thirst, his need for me. I didn’t have to sleep with him, but I didn’t want him to go hungry. Besides, this is what I was here for. I lifted my hair and leaned to the side, revealing the cool, pale skin on my neck. He held my arms tightly, for a second, but then very slowly pried his fingers away from my body and picked up my sweater instead.
“Did I do something wrong?” I asked.
He wrapped the sweater around my shoulders.
“Don’t be stupid,” he said. “I just have a lot of work to do.”
“I’m not stupid.”
“That’s not what I meant.”
I pulled the sweater closer. The sting of the rejection was sinking into my bones like ice.
“I left everything—my home, my family, to come here. For you. And you don’t even want me. Is it because I’m renitent?” I asked.
“Don’t say that word out loud,” he said quickly. “Promise me.”
“Whatever,” I said. I felt like we were talking in circles. If he was going to treat me like a child, I was done.
“Here,” I said, pulling out the toy airplane. “I got you something at the market. At least them you like.” I pushed it into his palm and folded his fingers around it, then shoved him out of my room and turned out the light.
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Last night was the longest conversation Damien Hartmann and I ever had. He opened up to me, talking about his childhood. I couldn’t possibly understand what he went through, but I saw something—a bit of humanity. For a brief moment he wasn’t some immortal, perfect elite, he was just a boy, nervous even. I didn’t understand what he’d have to be nervous about. And then when we’d danced... I could feel the heat between us, how much he’d wanted me, and I him... but then he pulled away. Again.
Downstairs, the table was full of eggs and waffles and bacon I’d never finish. I’d gotten in the habit of saving a napkin full of food and smuggling it down to a family of cats that lived behind the dumpsters on the ground floor. The elite hardly used anything, and there weren’t a lot of trash or disposables in the citadel. My father used to say, ‘if it’s worth having, it’s worth keeping.’ Waste management was something else I found interesting about the citadel. Claire showed me the first time I went to the bathroom. We had flushing toilets, instead of the outhouse I’d grown up with. It was all done with pipes and water pressure, ingenious really.
When I asked for a glass of orange juice, Claire brought one and set it on the table. Her blouse hung low around her neck as she put it in front of me. Low enough for me to see the round holes in her neck. Bite marks. My skin felt ice cold. Apparently, since my blood hadn’t been good enough to him, Damien slated his thirst at another well. Because I couldn’t give him what he needed. I felt disgusted, both by him and by myself. Claire was cute, innocent, and young. Too young. I wondered if that was Damien’s type or if she’d just been around and willing.
But I was willing, too, dammit. Scared maybe. Awkward around my betrothed, sure. I wondered how long it had been going on, or whether they were sneaking around behind my back. Why would they need to even sneak, Damien’s a prince, he can do what he wants.
The rest of breakfast tasted like ash in my mouth. I was still seething when the door opened. I thought it was Damien at first, and my pulse raced. I hated how my heart betrayed me, getting all excited by the mere thought of him. But it was just Tobias. He smiled, but his face fell when he saw my confusion.
“What are you doing here?” I asked.
“Damien didn’t tell you I was coming, then?”
“Must have slipped his mind,” I said.
“We have an appointment to get you fitted.”
“For what?” I asked.
“Why don’t we keep it a surprise,” Tobias said with a smirk.
 
We went downstairs, cutting through the narrow alleyways towards the center of the city, then branched off into a neighborhood I hadn’t yet explored. Shop windows were filled with mannequins and large rolls of brightly colored fabric. My mom would have loved it here. Finally we came to a large shop with a window full of elegant dresses. Penelope was standing outside waiting for us. Her face lit up when she saw me, and she gave me a hug.
“I didn’t know you were going to be here!” I said.
“Well it would be a little awkward letting my husband dress you,” she teased. “Plus how could I miss a dress fitting for the royal wedding?”
“That’s why we’re here?” I asked. “A dress?”
“Not just any dress,” Tobias said. “This is going to be the event of a lifetime. They’re going to broadcast the ceremony to all the compounds. People will remember the dress of Prince Hartmann’s chosen until the day they die.”
My mouth turned dry, and I pressed my lips together.
Penelope punched his arm.
“What, too morbid?” Tobias said. “All I meant was, it’s never just about the dress.”
After last night, I wasn’t sure how I felt about getting married to Damien. Little girls would watch, see me in a pretty dress, and long for their chance to get chosen. King Richard was using the wedding as propaganda. And if this dress was so important, where was Damien? Did he even care about the wedding?
“I’m not sure he even wants to marry me,” I grumbled.
“Of course he does,” Penelope said.
Tobias looked at the sky for a minute, then pinched the bridge of his nose.
“You know, he used to swear he’d never choose. Not a million years.”
“So why did he?” I asked.
“That’s a secret he hasn’t shared with me,” Tobias said. “But something about you changed his mind. That’s how I know how special you are. Damien doesn’t make mistakes, and he doesn’t make decisions lightly. But he also plays his cards close to his chest, and is slow to share his emotions. Give him time. In the meantime, now that he’s chosen, his father won’t let him back out. This wedding is going forward, and the king has determined to make it a grand event. That all begins with the right dress.”
“But what about the testing, the trials? What if I fail?”
“That won’t happen,” Penelope said, grabbing my arm. “Come on, it’ll be fun!
We entered the shop, and a bald tailor with a curled moustache stood me on a pedestal to take my measurements. Tobias sat across from me in comfortable looking chair while Penelope held up white dresses from a long rack of them. Most were rejected on sight, and ended up back on the rack, but Tobias approved a few with a nod of his head. When there were five, Penelope and I went into the changing room so she could help put them on.
The first fit like a straight-jacket: hugging my hips and wrapping around my shoulders and arms. It was a challenge to get into, and a relief to take off. The second was far more comfortable. It narrowed around my waist but hung loosely down to my ankles, with elegant folds and embroidered straps covering both shoulders. The third was strapless, the bodice hugging my curves and defying gravity. The white frills fell like a cascading waterfall, but the low neckline left me feeling exposed. After getting into each dress, Penelope would hold the train while I stepped out into the viewing room. The sequins and embellishments sparkled under the bright lights, as I turned around under Tobias’s thoughtful gaze. I know he wasn’t looking at me, he was just seeing the dress, but I still felt like I was being scrutinized. It reminded me of the choosing ceremony, bringing up feelings of powerlessness and fear. By the time I’d finished trying on all the dresses, I was anxious to get back outside for some fresh air.
“Which do you like?” Penelope asked.
“Does it matter?”
“It’s your day,” Tobias said. “We want you to feel comfortable at least.”
“What’s comfortable about being displayed in a white dress to a world full of ash and blood?” I asked. I held up my hands, turning over my fingers to look at the jagged red stains going up to my wrists. In the compound, my loose-fitting, dark clothes, not to mention perennial layer of dirt, kept the marks muted. But with the daily baths and elixir, they stood out angrily against my pale skin.
“Can’t I wear gloves at least?”
“It’ll play better if you don’t,” Tobias said. “Your marks make you unique, but they also humanize you. You’re chosen. Fragile, but protected. Imperfect, but loved.”
“Don’t worry,” Penelope said, pulling back my hair into a bun. “You still look amazing. Most people won’t even see them. And so what if they do?”
I frowned. I’d been hiding my marks my whole life, and now the king wanted to put them on display to the world. Is that why Damien chose me? Because of my obvious imperfection, because the optics would play better—Prince Hartmann choosing someone so disfigured, so marred. Is that why he told me not to hide who I was?
We tried on a few more dresses. They were all gorgeous, but none of them felt like me. In the end, we agreed on the sleeveless dress with the tight bodice. Even though I found it too revealing, I also loved the feel of my bare skin against the air and the extra mobility. It was feather light, and the skirt flowed away from my hips in a straight line, just scraping the floor and concealing my feet, but without heavy folds of fabric to trip over. At least I could move, and breathe.
Penelope pulled my hair up into a clip and pushed me in front of a standing mirror. Up close, the dress was impressive. Somehow both magnificent, and yet understated. The hem of the dress was embroidered with sparkly patterns, like winter’s frost, and matched the embroidery on the bodice. A thin white band pulled the fabric in around my waist, decorated with silver filigree.
“Wow,” a deep voice behind me made my neck spin. Damien stood in the doorway, looking speechless. Unlike Tobias, who had been looking at me like I was an art installment, Damien’s eyes were filled with undisguised appreciation that made my skin flush red.
“You can’t be here!” Penelope said, pushing him out of the room. “It’s bad luck for the groom to see the bride in her dress before the wedding.”
“I was next door, getting fitted for my suit. I just wanted to talk to Emily for a minute.”
I stared him down, waiting for him to say something, but he didn’t seem to appreciate the audience. He looked away and rubbed the back of his neck.
“I’ll wait outside,” he said finally. “But get changed when you’re done. I have a surprise for you.”
Penelope helped me out of my dress, then left the room while I put on my regular clothes again. Dark fabric, jeans and a long sleeve gray sweater. Damien and Tobias waited outside, until Penelope and I joined them.
“So what’s this surprise, Mr. Hartmann?” Penelope said. “Or is it something private, just for your bride?”
“You can all come,” Damien said. “It’ll be fun, I promise.” He smiled, and there was excitement in his eyes I hadn’t seen before. Tobias and Penelope held hands and walked in front of us, giving us space to be alone.
“I’m sorry about last night,” Damien said quietly.
“It’s fine,” I muttered.
“No, it’s really not. I mean, we’re supposed to be getting married, and I haven’t been very nice to you. I didn’t want you to feel forced or pressured. I wanted you to accept me as I am, not for what I represent. But I realized that’s never going to happen if I keep pushing you away, so I thought, maybe we should get to know each other. But no formal balls, no audience, just us.”
“You sure you don’t want to invite Claire instead?” I sniped, narrowing my eyes.
“Who’s Claire?” he asked, confused.
“My maid,” I said. “Brown hair, this high? I was under the impression you knew each other.”
“Annette’s daughter?” he asked. “I don’t think I’ve ever spoken to her. If you like her though, you can invite her next time.”
Claire was Annette’s daughter? His answer confused me. He wasn’t acting guilty. He was either the best liar in the world, or he hadn’t been with Claire last night. Which meant I was mad at him for something he didn’t do. But then where did she get those bite marks from?
We entered some kind of public park, with carefully sculpted trees and colored playground equipment. Two natural waterfalls fell into a stream. Children ran by with colorful balloons, and I heard tinkling music coming from a truck selling ice cream. It was an oasis surrounded by tall, gleaming buildings. Damien led us to a man in front of a portable stand with what looked like a shoe store, but all the shoes were the same, and they had wheels on them.
“Oh no you didn’t,” Tobias said, with a huge grin.
Damien’s eyes lit up with a mischievous glint.
“I found them in storage,” he said. “Too much?”
“This is awesome,” Tobias said, punching his shoulder. “I’m just surprised you know how to rollerskate.”
“Well, it’s been a century, but how hard can it be?” Damien said.
He put his hand on the small of my back and guided me forward towards the curb.
“May I?” he said, reaching towards my sneakers. I nodded, and he pulled them off. The man helped him choose skates the right size, and Damien tugged them on over my socks. His fingertips on my bare ankles sent sparks of electricity shooting through my legs. He tied up the laces, then put on his own skates and stood up awkwardly.
I got to my feet, testing the weight and feeling the wheels turn under me. I started rolling forward and waved my arms frantically. Damien caught my arms and held me still, pulling me against him.
“Just take it slow,” he said. “One foot at a time, but instead of stepping down, glide forward.” He showed me what he meant, moving a few paces away and then turning around to face me again.
“People used to do this for fun?” I asked, glaring at him.
He reached for my hand, pulling me forward. After a few minutes, I got the hang of it. We made a few wide circles, going in a loop around the flat pavement, the wind teasing my dark hair.
“Enjoying yourself?” Penelope asked as she raced past us, with Tobias hot on her heels.
“Maybe,” I said, though I couldn’t keep the grin off my face. I tried to turn to watch them, almost slipped, then froze until I caught my balance. People were gathering on the grass, clapping their hands and cheering as we rolled past.
“Should we give them a show?” Damien asked.
“I’m concentrating too hard on not eating pavement, thanks very much.”
But Damien grabbed my waist and pulled me faster until everything blurred. My pulse pounded in my chest and I gripped Damien’s arm tighter. Then he flung me forward and vanished. I screamed as I raced forward, completely out of control, heading straight towards the ice cream truck. At the last second, Damien appeared in front of me, catching me softly in his arms.
“You asshole,” I said, punching his chest. He laughed along with the crowd as I blew the hair out of my face. Then he turned towards the ice cream truck and ordered four cones. He passed one to me, and handed two to Tobias. When I turned around, a little girl was looking up at me with round eyes. She didn’t say anything, but she eyed my ice cream. She reminded me of my sister, so I took a plastic spoon and offered it to her.
“Want a bite?” I asked.
Her eyes lit up as she took the spoon and devoured the ice cream. Three boys appeared behind her, like magic.
“Uh oh,” Tobias said. “You’ve started a dangerous precedent. You can’t give ice cream to all of them.”
“I’m sorry,” I said to the boys, “I don’t have any money with me.”
I turned back to Damien, pouting my lips. He rolled his eyes, then handed something shiny to the man and yelled, “Free ice cream for everybody!” In seconds we were surrounded by kids of all ages, and more than a few adults. Damien and Tobias, who were taller, took cones and popsicles from the truck window and passed them out. When all the cones were gone, they were left empty-handed.
“What happened to your ice cream?” Penelope asked.
“It’s fine,” Tobias said.
“Here, you can have a bite of mine,” Penelope said, offering her cone. When Tobias leaned down to take a bite, she thrust it up quickly, smearing his face with ice cream. Then she giggled and dashed away.
“You did not just do that,” Tobias said, dashing after her.
I grinned, looking up at Damien through my lashes.
“You’d have to catch me first,” he said with a smirk. He rolled away from me tauntingly. I gave chase, but he was so fast, he skated circles around me. Then he skated right in front of me going backwards, just out of reach. I didn’t see the stick behind him until it was too late. By the time I yelled ‘look out’ he’d already tripped. His eyes went wide as his feet flew up in the air, kicking wildly, but he couldn’t regain his balance. He fell hard and skidded to a stop. I tried to slow down, but was moving too fast and tumbled down on top of him. He caught me deftly, cradling my head in his hands so I wouldn’t hit the pavement. For a second, I lay there on top of him, breathless, then he burst out laughing.
“I haven’t had this much fun since...” he paused, then looked straight into my eyes.
“Never,” he said softly, brushing a strand of hair behind my ear. “I’ve never had this much fun.”
The mood shifted, and my breath hitched. We were so close I could see yellow flakes in his green eyes. They sparkled like gold dust.
“Me neither,” I whispered.
He helped me up, but didn’t let go of my hand. I looked up in surprise and he held my gaze. We continued skating, but slowly this time.
“I’ve been angry and frustrated for too long, refusing to take any joy in the citadel, rebelling against my father. You asked me yesterday, what I’d do on a date, in the Before. I realized, there’s so much I could show you, share with you. About how it used to be. You didn’t choose to be here. But the least we can do is try not to be miserable. Right?”
I smiled at him, but something else drew my attention away. I wasn’t sure what it was at first. Penelope was in Tobias’s arms, but he was looking away towards the street and his muscles tensed. I followed his gaze and saw a black van coming up the road.
“Get down!” He shouted.
There was a moment of pause, like time stood still. A few drawn out notes of music from ice scream truck. A scoop off ice cream falling off a young girl’s cone. Then the screams, as the black van exploded into a ball of flames.
 

 
The force of the explosion knocked me off my feet. Damien checked me for wounds, then shouted ‘stay here’ and vanished into the smoke. Figures were running towards and away from the truck, and I heard the sound of screeching metal. A young boy stumbled past us, his arm dripping with blood.
I gazed through the thick smoke, my head throbbing. The black van was on its side; it had slid off the street and smashed through a park bench. I recognized it from Algrave—it was one of the vehicles that came by every month to collect the compound’s tribute. A pint of blood from every healthy adult. The vans also delivered the elite blood the compounds needed for the weekly renewal services.
The windshield was cracked, and it looked like the tires had blown out. It was still smoking, surrounded in shattered glass and broken vials of blood and elixir. Men dressed in dark clothes appeared out of nowhere, their faces hidden behind black masks. They moved quickly, snapping open the back door of the van and lifting out boxes of elixir.
As people realized what was happening, they got down on their knees, trying to soak up the fallen elixir with scraps of fabric. Some even put their lips to the ground and tried to drink it off the concrete, despite the broken glass.
Moments later, the royal guard arrived. They hauled people off the streets, grabbing them and dragging them away from the wreckage. They tied their hands behind their backs with bits of plastic strap and left them face down in the grass. Some resisted: normally the guard would easily be twice as strong as any normal citizen, thanks to extra rations of elixir, but the men who’d drunk the elixir could now hold their own. As soon as the guards realized this, they pulled out their swords.
I saw one soldier hack a man’s arm off. A woman jumped on his back, clawing at his eyes. I couldn’t understand what was happening. This was chaos, anarchy. How could everything have been so peaceful only minutes before? I looked for Damien and Tobias, but couldn’t see them. They must have gone after the men in masks. Another elite I didn’t recognize appeared on the scene, cutting through the crowd like butter. I could barely see the flash of his sword, he moved so quickly, but I knew it was there from the way bodies were dropping around him.
I gasped as one of the men in masks pointed a pistol at him. Guns were illegal in the compounds, not even the guards had them. The man pulled the trigger and the elite looked surprised, clutching at his chest with a pained expression. He stood still long enough for several other men to stab into him with knives, pinning him to the ground and tearing at him ruthlessly.
“No!” I shouted. One of the men looked up at me and our eyes connected. The blood drained from my face. Even from this distance, even though a mask covered half his face, I still recognized him. I’d recognize Trevor anywhere. He was at my side in a moment. He grabbed my hand and dragged me around the corner, into a dark alley away from the conflict.
“You shouldn’t be here,” he growled. “It’s not safe.”
I was too stunned to speak, so instead I punched him in the jaw.
“What the hell are you doing?” I asked. “People are getting hurt! You could’ve hurt me.”
He pulled off the mask, his face full of guilt.
“I had no idea you’d be here. And nobody was supposed to get hurt. We meant to get the elixir and get out before the guards showed up.”
“You’re an idiot,” I hissed. “They’ll kill you for this.”
“We’re doing this for you,” he snapped back, frowning. “And all the chosen, and all the people in the compounds. The elite, they aren’t what you think. They’ve been lying to us. But don’t worry, I’ll stop this. You won’t have to marry him.”
“What do you mean?” My breath caught in my throat, and my chest felt painfully tight.
“Someone will contact you soon, we’ll take care of everything. One more thing, your mom gave me this. I told her I wouldn’t get a chance to deliver it, but she made me take it. Things have been bad in the compound, since you left, and she’s getting worse. I don’t think she has much time left.”
He squeezed a note into my hands, and then he kissed me. I was so surprised, I didn’t pull away. His lips were hungry, rough, and his stubble scraped my skin.
Then he ran. Faster than I’d ever seen him move before. Faster than humanly possible.
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By the time I made it back to the park, the smoke was clearing and the fight was over. The stabbed elite leaned against the truck, being cared for by a medic in a white uniform and sipping from a blood pack he must have gotten from the transport. Guards had restrained all of the people who’d been trying to scoop up or save the splattered elixir.
But my eye was drawn to Damien. He was cradling a small girl in his arms, and his wrists were bleeding. I ran to him. Relief washed over his face when he saw me.
“Thank the stars,” he said. “I couldn’t find you, I thought maybe...”
“You’re hurt!” I said when I was close enough. “Let me take her.”
“It’s alright,” he said. “She was injured, trampled in the chaos, I think.” He nodded to her leg, which had a deep cut. As I watched, the bleeding stopped, and the skin started healing itself. She gasped and her pupils dilated. She reached for Damien’s arm again, wanting more.
“You fed her?” I asked.
“She’s not the only one,” Tobias said, coming up behind us. “He must have fed a dozen of the injured. We have medics for that, you know.”
“They were in pain,” Damien said, putting the girl down. “I just, I didn’t want them to suffer.”
Tobias gave him a strange look and rolled his eyes.
“Okay Mother Teresa,” Tobias said. “But you’re the crown prince, and we need to get you inside and safe. Can you please escort your bride home so we can take care of this? Let the royal guard do their job.”
“Are all these people getting arrested?” I asked, looking over the group on the lawn. There were nearly fifty people, including dozens of kids and elderly. Their hands were tied behind them with plastic bands.
“They’re traitors,” one the royal guard answered. “Insurgents.” Unlike the round helmets and face masks most of the guards wore, this man’s hat had a leather brim and displayed a red star symbol on the front.
“They’re citizens, Captain Smith,” Damien said. “They still deserve our protection, until they’ve been tried and found guilty.” The man bowed low under Damien’s gaze.
“Of course, your highness.” He took off his hat and backed away slowly.
“Most of them didn’t do anything wrong,” I said. “It was the men in masks, not the citizens. You should be going after them.”
“Extra rations of elixir are forbidden for a reason,” Tobias said. “It can make humans unstable, hostile even. We’ll keep an eye on them until they’ve sobered up, and they’ll be questioned. They are witnesses after all.”
“But then you’ll let them go?” I asked.
“That’s up to the king,” Tobias said. “But yes, most of them will go free, probably in the next twenty-four hours. Now take Damien home, please. He needs to feed.”
Damien was leaning against a bench, looking ill. He looked paler than usual, almost sickly. How much of his blood had he given away? I put an arm around his waist and led him away from the site of the accident. Every few corners I’d ask for directions and he’d grunt and nod his head.
By the time we made it back to his apartment, he was dragging his feet and slurring his words, and he was leaning heavily against me. I brought him to his room and shut the door, my heart pounding. Tobias told me to bring him home and feed him. Did that mean from me? I leaned him against the bed and stood there awkwardly, unsure what I was supposed to do next. Damien’s eyelids fluttered, then he pointed to a tall white cupboard in the corner. I opened it up and found rows of bottles, made of dark brown glass and rimmed with silver ornamentation. In the center was the king’s seal—a snake wearing a crown, winding around a chalice. It was the same symbol on the black van.
I grabbed two bottles and returned to Damien’s bedside. He popped one open and drank it greedily. A drop of crimson blood rolled down his chin and I turned away, both relieved and disappointed he wasn’t feeding on me instead. By the time he finished the second bottle, his cheeks had regained a bit of color and his eyes were sharp and clear again
I looked out the window at the fading light, thinking about Trevor. How was he involved with the rebels? The king warned me about them, but I hadn’t wanted to believe it was possible. Who would be stupid enough to rebel against the elite, and why?
“Do I disgust you?” Damien asked quietly. I turned back towards him. His expression was pained, haunted. I took a cloth and wiped the blood off his chin. How could he disgust me? His proud jawline, his kind eyes. He was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.
“Why would you ask that?” I asked.
“It’s unnatural, what we are. You’ve never seen us, what we’re capable of. You just see us as strong, fast, powerful. But we’re dangerous. You should be scared of us, all humans should be. Instead they’re attracted to us. It’s a curse.”
“Is that why you’ve never chosen?” I asked.
“I never believed in my father’s system. All these laws and rituals. Turning obedience into a religion. No one should have that much control, especially if it’s all based on a lie. I didn’t want to support that, to be a part of it. Not choosing was my silent rebellion. But then, when I saw Nigel choose you, knowing what he’d do to you... I couldn’t let that happen.”
“So you chose to save me,” I said slowly. “But not because you wanted me.”
He nodded, and the breath went out of my lungs.
“I don’t want you to be here because I chose you. I want you to choose me, not because of who my father is, or to save your species, or because you believe in the covenant or you feel it’s your duty to be a good citizen. I want you to want me for who I am. Maybe I’m the naive one. You wouldn’t want me if you knew the truth, what I was really capable of. What I’ve done.”
“So show me,” I said. Damien looked like he was about to argue, and his dark brows furled. But then he brought his wrist up to his lips and tore a jagged hole, releasing a few drops of blood. The wound healed in seconds. He raised his wrist up with a bitter grin. The scent of blood, rather than grossing me out, attracted me to him. I could smell the elixir, but stronger, muskier. Alive. I hesitated for a moment, wondering what memory Damien was about to share, and whether I’d be strong enough to witness it. Then I took his arm and licked the blood off his wrist with my tongue, feeling the warmth in my mouth. The vision hit me immediately. I could hear Damien’s voice, describing the scene.
“My father turned me in high school. He said something was coming, and I had to be prepared. He told me to stay home, but I was too excited. I was so strong, so fast. I wanted to show off in front of a girl I liked, so I went to school to show her what I could do. I thought I could get her to like me. I’d always liked her, but with my veins full of elixir, my desire for her was uncontrollable. She was afraid of me. I couldn’t separate the desire from the thirst. I bit her before I knew what I was doing. When others tried to stop me, I killed them too.”
In my head, I could see the blond girl with a purple background, a sweet face, in a hallway full of lockers. Damien looked younger, smaller, but still handsome. I felt the blood lust rushing through him, and then the crushing guilt and loss. I felt him crumple into a ball in the hallway, the floor slick with blood, with fallen teachers and classmates around him.
I pulled out of the vision with a shudder.
“You see? And that was just the beginning. My father’s peace is a lie, it covers up what we really are. That’s why I’ve never wanted it, this system. But it’s the only one I know. And at least it keeps me from killing people I love, hurting innocents. I hate my father, but I hate myself more.”
My heart was pounding, and my desire for him, the guilt he’d been carrying, his vulnerability, it just made me want him more. Or maybe it was the lure of more elixir. It was hard to separate the two.
“It’s not your fault,” I said, leaning forward and cupping my palm around his face. His eyes widened and he grabbed my wrist painfully, but he didn’t pull away. His eyes searched my face with a question. I leaned forward until his red lips were just inches from mine. But then there was a pounding on the door. He shook his head, and pushed me away roughly.
“Enter,” he said. One of the royal guard stepped into the doorway.
“We caught the rebels,” he said. Damien’s eyes hardened.
“Tomorrow is renewal. You’ll be expected to attend. All the chosen will. I’ll take care of the rebels. Don’t worry, they’ll pay for what they did today.”
 

 
The renewal ceremony was in the largest chapel I’d ever seen. It was directly behind the main palace, on top of the hill at the center of the city. Claire helped me pick out a dress—it had to be appropriately regal, given my station, but also modest, so it didn’t look like I was trying too hard. Tobias had given her pretty clear instructions. I would have worn a burlap sack, for all I cared. I couldn’t stop thinking about the rebels. Damien hadn’t returned since the night before. Did they catch Trevor? If so, what would they do to him? The thought made my lungs burn painfully. 
Claire pulled the laces on the back of the dress firmly, tugging them tighter until they squeezed my ribs. When she was done, she let me look in the mirror. My skin was practically glowing. It must be from the extra elixir I’d consumed last night, when I’d fed on Damien. My cheeks blushed at the intimacy of the moment, but then ice coursed through my veins at the memory he’d shared. He was only been a kid, when he accidentally slaughtered his crush and classmates. No wonder he didn’t want to feed. No wonder he thought he was a monster. I don’t know how I’d live with that much guilt.
The dress was a classic one-piece, navy blue, with a lightweight skirt and black sequins and beads ornamenting the embroidered top and shoulder straps. Claire tossed my hair a bit, and let it fall to one side in heavy curls. It looked healthy and cleaner than I’d ever seen it.
It looked like the whole city was on its way to renewal. The chapel in Algrave could only fit a hundred people at a time. I couldn’t imagine how all these people were going to fit until we were close enough to the monumental building to see its full scale. Even though it was dwarfed by the palace next door, it had an imposing dignity on its own. The dark stone walls were decorated with motifs and engravings. Gargoyles and horned animal heads jutted from the facade, quietly inspecting the crowds as they passed through the moon-shaped doors. I noticed a few of the flashing red lights I’d come to recognize as surveillance cameras, which made me think again of the two girls I’d seen. If humans were being killed inside the citadel, surely someone would have noticed? I wondered where the footage went, or who was watching it. Suddenly I remembered Zane. If anybody knew, it would be him. I reminded myself to ask, if I ever saw him again.
The inside of the cathedral took my breath away. Towering walls of stone arched impossibly high above. Massive hanging chandeliers with hundreds of tiny light bulbs hung solemnly from the ceiling. The large hall had four columns of polished wood pews that stretched all the way forward to the altar. There must have been room for a thousand people. I made my way to the front and saw Mary with her elite, then Jazmine. I nodded, and they gave me tense smiles as I passed. Apparently this was for couples, or at least a chance for the chosen to be on their best behavior. In Algrave, renewal was as much about socializing as anything else, at least before and after the service. But today a particularly ominous hush seemed to weigh over the proceedings; despite all the people, I couldn’t hear anything except the shuffle of footsteps and the occasional cough, which echoed through the nave.
While waiting for Damien, I lost myself in the large oil paintings flanking the hall. They told the story I was familiar with: the trials and tribulations of the Before, the plagues and mutations, the discovery of a cure—the elixir—and then the formation of the compounds. One painting showed King Richard himself leading the survivors into the first compounds, safe and protected. This was the history I’d learned. But Damien said his father’s peace was based on a lie. Was there another version of the story?
Movement caught my eye, and King Richard appeared suddenly in front of the altar, dressed in a dark suit. The crowd gasped at his appearance, but I knew he’d just used his speed to move into place undetected. Behind him the king’s symbol was ornamented in gold relief, in front of a painting of him bleeding from his wrists into a golden chalice, with an exquisite look of pain on his face. His sacrifice, suffering for the many. I frowned. I’d never realized it before, but I was starting to understand why Damien resisted the system. It was all pageantry, designed to impress and amaze.
Today the king’s face was tense, with furled eyebrows and hard lines around his eyes. It made him look older. He came to the center of the altar, surrounded by six priests on each side, dressed in purple and black robes with silver embroidery. He was as still as statue until the last of the congregation had entered. Then the king’s guard filed in, lining the walls and closing the heavy doors shut behind them with a bang.
The head curate raised a golden chalice, and repeated the welcoming liturgy. Like in Algrave, the curates had tightly braided patches of hair on the top of their heads, but here they were taller and much more elaborate. The head curate’s hairdo was larger than his whole head and looked like a giant pine cone. Along with the purple robes, he was also wearing long gold eyelashes that flashed as he spoke.
“We give thanks to our protectors, who saved us,” he said. “And we celebrate our salvation with the renewal. One drop of blood, to purify our bodies. Two races, dependent on each other for survival, now thrive as one—as long as peace is maintained.”
“Live together, or die apart,” the crowd answered. I felt the words on my lips, but they left a sour taste in my mouth. The front two rows stood, preparing to approach the altar and take the sacrament, but the king held up his palms for silence, and everyone returned to their seats.
“There will be no renewal today.” The king announced. He spoke softly, but his voice carried to the very back of the hall and seemed to echo. Subdued whispers rose from the congregation.
“As I’m sure you’ve heard by now, yesterday a vicious act of terrorism was perpetrated against one of our transport vehicles. Even worse, an elite was savagely attacked by the rebels inside the citadel.”
He nodded towards the other side of the church, and I recognized the tall elite from yesterday. He was staring at Mary, and I saw her smile at him. I realized I’d seen him before, in Algrave—he was the elite who’d chosen Mary.
“Silver bullets,” the king said, holding one up to the light. “As you can see, Stanley is just fine, so maybe we can put that particular superstition to rest. As for the possession of illegal firearms, however, that is a grave offense. The elixir is a privilege, not a right, and it must be earned. The price is peace, and this week the peace was shattered, for the first time in nearly a century. Unfortunately, even if I wanted to forgive such a grave trespass, these rebels have stolen this week’s shipment of elixir. They have stolen from you, and broken the covenant that protects us all.”
“I do have a little bit left,” the king said, reaching into his dark jacket and holding up a small glass vial. It was similar to the ones we used in training. “This whole vial will go to the first person who gives my guards information about the rebels. Who they are, where they are hiding, or anything leading to the location of the stolen elixir. I guarantee you, we’ll find them anyway, and punishment will be swift. If you know the identity of any of the rebels and speak up now, you’ll be rewarded. However, if you conceal any information from us, after today we will consider you accomplices in crimes against the state. And you all know the punishment for attacking an elite.”
I calculated quickly in my head: two drops each, for the thirteen chosen. At least 26 drops. More than enough to heal my mother. The king nodded to the side, and two of his soldiers brought forward a man dressed in black, with a hood over his head and his hands tied behind his back.
“As you can see, we’ve already captured one of the rebels. He’s already given us plenty of information. So if you think you’re protecting someone by keeping silent, you’re wrong.”
My pulse raced, and sweat beaded on my brow.
The king removed the bag to show the man’s face, and I let out a breath I didn’t know I’d been holding. Not Trevor.
“Live together or die apart,” King Richard said.
“Live together or die—” the congregation started giving the standard reply, but cut off suddenly as the king tore the man’s head from his body. He held the bloody stump up, with the face towards the congregation, its jaw hanging open in a silent scream.
Bile rose in my throat as the man’s body twitched, tumbling down the red carpet steps of the altar onto the dark stones. There were shouts from the congregation. People covered their faces with their hands or bit their fists to keep from crying out. I saw a few crying silently. But they were the weak ones. Most of the congregation kept their faces blank, staring straight ahead, as if nothing had happened.
“One more thing,” the king said “we’ll be turning off the purification engines for the next three days, as a reminder of what life would be like without the elite here to protect you. Remember, the covenant is an agreement that must be honored on both sides.”
He tossed the head in front of him and it rolled down the center aisle, before finally coming to rest near the back of the church. I felt dizzy and the room was spinning, but a figure caught my attention. One of the curates. Confusion overwhelmed me for a second, trying to place him. But then I realized why he looked so familiar. He was the man I’d seen talking to Trev in Algrave. The man I’d seen outside our caravan just before the accident. The one I’d chased into Madame Brezing’s house of pleasure. Instead of his long jacket and knitted cap, he was wearing purple robes and a curate’s elaborate hairstyle. He looked up and locked eyes with me for a long moment, then hurried through the front doors. I knew in my gut he was one of the rebels. All I had to do was point him out and claim the reward. His life in exchange for my mother’s.
But what evidence did I have, other than seeing him talk to Trevor, and knowing Trevor was one of the terrorists? Giving up the curate would mean exposing Trevor. I pushed through the crowd after him towards the door. My dress felt hot and sticky against my skin, and the cool air outside made me realize how much I’d been sweating inside, after the king’s display of force.
I heard angry whispers around me, as people grumbled about missing this week’s dose of elixir. One woman’s voice was louder than the others.
“It’s not fair,” she said. “The chosen get all the elixir they want, while we’re punished.” I glared at her, and she froze when she realized I’d heard her. She bowed low, begging forgiveness, but I ignored her, turning back to search for the curate.
I almost lost him in the crowd, but then caught a glimpse of his robe disappearing around a corner down a side street. I hesitated before following, looking to see if anyone else had noticed us. If this man was a rebel, and linked to Trev, I didn’t want to bring extra attention to him. Not yet. But I had to know who he was.
Hands grabbed me and covered my mouth when I turned the corner. The curate pulled me into the shadows, under the awning of a closed shop. Adrenaline flared through my body and I pushed him back with surprising force. He hit the wall with a thud and let out a low groan.
“Easy, princess,” he said. “I just wanted to know why you’re following me.”
“You’re one of them, aren’t you?” I asked. “One of the rebels.”
His face paled and he tugged at his collar uncomfortably.
“I saw you,” I said. “In Algrave, with Trevor. Then just before our car was attacked, on the way to the citadel. You did it, didn’t you? You stole the elixir.”
He looked around nervously, then grabbed my arm and pulled me closer.
“We can’t talk here,” he said. “It’s not safe, for either of us. This uniform makes me invisible, but you stand out,” he said, looking over my dark dress. Just then, alarms rang from everywhere at once. His eyes went wide with fear, and I covered my ears as panic flooded through me.
“What’s that?” I asked.
“They’re turning off the purification engines,” he said. “We have to get inside, quickly.”
“Wait!” I said, grabbing his arm. “I have questions.”
“See that bridge over there?” he asked, pointing down the hill at a steeply arched bridge over one of the streams that cut through the city. “There’s a dirt path to climb down and a small platform underneath it. Meet me there at midnight.”
“You’re crazy,” I said. “I’m not going anywhere with you.”
He sighed and reached into his pocket, then pulled out a slip of paper. My pulse raced as I unfolded it and saw my mother’s handwriting.
 
Emily, this is Marcus. You can trust him. It’s time you learn the truth about who you are. I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you earlier. I pray I’ll see you again, but if not, stay safe. You are more special than you could ever know, and it’s been the privilege of my life to see you grow into the woman you’ve become.
 
“What’s she talking about?” I asked. “What does she mean ‘if I see you again’—is she okay? Is the sickness worse?”
“I’ll tell you everything tonight,” the man said.
“What about the ash?” I asked.
“We’ll take care of it.” He squeezed my arm once, then left down the opposite direction. I waited a moment, taking a deep breath and trying to steady myself. Marcus was a curate. And a rebel. And he knew my mother. How was she connected to all this? And what did she mean ‘The truth about who you are?’
The crowds had dispersed, so I saw Damien easily once I’d returned to the flat courtyard in front of the cathedral. His tall, lean form stood out in stark contrast against the wide open space. He looked relieved to see me.
“Are you all right?” he asked, putting his hands on my shoulders. “You disappeared after the service.” His blue eyes were wide and full of concern. My throat tightened and my palms started sweating. I hated lying, but I knew I couldn’t tell him the truth.
“I felt sick,” I lied. “After... what your father did in there.”
Guilt flashed across his features, and a hint of anger.
“He’s always had a flair for the dramatic,” he said, frowning.
A white flake of ash fell between us, then another landed in my hair. Damien reached up and pulled it out gently, turning his eyes up to the sky, which was quickly darkening.
“Come, we have to get you home. Quickly.”
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I gazed out the window at the clumps of dark ash filling the square below. A few bundled figures hurried home, leaving footsteps in the blanket of soot and ember on the ground. An old woman with a cane paused, clutching her breath and gasping for breath. Someone grabbed her arm and ushered her inside. A woman chased after a young boy, who’d gone out to retrieve his ball. She picked him up and rushed back inside, covering her mouth with her shawl. Even though I was inside, I could feel the burning in my lungs, and remember the taste of the poisoned ash in my throat.
“What are you thinking?” Damien said from across the room. I was still wearing the dark blue dress Claire picked out for the renewal ceremony. I wanted to change into something more comfortable, but for some reason I also didn’t want to be alone. I followed Damien into the living room—a wide room with a piano and a billiards table. The servants had already lit a fire, and I liked the way the warm light sparkled against the shiny fabric of my dress.
“It’s not fair,” I answered quickly. “They didn’t do anything wrong. They moved to the citadel for security, stability. They’re loyal citizens.”
“But some of them attacked the shipment, and stole elixir,” Damien said. “The covenant only works if both sides follow the rules.”
“But how does this help?” I asked, gesturing at the ash falling into the city.
“We locked down the city immediately after the explosion. Which means, some of the rebels are still here; and the elixir is probably still here too. They’re just hidden.”
Did that mean Trevor was trapped in the citadel?
I crossed my arms to keep my hands from shaking.
“So this is what,” I asked. “Just a plan to flush them out? Get neighbors to turn them in?”
Damien shrugged, poking the fire with an iron hook. He’d taken off his jacket and loosened his tie, but still looked uncomfortably dashing.
“They broke the law,” he said with a dangerous gleam in his eye. “They must be punished.”
My skin chilled, imagining what kind of punishments the elite could inflict.
“You don’t approve?” he asked, raising one eyebrow.
“I just, I don’t understand. Why would they attack now? The compounds keep us safe from the ash, and the slagpaw. They’re protected. What could they hope to achieve, other than this?” The city was almost entirely swallowed up now by the burning embers and dark gray ash.
“Not everyone agrees with the covenant. With the choosing,” Damien said darkly. “They’d rather live underground like rats, carrying death and disease, and be free than submit.”
I didn’t know what I believed anymore. I’d always been a good citizen. I went to renewal. My family didn’t have much, but I’d never known violence. Not since my first incident with Nigel in the woods. If Damien hadn’t saved me, I might have died in that colorless field, my blood staining the dead grass. Is that how most elite acted when they weren’t being observed? I always thought the compounds protected us from the ash and the slagpaw. I never realized the covenant protected us from the elite themselves. Did that make them our saviors, or captives?
“What if the elite broke the covenant first,” I blurted. “Those dead girls—”
“I told you, elite don’t kill people,” Damien grunted.
“They aren’t supposed to,” I said. “But if the elite broke the rules and killed innocents, wouldn’t the humans have the right to revolt?”
Damien pulled away in surprise, then looked at me like he was seeing me for the first time. He reached into a cabinet and grabbed two glasses. He handed me one to me, then grabbed a bottle of whiskey. I held my glass up as he poured, then watched him sip from his glass and make a face.
“I like the taste,” he shrugged. “We can drink, but we can’t get drunk. Trust me, I’ve tried.” He dropped some ice into our cups, then leaned back on the sofa and put his feet up on the table.
“When injustice becomes law,” he said, staring into the fire, “resistance becomes duty.”
“What?” I asked. I took a sip from the whiskey, and felt the burn at the back of my throat.
“It’s something one of the early presidents said. A moral argument for revolution,” Damien said. “And you figured it out on your own.”
“So you agree?” I asked.
“Elite don’t kill humans in our compounds. In the wild somewhere, maybe. Sure. But they can’t do it in the compounds. That would defeat the whole system. It would ruin the point of everything. So hypothetically, if a tyrant commanded obedience without providing useful benefits in return, and also inflicted cruel and unjust penalties and its citizens, then yes I think people have a right to rise up. If the weak and innocent are being trampled, and nobody else is doing anything about it, I could sympathize with the rebels.”
My eyes widened at the admission. I looked around, hunting for the blinking red lights or any indication we were being monitored. I half expected the royal guard to burst in.
How could he even say that out loud?
“I can sympathize with them,” Damien continued, with a sad grin. “But that doesn’t make them right. You don’t know how it was before. I never supported my father’s plans. The covenant, the choosing, none of it. So yes, I studied government, political theory. I buried myself in my study, I read everything I could get my hands on. But no challenge in history is as great as the one we’re now facing: it’s not just a war, it’s a possible extinction event. No other political system had to deal with the blood lust, or the fact that one elite is stronger than a hundred men. Or the fact that elixir is so addictive, humans will follow an elite to the ends of the earth just to tear them to pieces. What you saw today in church was nothing. Imagine being attacked by a thousand humans at once, an army desperate for a small taste of your blood, to take away the pain and suffering of the ash, to protect their families and loved ones. Imagine having to kill dozens—hundreds—of humans, just to survive.”
He trembled, overcome with emotion, and turned his back on me to look out the window. There was a crack of thunder, and red cracks of fire split through the black sky like rivers of burning lava. I put my arm on his shoulder but he pulled away. Part of me wondered if this was some kind of test. Either way, I didn’t know what I was supposed to say next.
“My father’s system may not be perfect,” Damien said finally, “but if it’s capable of producing someone like you, it can’t be that bad.”
“Someone like me?” I asked.
“I didn’t care about anything before. I was free, but I held myself above. I never got close to the humans. But being around you, being with you... it’s given me something to protect. Something to live for, but also something to lose.”
He turned to face me, framed by the glow of the fire and the burning embers falling outside the window. There was a light in his eyes, an intensity I’d never seen before.
“So you see, for the first time, I recognize the value in my father’s system. Even if I sympathize with the rebels, there’s nothing I could do about it, because I have no better solution to the one we’ve got. There is no alternative, so it’s either this or war. Every person in the citadel, every human in the compounds, would be slaughtered, and then the elite would slowly starve to death. It would be the end of everything.”
What was he saying—that he believed in his father’s utopian vision, just when my faith had been badly shaken? King Richard decapitated that rebel like he was decorking a bottle of wine. I couldn’t get the image out of my head: the man’s eyes blinking in surprise, the bloody stump that used to be his neck. It could have been Trevor. It could have been me. After all, just before coming to the citadel, hadn’t I also tried to steal extra rations of elixir to save my mother?
“So what are you going to do?” I asked quietly.
“The ash will keep everyone inside. Then we’ll check door to door. We’ll find the rebels and kill them. It’s the only way to keep you safe.”
My skin chilled suddenly and I couldn’t breathe. Damien was going to find Trev, and kill him.
“But what if they aren’t trying to overthrow the system,” I asked. “What if they just needed elixir to save a dying relative?” What if they were just like me?
“It doesn’t matter!” Damien said, slamming his fist on the table. It cracked under the force, but I stood my ground.
“Won’t killing the rebels just give others a reason to fight?”
“Once the rebellion has been put down, it’ll buy us a few decades of peace. We’ve done it before.”
“What do you mean, before?” I asked.
“Nevermind.” Damien said. “Nothing.”
Then his eyes softened and he pulled me closer, holding my shoulders.
“I understand why you feel bad for the rebels. It’s a sign of what a good person you are. But these words, they’re treasonous. You can’t talk about this to anyone else. If you were involved in any way with the rebels, I wouldn’t be able to protect you. Not even from my father. Promise me you understand.”
I nodded. He stared into my eyes a moment longer. Then he grabbed a long dark coat, strapped his sword to his belt, and headed for the front door.
“I’m going to help the guard with the search. Stay here, don’t let anybody in. And whatever you do, don’t go outside.”
 

 
I retreated to my room and turned on the lamp. Flashes of skyfire lit the room up with orange light, followed by cracks of thunder that made the room tremble. I lay in bed, staring at the ceiling, trying not to feel terrified about the fact my fiancé was out hunting my best friend. Trevor tried to teach me how to fish when I was ten. He said it was all about patience, about picking the right spot and then waiting for the fish. I didn’t have the patience for it, but Trevor could sit there for hours. So how had he become foolhardy enough to join the rebels? But I knew the answer. He’d told me himself: he was here for me.
Part of me was angry at his presumption. After all, Damien was trying to protect me from Trevor. Why did guys always think I needed protection? Suddenly I remembered my mom’s note. I pulled it out of the pocket hidden inside my dress, and read it by the glow of the lamp.
 
It’s time you learn the truth about who you are.
 
What was she even talking about? Who was I? Emily Sharrow, daughter of Barbara and Edwin Sharrow. At least, I used to be. Now I was nobody, nothing. Except chosen. That was my role now. Trevor was responsible for his own choices. And yet, I knew he’d never have gotten mixed up with the rebels if I hadn’t been chosen. This was his way of getting back at Damien. He thought he could stop the wedding somehow, or win me back. He still thought there was hope. I brushed my fingers against my lips, remembering the way he’d kissed me in the alley. At least he wanted me, and loved me. Damien was practically a whole different species, and I still couldn’t tell how he felt about me. He’d live forever, and I’d grow old and die, and my life wouldn’t matter. We accepted the choosing because it was the way things had always been in Algrave. I’d never really considered what I wanted, because we didn’t have the right to choose for ourselves.
Did the rebels seriously think there was another way to live, without the elites? Without the covenant? I couldn’t imagine what that would look like. At some point I was lured to sleep by the rumbling thunder, and drifted off into a dreamless sleep. When I opened my eyes again, a dark shape seemed to fill my vision. I tried to move, to scream, but I was completely frozen. A weight settled on my chest, so heavy I couldn’t breathe, like it was squeezing the life out of me. I strained my fingers and toes, willing them to move. The featureless shadow leaned over me, and I thought I heard whispering, but I couldn’t understand the message. Then it was gone.
I gasped for breath, waking from the dream, half-expecting to find someone in my room, but I was alone. My pulse quickened when I realized something dark was sitting at the edge of the bed. My fingers reached for it tentatively. It was a black mask, like the ones the royal guards wore during storms. The tubes filtered out the ash so they could breathe in the wild. Marcus must have left it somehow. I wondered if he’d been the one to deliver it. The window was shut but unlocked. I opened it and looked down. A gust of wind teased my hair. I smelled something burning and pulled back quickly, pulling the hot ember from my hair and stamping it out on the floor. I’d nearly forgotten about the ash.
I spent another hour telling myself I wouldn’t go to the meeting. I had just promised Damien I wouldn’t get involved. But what if Trevor was there? I could tell him to give up on me, that I was happy with Damien. I could get him to go back to Algrave and be safe and find someone else. At least then he wouldn’t end up executed.
And then there was my mom. Trev said she didn’t have much time left. Her note said ‘If I don’t see you again.’ Damien made it clear he was going to follow the rules. The rebels would get punished for stealing. That meant he couldn’t give me any extra elixir to save my mother; it would make him a hypocrite. At least not until after the trials, or after the wedding. But what if that was too late? The thought of an empty chair at my wedding nearly brought me to tears.
The stolen elixir! The rebels had a whole shipment of undocumented elixir, and I knew exactly where to find them. If they could get some to my mom, we could save her. It was the only way. I changed into dark jeans and a black turtleneck, then grabbed the mask and headed downstairs. As I tied a thick hooded cape around my shoulders and walked into the burning ash, I wondered what the rebels could do for me, and what they’d want in return.
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I clung to the shadows and darted through narrow alleys as quietly as I could, but my heart pounded whenever I heard footsteps or voices. A dark shawl wrapped around most of my face, concealing the heavy mask. My breath was hot behind the filters, but the device worked as intended. A sudden torchlight drove me behind a stack of boxes, and six guards came into view. They were searching houses in teams, wearing masks like mine. I held my breath as they pounded on a door near me. Two of them stood outside, watching the street, while the others searched the house. It felt like an eternity before they came back out again.
“Clear,” one of them said. His voice sounded almost electronic behind the mask. Up close, the wide grill on the front of the device looked like a row of giant black teeth. One of them turned towards me, his eyes glowing red like the falling embers. With the mask, it made him look inhuman. I wondered how much elixir was in their system. Not that it mattered, just one of them could overpower me easily. Training had been interrupted by the attack, and since the renewal ceremony was cancelled, I hadn’t had any new elixir for several days.
I realized I’d developed a taste for it. Not an addiction exactly, I just felt weaker without it, more scared, less confident, and more aware of my body. Sluggish almost. Going out into the ash made it worse. Even though the mask filtered out the toxic ash, my anxiety was exhausting.
I checked my bracelet out of habit, forgetting I’d left it under my pillow. Zane had done a decent job repairing the broken latch, but now I was able to remove the diamond wristband on my own. The monitor read zero anyway, and I didn’t want to broadcast my location. But that also meant, if I got caught, I’d have no protection.
I waited until the guards moved on and allowed my breathing to settle. Part of me wanted to go back, but I was already halfway to the bridge. I darted out from under cover and sprinted the rest of the way, catching my breath when the bridge was in view. I waited for five minutes, hidden out of site. I was late, but I wanted to make sure this wasn’t some kind of trap. Just when I was about to make a move, a black object whizzed through the air past me. A surveillance drone. I wondered how many of them were out there, and whether I’d missed any others. Had they seen me? The blinking red light grew smaller as it moved down the street. I wiped my sweaty palms against my dark cloak, waited a few more minutes, then crept across the street to the arched bridge. I ducked over the side, onto the small dirt path below. Underneath was a narrow platform, but there was nobody there.
Was I too late? I could barely see the edge of the platform in the darkness, but I heard the water rushing by, carrying soot and ash out of the citadel. The roar of the water made it difficult to hear anything else, so I didn’t notice the door open behind me until I felt a hand on my shoulder. I whirled around so fast I almost fell in the river. Marcus grabbed the front of my shirt until I caught my balance, then grabbed my arm and pulled me towards the narrow opening.
“Inside. Quickly,” he said, disappearing into the darkness behind him. I took one last look around, then followed him inside. He shut the door behind me, lit a candle and led me through a low tunnel. He’d changed out of his curate robes, and was now wearing jeans, a dark jacket and his trademark knitted cap with earflaps. I realized now it was a disguise: it covered his unique haircut. Without it, everyone would recognize him as a curate. He still stood out, but at least now he could pass for a trader.
“What is this place?” I asked.
“Food storage, mostly,” he said. “They used to bring food in by boat, and keep it down here.” The tunnel led to a cavernous room with a low ceiling, illuminated by torches. Against the wall was a table full of pistols, and what looked like explosives. Several figures were huddled around a central pit. The remains of a smoldering fire cast an orange glow—just enough light to see in the darkness. I looked around for faces I recognized. Trev jumped up and gave me a long hug. He was wearing a black shirt and fingerless leather gloves. A black band of fabric wrapped around his bicep. I couldn’t tell if it was a bandage or a political statement.
“Welcome to the resistance,” he said. It felt good to be with him, to feel his strong arms around me. He smelled the same, like home and safety. But then I remembered where we were and pushed him away.
“What were you thinking?” I said, jabbing my finger into his chest. “You’re going to get yourself killed. You all will.” I said, looking around the circle.
“You don’t know what it’s been like since you left,” Trevor said. “Rations have been getting smaller. People are hungry. Your mother, she’s not doing well. She can’t work at all.”
“So why aren’t you in Algrave, taking care of Jamie and Loralie?” It was unfair to hurl that at him, and I knew it as soon as I saw the look of guilt cross his face. Taking care of my family wasn’t his responsibility, it was mine.
“Because it’s not just about them,” he said, pushing his dark hair out of his eyes. “It’s the whole system. We’re kept as pets. A food supply, nothing more. They take everything from us, and we have no control over our own lives.”
“That’s not true,” I said, thinking about the way Tobias looked at Penelope. “The covenant—”
“A lie, the whole thing. The founders of Algrave never signed any agreement. We never agreed to any of this.”
My eyes widened and I looked over to Marcus, who nodded grimly.
“The historical records in the citadel show that a trial batch of children were allowed to survive and raised in the compounds, indoctrinated with the beliefs of the covenant, several generations ago. There were no founders, only prisoners of war.”
Is that what Damien meant, about his father’s system being based on a lie? I shook my head, refusing to believe it.
“But what about the slagpaw, the ash? The elite keep us safe, they provide food and shelter. The elixir keeps us healthy and strong.”
“The elixir is a poison, not a cure.” Trevor said. “Drink a little, it makes you stronger. Drink too much, and it will kill you.”
“So why steal it then?” I shot back.
“Because, it’s the only way to fight them. They’re too fast, too powerful. Before attacking the transport of elixir, we saved up for months, spitting out the renewal sacrament, collecting drops until we had enough. Many people have sacrificed, in many compounds, for our victory. Now we have enough for everyone; enough for a real revolution.”
“You’re crazy,” I said. “A few drops of elixir won’t make you as strong as an elite. You attacked one during your little adventure; he’ll probably get a medal.”
“You’re right,” Marcus said, stroking his beard. “It’s not enough. There’s something else we need. We’re hoping you can help with that.”
The group looked at me expectantly. I crossed my arms, waiting for Marcus to continue.
“King Richard’s history is a fable. He says that a virus wiped out humanity, and the skies were scorched during the wars. But from what I’ve read in the archives, Richard was just a man, a scientist. He was trying to improve humans with technology. He accidentally created the elites, the blood lust. Which led to the wars. It wasn’t the humans who burned the skies and created the ash, it was the elite. King Richard’s cure made them sensitive to sunlight. Apparently the electromagnetic radiation from the ultraviolet rays interfere with the healing function of the elixir.”
“That’s impossible,” I said.
“That’s not the best part,” Trevor said quickly.
“There’s a best part?” I asked, crossing my arms.
“According to the research, as I understand it, King Richard also made an antidote, based on alliinase, which constitutes the major protein component in garlic bulbs. It cleaves carbon-sulfur bonds, which are essential for the organic elements in the elixir to function.”
“It reverses the effects of the elixir,” Trevor said, taking over. “It basically turns elite into humans again. It brings them back to life.”
My throat went dry. This all sounded like fantasy.
“That’s how he controls the other elite; that’s how he got them to agree to his plan, the compounds, the covenant, the choosing—all of it. Any elite who didn’t agree with him, he’d give the antidote to and confine to the compounds. By giving them life, and making them human, he’d also be condemning them to death.”
Is that why Damien was afraid of his father? Because he didn’t want to be made human again?
“I still don’t get it,” I said. “You want to steal the antidote?”
“Even better,” Trevor grinned, “it’s already been stolen.”
“At least, that’s what we think,” Marcus said. “Most of the records have been burned, deleted from the archives. But according to one of our informants, a few decades ago a man named John Patten stole the formula. He snuck it out of the citadel and into one of the compounds, a place called Quondam. The king responded by destroying the entire compound and killing everyone inside.”
I struggled to make sense of what Marcus was saying. A destroyed compound? What happened to a century of peace? Had there really been a rebellion so recently? Did it have something to do with what I’d overheard at the bar? The whole compound, swallowed up by ash, dead as a graveyard.
“Even if all that is true,” I said. “So what? Listen to yourself, King Richard destroyed an entire compound for this. Thousands of people. You can’t defeat him. He’s too strong.”
“Not if we find the antidote,” Trevor said. “If we get that, we can end all of this. We can be free to make our own choices.”
“Find the antidote,” I repeated, trying to catch up. “But you said the compound was destroyed?”
“We think John Patten hid it somewhere. Rumor has it he killed dozens of elite before he was finally captured, but they never retrieved the formula,” Trevor said. I didn’t like the almost reverent way he talked about killing elites, or the violence in his eyes.
“What has this got to do with me?” I said, crossing my arms.
Marcus pulled a faded photograph from his pocket, showing two men. One I recognized immediately: Damien looked exactly like he did today, apart from a much broader smile. The man next to him was handsome as well, but with a darker complexion.
“This is a photograph of John Patten and Prince Damien, taken before the rebellion.”
“They were friends?” I asked.
“Yes. We think that’s how John got access to the formula. Maybe Damien told him something he shouldn’t have, or he stole it when he was visiting Damien in the citadel.”
Damien had a human friend, who betrayed him. And then his father had him executed, along with an entire compound. No wonder Damien kept a close guard on his emotions.
“So what do you want me to do?” I asked.
Trevor smiled, and nodded at Marcus, assuming I’d just agreed to help them.
“Find out where John hid the antidote,” he said quickly.
“Sure, no problem.” I laughed and rolled my eyes. “Even if Damien knew, which I doubt, what makes you think he’d tell me?”
“You’re his chosen,” Marcus said.
“He barely talks to me,” I said.
“Men sometimes run their mouths, when they’re feeling satisfied.”
I blushed and looked away, staring into the coals of the fire.
I had no idea how to satisfy my betrothed.
“Wait, haven’t you—” Trevor cut in, his eyes widening in surprise.
“No,” I said, looking down at my feet. “He hasn’t laid a finger on me.”
Trevor looked relieved. At least one of us was happy.
Marcus, however, frowned at this information.
“There’s still time. If you get closer to him, he might let something slip.”
“No way,” Trevor said. “I told you this was a bad idea, it’s too dangerous. Plus, you’re not seriously suggesting she sleep with him to get information?”
“She’s chosen,” Marcus said. “It will happen eventually.”
My cheeks felt like they were on fire. They were talking about my virginity like a chess piece; something to offer up in exchange for a formula to bring down the elites.
“I can’t help you,” I said. “Do you even hear yourselves? John Patten was just one man, and he got his entire compound destroyed. What do you think they’ll do to Algrave if you get caught, or if I do? You’re putting my family at risk, you’re putting everyone at risk.”
“Maybe you don’t have to ask him,” Marcus said. “You already have access to his home, his study. He may have saved a copy of the formula, or written something down in a journal. Anything you find could be useful, just keep an eye out.”
“And why would I agree to that?”
“Because, there’s one more thing we haven’t told you yet. The secret of who you really are, and what you’re capable of.”
I held my breath. This was the information I’d come for.
But just then, the wooden door exploded and royal guard came pouring in.
 

 
Trevor grabbed my hand and pulled me into a dark tunnel at the back of the room behind some boxes. We had to stoop to get in. He covered up the entrance just as voices shouted behind us. Gunshots rang out, and I heard someone scream.
“Keep close,” Trevor said. “Stay quiet.”
We scrambled through the maze-like tunnels, going lower and lower under the city. I couldn’t tell which direction we were heading until I heard a loud, rushing sound I recognized.
“The waterfall,” I said. “Are we near the palace?”
Trevor nodded. Finally we reached a tunnel wide enough to stand up in, and followed it to a massive underground cavern. Wide blocks of stone had been carved into the walls, and I realized they were buildings, half submerged in water and covered with green moss. It was a whole underground city, but dead and silent, apart from the dripping of water and the constant rushing of the river overhead.
“What is this place?” I asked in awe.
“When the ash started falling, most humans went underground. The subway, the sewers. Anywhere the ash couldn’t reach them. They built a home here. Until King Richard took over. He redirected the rivers and had them flood the tunnels, trapping the humans like rats in a cage. That’s what we were to them. We had a choice, agree to his terms and live in the citadel, in the compounds, or drown.”
I shuddered, wondering where Trevor was getting his information from. Was there any proof for this alternate history, or was curate Marcus manipulating young recruits like Trevor with made-up stories? Something drew my eye to the ceiling and I squinted. My heart jumped when I saw the blinking red lights. Not just one—hundreds of them. But why would they have so many cameras, way down here?
“Bats,” Trevor said, pointing upwards. “They won’t bother us if we stay quiet.”
As we pressed on, the water came up to my ankles. It was so dark I could barely make out Trev’s bulky form in front of me. My foot caught on a piece of rubble and I fell hard on my knees.
“Shit!” I swore, then covered my mouth with my hand as Trevor held a finger to his lips. But it was too late. I heard the flapping of leathery wings, then something tugged at my hair. Trevor grabbed my hand and we ran forward, covering our heads from the barrage of tiny claws and teeth.
Finally we came to a small tunnel, and Trevor tossed me inside against the wall. We gasped for breath until the bats resettled.
“This is you,” he said. “It’ll take you above ground, inside the walls. Stay out of sight. Stay safe. I’m sorry we brought you into this. I was against it from the start. But, if you did find an antidote... imagine, a world in which we didn’t have to hide and scutter around. A world in which we were truly equal, truly free.”
I wanted to argue with him, but I held my tongue. This wasn’t the time or place. He was dreaming of the world before, the one Damien had shown me. But that world was gone, forever. Getting rid of the elite wouldn’t bring it back. I grabbed his hand and pulled him closer. There was one more thing I needed. He looked surprised, then leaned forward to kiss me again.
“The elixir,” I blurted. “Where is it, do you have it? My mother—” I tried to keep the desperation off my face. I hated the look Trevor gave me. Confusion, then disappointment. His face hardened and his lips pressed tight.
“It’s safe,” he said. “We’ll take care of your mother, I promise. But, there are still a lot of things you don’t know. I don’t know when I’ll see you again, it’s too dangerous in the citadel.”
“How will you get out?” I asked.
“There’s an underground river that will take me beyond the gates,” he said. “I have one more thing to do, but I’ll leave tonight. Marcus will stay. If you need to get in touch, light a candle and put it in your window at midnight.”
I nodded, then reluctantly let go of his hand. Over the earthy scent of the tunnels, I could smell Trev, and he smelled like home. Pine needles, campfire, and a muskiness that was all his own. I wanted to tell him to stop chasing me, that I was happy with Damien, that I wanted to stay in the citadel. But my heart was beating too fast, and I wasn’t sure what I wanted anymore.
I hurried up the tunnel, climbing several flights of stairs, until I came to a small door with light on the other side. I heard voices upstairs, but the room seemed empty. I pushed the door open and crept out into some kind of storage basement, filled with glass bottles. Then I made my way up the stairs. I froze for a second, confused and disoriented. Then I realized I was at Madame Brezing’s. Despite the curfew, a few men had braved the ash for their evening ale. But the mood was different. Dark figures huddled in corners, grumbling and sucking down liquid from dark brown bottles. I pulled my shawl around my head, covering my nose and mouth, then headed quickly to the front door. Just as I put my hand on the door handle, it opened suddenly from the other side and a girl pushed through. Rivka.
My eyes widened in shock, while hers narrowed. She reached up towards my shawl, and I realized my face was still covered. I shoved past her quickly and headed up the street, my heart pounding so loud I couldn’t hear my footsteps against the ash. Had she recognized me? Would she tell Nigel?
I dove into a dark corner, expecting to hear shouts or alarms behind me when she alerted the royal guard. But none came. Only the deathly silence of the ash, the hiss of burning embers as they fell gently like snow, the city as still and quiet as the grave.
I forced myself out of hiding and continued down the streets. The last time I’d taken this route was after I’d seen the dead girls with the missing eyes, and been compulsed by the man in the white mask. That seemed like ages ago now, when I still thought the citadel was safe, and the covenant was binding and sacred. I’d been so naive.
Large X shapes had been painted sloppily on the doors of some of the buildings, dripping red paint. When I realized the symbols marked the buildings that were cleared by the royal guard, I used them to choose routes where I wouldn’t run into any troops.
My breath was hot and sticky under the mask, but at least the ash wasn’t getting into my lungs. I didn’t know when I’d get more elixir, and I already felt so weak my legs were trembling. At long last, I made it home, stumbled inside, and let the door close gently behind me. The house was still and silent. The staff must be asleep, thank goodness. I took off my wet boots and socks and hid them in a cupboard, then tiptoed upstairs in my bare feet. I half expected Damien to be waiting for me in my room, demanding to know where I’d been. But my room was blissfully empty. Nobody had seen me go out. Nobody had seen me come in. Except Rivka, but she didn’t get a clear look at my face. I was safe, for now.
I turned on the hot water to fill the bathtub, eager to get out of my soiled clothes. I let myself sink into the water once it was full, adding the bath salts and lavender oil Annette gave me. It was strange to be surrounded by this much luxury after my night of adventure in the sewers. I dried off and changed into silk pajamas that hung loosely against my skin. I was exhausted, and sunk gratefully into my pillow.
It seemed like only moments later when a tapping sound jerked me awake, but the light coming through the window told me it was already early morning. I realized my wrist was bare, and fumbled for my bracelet, snapping it back in place. The cold metal against my skin made me shiver. Then I heard the tapping again, and got up to check the window. Maybe a bird, trying to get inside out of the ash? A hooded figure stood in the courtyard below, looking up at me. When she lifted her hood I could see her features clearly. Penelope. What was she doing here? She looked furtively in both directions and took out a parcel from beneath her cloak. She held it up, making sure I could see it, then crossed over to the wall of a building and stuffed it into a drainpipe.
Shouts made her spin suddenly. She flung her cloak back and lifted her arms, pulling out twin pistols in a fluid motion and firing as a group of royal guard rushed into view. Two men fell immediately, but more were coming from the other side. I shouted a warning, slapping my palm against the glass so hard it cracked. I held my breath as she tried to fight them off, but there were too many. She stabbed three with a short blade before they overwhelmed her—punching her in the ribs and stomach until she crumbled to the ground. Then they tied her hands and dragged her out of view.
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I ran downstairs and out into the ash. I didn’t care about my lungs. I had to save Penelope. But the ash was too thick, and I didn’t even know which way they’d gone. A figure emerged from the embers. I reeled back instinctively, until I saw it was Damien wearing his black hood. His sword dangled loosely against his long legs, and he’d never looked more dangerous. He pushed me inside and shut the door.
“They took Penelope,” I said, my voice cracking, already rough from the burning ash.
“She killed two guards,” he said, his voice like steel. “There’s nothing we can do.”
My jaw dropped in surprise. I pushed away from him, reaching for the door, but he pulled me tightly against his chest and held my wrists.
“My father’s troops have been rounding up suspects all night. Interrogating them. One of them named her. She resisted arrest. I’m sure a confession will come soon enough.”
My head was spinning. How could Penelope be a rebel?
“But she’s chosen,” I pleaded. “She’s our friend.”
Damien held my face with both hands, and brushed my tears away with his thumbs.
“You’re tired,” he said. “You need food and rest. There’s nothing we can do right now, it’s too soon. But I’ll appeal to my father. There will be a trial. Maybe we can sway his decision. Don’t lose hope. I’ll do everything I can to save her.”
“You promise?” I asked.
“I promise,” he said. Then he leaned in and kissed my forehead. I let myself melt into his arms. That’s when I noticed Damien was wearing the same clothes from yesterday. He’d been out hunting the rebels all night. I shivered, thinking about what would have happened if he’d caught me.
I washed my face and got changed, before heading downstairs again for breakfast. I didn’t know when the last time I’d eaten was, and Damien was right—no matter what happened, I needed my strength. I put on a pair of dark slacks and a navy blue blouse, then covered my shoulders with a black suede jacket with metal buttons. It looked vaguely like a military jacket. I was done being pretty; I wanted to be more than just a decoration.
I had a bowl of oatmeal with fresh butter, cream, honey and berries, and a few slices of bacon. Then I washed it down with a cup of coffee. Damien had gone to check on Penelope. I waited anxiously for word. Would he be able to save her? The large, empty table in the dining room made me feel small and useless, so I picked up my plate and headed into the kitchen.
Claire and Annette were seated at a small round table. I squeezed in next to them, finishing my coffee. It was a tense silence, but I was glad for the company. After breakfast, I took my plates to the sink and began washing them.
“You don’t need to do that,” Claire said.
“Yes, I do.” I said. “I need to do something, or I’ll go crazy.”
She nodded and took the dish towel. I passed her the dishes so she could dry them and place them on the shelf. We’d almost finished when I heard the alarms. Claire gasped and dropped the plate she’d been drying. It shattered on the ground. Instead of picking it up, she stepped over the broken pieces to look out the window.
“What happened?” I asked.
“The ash is stopping,” she said. “They must have turned the machines back on.”
“What does that mean?” I asked.
“It means they’ve caught the rebels.” Annette said from behind us. She waved her hands for us to follow. We headed to the front door where she poked her head out and looked up at the sky. Only a few flakes of ash were falling now, and soon they stopped completely. The painted X’s from the night before were bright red in the daylight, as people started emerging from their domiciles.
Bells rang, cheerfully drawing people towards the center of the city. We joined in the crowds moving towards the palace. Most of the city were climbing the stone steps on either side of the waterfall, which curled behind the monumental statues lifting the giant platform. Annette steered me to the side, down a narrow alley, where a trolley system had been cut into the rock. We boarded a glass box, and a system of pulleys and cables pulled us up the steep incline.
“Special access,” Annette said, showing me the keycard that operated the machine.
We arrived at the back of the platform, close to the main palace. Hundreds of people were already gathering in the central courtyard. The palace entrance was lined with royal guards, in their bright red jackets, but today they were holding rifles along with the long sabers in their belts, and wearing the black gas masks instead of their normal faceplates.
I saw Mary and Jazmine, and cut through the crowd towards them. In the center of the crowd was a large opening, and a raised wooden platform. Mary gave me a hug when she saw me, and Jazmine squeezed my hand.
“Do you know what’s going on?” Jazmine asked.
“They caught the rebels last night,” I said. “Maybe this will be the trial.”
As if on cue, six figures were marched from the main palace towards the central square. Once they were all on the wooden stage, the guards removed the black bags covering their faces. I squeezed Mary’s hand tightly, expecting to see Trevor and Marcus, but breathed a sigh of relief when I didn’t recognize any of the rebels. They must have escaped. Penelope was missing as well, however, and I knew she’d been arrested.
A line of soldiers with large heavy steel shields formed a path from a gate on the side of the palace to the raised platform, forming a wide circle around the prisoners. Their armor was thicker and plated, and they were wearing metal helmets with masks that hid their faces. Each shield displayed the king’s image: the cup with the crowned serpent.
“People of the kingdom,” King Richard’s voice boomed through the citadel. It sounded like it was coming from everywhere at once, and I finally saw him up on the palace walls, watching over us from a wide balcony. He was wearing a small microphone, and his voice was projected by speakers on all sides. Two large screens had been set up on either side of the palace, showing a live closeup. I looked for Damien but didn’t see him.
“I would like to congratulate the royal guards for the swift execution of justice in finding the rebels responsible for the attack. The ash was unfortunate, and I am sorry you all had to suffer for the crimes of the few. I hope, as a community, we can move past this incident as quickly as possible. To that end, today justice will be served. Swiftly.”
Two soldiers came forward with daggers. I held my breath, but instead of attacking, they cut the prisoner’s bindings. The men looked around warily, rubbing their wrists. Another soldier unrolled a burlap sack in front of them, revealing six gleaming swords.
“What’s he doing?” Mary asked. “Why arm them?”
“I don’t know,” I said, shaking my head. “Maybe he’ll make them fight?”
“These rebels,” King Richard continued, “thought they would be better off without the covenant, without the compounds, and the protection that humanity has been offered under my care. Perhaps there are others among you who would agree. I thought today we’d have a demonstration. The rebels think they don’t need the elite; that they can take care of themselves. So we will give them a chance to do just that.”
I heard the sound of metal on metal and looked towards the palace. A large gate was opening, and a massive, shaggy beast emerged from the darkness. It lifted its jaws, and a blood-curdling screech ripped through the crowd. I covered my ears, my heart thudding painfully in my chest. Several women screamed, and many of the citizens started running towards the edge of the palace mount. The slagpaw snapped at the audience, but the line of soldiers lifted their shields and pushed back, steering the creature down the row towards the centered platform.
The slagpaw shook its head, then sprinted towards the prisoners. Three of the men grabbed swords and took a defensive stance. Two ran away, scrambling against the shields, which now formed an impenetrable wall. The last man knelt and lifted his palms in a silent prayer.
I wanted to move, or look away, or scream, but it felt like my eyes had been glued open and my limbs turned to stone. With one swipe of its claws, the slagpaw cut one of the men in half and sent his torso flying above the crowd, spraying them with blood. Then it bit off another man’s arm, after he’d swung at it with a sword. Blood spurted from the bloody stump where his shoulder had been, and he collapsed, writhing in a pool of his own making.
The slagpaw pounced the third man, puncturing his heart and lungs with heavy talons. I was close enough to hear him groan as his ribs cracked and the breath squeezed out of him. Two of the remaining men attacked from the sides, stabbing into the beast when it was distracted. It howled, that nails-on-chalkboard screech that chilled my blood, and lifted its arms up and back, puffing out its chest and standing on its hind legs. At full height it was twice as tall as the men. They backed away uncertainly. The slagpaw growled and charged at them, smashing one into the row of shields so hard the soldiers behind them almost fell over. I wondered how much elixir they’d had, and how quickly it would run out. The beast slashed through the man’s abdomen, spilling his intestines, then turned and swung his fist so hard the last man sailed over the crowd and disappeared off the cliff, into the rising mist beyond the waterfall.
There was a moment of silence, and I saw the beast’s aggression soften. It whimpered, licking its wounds. Then it approached the final man, who was still kneeling, with his eyes closed and his palms pressed together. It leaned down and sprayed him with foul stench, sniffing his hair. The man trembled, and the slagpaw opened its mouth, almost like it was trying to speak.
King Richard jumped off the palace balcony, fell fifty feet into a perfect crouch, then sped through the crowd like a bolt of lightning. I heard a slicing sound and saw a flash of light, then the King was a dozen yards past the beast, his sword gleaming red. So slowly, I almost didn’t see it happening, the slagpaw’s head slid off its massive body, and rolled to the side.
Suddenly I could breathe again. It was like being released from stone. I placed my hand to my chest to steady my heartbeat. When I turned around, I realized nobody else was moving. There was not a single sound, among the hundreds of people gathered around the execution field.
King Richard wiped his sword with a white handkerchief and tossed it to the floor, now slick with blood. Red from the six rebels, and the foul-smelling black liquid oozing from the corpse of the mutation.
“The rebels cannot defend you,” King Richard said, gesturing at the remains of the six men. “Not from me, not from the slagpaw, not from the ash. The covenant is the only thing that keeps our species alive. Live together, or die apart.”
“But these traitors, who try and destroy the peace and harmony we have built here, they are an infection. Our kingdom will not allow terrorism. It is my sworn duty to protect you, and for that to happen, all rebels must be punished. No matter who they are.”
His cold eyes scrutinized the gathering, seeming to look at each of us in turn. Then he snapped his fingers and another group of royal guards hurried forward. They were packed together in a tight square, so I didn’t see who was between them until they fanned out, leaving a solitary figure in the middle of the courtyard. Penelope was wearing a elegant yellow dress, and it looked like her hair and make-up had been done recently. She was so beautiful, it was almost hard to look. She could have passed for an elite.
Murmurs spread like wildfire as the crowd realized who she was. Then the whispers started.
 
A chosen. A traitor. A rebel.
 
King Richard turned to look at her. I didn’t know what was going to happen next, but it couldn’t be good. I started forward, but a firm hand grabbed my arm and rooted me in place. I looked back and found Damien, his eyes cold, staring straight ahead.
“I thought you said there would be a trial?” I said. “We have to stop this!”
“It’s been decided,” Damien said, clenching his jaw. “There’s nothing we can do.”
How was he just going to let this happen? I strained against him, looking around for help. Where was Tobias? What about Marcus or Trevor? I realized I was secretly hoping for another rebel attack. Someone to stop this madness, to save Penelope. My hopes fell when I finally saw Tobias, surrounded by six soldiers, with heavy silver chains that seemed to burn into his skin.
“As you can see,” King Richard gestured towards him. “No one is beyond reproach. Not a chosen, and not even an elite. There can be no favoritism, and the laws must be enforced, no matter how painful.”
He nodded, and the soldiers unlocked Tobias’s hands and removed the heavy chains. I expected him to attack, to fight, but he just stood there. Veins pulsed from his neck and his eyes bulged slightly, like he was trying to move, but couldn’t. I looked back at the king to see him wearing a smug smile.
“You might think the elite are biased, that we would treat our chosen differently from common rebels. Today I hope to dissuade you of that idea. Each elite chooses a companion to elevate him, to make him better, and stronger. But it also makes us responsible. Tobias, your chosen has consorted with rebels, stolen elixir, plotted revolution and conspiracy against the king. The punishment is death. Today, you will carry out the sentence.”
The audience gasped and I brought a hand to my mouth. This couldn’t be happening. There was no way Tobias would kill Penelope. He loved her. When he bent down to pick up a sword, I broke free from Damien and pushed forward through the crowd.
“Stop this!” I shouted.
The guards held me back, making a wall of armor and crossed swords, but I was close enough to see a single tear roll down Tobias’s face. He was trembling with exertion now, resisting with ever fiber of his being.
“Control your bride!” King Richard roared to Damien, without looking over at us. I saw a flicker of strain cross his brow and realized he must be compulsing Tobias. He was going to force him to kill the woman he loved. And nobody was going to stop him. Penelope didn’t shy away when Tobias approached with the sword. Instead she cupped her palm around his face.
“I love you,” she said. “It’s not your fault.”
He nodded, and she kissed him. Then he plunged the sword through her body.
Bile rose to my throat, and I felt a burning pain in my gut as if I’d stabbed.
Penelope gasped for breath, and blood dripped from the corner of her lips down her chin. She leaned forward for a final kiss, leaving a red smear on Tobias’s pale cheek. Then she collapsed. Tobias placed his arms under her knees and lifted her up, then carried her to the edge of the platform between the two massive statues. He hefted the body up above his head and tossed her over the abyss, into the rushing waters. Then he sank to his knees, his cheeks wet with tears and blood, and let out a roar of anguish that shook me to my core.
 

 
That night there was a banquet in the royal palace. It was a celebration for ending the rebellion. All the chosen were to attend, including most of the elite and the noble families and influential merchants. The dining hall was packed, with long rows of tables this time. They were decorated with gold rimmed dishware, light blue flowers, bold navy blue tablecloths. Silver cutlery. I ran my fingers over the edge of my knife, squeezing the blade until it hurt.
Annette picked out a new dress for me. It was pink, with swirls of fabric pinned to the shoulders like rose buds. After spending last night hiding from the guards, I felt more vulnerable than ever, with my bare shoulders and arms in a room full of elite. Damien told me earlier, he wouldn’t be able to help me if I was involved with the rebels. Now I understood what he meant. It wasn’t only that he wouldn’t stand up against his father. It was that he couldn’t. King Richard was too powerful. And more than that, he was cruel. Punishing the rebels was one thing, but forcing Tobias to murder his love like that...
I shivered and rubbed my arms. Across the room I saw Rivka in a tight black dress, with Nigel again. She was looking at me and whispering something in his ear. My heart quickened. Did she recognize me at Madame Brezing’s? Would Nigel call for the guards? But he laughed and looked away. Rivka winked at me and smiled. She might be a problem later.
King Richard stood on the stage and raised his glass to make a toast.
“Now that this business has been resolved,” he said, “I’m pleased to announce the trials will continue as planned, on schedule. Now, more than ever, it’s crucial that our chosen prove their loyalty. I promise, you can expect an exciting spectacle. We will weed out the strong, the committed and the loyal. For another hundred years of peace!”
The room lifted their glasses, and cheered.
“To peace!” they repeated.
“At the very least, the trials will distract everyone from this unsavory business, and have them looking forward to a royal wedding. That’s what the people need now. A celebration of unity. An affirmation of the covenant. Without our traditions, we have nothing. Soon, I’m sure we’ll get everything back to normal.”
Back to normal? What did that word even mean in Richard’s kingdom? How could anything ever be normal again? I hated him for what he’d done. Part of me hated Damien too, for standing there and watching it happen. And now I had to marry him. I finished a glass of wine, then poured another. The elite might not be able to get drunk, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t.
That’s when I saw Tobias. He was alone, and unshackled, though I saw a few guards near the door put their hands on their swords warily as he passed. His neck and wrists were still red from his containment, but he held himself with confidence and walked calmly into the party. There was a cold grin on his lips that almost hid the rage in his eyes.
I wondered if he was going to make a scene. Instead he nodded politely to the king, grabbed a bottle of wine off one of the tables, and sank into a cushioned booth at the back of the room. I wanted to go back and join him, but I saw Damien reach the table first. I backed slowly toward the wall, then slid along it until I was behind them. I glanced around quickly, then ducked under a table and crept closer.
“I won’t do it,” Damien was saying.
“I can’t live like this,” Tobias said. “Knowing what I’ve done.”
“You haven’t done anything,” Damien said. “He forced you, like he forced me.”
“Then let’s do something about it!” Tobias said. “There are others, they will follow you.”
“He’s too strong,” Damien shook his head.
“Not if we all strike at once,” Tobias insisted.
“Forget about it,” Damien said. “Don’t throw your life away after hers.”
“I’d rather die a meaningful death than live a meaningless life.”
“Elite don’t die,” Damien said.
“Death may be the greatest of all human blessings.” Tobias said, gripping Damien’s wrist.
Damien’s eyes widened suddenly and he pulled away.
“You still have it, don’t you?” Tobias said, leaning forward.
“You don’t know what you’re asking,” Damien said. “We don’t even know if it works.”
One of the staff approached the table to offer more wine, but quickly retreated under the withering glares of the elite.
“Nothing you do is going to bring her back,” Damien said, standing up. “Give it time. If you still feel the same way in three months, ask me again. We’ll take a trip, maybe see the ocean. Then we’ll talk more.”
I waited until they were gone, then snuck out from my hiding place and rejoined the party. But my head was spinning. Were they been talking about the antidote? If so, that meant it was real. Tobias said there were others. Did he mean other elite, plotting against King Richard? Damien said nothing could stop the king, but with the antidote, and a few elite on our side, it might just be possible. But I couldn’t wait three months.
I let Damien walk me home, but said goodnight at the door. Neither of us knew what to say to each other. I took off the pink dress as soon as I reached my room, feeling the cool air against my bare skin. I waited another hour, to make sure I was alone, then snuck downstairs and out into the night. I crossed the courtyard and reached into the drainpipe where I’d seen Penelope stash something earlier, and pulled out a small parcel wrapped in fabric.
I stuffed it in my pocket, then hurried back to my room, letting out a breath of relief as I closed the door behind me. I unwrapped the parcel with trembling fingers, carefully undoing the leather strings to reveal a small vial of elixir. It shone brightly in the dark room, glowing with inner magic.
 
 
 
 



20
A day passed, then two. Training resumed and I threw myself into it, reveling in the pain as my classmates hurled abuse upon me, and bruises bloomed like flowers across my skin. All to earn my dose of elixir. For a few hours, the panic and terror faded, and I felt almost like myself again. I could almost forget Penelope’s execution. But at night, once my scrapes and cuts had healed, and the pain faded, I’d be alone in my too-comfortable bedroom. I kept the windows open, because I never seemed to be able to get enough oxygen in my lungs. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw Tobias’s look of sheer anguish as he murdered the woman he loved. And Damien... just standing there. Nobody had done anything to stop it.
I started taking the long way to the training building, across the arched bridge over the rebel stronghold. King Richard gathered the heads of the executed men and displayed them on tall wooden pikes, three on each side. I walked between their wide, unblinking eyes.
It could have been me.
I’d met with the rebels. I’d snuck into the ash after curfew. I knew who they were. It was all my fault. Penelope’s last act had been to bring me the elixir, and she got caught because of it. Was it for my mother? Did Trevor tell her to bring it? Why not wait until after the lockdown? I wish I knew what drove her to take such a risk.
I hid the vial of stolen elixir in my room. For the first few days, my whole body was rigid with alert, listening for the sounds of the guards crashing through the door to arrest me. I knew I should get rid of the evidence. I thought about dumping out the elixir, crushing the glass into sand, burying it in the earth—but taking it out of the house at all seemed riskier than leaving it in my room. Plus, I couldn’t bear to part with it. It was my mom’s last hope. I just needed a way to smuggle it back to Algrave. Still, I changed the hiding place ten times a day. More than once I forgot the newest location and almost had a heart attack when I couldn’t find it again.
Part of me wanted to escape, and run back to Algrave on my own. But the guard patrols had doubled and the main gates checked documents carefully. If I was caught, I’d be questioned. What if they forced me to give up information? What if Marcus and Trevor were captured, because of me? I wanted to fight, to rebel, but I was too afraid of what might happen if I did. King Richard’s show of force had worked. Like everyone else in the citadel, I was too afraid to do anything, and instead I walked around in a daze.
Training was the only place I felt comfortable, surrounded by my new classmates. The first day back, Mary and Jazmine gave me nods of commiseration, but Master Svboda made us run drills before we had a chance to talk, and kept us out of breath until it was time to leave. She said she needed to push us harder, to make sure we’d perform well in the trials. She’d always been stern, but now she looked worried. I had a feeling she was no longer just concerned about us passing the trials. She was worried about how many of us would survive.
I pushed myself so hard in class my brain settled into a gray fog of exhaustion. I barely registered anything, until I heard Jessica gossiping about Penelope in class.
“She was a traitor,” she said. “She got what she deserved. Plus, my fiancé said she was sleeping around with the rebels.”
I spun to face her.
“That’s a lie,” I growled. “Take it back.”
“Oh my,” she said, pretending to fan herself. “Maybe she was sleeping around with you. Are you a rebel, Emily?” she narrowed her eyes at me.
My fist shot out before I knew what I was doing and slammed into her jaw, knocking her head back. She reacted quickly, grabbing me by the hair and throwing me towards the wall. I kicked off it, flipped over her head and landed softly behind her. It was so effortless, I didn’t even need to think about it. I just saw the surfaces, the angles, and I knew how to do it. I wrapped my arms around Jessica and rolled back, pulling her to the floor with my weight. I twisted and landed on top of her, with my knee pressed into her back, gripping her wrists tightly.
I realized, I’d always been a little afraid of Jessica. Resentful. I didn’t feel anything now, except the brittleness of her bones. They seemed to creak as I flexed my fingers. I could snap her arms off like twigs if I wanted to. I shook my head and relaxed my grip, just before the other girls pulled me off.
“Sorry,” I muttered. Jessica stood up and rotated her arms gingerly. She’d bullied me practically my whole life, but she was looking at me like I was the dangerous one.
“Whatever,” she said. Then she flipped her hair and sulked away.
Master Svboda called my name and asked me to stay longer.
Once the room was clear, she pulled me to the side.
“You need to be careful,” she whispered.
“I know, I’m sorry,” I said. “I didn’t mean to hurt her.”
“It’s not just that,” Master Svboda said. She reached out and grabbed my bracelet, checking the digital monitor.
“1.8%” she said. She sounded relieved, but also slightly confused.
“You’re stronger than the other girls,” she said. “Even though you get the same amount of elixir.”
“Is that bad?” I asked.
“It’s abnormal. This isn’t a good time to draw attention to yourself. People might forgive you for your sympathy towards an executed rebel. I understand Penelope was a friend of yours. She was my friend, too. They’ll allow you a short period of grief. What they won’t allow,” she said quietly, “is someone different. Someone who can’t be controlled.”
I gulped. I could feel the word on my tongue, but didn’t have the courage to say it out loud. Renitent. I saw it on her lips as well, but she was holding it in. She was trying to warn me, but I was tired of pretending I wasn’t hurting; pretending everything was fine. First I was too weak, now I was too strong. No matter what I did, it wasn’t enough. I tore my hand out of her grasp.
“We’re supposed to be getting stronger, aren’t we?” I asked. “So we can protect our elite husbands when the time comes. Sacrifice ourselves for them, die for them, like nothing. That’s all we’re good for, right? And competing against our classmates to show loyalty and entertain our masters. Well, I was just getting a head start.”
Her face fell and for the first time since I’d met her, the mask of the tough-drill master slipped and I saw the real woman behind it. Young, pretty and pained. I remembered what Camina told us about her husband: that he’d died protecting her. I wondered if she felt guilty, because she wasn’t strong enough to save him. Maybe that’s why she pushed us so hard. I assumed it was a slagpaw attack, but now I was curious how he died. I wanted to apologize and ask her about it, but she turned her back on me.
“See you tomorrow,” she said briskly, waving me out.
 
When I got home, I could hear Damien playing piano in the drawing room. I stood at the doorway, watching his slender fingers touch the keys delicately, and listening to the beautiful, sad music. I wondered if playing the piano was something he learned through effort, or something he stole by feeding on a pianist. I wondered if I was really attracted to him, or just the elixir I could sense inside of him. After a minute, I continued down the hall into the library. I didn’t want to interrupt the music, and I had nothing to say to him anyway. Besides, I had work to do.
King Richard was too powerful to defeat. Unless, somehow, we could find the antidote. If John Patten stole it, and he was friends with Damien, then maybe there was a clue in the library. But I’d gone through all of Damien’s notes, and flipped through hundreds of books. I also checked under the desk and furniture for any secret compartments. After going through all the books, I started on a pile of magazines almost as tall as I was. I was halfway through the stack when I found something. The cover showed a man with glasses and a moustache, smiling and holding a small vial of glowing liquid. He looked familiar, and I realized it was the same man from the dancing memory we shared in class. My eyes widened and my pulse quickened as I studied his features. It wasn’t just the memory. I knew him. He’d shaved his moustache, and didn’t wear glasses anymore, but I’m sure it was King Richard. I flipped open the magazine and scanned the article. The headline read THE CURE FOR MORTALITY.
 
Dr. Hartmann has developed a magnificent piece of biotechnology: microscopic, biological robots tasked with cell repair, that feed on aged blood cells and produce Telomerase—an enzyme that adds DNA sequence repeats.
 
The article ended with a question, and a warning.
 
Are we about to enter a post-mortal age? If humans are defined by their proximity to death, and we stop dying, will we still be human at all? Maybe William Blake was right when he wrote,
Art is the tree of life. Science is the tree of death.
 
I didn’t notice Damien enter the room until he coughed to get my attention. I put the magazine down quickly and shuffled it under a few others.
“How’s training?” he asked.
“I’ll be ready,” I said. Did he actually care, or was he just worried that I’d embarrass him if I couldn’t keep up with the other chosen?
“I know you’re upset about what happened,” he said. “I am too.”
“I’m fine,” I lied.
“You’ve barely spoken to me in days.”
“I’m surprised you noticed,” I said. “We weren’t speaking much before that either.”
Damien frowned and ran his fingers through his hair.
“I understand you’re mad at me. But what else could I have done?”
“Stop him! There has to be a way. What about the—” I cut off quickly and turned my face, my heart pounding. I’d almost asked him about the antidote, which would prove I’d met with the rebels. I needed to get him to play his hand, and tell me where it was, without giving myself away.
“I’m sorry,” I said. “I know it’s not your fault. I just need time to process all this.”
“What can I do to help?” Damien asked, rubbing my shoulders.
There was only one thing I wanted.
“I need to go home, just for a few days. I want to see my mother.” And give her the vial.
“It’s not safe in the compounds right now,” Damien said.
“Haven’t you noticed? It’s not exactly safe in the citadel either. Besides, I thought you caught all the rebels?
“After the wedding, I promise we’ll go back to visit. Things are too hot right now, politically. My father needs me by his side, and I want you by mine. But if you’d like to get out of the citadel for a few hours,” he said, “there is something else I’d like to show you.”
 

 
 “You’re kidding,” I said as Damien handed me a black helmet with a transparent face guard. We descended a spiral staircase through the bed rock, then took an elevator to an underground cavern full of vehicles. Tractors, vans, jeeps—and something with two wheels Damien looked a little too comfortable with.
“You’ll be fine,” he said. “Just hold on to me.”
I climbed on the bike after him, pinching my thighs together to hold on, then reached around his flat stomach. He was wearing a black T-shirt, a jean jacket and leather pants, and a pair of dark sunglasses with gold rims.
I was in jeans and a long sleeve navy top that covered me up to wrists, and some fingerless leather gloves I found in the garage. Damien opened up a wide door to the hangar, and cold air blew in from outside. The ash seemed darker and heavier than usual.
“It’s raining?” I asked.
“Just a bit,” Damien said. “Would you prefer the car?”
“No, it’s fine,” I said, putting on the helmet.
The air was damp as we zoomed past the tall pine trees. Bits of ash got caught in my tangled curls on my shoulders, but they were damp so they didn’t burn. The rain carried toxins as well, but it was mostly harmless unless I soaked in it. It actually felt refreshing, until twenty minutes later, when my teeth were chattering from the cold. Damien parked and got off first, then lifted me off the bike.
I took off the helmet and shook out my hair, while Damien opened an umbrella for me.
“What is this place?” I asked, as I saw the shapes of buildings and houses.
“The first compound,” he said. “Quondam.”
A chill ran down my spine. The buildings were abandoned, and half buried in ash. Some had caught fire and burned down, leaving only the blackened remains of their original structures. It was strange to see the ash falling inside a compound. Is this what Algrave would become if they turned off the purification engines?
Ours were the only footprints in nearly an inch of gray ash and soot. A flash of red caught my eye, and I could just make out a playground on the side of what must have been a park. The seats of the swings were dirty, but I could still see the peeling red paint of the poles. The rusty chains creaked in the breeze. Closer up, I saw something on the ground and pulled it out of the mud and ash. A doll made of fabric and yarn. It smiled at me with one eye missing.
“Where is everybody?” I asked. “What happened here?”
“It was one of the earliest compounds,” Damien said. “I was a sullen teenager, even decades after the race wars. I’d learned to be hard, to kill—but only to defend myself. At first I was my father’s champion. But over the decades, I began to regret my father’s new kingdom, even hate it. Finally I refused to have any part in his new system, especially the choosing. But I sometimes visited the compounds. It made me feel normal, to be with humans. I mostly watched from afar, and was careful not to lose control. I was still haunted from what happened at my high school. But I was lonely.”
“One day I made a friend. He was young, handsome and idealistic. We were cautious of each other at first, but I kept visiting, and over several months we found we had a lot in common. Sometimes, emboldened by our friendship, we’d talk openly about politics, the compounds, the city of lights. I told him things I shouldn’t have. He asked to visit me in citadel, and I obliged. He was the first true friend I had in decades. Until he betrayed me.”
I held my breath. Was he talking about John Patten? Would he reveal the location of the antidote?
“He was always asking questions, interested in the science behind the elixir, and the elite. He became obsessed with a way to reverse it, to create social equality. His passion was infectious. I played along, though I never really believed such a thing was possible. But then one day he stole something from my father’s lab and brought it back here. My father was furious when he found out.”
“I told him I’d get it back, to trust me, but my father said the commons had to be punished. The knowledge was too dangerous, too valuable in the wrong hands. I refused, but then he compulsed me, and I couldn’t resist. I killed him, I killed my friend.”
“Just like Tobias and Penelope,” I said.
“I thought it was over,” Damien said, “but my father wasn’t done. First he turned off the purification engines. As the ash fell into the compound, people were screaming, running—he froze them all, grabbing their wills, binding them like puppets. He was showing me how powerful he’d become. He held them like that for three days, with me at his side. They died slow, painful deaths. The embers melted their skin. Their screams were muffled as they choked on ash.”
“They’re still here?” I asked, goosebumps rising on my skin.
Damien nodded, and led me forward until I could see them. Arms spread out, fingers wide, eyes turned to the sky. The ash had hardened into a hard surface, almost like marble, but not before recording the horror of their punishment. Flesh sagging from the bones, holes as the ash burned through their cheeks... and they felt every second of it. Then left here, forgotten, abandoned. A cemetery of grotesque statues. A reminder and a warning, for anyone else who doubted King Richard’s power.
The rain was heavier now, pattering against the umbrella like a drum, but Damien wasn’t finished.
“After this,” Damien said, “I swore if he ever took control of me like that again, I’d kill myself. I didn’t speak to him for a year after that. Since then, I’ve been quietly resisting. So I didn’t choose. I didn’t get involved. I avoided politics completely. Until you.”
A crack of lightning split the air nearby and the rain started pouring down in torrents. Rain and ash was dripped from Damien’s forehead onto his jacket.
“Here,” I said, lifting the umbrella up for him.
“I’m fine,” he said.
“You’ll get your jacket dirty, and the maids are going to spend all day washing it for you.”
Damien held his palm up to his eyes, then pointed to a nearby cabin. He struggled with the door handle for a second, then kicked it open and pulled me inside. The house was dusty, but dry. It smelled like books and old leather, and had a big fireplace on one side of the living room.
Damien split some firewood and I found a box of matches in one of the drawers. Soon we had a roaring fire. The warm yellow glow brought life to the abandoned house, and I could see signs of its previous owners. A half-finished knitting project by a stool near the fire. A basket of sliced bread—now so stale and brittle it crumbled between my fingertips. It reminded me of my home in Algrave.
I moved closer to the fire, shivering. Damien took off his jacket and pulled it snugly around my shoulders. Steam rose up from my sneakers as I held them closer to the flames.
“I didn’t get it before,” Damien said, holding onto the jacket, and pulling me towards him.
“Not really. But after the attack on the capital... you could have been hurt. I wouldn’t know how to handle that. It made me realize how much I’ve come to care about you. I was against my father’s whole system before, but maybe it is the only way to prevent war. You don’t know what it was like before, when we were fighting for survival. I’ve been shot hundreds of times, attacked for my blood. I got away from the worst of it. My father always protected me. Everything about his new system disgusted me, especially the chosen. A blood slave for the elite to feed on.” He wrinkled his nose, and I lowered my chin, unable to look him in the eyes. Is that what he thought of me? Was I so disgusting?
But then he reached down and lifted my chin gently. His eyes were soft and warm, like his lips. My mouth parted involuntarily, opening to him. His eyes caught the movement and he sucked in a sharp breath.
“It’s not you,” he said quickly. “You are beautiful, and fascinating, and kind.” He reached down and pulled a strand of hair behind my ear. As he did, his fingertips lingered on the back of my neck.
“Isn’t there something else you could do?” I asked softly. “You said, your friend was working on a way to reverse the elixir?”
“Don’t” he said, his voice suddenly like gravel. “You saw what he did to Tobias. I haven’t tried to resist him, not really, for decades. Not since what happened here. But he could have me kill you. Snap your neck. It would only take a second, and I’d have to live with that guilt forever. Don’t you see, I have something to lose now, and he knows it. I always thought the chosen were meant to keep the humans in line, to give them something to hope for, and the illusion of equality. But I realize, it’s more than that. It’s also a way to control the elite, and humanize our monstrous tendencies. The chosen make us vulnerable.”
“It’s not all that bad, is it?” I asked. “I mean, he did build the compounds, the purification engines. You keep us safe. It could be worse.” I wasn’t sure I believed it, after what I’d seen King Richard do, but seeing Damien in pain made my heart clench uncomfortably. Plus I wanted to keep him talking.
His eyes lit up with hope. “And it could be better. With you at my side, working together, we could make it better. There’s a future for us,” he said. “I promise.”
He reached for my fingers and held them up to his lips, then kissed my wrists gently, ignoring the red patches of my birthmark. His touch sent shivers running through my body.
“You’ve changed me,” he said. “Given me something to live for.”
I leaned forward, pressing my weight into his. He looked off guard for a second, but then closed the gap between us. He hesitated, our lips inches apart, waiting for permission. I gave it by grabbing the back of his neck and pulling him to me. He lifted my shirt, and his fingers scorched a path of fire across my abdomen. I gasped as he kissed my cheek, then my neck. My whole body felt alive, and I was tingling everywhere. I’d never felt this way before. He sniffed, then suddenly pulled back, his body rigid.
“What is it?” I asked.
“I can’t separate my desire for you from the blood lust,” he said, looking ashamed. “I can’t tell where one starts and the other ends. I haven’t been this close to a human, a girl, not since—”
“It’s okay,” I said. Damien basically just confirmed everything I’d heard from the rebels about John Patten. That meant the antidote might be real. He might not be ready to stand up to his father, but that didn’t mean he didn’t know where it was. Maybe Marcus was right. I just had to get him to open up.
“Is this what you want?” I whispered, placing my hand against his chest. I shrugged my collar to the side, revealing my bare neck and shoulders, then started unbuttoning my shirt. He gasped, hunger and need raging in his eyes.
“You don’t know how hard it is to be near you,” he said. “To want you so badly, and resist.”
I had some idea. Being this close to Damien, I wanted him, too. And it was more than just the elixir in his veins, or his elite physique. It was him. It was the kindness in his eyes. It was the way he looked at me, and really saw me. I leaned up on my toes and kissed him, long and slow, then I wrapped my arms around his neck and pulled him closer.
“Go ahead,” I murmured in his ear. “Please, I want you to.”
Damien hesitated a moment longer, then pushed me against the wall. I wrapped my legs around his waist, crushing him against me. He kissed my ear, and my jaw, before lunging at my neck. I cried out as his teeth pierced my skin. The bite was sweet like a toothache; pain and pleasure mixed together. I curled my hands into fists, clenching the sides of Damien’s pants and pulling them lower. I moaned as he ground his hips into mine. His saliva mixed with my blood and sparkled like magic. It felt like sunshine and roses, injected straight into my veins. I looked up at Damien, my pupils as wide as my smile. But I froze in confusion when I saw his face.
He’d pulled away, and he was looking at me with shock and anger.
His pupils were larger and dark, like he was seeing me for the first time, or seeing all of me.
“No,” he said. “It’s impossible.”
He looked sick, and his face was whiter than usual—which made the blood on his chin stand out like a stain. My blood. He looked like he’d been poisoned.
Poisoned by me.
 
 
 
 
 



21
 
We left when the rain stopped. I had the feeling Damien wanted to leave me there, in the open-aired mausoleum of his father’s victims, instead of bringing me back with him to the citadel. After biting me, he’d sat sullenly on the other side of the cabin, his gaze sharp but hooded like an eagle’s.
One second he’d been kissing me, the next he couldn’t stand to be near me. We were both silent on the ride home. I felt rebuked—like I’d let him down somehow. I wasn’t what he expected. I didn’t taste good enough. Was it my dark markings? Maybe I was spoiled, like a fruit gone bad. Or because I was renitent, whatever that meant.
Damien parked in the garage and climbed the stairs so briskly I was practically sprinting to keep up with him. When we reached the house, he held the door open for me without coming in.
“I need to check on Tobias,” he said. It sounded like an excuse, but I didn’t challenge it. Of course he should do that. He was just being a good friend.
“But I’ll see you later?” I asked.
His eyes softened, and he looked at me for the first time since the bite.
“Just stay inside, okay? We’ll talk more tonight.”
I reached for his hand, trying to rekindle the emotions we shared at the cabin, but he pulled away. Something had definitely changed. I was making myself a cup of tea in the kitchen when it hit me. Master Svboda said elite could share memories in elixir, memories they’d taken from human blood. Could Damien have read my mind when he bit me? Did he know about the rebels, about Trev? Maybe that’s why he left is such a hurry. But I didn’t know where Trev was, he must have left the citadel already. He could even be back in Algrave.
My blood chilled, thinking about frozen statues we saw in Quondam, their screams immortalized forever. If Damien tracked Trevor home and the king found out about it, that could be Algrave tomorrow. My family—Jamie, Loralie, Mom—they’d all be tortured. Because of me. I knew Damien was fundamentally a good person, but he’d never disobey his father. Especially now, according to what he’d told me earlier, though I wondered if his feelings had changed now that he’d tasted me.
I used my husband’s absence to search the library again. I looked through the nonfiction and research papers, but the only thing of value I’d discovered was the magazine I found last time. Would that be enough to help the rebels? My eyes scanned the bookshelves again. I’d practically memorized the arrangement of volumes, but this time I took in the whole wall. And that’s when I noticed the panel. Flat wooden columns ran between the shelves, but today, one of them was tilted at a slightly different angle. I tucked my nails beneath the wood and pried it open, revealing a hidden shelf with only two items: a leather-bound journal and a book. My fingers trembled as I pulled open the journal.
An elegant script announced it as The Diary of John Patten. Inside, the text was cramped together, with dozens of lines on every page of the small notebook. There were poems, daily entries, and a few formulas and equations similar to the ones I’d seen Damien working on. Was this it—the missing antidote? But if the antidote really existed, why was Damien still working on the science?
I put the notepad aside and turned to the book. The cover read Dracula, by Bram Stoker. But when I opened it, I discovered a hole had been gouged through the paper, leaving a secret chamber between the pages. Inside was a long brass key, tied with a piece of red ribbon. But what did it go to?
I flipped through the journal for any mention of the key, but found nothing. Then I tried reading the book. Since half the text was missing, I couldn’t understand the narrative. But there were still passages that jumped out at me. Undead creatures who drained the blood of young women and children. Shifters who could turn into wolves at the full moon. Castles full of bats, and treacherous journeys on horse drawn carriages. One passage was circled in red ink, about a character named Lucy. She died, but came back to life and started hunting children. Her friends staked her through the heart, cut off her head, and then filled her mouth with garlic. This last part was underlined as well. One word was repeated most often. Vampire. I’d seen it somewhere before.
I tucked the books back in the secret compartment and closed the hidden door carefully, then looked through the shelves again until I found it—a small book with gold text on the spine that read vampire myths and legends. Another passage was circled in red ink.
 
One method of finding a vampire’s grave involved leading a virgin boy through a graveyard or church grounds on a virgin stallion—the horse would supposedly balk at the grave in question.
 
I didn’t know what to make of it. This book by Bram Stoker was fiction, it read like a novel. I’d read enough books to know the difference between history and fantasy. And it was old—from before the Before. I knew the elite were created when Dr. Hartmann discovered the elixir, but the similarities between these old legends and my present reality brought chills down my spine.
I suddenly felt alone, in this huge library by myself. Part of me wanted to run and light a candle in my window. But I hadn’t actually found anything about an antidote. Was it worth the risk to try and contact the rebels? Did I even want to? If the rebels found a way to reverse the process, would they really just leave the elite alone after curing them of immortality? Or would it be like in the story—they’d stake their hearts and cut off their heads, just to be sure they were dead. I didn’t want that to happen to Damien.
I went downstairs and grabbed my coat. It was already getting dark, but I hadn’t been outside by myself since Penelope’s execution, and I needed air. My feet carried me to the outdoor cafe Penelope had shown me when we’d arrived. The manager was gone and a young boy took my order without recognizing me. He wrote the drink down nervously, barely making eye contact. Lights went up around the plaza as the sun faded, but the novelty and joy I’d felt with Penelope last time was gone. Roses bloomed in the garden, filling the air with a sweet floral scent. But I saw few smiles, and heard no laughter. I wished I’d asked the other girls to join me, but it was too late now. Besides, I’d see them in class tomorrow.
I tried to enjoy the bittersweet concoction the boy served me, with sprinkles, whipped cream, chocolate and coffee—but it was so rich and sweet it made my stomach hurt. I was about to leave when a girl swished past my table and dropped something near my feet. I bent down to pick it up, and was about to chase after her when I saw my name on the folded paper. I lowered my hands under the table quickly, then unfolded the note.
 
We need to talk. Meet me after renewal —M
 
Marcus, I assumed. I wondered if he had news for me? At least I knew he was all right. Maybe he could tell me more about Trevor. I tucked the note into my pocket quickly, looking around to see if
anybody was watching. I realized for the first time what a dangerous game
I was playing. Trev was a rebel. I was lying to my husband, and the king had shown no one was above reckoning. I thought his punishment of the rebels had been harsh, but now I knew what he was truly capable of. He destroyed an entire compound because one man stole from him. What would he do if he caught Trev? Turn my family into statues? I hadn’t been homesick before, not really, but now I was desperate to get back to Algrave and see my family, before it was too late.
Damien took me to Quondam to explain, and to help me understand him. And I did. First he killed his high school crush on accident. Then he was betrayed by his only friend. No wonder he’d been cold and distant at first. He didn’t want to force me, because he’d been forced. And then when he challenged his father, he lost everything he cared about. He was afraid of losing me the same way; afraid of what his father could make him do to me. What I didn’t understand was why he shared all this with me before he tasted my blood, and now suddenly he was treating me like a total stranger. Was he embarrassed he’d been so vulnerable with me? Was he afraid of going too far and divulging forbidden secrets? Or had he learned about Trevor through my blood memories? He could be hunting him right now.
It was nearly dark now, so I finished my coffee. I flashed my bracelet as payment, and the boy’s eyes widened. He’d probably never seen a chosen before. The silver band flashed in the light and I saw several eyes land on the monitor, which read 1%. Damien’s bite must have pushed more elixir in my system. I blushed when I saw several people eyeing me. Since last week’s renewal got cancelled, people were hungry for their next dose. I knew the pain of coming off elixir. The ‘sweats and chills’ my mom used to say, when we were kids and we complained about needing to go to the service. It was harmless, and after a few weeks the cravings would mostly vanish, but in the meantime the body would feel weak, frail, and a little desperate. If they knew I was hiding a vial of stolen elixir in my room, these people would follow me home.
I hurried back to the apartment, and breathed a sigh of relief once I’d locked the doors behind me. The mansion was dark, and I realized I didn’t know where the light switches were for most of the rooms. The staff usually turned the lights on at dusk, but they must have the night off. I lit a candle with a match and watched the fire melt the wax around the wick. It rolled down in heavy drops. In my room I peeled off my clothes for the first time all day. They were stiff from our trip, and dirty. I promised myself I’d apologize to Claire later for practically ruining them. I hoped she wouldn’t try to stitch them back together. Then I took a bath, relaxing into the soapy water. My neck felt tender where Damien had bit me, but I couldn’t find the teeth marks. I must have had enough elixir in my system to heal the wounds.
I decided to corner him if he came back tonight, and find out why he was avoiding me. I might even ask him about the books behind the secret compartment in the library. Maybe I could use that information as leverage, and convince him to let me visit my family so I could give my mother the vial of elixir.
I wrapped a towel around my waist and drained the tub. I was halfway to my closet when I noticed the bulky white parcel on the bed. I was surprised I hadn’t noticed it before. I undid the red ribbon and opened the box to reveal a white dress, sparkling in the light of the lamp. It was the wedding dress I tried on the day of the rebel attack. A note said it had been tailored to fit. I held it up against me in the mirror, admiring my reflection. King Richard seemed determined for a royal wedding, but after the way Damien reacted to me today, I wasn’t sure what kind of future we had together. My pulse raced, remembering the way he’d kissed me, and the feeling of his body against mine.
I realized suddenly I wanted to marry Damien. I couldn’t rationalize it, when we’d known each other for such a short time, but the idea of being apart from him felt physically painful. I stepped into the dress and zipped it up behind me, then turned in front of the mirror. It was even more beautiful than I remembered it. Silver embroidery climbed up the dress like ice crystals, matching the bodice, and transparent sleeves stitched with swirls of white fabric had been added. They extended to the back of my hands, and almost made it look like I had wings. I lifted my arms, and the whole dress sparkled, letting off a ghostly halo in the dark room.
At that moment I knew two things: I was secretly in love with my husband, and I wanted to wear this dress again. I heard a noise in the hall, then footsteps and heavy breathing outside my door. Damien must be back already.
“Just a second!” I yelled. “It’s bad luck to see the bride in her dress before the wedding, remember?” I smiled, but my lips turned down when I got no response. He can’t even make an effort at banter? My pulse raced as the silence deepened. What was he so afraid to tell me? Had something terrible happened, something with Tobias or Trevor? The silence was more threatening than the superstition, so I lifted the hem of my dress and shuffled over to the door. I cracked it opened just enough to peek through, then froze in confusion.
The whole hall was filled with shaggy gray fur, and breathing. It shifted lower, and a yellow eye as large as my fist fixed me with a deadly stare. I saw the flash of razor-like claws, just before the door exploded, tossing me inward.
 

 
I landed hard on the floor, clinging to pieces of the door. The slagpaw snarled and lunged at me. It was so large it barely squeezed through the doorframe. I threw the door at its head, but its claws tore through the metal handle, sending up a shower of sparks. This couldn’t be happening. How was a slagpaw here. Inside? I jumped towards the window and flung it open.
“Help!” I screamed. Several people looked up at me, illuminated in the window. They’d never reach me in time. I grabbed the lantern and threw it in front of the beast. It sparked on the rug, igniting a wall of fire. I smelt burning hair and the slagpaw whimpered in pain. But then he leapt over the fire towards me. I dove across the bed, feeling dagger-like claws drag through the flesh on my calf. I cried out, but I didn’t feel the pain until I stood up and my leg buckled. I was bleeding. Badly. I watched the blood spill into a puddle on the floor. I felt the stickiness of me through my bare feet, staring into the eyes of the slagpaw as it stalked closer. Blood was soaking up the hem of my dress, staining it bright red. I was going to die here, a virgin bride in a bloody wedding dress. I’d never see my family again. I’d never be able to deliver the stolen vial of elixir and save my mother. My death would be hers as well.
The vial!
I grabbed a chair held it up in defense. The slagpaw ripped it apart with its massive teeth, turning it into sawdust and upholstery. I dove toward the chest of drawers and yanked it open. I’d taped the vial on the underside of the cabinet. The slagpaw grabbed the bloody white veil and jerked my head backwards, just as my fingertips closed around the glass tube. He flung me across the room into the mirror, then pounced on top of me, pinning one arm down with his huge paw.
The wrong arm, I smirked.
I raised the other arm up quickly, tore out the cork with my teeth, and swallowed as much elixir as I could. The first thing I noticed was the blindness. It was like being in an ash-storm. My vision was completely white for a few seconds, and I heard a ringing in my ears. The second thing I noticed was the absence of pain. I looked down at my calf, where chunks of skin hung loosely from the bone. The pain had been unbearable a second ago. Now I could barely feel it. I heard the tinkling of glass and realized I’d shattered the mirror. Pieces of reflective glass fell around me in slow motion, glinting like tiny crystals. I could almost see the scene in each one; the slagpaw pinning me to the ground, the fire climbing up the four-post bed and licking the ceiling; and me—the bloody bride, about to breath her last.
But I wasn’t ready to die. I arched my back, sucking in a breath as the elixir kicked in hard, and then roared as power flooded through my body. I kicked up with my legs, shoving the slagpaw off me. It barked in surprise, but I dodged its razor-sharp teeth and punched it in the nose. I ducked under its claws, then blocked a blow with my forearm. It hit me like a bag of bricks, but I stood my ground. I was sparring with a slagpaw. The next swipe caught me across the chest and I felt its claws rake against my ribs. I barely felt the pain, but at this rate I’d bleed out faster than I could heal. I needed a weapon.
I darted away from the beast, then ran across the wall and flipped over the creature’s head. I landed near the door and rolled into the hallway. The creature was tight on my heels as I dashed down the hall. In the dining room it smashed through the antique table and chairs, snarling at me. I jumped onto the chandelier and let it swing me across the room to the far exit. I used the momentum to skid down the hall, latch onto the doorway and propel myself into a roll. Then I popped up to reach my target—an ornamental sword in an armory display. It was nearly as tall as I was, but I lifted it lightly in one smooth motion. I swiveled in mid-air to face my hunter and planted my feet behind me with the sword fully extended. The blade slid through the slagpaw as its teeth snapped just inches from my neck, showering me with dark, warm blood. I staggered under its weight, and felt the creature’s rancid breath on my cheek as the light faded from eyes. Then I shoved the creature away.
My heart was racing, but I felt incredible. Euphoric. I’d never moved that fast before. I didn’t even know I could move that fast. The walls seemed to be almost pulsating with my breath, as if my lungs had the power to inflate the room. I heard the door bang open below and the sound of footsteps rushing into the building. Part of me was hoping it was Damien, so I could run into his arms. Another part of me wished for another slagpaw, so I could do it all again. I flicked the sword once, sending a spray of black blood across the wall, then took a defensive position with my oversized sword, as a contingent of soldiers burst into the room.
“Arrest her!” A voice yelled.
Nigel’s hair was slicked back and dark, like usual. His eyebrows raised in mirth.
“You’re kidding?” I asked. “For what, surviving a slagpaw attack? It was trying to kill me. What should I have done?”
“Your bracelet,” one of the soldiers nodded. I glanced down at it and saw it read 18%. I squinted my eyes, then tapped the bracelet twice. That had to be a mistake. Master Svboda told us at 10% we’d get sick. 20% and we’d lose our minds.
“The bracelet automatically sends a warning when it registers an abnormal spike in elixir. We’ve been monitoring the chosen closely, since the terrorist attack,” Nigel said, gloating. “We suspected some of them might have been in on the attack on the convoy, so we were waiting for one of them to be stupid enough to use the stolen elixir. I’m so glad it was you. Now drop the sword.”
I frowned, but let the sword clatter to the floor. It suddenly felt heavy. I felt a warm heat in my leg and abdomen, where the beast had torn into me. I looked down to see the skin begin to fold itself back together. Two of the guards reached out and held my arms. Several others pointed their swords at me.
“What’s the matter boys,” I grinned. “Afraid of an unarmed girl?”
They looked at me, glanced at the dead slagpaw, then took a step back.
“What’s the meaning of this?” Damien roared, parting the crowd. The nearest guards shied away from him, lowering their swords. Then he saw me. I saw myself reflected in his eyes. The wild and wandering hair, the blood trickling down my arms, merging with the dark patterns on my wrists. The wedding dress looked like it had been dyed red, then splashed with a bucket of tar.
“What did you do to her?” Damien shouted. He grabbed Nigel by the collar and slammed him against the wall.
“It wasn’t him,” I said.
“Slagpaw,” one of the guards said.
Damien’s jaw dropped, as he looked past me to the furry carcass blocking the hall.
“I don’t understand,” he said. “How did it get inside? Why would it be here?”
“She killed it,” Nigel said with a smug grin. “By herself.”
Damien looked at me in disbelief, then grabbed my bracelet and read the number. It was down to 14% and falling quickly. Damien’s cheeks went red and for a second I thought I saw his shoulders tremble.
“She’s high on elixir,” Nigel said, gloating. “She’s obviously a rebel, so we’re arresting her. She’ll be questioned. Thoroughly.”
“Over my dead body,” Damien growled.
“If you insist,” Nigel took out a curved dagger and held it against Damien’s throat.
The head of security stepped between them with a hand on the hilt of his sword.
“Justice must be done,” he said quietly.
“Then go do it elsewhere,” Damien shouted. “There’s been no crime here. I gave Emily a vial of blood in case of an emergency, so she’d be protected. And it’s a good thing I did.”
“You gave it to her?” Captain Smith sounded skeptical.
“He’s lying!” Nigel yelled.
“You dare challenge me? With the trials coming up, I wanted to make sure my chosen performs well. I’m not the only elite giving out extra rations—surely you’ve seen that.” The captain turned and looked at a young man behind him holding a tablet. It took me a minute to place him; it was the guy we’d met in the pub.
“We have seen elevated levels of blood-elixir in more than a dozen chosen recently,” Zane said confirmed quietly. “But never above 5%.”
“What can I say,” Damien said, “I want her to win. Now get the fuck out of my house.”
“And the slagpaw?” Nigel asked. “A training exercise no doubt.”
Damien’s smile fell, but he held Nigel’s gaze.
“If I knew how to control a slagpaw,” Damien hissed, “I’d put one in your bedroom. Sleep tight.”
“Oh I will,” Nigel said. “She’ll probably be brain dead by morning anyway. Nobody can survive that much elixir.”
The royal guard filed out into the street and Damien shut the door behind them.
The silence was deafening when we were alone.
I wiped my bloody fingers on my dress before I knew what I was doing.
“Shit,” I said. “The dress.”
“Forget it,” Damien said, holding my shoulders softly. “Are you okay?”
“I’m sorry about the vial, I had to use it.”
“But where did it come from,” Damien asked, his grip tightening.
“I’m not with the rebels, I swear. I saw Penelope, she dropped it below my window, just before she was arrested.”
“You’ve had it this whole time?”
“I think it was a gift for me, to save my mother.”
“Your mother?” he asked, arching his eyebrows.
“She’s sick,” I said. “Dying. I thought the elixir could heal her.”
“That’s why you wanted to visit Algrave?” he asked. “To save your mother? That’s why you hid the vial from me?”
I nodded, and he pulled me closer to his chest.
“I’ve been such an idiot. We’ll leave for Algrave first thing in the morning.”
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I could hardly sleep, dreaming about tomorrow. I was finally going home. I felt a rush of nostalgia, thinking about the smells of Algrave, the taste of Mrs. Samson’s apple pie, the smell of cinnamon and pine trees. I couldn’t believe I’d only been gone a month. It seemed like forever since I left my compound.
When the sky lightened, I threw off my blankets, peering out over the ramparts and walls of the citadel, towards the horizon where my mother was slowly dying. But I was going to save her. I packed a light bag with a change of clothes. I didn’t know how long we’d be staying, but I wanted to be prepared. I was surprised Damien said yes to this trip, but I wasn’t about to ask why. I wondered if he asked his father for permission. I half expected armed troops to stop us at the gate, but we used an elevator to reach the subterranean garage. This time there was a beautiful white carriage with gold rims and leather seats, linked up with four large horses.
“What’s this?” I asked.
“Tobias insisted,” Damien said, nodding towards two figures nearby. It was the first time I’d talked to Tobias since what happened to Penelope, but I didn’t know what to say. I’m sorry you murdered your wife. So I just gave him a hug.
“It’s pageantry,” he said, nodding towards the horses with a smile. “A fairy-tale, about the return of the blemished huntress who married the prince.”
“I only hunt rabbits,” I said, frowning.
Tobias pulled me closer and looked into my eyes.
“Rumor has it you killed a slagpaw, with your bare hands, and they found you soaked in blood. In your wedding dress.”
“It’s hard to explain,” I said, looking away.
“It doesn’t matter what really happened,” he said. “People are already talking about you. You’re a legend in the making. We just need to control the narrative. You are more powerful than you know, and I’m not just talking about killing slagpaw.”
“Also about that...” Zane coughed, stepping forward. He was holding a device that glowed with blue lights. He scanned it over my bracelet.
“I’ve convinced everyone this was a tech malfunction,” he said. “Which was easy, because nobody should be able to ingest that much elixir without losing their minds. Most people become rabid, even violent, on far less. But the tech is fine. It was you. You shouldn’t have been able to survive that, but you did. How do you feel?”
“Fine. Good. I mean, I’m excited to see my family. My skin itches a little—”
“That’s normal,” Zane said. “I’ve rewritten your code so abnormal elixir levels won’t trigger the warnings. I’ll get a message separately from the main servers. But be careful. Something about you is different, but too much elixir in humans always leads to death.”
Damien and Tobias exchanged a glance. They knew what was wrong with me, but they were still keeping it a secret. Whatever it was, they weren’t ready to share the knowledge with Zane yet. I wondered when they’d share it with me.
Damien held out a hand and helped me into the carriage, then our driver tossed a whip to get the horses moving.
“It’ll take twice as long,” Damien grumbled, “but my father thinks if everyone sees how happy we are, it’ll calm things down. Most chosen never return to the compounds, not even to visit, so there are rumors about all kinds of things.”
I was so excited to be leaving, I didn’t even care if the king was using my visit for political reasons. We waved goodbye to Zane and Tobias, then let the horses pull the carriage out of the hangar. The wheels rolled smoothly over the roads, and soon we were flanked by tall pines. The first time I left Algrave, the cars had been moving much faster—too fast to appreciate the ruined landscape. Moving slowly, even through the thick ash, I could see signs of the world before. Abandoned cars and bicycles; buildings with broken windows that looked like they were screaming; piles of what looked like human skeletons. I shuddered and sank back into my seat. Damien had lived through that. When everyone was killing each other, trying to kill him. No wonder he had his guard up. Was that really the only alternative? Tyranny or anarchy?
I buried my fingers in the pocket of my coat, clutched around two scraps of paper. The note from my mother, about who I really was, and the one from curate Marcus. Maybe today I’d finally get some answers. I was so distracted, I didn’t realize we’d arrived until I saw the gates of Algrave. They were decorated with bouquets of peach and white flowers. A marching band blasted music when we pulled in, and it looked like most of the village had gathered to welcome us. I hoped they weren’t expecting a speech. The horses stopped in front of my house, and the driver climbed down to open the door for us. I noticed someone had finally fixed the broken boards on the porch and repainted the rails.
A crowd of people waited to greet me. I shook hands with as many as I could, making my way to the front door. Some of them simply clutched my dress, like it had curative powers of its own. Two little girls picked up the end of my dress and held it above the dirt.
They gave Damien a much wider berth. An elite had never visited as a guest before.
I recognized Mary’s mother, she came up and held on to my arm.
“Please,” she said. “How is she? What’s it like there? We heard there was an explosion.”
“Everything is fine in the citadel,” Damien said. “Thieves stole a shipment of elixir, but the perpetrators have all been dealt with. Your daughter is perfectly safe.”
“I saw her two days ago,” I said, squeezing her hand. “She looked healthy and happy.”
“Thank you,” Mrs. Bradshaw smiled, a tear dripping down her face.
Amber pushed her way through the crowd, then nearly tackled me in a hug. She grabbed my hand and pulled me forward. We’ve been waiting all day for you,” she said, pulling me inside. “Jamie and Loralie went shopping for all your favorites, and I’m starving.”
“It’s nice to see you too,” I smiled. She looked different. Thinner, with more angular features. I gave Jamie and Loralie a kiss, then pulled them in tight and tried to lift them both up. Jamie was so big now, I couldn’t lift him with one arm.
Then I saw my mom. Piled up in the loveseat by the window, covered in blankets. She looked frail and far too thin, but she smiled up at me weakly. I nearly cried looking at her, but held it together. Damien had to stoop under our low ceiling, and I realized how small and rustic our house was. I’d always considered it cozy, but Damien’s presence seemed to suck the air out of the room. We didn’t even have enough chairs to offer him a seat. He smiled politely as I chatted with Amber and my mother. After awhile however, he tapped me on the shoulder and excused himself.
“I’ll let you catch up,” he said. “I’ll be staying at the inn on the corner. Take as long as you need. “Oh, and...” Damien leaned in close and pulled something out of his jacket pocket—my eyes lit up when I saw the thin glass vial of elixir. He pressed it into my palm and rolled my fingers around it.
“Live together or die apart, right?” He said.
I was so overwhelmed with gratitude, I leaned up and kissed him. He pulled back, looking surprised, even embarrassed. But I didn’t care. Why shouldn’t I kiss my fiancé? Loralie giggled, and I turned to see Amber’s jaw hanging open.
“What?” I asked.
“Nothing,” Amber said. “Just, that was so hot.”
“Shut up,” I said, punching her on the arm.
I poured one drop of elixir into a mug of chamomile tea, before handing it to my mother. I also slipped her the vial, careful not to let anyone else see it. Even with Damien’s blessing, I didn’t think our neighbors would appreciate the special treatment. It was, after all, against the rules.
“One drop a day, until you’re healthy again,” I said. “No more than that or you might get sick.”
She smiled and squeezed my hand. I watched her drink the tea until I could see the flush in her cheeks and knew the elixir was working. Her eyes seemed brighter and she even laughed a few times as Loralie told me all the things they’d been doing recently. Apparently Amber visited almost daily, and Trev stopped by twice a week to chop wood and take Jamie fishing.
“Wait, you saw him yesterday?” I asked, suddenly paying more attention. “He’s in town?”
“Where else would he be?” Mom asked. I bit my lip, not wanting to give anything away. If Trevor was here, that meant he got out of the citadel safely. I wondered whether curate Marcus would show up too. I hoped not. All I wanted to do was heal my mother and get back to the citadel safely.
There was a knock on the door. “Speak of the Devil,” Amber smirked, letting Trevor inside.
He smiled at me sheepishly, running a hand through his dark hair. He looked just like I remembered him. But I couldn’t forget how fast he moved after the rebels blew up the transport. My eyes darted to the vial of elixir and I was relieved to see mom had already tucked it away somewhere. I realized how valuable it was here, and I hoped she’d be safe with it.
After dinner, Amber took the kids upstairs to read a bedtime story. When it was just the three of us, Trevor coughed and nodded at my mother.
“What is it?” I asked. “You two have been acting weird all night.”
“There’s something I need to tell you,” my mom said. “Something important.”
“I know,” I said. “I got your note.”
“Before I say this, you have to know that I love you. I’ve always thought of you as my own daughter.” The blood drained from my face, and I pulled my hand away.
“What are you saying?” I asked. I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear what came next.
“One day a woman came running through the woods. She placed a baby in a basket, and floated it down the creek, under the compound gates, then disappeared. No one ever saw her again. The infant was taken in by a good family, and grew into a beautiful girl. When she turned seventeen, she was chosen and went to live in the capital. Months later, it was discovered she was pregnant.
“What, how?” I asked. Chosen don’t get pregnant, because elite can’t procreate.
“It was a scandal. Her elite husband accused her of having a human lover. He beat her and locked her in a cage. Nobody thought the baby would survive. But a boy from Algrave rescued her and they escaped. They were later captured, and executed—but not before the child was born. A child with red markings on her hand.”
She held my palms, tracing the red markings over my fingers.
“My husband and I took you in and raised you like our own.”
“Like your own,” I repeated slowly. “But not your own.”
Edwin Sharrow was not my father. Barbara Sharrow was not my mother.
I was not Emily Sharrow. I squeezed my hands in my lap.
“So you’re saying, what—my real dad was an elite? That’s impossible.”
“And yet, here you are,” said my mother, who was not my mother. “A miracle.”
I stood up, then leaned against the table to keep from shaking.
“That’s why we need you,” Trevor said. “You swallowed more elixir than you should have been able to. You killed a slagpaw. Don’t you see, we can never be as strong or as fast as them, because we can’t consume enough elixir without going into a blood rage. But you can. The elixir doesn’t affect you the way it does everyone else. You can have more of it, without getting sick.”
“So what?” I asked.
“So you might be the only one who can end this.”
My head was spinning, and I couldn’t breathe. Trevor’s voice sounded far away, like I was underwater. I clutched my chest, gasping for breath. My whole life had been a lie. Damien said he’d never met anyone like me before. Now I knew why he looked so revolted when he bit me. I wasn’t even human.
I headed to the door but Trevor blocked my path.
“We need to talk about this,” he said. I pried his fingers off my arm.
“I just found out I was adopted, and now you want me to win your rebellion for you? Short answer: no fucking way. King Richard is too strong, too powerful. You don’t know what he’s done, what he’s capable of.”
“I saw what happened to Penelope,” Trevor said. “I was there. Look, I know you cared about her. But this will keep happening if we don’t do something.”
“I’m just here to heal my mom, not join your goddamn war.” I looked over at the strong, proud woman I’d always known as my mother, and realized I didn’t even know what to call her anymore.
“You think you have freedom,” Trevor pushed. “You don’t. The compounds aren’t safe havens, they’re blood factories for the elite. They need us more than we need them. We can leave any time.”
“Where would we go?” I asked.
“Underground. Far away. Somewhere we can be free, without subjecting ourselves to this.”
He gestured at my neck, with a trace of disgust in his eyes, even hatred. I ran my fingers over my skin, and feeling the light bumps where Damien bit me. Could Trev see them or was he just guessing?
“It’s not what you think,” I said. “He never forced me.”
“Of course he did,” Trevor said. “It’s what they do. They get in your head. You can’t even know if the decisions you make are your own. And now you’re protecting him.” Trevor said, his eyes narrowing.
“Damien doesn’t need my protection,” I said. “But I won’t help you hurt him. He’s not what you think. He’s not keeping things from me. Actually he told me about what happened before, with John Patten. He even took me there, to Quondam.”
Trevor’s eyes widened in surprise.
“You know where it is?” he asked quietly.
“I also found John’s notebook,” I continued. “Maybe I can make a copy, and get it to Marcus.”
Trevor nodded, then relaxed. He was looking at me differently now.
“I’m sorry,” he said. “I thought you’d fallen for him. Forgotten whose side you were on.”
“Why does there have to be sides?” I asked.
“There’s a war coming,” he said. “The elite will never see you as one of them. You’ll never be more than a common in their eyes.”
“Just give me more time with him,” I said. “Maybe we can still retrieve the formula, without resorting to violence.”
“Fine,” Trevor said. “For now.”
The house I’d grown up in suddenly seemed too small, or perhaps I’d grown too large. Trevor and my mother had been conspiring against the kingdom behind my back, and sharing secrets about my true identity. For the first time I felt adrift and out of place. I thought I’d been coming home, but I realized I didn’t even know where that was anymore.
“I’m going for a walk,” I said. “I need some air.”
“I’ll come with you,” Trev said.
“Please don’t,” I said. “I need some time to think.”
“Then at least take this with you,” Trev said, stuffing something into my coat jacket. I felt the cold hard steel of something with a trigger and looked up at him.
“It’s not the same around here since you left,” he said. “People are getting desperate. Not everyone is happy with the covenant, which makes you a target. Stay in the light. Make sure they see you. Wandering around alone isn’t safe anymore.”
I nodded, then kissed my ex-mom on the cheek.
“Thank you for telling me,” I said.
“I may not be your mother,” she said, “but I’ll always be your mom.”
I wanted to jump over the gate and disappear into the silent woods. Instead I ran along the border of the compound, within feet of the fence, so close I could feel the electric buzz and felt the hair on my arms lift. I’d never felt so alone before. Amber wouldn’t understand any of this, and I couldn’t tell the other chosen in the capital. Now I knew why I was renitent, but I still didn’t know what it actually meant.
Branches tugged at my hair as I darted through the trees near the perimeter. I ran until my lungs ached. Then I doubled over, gasping for breath. All my life I’d felt out of place, different. Now I knew why. The man who taught me how to hunt, the man who raised me, wasn’t my real father. My real father was some elite, and an asshole from the sound of it. My mother did her duty as chosen, and they executed her for it. But they were strangers to me, a fantasy.
I broke down sobbing, just as strong arms embraced me and pulled me off my feet. I thrashed against Damien’s chest, beating against him with my fists, but he didn’t let go until he’d carried me inside his room at the inn and shut the door.
“What is it?” Damien asked. “What’s the matter?”
“I don’t even know who I am anymore,” I said. I told him everything, about who my real parents were. He listened without commenting. When I was finished, he patted my back and brushed away my tears. I held him tighter against me, and felt his muscles flex under my grip. My whole world was spinning, and he was an anchor. I leaned up and kissed him, hungrily. I only knew I wanted him, and that there were too many layers of clothes between us. His blue eyes were stormy, and I wanted to submerge myself in him. But as usual, he pulled away.
“Am I really so terrible, that you can’t even stand to be with me?” I asked, hanging my head.
His eyes widened.
“Is that what you think?” Damien said, lifting my chin. “That I don’t like you? That’s not it. That’s not it at all. I already knew you were different, though I didn’t know how. Before, I was afraid to get too close, to lose control. I didn’t want to hurt you. But there’s something else. Something I have to tell you. Something you deserve to know.”
“Great,” I said crossing my arms. “More secrets.”
Damien took a deep breath and sat on the bed, looking up at me through his eyelashes. Whatever it was, he wasn’t sure if I could handle it. But I was so tired of other people deciding what I could or couldn’t handle.
I nodded at him to continue.
“I told you about my friend, the one who betrayed me. The one my father made me kill. In Quondam,” he said, taking a breath, “I tasted him on you. The same blood runs through your veins. That’s why I pulled away.”
“What are you saying?” I asked, sticking my hands in my pockets to keep them from shaking. 
“I think John Patten is your grandfather. Someone from the village must have escaped. They brought your mother to Algrave and left her at the gates. She grew up, married an elite, and had you.”
“But that’s not possible,” I said. “Elite can’t have children, right?”
Damien’s expression hardened.
“John Patten was working on a formula, experimenting with DNA-altering substances. We thought he was working on a way to stop the elites, to turn them human. An antidote. But what if he was actually working on something new? What if he experimented on his wife, his infant daughter, even himself—which somehow allowed your mother to conceive, and pass the gene onto you.”
“So I’m a mutid,” I said. “Great. Is that what renitent means?”
“In the early days of the compounds, there were some people my father couldn’t compulse. We called them renitent. My father wanted to breed it out of the population, to create a more docile, subservient community. Hundreds were put to death. We thought they were all gone, until you.”
He leaned down and kissed my cheek.
“I didn’t see it at first. I just saw a brave girl, facing down an elite. I admired your courage. It lit something in me, made me feel alive for the first time in decades. You filled a hole in my life I didn’t know existed. I’ve been fighting it, but I can’t anymore. It’s not just the thirst. It’s not just your blood. It’s you.”
He kissed me again, deeper this time, and I melted into him. Damien knew who I was, what I was, and he wanted me anyway. It wasn’t much, but it was something. He moaned, his eyes full of raw passion. 
“I can’t take this anymore,” he said, burying his head in my hair.
“What?” I asked.
“Being this close to you. Smelling you, but not being allowed to taste you.”
“Who says you’re not allowed?” I said, a smile forming on my lips. “After all, we are getting married soon aren’t we? Unless you’ve changed your mind?”
He grinned, then picked me up and tossed me on the bed. I reached for his shirt and tore it off him. I didn’t know who I was anymore or what happened next. All I knew was how his skin felt against mine; how his touch opened up things inside me I’d never experienced before. I reached for his belt buckle, then peeled off my jacket and tossed it on the floor. I heard the heavy weight of the gun hit the ground, then the bang as the gunpowder exploded, firing a silver bullet straight at the wall.
Damien’s eyes widened, and he twisted quickly to cover my body with his. Protecting me. Before I could explain, there were more shots outside, and then someone screamed.
“Stay here!” Damien yelled, reaching for the door. Before he could reach it the door burst in, and we were surrounded by royal guards in uniform. They raised their rifles at us, preparing to fire.
“What’s the meaning of this?” Damien roared, not even reaching for his shirt.
“Forgive the interruption, Prince Hartmann. We’ve discovered the rebel stronghold and are making arrests.”
“And?”
“She’s one of them,” the guard said, pointing at me. Damien was in his face a second later.
“Say that again,” he growled.
“We’ve been tracking her movements,” the guard said. “Tonight she snuck out and met two known rebels. We were able to record her.” He held up a small device, and I heard my voice.
 
Just give me more time with him, 
maybe we can retrieve the formula.
 
“That’s not what it sounds like,” I said, “I would never...”
“There’s more,” the guard said. “We believe this trip was all a ruse to lure you here. We think the rebels were planning to kill you tonight and harvest your blood for elixir.”
“That’s absurd,” I said.
“Then can explain why you’re now carrying an illegal firearm?” The guard said, reaching for my coat. A moment later he retrieved the pistol from the inside pocket. I looked at Damien, wanting to explain, but the shock and hurt on his face stole my words away. He looked more vulnerable than I’d ever seen him.
“Was this your plan all along?” Damien muttered. “Get me alone so you could kill me?”
“It’s not true!” I said. “Trev just gave me that for protection. I forgot it was even there.”
I could see he wanted to believe me, but he didn’t object when the guards put large steel handcuffs around my wrists, then led me outside. In the street, the battle raged on. Several men moved at superhuman speed, slashing at one of the elite guards, but he quickly outmaneuvered them both. Across the street, a house was burning and the fire had spread to a tree in the front yard. I could feel the heat from here. My heart was pounding, and I could feel dust from the road sticking to the sweat on my forehead.
I saw Trev, bleeding from a gash in his forehead, being carried away. He was reaching behind him for something, and shouting. I followed his gaze, and looked towards my house. The lights were still on, and Jamie and Loralie stood outside, crying. I didn’t understand why at first, there was too much noise and fire and smoke. But then I saw the body, lying in front of them, wearing a pink cardigan and the leather sandals I’d made her for her birthday three years ago. The woman I believed to be my mother. The woman who taught me how to peel an apple in one curly piece. The woman we’d come to Algrave to save. Dead on the ground, her glassy eyes staring up at me in surprise, her mouth open in a scream that rang in my ears and echoed through my own mouth, a scream that shook the universe and boiled my blood. My skin trembled, and I sank to my knees, pounding my fists into the dirt, and watering the earth with tears of rage.
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I hadn’t seen the sky in days, though it was hard to mark the passage of time in my cell the prison tower—a round, windowless room. I screamed at first, pounding my fists into the barricaded door until my skin was ragged and bloody. After days of seeing visions in the dark stones, I started to miss the swirling ash, the hint of a light source behind the dark gray clouds.
I waited for Damien to barge his way in and save me, as soon as he figured out the truth. But what was the truth? I wasn’t a rebel, or an assassin, but that didn’t mean I was guiltless. I knew about Trev and Marcus without telling him. The gun was harder to explain, but I was sure I could get Damien to believe me—if he would just give me a chance.
But he never came. Every time I shut my eyes, I saw the look of betrayal on Damien’s face just before I was arrested. He was probably thinking of John Patten, my grandfather, the only other human he’d been close to. The only other human to wound him so deeply.
When the door did finally open, it was King Richard. He removed the wood panel, but left the tight row of iron bars holding me in the cell. I thought he was a mirage at first, until he set a bowl of soup on the ground and my stomach rumbled at the smell of food. I wanted to throw it at him, but slurped it down instead, then cleaned the bowl with my fingers.
“Where’s Damien?” I asked finally. “What have you done with him?”
“Do you think I’d hurt my own son?” The king asked. “If he hasn’t visited you, that’s his choice.”
“So what’s next?” I asked. “Public execution? Like Penelope?”
“For what?” he asked. “The long lost daughter of a famous rebel, marries Prince Damien, infiltrates the resistance and single-handedly destroys the rebellion. That’s a pretty good story, don’t you think?”
“Is that what you think happened?”
“What difference does it make, what really happened? I should be thanking you. We figured the rebels might try to make contact, so we’ve been keeping a close eye on you. You led us right to them. You know, you have your grandfather’s eyes. The same fire, the quiet smoldering, as if you’d love nothing more than to tear my heart out. I should have seen it sooner.”
“Where are my friends?” I asked.
“You mean the other rebels, and curate Marcus I assume? Their lives are in your hands.”
“What are you talking about?” I asked.
“Marry my son. He loves you, I can tell. You’d be good together, good for each other. You don’t like how I’m running things, fine, you can change them. You’ll have more power here, with us, than you’d ever have aiding the rebels. You know as well as I do what would happen if the rebels ever actually succeeded. They’d die out there, unprotected. And eventually, so would we. I know you’re a believer, I saw it at renewal.”
“You killed my mother. Why would I help you?”
“I think we both know she wasn’t your real mother,” he said. “And my guards tell me she resisted arrest. But let’s not make this all about me. After all, you did try and kill my son.”
“I’d never hurt Damien,” I said quickly.
“So maybe that pistol was meant for me?”
“It was meant for my protection, and it wasn’t my idea. After all, I’ve already been attacked by one slagpaw, in your citadel.”
“That was unfortunate, yes. A message, sent to my son I think. We will find out who’s responsible for that. But until then, I say we put this misunderstanding behind us and move forward. In the trials, you’ll prove your strength. Your love will unify the compounds, your passion will inspire them. It’ll also keep out any rogue elite, if they see the strength of our family.”
“Go to hell,” I said.
“You will marry, or you will die. It’s your choice. Tell you what, I’ll add an incentive. If you win the trials, I’ll spare what’s left of your family. I brought your siblings here, under my protection. After all, they’re orphans now.” 
I fought back a tear, thinking about Jamie and Loralie.
“What about my friends?” I asked.
“I’ll leave their fates in your hands,” he smiled. “I promise.”
 
The day of the trials I had another visitor. Tobias entered the small cell, a cape flowing behind him, in what looked like a guard’s uniform. I pulled away instinctively, burrowing into the dark corner against the bricks. His eyes softened and he reached out a hand gently to help me up.
“I didn’t mean to scare you,” he said. “King Richard gave me a promotion, it came with some new clothes. Master of Ceremonies. You like?” He turned to show me the uniform, but the smile didn’t reach his eyes.
“What about Penelope?” I tried to ask, but the words got stuck in my parched throat.
Tobias snapped his fingers and had the guards bring water and breakfast. Eggs, toast and bacon—even a little coffee. I practically fainted from the smell.
“You get new clothes too,” Tobias said, ignoring my question.
“You’re kidding,” I asked when he took out a pink dress and a white leather jacket, with metal studs and padded elbows.
“All the chosen are wearing them,” Tobias said. “Not my finest work, but the king wanted something to make you look magnificent, yet vulnerable and human. In the past, he’s wanted the chosen to look like goddesses, but this time he thinks it might alienate the compounds.”
“They’ll be watching?” I asked.
“The trials? Everyone will be watching. This is the biggest event of the year.”
“But, why? Why are you helping him?”
“We can talk more after the trials,” he said. “All you need to do is survive.”
“Is that all?” I scoffed. “I thought I was supposed to win. The king seems pretty intent on a royal wedding.”
“He’s not the only player on the board,” Tobias whispered, leaning in closer. “I’ve heard talk among the elite that he’s getting weak, old. Some of them might make a move. After all, if it’s good for the king, it’s bad for them. The trials would be the perfect opportunity to take you out and ruin whatever schemes he was planning.”
“But, who would dare?”
“The trials are dangerous. Fatalities are not unheard of. You’ll get ten drops at the beginning of the trials, and there’s more hidden among the challenges. But most elite cheat, and will give their chosen extra elixir to help them win. There are some serious bets in place. Losing the trials could jeopardize their position at court, their influence with the king, their duties for the next year. Just be careful.”
“I watched the trials when I was younger,” I said. “Flat screens were brought in for the event. The chosen always seemed invincible, fearless.”
“It’s because they were high on elixir,” Tobias said. “Which will make the other chosen unpredictable, even dangerous. You can’t trust anyone out there, understand?”
I nodded.
“You have an advantage,” Tobias said, dropping his voice, then checked to make sure nobody was listening. “First, the elixir will hit you more than the others. It’ll make you stronger, faster, for longer. They’ll use theirs in bursts and it will run out by the end. We only give the chosen ten drops because any more and they’d go crazy with blood rage and start killing each other. But you,” Tobias said. “You are special. We don’t even understand all the things you’re capable of yet. I’ve added a little something to your uniform.”
He held up the sleeve of the white leather jacket and wrapped my finger around a little bulge hidden in the seam. “Blood capsules,” Tobias whispered. “Five drops each. Just bite into it to release the elixir. It should help you stay alive, if you’re careful. At the end of the ceremony, you could be nearly as fast as us.”
“What good would that do?” I asked.
“The king doesn’t know you’re renitent,” Tobias said. “He doesn’t know you can resist his compulsion, which makes him over-confident. If he knew what you were capable of, he would have killed you already. You’ll have a second, maybe two, when the king realizes he can’t control you. And you’ll be close to him, when he presents you the trophy.”
For a second, I didn’t understand what he wanted me to do. But then it sunk in.
“You want me to kill the king?” I asked, my eyes rounding in surprise. Was Tobias one of the rebels? Or was this just revenge for Penelope?
“We’ll never get another chance like this,” Tobias said.
“Does Damien know?”
“He’s confused right now,” Tobias said. “Torn by his feelings for you and loyalty to his father. But he’ll come around.”
“What about Trev and curate Marcus? And my family? He’ll kill them.”
“He won’t have the chance,” Tobias said. “Unless you miss.”
 
I was allowed a hot bath and a private room to change clothes. The outfit was snug and theatrical, but I saw Tobias had also added some practical alterations in the design—thicker leather around the elbows, for example. The pink dress offered little in the way of protection, but at least it didn’t get in the way.
Outside I had to raise my hands against the bright lights. In the center of the city, where the plaza used to be, was an enormous maze made of wood and vines. The other chosen were dressed like me, pink skirts and white leather jackets, and looking out over the crowds. Camina saw me first.
She smiled and squeezed my hand. Jazmine winked and Mary let out a little wave.
“Are you okay?” She mouthed.
I nodded, wondering how much they knew about where I’d been. If the king was still expecting me to marry Damien, he probably concealed the truth about what happened in Algrave. We were separated onto platforms and I watched the large screen as the king stepped into view. Seconds later, his voice boomed over the loudspeakers hidden throughout the city. Though I could see him sitting on his royal balcony with a clear view over the whole city, his voice seemed to be everywhere, and nowhere all at once.
“On this noble day,” he said, raising his hands, “this year’s chosen will prove their devotion and loyalty by voluntarily submitting to the trials, which will test their faith, and also their commitment. This honors the covenant, and demonstrates that the chosen are willing, even eager partners, who will put themselves in danger on behalf of their elite partners. This is their chance to prove themselves worthy of this great offer. As many of you know, this year is particularly special for me, because this year I’ll be gaining a daughter-in-law.
“Emily Sharrow, please step forward.”
I hesitated only a second, before stepping forward as asked. But I couldn’t give the king any reason to suspect me. Not yet. I waved to the crowd and smiled. My image was projected on the giant screens, spread throughout the city. It was the first time I’d seen my face since my mother’s death. I wondered how many tears had been shed since then, and how Tobias managed to cover up all that sadness with a little makeup and eye shadow. I almost hated the girl smiling for the cameras. She looked too happy, too pretty, too composed. Like she didn’t even care. But I had to play the part, for now.
Damien was standing next to his father, in a crisp white tuxedo with a pink tie. Our eyes connected, and even from this far away, I could see the accusation in his eyes. What would he say if he knew Tobias’s plan. Did he have any idea what was coming? Would he defend his father? I shuddered at the image of needing to fight with Damien. But it wouldn’t come to that. I had to be faster. If the deed was done, would Damien embrace change? Maybe Damien would be a better ruler. Or would killing his father turn him into another tyrant? And would the rebels seriously let Damien live, or would they execute all the elite?
I didn’t see how it would come to that. Even if I could defeat the king, there were still dozens of elite in the citadel. They’d massacre the humans, and execute the traitors. Without the king’s compulsion, it would be full-on war until both sides had practically destroyed themselves. I didn’t agree with the king’s methods, but I couldn’t imagine an alternative.
Either way, it all depended on me winning the trials. Then I could get close enough to kill the king. Or, I could win the trials and see if the king honored the deal he’d made with me—free Trevor and the other captured rebels. No matter what I did, people I cared about would get hurt.
After the initial announcements, the cameras cut to a troupe of clowns and performers. Master Svboda took the moment to address us quietly. She was wearing a soldier’s jacket, with white leather pants that matched our outfits. It must be this year’s theme.
“It has been my honor and pleasure to serve you,” she said, after we’d gathered around her. “Whatever happens today, remember you are each other’s best assets. It will be easier to finish the trials if you work together.”
“It’s a competition,” I heard Jessica whisper, “not a playdate.”
“Finishing the trials is the first step towards your new roles,” Master Svboda continued. “You’ll finally be able to choose your own direction. Doors will open to you, filled with experiences you can’t now imagine. You’ll get a taste of freedom that may leave you dizzy. Don’t freeze up or hesitate. When the door of opportunity opens, go through it.”
We bowed to the king, then were shown to a large vase with flat wooden sticks. On the end of each was written a number—our starting positions. After we’d picked a number, we were given a small glass vial of elixir. Guards pointed out the direction, and we followed a series of stairs, climbing higher until we emerged on the round roof of the palace, high above the city.
“What are we doing up here?” Jazmine said. “I thought they were going to give us a challenge.”
“I hope they don’t make us fight,” Mary said.
“They won’t put us together deliberately,” Jessica sniped, “but accidents happen.”
“Look at this,” Camina said, calling us over to the edge of the roof. The bright walls of the palace unfolded below us, itself on a raised platform. From this height, I could see the whole city was shaped like a boat, with concave walls that met at a point like hands praying. The royal palace, renewal center and high-end shops were all enclosed in the upper distract, where we were standing. At other end of the citadel were the gardens, where Damien had taken me my first night. On the sides, the walls fell swiftly away, disappearing into the dark woods and gray mist.
Camina reached down and grabbed a black rope that was hanging off the edge. I hadn’t noticed it before, but as she swung the rope, I realized it reached all the way down to the valley floor and disappeared into the trees far below. Connected to the wire was a metal holster and a wooden slate with a number scrawled on it.
“Piece of cake,” said Jazmine, checking the other tags until she found hers. She reached for the harness and strapped it around her waist and shoulders.
“No way,” Mary said. “They want us to jump?”
A sudden wind pushed me closer to the edge and I felt my heart rate spike. The height was dizzying.
“See you on the other side,” Jazmine yelled. She tightened the straps on her harness, then stepped backwards off the platform and disappeared over the edge. She plummeted nearly a hundred feet before picking up the slack in the line. Then she zipped out suddenly parallel to the ground, racing towards the forest. She looked like a large pink bird, soaring above the dark trees. I held my breath, then cringed as she hit the platform hard.
But then she stood up and brushed herself off.
Camina sucked in a breath of relief next to me.
Some of the other girls were already following Jazmine’s lead, eager to get a head start on the others.
“It’s smart,” I said. “Physically, it’s very simple. But our mental anguish will drain the elixir. Those who lose elixir to the early rounds will have less available later. It’s testing our courage.”
“So what should we do?” asked Mary.
“Wait until the last minute to drink the elixir,” I said. “Then jump. Hopefully you’ll arrive before the elixir kicks in. That way you won’t lose as much.”
I strapped into the harness and uncorked my screw. I downed the elixir and stood on the edge. A gust of wind blew my dress. I looked around to see most of the girls had already jumped. The wires spread out in all directions from the roof, leading to starting positions outside the gates in the woods.
“Is it safe out there?” Mary asked, her voice wavering. I remembered what Tobias had told me, that the other chosen might try and hurt me, that they might also have extra elixir on them in secret. What would I face in the woods? I felt ridiculous in this gauzy pink dress. And completely defenseless against the ash. But then I felt the elixir kick in. Suddenly the height, which a moment ago made my palms sweat and my knees weak, no longer intimidated me.
“We’ll go on three, okay?” I asked.
“Three!” I yelled, jumping off the roof of the palace. My heart flew to my throat as the ground rushed up at me. But then I felt myself whisked sideways. I opened my eyes, my face down towards the trees. I lifted my arms out like wings and whooped, a broad smile on my face.
Then I looked up towards the quickly-approaching platform. I was going way too fast and I had no idea how to stop. A flash of movement caught my eye—a figure was leaping across the trees, towards my platform. A saw the flash of a blade as they leaned over my wire. A second later the line snapped, and I fell like a stone into the trees. I brought my arms up to fend off the branches, but one caught me in the stomach and I felt my rib crack. With the wind knocked out of me, I tumbled through the branches and hit the ground hard. I couldn’t breath, I couldn’t move. For a moment I lay there, feeling the warm dirt beneath me. A light ash was falling, and I felt a flake singe my cheek. The glowing ember burned my skin, but I didn’t even flinch. It felt like a mosquito bite.
Seconds ticked by, but then I felt the elixir warming its way through my body, it slid up my legs and when it reached my ribs, I felt an intense burning sensation. Suddenly my lungs opened and I gasped down a gulp of air, feeling a searing pain in my side. But then it faded, and I could breath normally again. I rolled over and checked my bracelet. 3%.
I’d lost over half my elixir already and the trials had barely started.
I climbed back up the tree quickly, pulling myself easily from branch to branch. When I reached the platform, I saw no sign of the figure who’d slashed my line. I took a deep breath, feeling the ash in my lungs, but it didn’t hurt or burn. I knew the elixir would protect me, but it felt strange to be in the ash without a mask of some kind.
The platform was linked to another with a thin wooden log. Without thinking, I dashed onto the log and sprinted across it. After smashing into a tree at full speed, this hundred foot drop didn’t seem so scary. I followed the logs, which made a path back towards the citadel, until I heard the hum of drones. I looked up and saw dozens of them flying towards me. Extruding from their round bodies was a small metal arm glowing with blue light. One of the drones flew next to me and flicked the little baton at my arm. My body went rigid as electricity coursed through me. I clenched my jaw and bit my tongue so hard I tasted blood.
I ducked as the next orb came at me, almost slipping off the log. I dodged the electric baton this time, then punched the side of the drone, knocking it away from me. I took two large steps forward across the log but another drone flew directly in my path. This was going to take forever. 
I jumped on top of the orb, then dove towards another flying higher up. I grabbed it with my fingertips and brought it down hard against the log, smashing it nearly in two pieces. I tossed it down in a plume of sparks and smoke. Another one shocked me from behind, drawing my shoulderblades together. I saw a glint of something shiny on a platform about half a mile away. I sprinted, burning up as much elixir as I could, with the drone right on my heels. Then I jumped for the sword.
Camina got it first. She grabbed the blade and rushed towards me. I ducked as she sliced the blade over my head, cutting one of the drones in half, then skewered another.
“They’ll keep coming,” she said. “We have to keep moving.”
I took her hand as she helped me up, eyeing the sword warily.
“Mrs. Svboda asked me to keep an eye out for you. Live together or die apart, right?”
“Right,” I said, with a sigh of relief. “Let’s do this.”
We raced forward, Camina with a sword, until we caught up with the others. Mary and Jazmine were waiting on a large platform near the city gates.
“What’s the problem?” Camina asked.
“Tightrope,” Jazmine pointed. “But it goes straight into that wall. There’s nothing to hang on to or climb. The top of the wall is too high to jump.”
“Several girls tried it already,” Mary said. “They fell down there. They didn’t come out again.”
She pointed down into the dark chasm beneath the wire. I kicked a pebble over the edge and waited, but we never heard it make contact with the bottom.
“Maybe there’s another way in?” Camina asked.
“I came from that direction,” Mary said. “Jazmine came from the other way. Between us we’ve nearly walked all the way around the citadel. All the gates are locked and guarded.”
“There’s a vial of elixir up there,” I said, pointing. About thirty feet above the tightrope, a narrow hole was cut into the wall, barely a foot high. Inside, I recognized the familiar shape of a glass vial.
“If one of us could reach it,” I said, “maybe she could pull the others up.”
“But it’s too high,” Mary said. “Even if we work together, we won’t reach it.”
Just then, Jessica climbed the stairs and joined us on the platform. She glared at us, but before we could react, I felt the platform shift. A buzzer rang, and I heard a mechanical clink above us, then a swish as something heavy was released.
“Look out!” I yelled. I pulled Jazmine away from the ledge, just as an enormous blade whizzed past us. Six more fell, swinging like giant double-edged axes. They missed the wire by a hair.
“What did you do?” Mary shouted at Jessica.
“Nothing,” she said, “I couldn’t find another way around.”
“It’s pressure sensitive,” Camina said. “They must know we need a certain number of people to reach that ledge. Now that Jessica is here, we have to cross together, and help each other up. Remember what Master Svboda said. She was warning us we had to work together.”
“And fast,” I said. “I think those blades are getting lower. If they cut the wire, we’ll all be trapped here.”
Through the blades, which shrieked through the air like spinning guillotines, we could see a small platform jutting out from a vast stretch of smooth concrete. It was barely wide enough for a toe-hold. Far above, was the entrance—a thin wedge cut into the rock.
“We’ve got to do this quickly,” Camina said. “Jazmine, you and I go first. We’ll form a ladder. You get the vial and toss it down to me. I’ll lift everyone up.”
“Why do you get the elixir?” Jessica asked.
“Because I have the longest arms,” Camina replied, crossing her arms. “I’m also the strongest.”
“Physical strength doesn’t matter as much as our ability to harness the elixir,” Jessica said.
“There’s also the fact that none of us trust you,” Jazmine said.
“Fair enough,” Jessica shrugged, tossing back her hair.
The blades were low enough now I could see the wire vibrating.
“There’s no time,” I said. “We have to go. Now!”
I held my breath as Jazmine paused, counted, then stepped forward in a series of carefully times steps, placing her exactly between the swinging blades at the right moment. Camina went next, then it was my turn. With the elixir, my nerves were steady and calm. I watched the giant axes swooping low, and counted the gaps. My body seemed to move on its own, dancing across the suspended cable, which was now vibrating wildly. Each time the blades dropped, they were sawing through the cable. I took the vibration in my legs, holding on to the cable with my feet as I sped between the axes. I was almost to the platform when one of the blades sliced through my dress, leaving my left thigh exposed. A scrap of pink fabric floated gently down towards the treetops.
I spun around the final blade and clutched onto Camina and Jazmine, whose feet already took up most of the platform.
“You first,” Jazmine nodded at me.
I climbed on Camina’s back and stood on her shoulders, leaning against the wall. Mary was right behind me, followed by Jessica, when the cable split. A look of panic crossed their faces and things seemed to move in slow motion. Jessica dove for the end of the wire and sank below the blades. I saw a bit of her hair get trimmed off at a diagonal angle.
Mary disappeared completely. It took me a second to find her. She’s been knocked off by the last blade, but had somehow turned in midair and was clinging to the long thin beam holding it up.
Jessica climbed up the rope until she was on the platform, and then pulled herself over the top of us until she was on my shoulders. She stretched herself up, but was still too far away to reach the ledge.
“Push me
up higher!” she shouted.
“It’s no use without Mary,” I said, pointing as Mary swung by us at tremendous speed.
“Jump!” I shouted. On the next pass, Mary dove off the swinging axe, but I knew immediately she’d got the angle wrong. She was heading straight at the wall.
“Catch me!” Jessica shouted, then she dove into the air. I had just enough time to grab one of her ankles, which pulled me backwards off Camina’s shoulders, head-first into the dark chasm. I felt a tremendous weight and groaned, but held my grip. Looking down over my head, I could see Jessica had caught Mary. I held her leg with both hands and realized we’d stopped falling. Jazmine grabbed my ankles, and Camina was holding hers. We were connected, a string of chosen dangling in the wind. I looked over and saw a camera drone, with its blinking red light, and imagined the crowd holding their breath in suspense. We were giving them a good show.
“I can’t hold you!” Camina shouted. She’d wrapped her legs around the broken wire for leverage, but her face was red from the exertion.
“You need to climb up,” Jazmine yelled down at me.
“Mary first,” Jessica yelled. When Mary crawled over me, I saw she had a deep gash in her leg, and she was losing blood fast. But she made it to the platform, followed by Jessica. When it was my turn, I climbed over Jazmine to the platform, then continued up the wall. I climbed up on Jessica’s shoulders, then Jazmine climbed up on top of me. Camina was heavier, but we bore her weight as she climbed to the top of our pyramid.
“We’re still too short!” Camina shouted when she got to the top.
“Can you jump?” I asked.
Camina took a tentative jump upwards, then tried again, higher.
But Jazmine missed her foot and she slid down, catching herself on my shoulders. Mary yelled out and nearly lost her grip. Her face was white and her skin sweaty. I heard her bracelet beep as it hit zero.
“Wait!” I yelled. “Mary needs to be the one to get the elixir.”
“But then how will we get in?” Jazmine asked.
“Mary’s life is worth more than winning the trials. Right?”
“If you say so,” Jessica smiled sweetly.
“Mary, once you get the elixir, you’ll haul us up.”
We changed positions, and Mary climbed until she was standing on Jessica’s shoulders.
“I can’t reach,” she shouted.
“Who has the most elixir left?” Camina asked. “Maybe they can push us up high enough for Mary to grab the ledge?”
“I have the most,” I lied.
I strained my neck towards my wrist, then bit into the hidden capsule in my sleeve, sucking down the precious drops of elixir. I felt strength surge through me. I pushed up as hard as I could, throwing both Jessica and Mary higher. Mary grabbed onto the edge of the platform, but then cried out in pain as Jessica grabbed her legs.
“Let go!” I yelled. “She can’t climb up with your weight.”
Jessica looked down at me, a sly smile on her lips, then climbed over Mary and seized the vial.
“Don’t do it,” I warned. “Mary needs that. She’s hurt.”
“Oh come on, they wouldn’t actually let one of us die, would they? You always thought you were better than me, didn’t you. Everyone fawning over you, the prince’s chosen. But you’re nothing. I’m going to win the trials. I’m going to be the champion.”
She smiled, then gulped down the elixir and raced ahead.
“That bitch,” Jazmine said.
“Camina, can you throw us up again? If I can reach Mary, we’ll all climb up together.” Camina groaned, but extended her arms, pushing us several feet higher. I used the momentum to kick off Jazmine’s shoulders, then ran several feet up the vertical wall, twisting off it to catch Mary’s ankles.
I felt extra weight below me and checked to see both Jazmine and Camina hanging below.
“Quickly,” Mary yelled, “I can’t hold it!”
Camina scrambled up into the alcove and grabbed Mary’s arms. Camina climbed up next. Then it was my turn. I breathed a sigh of relief when I ducked into the narrow ledge. Then I reached back to help Mary up. I froze when I saw the flash of a knife.
Mary’s eyes were glassed over, staring at the horizon, but her aim was true. I grabbed her wrist with both hands, halting the blade an inch from my chest. But I had no leverage, and now that she’d let go of the wall, Mary’s weight pulled backwards. We plummeted towards the whirring blades. I fell onto the small ledge below and grabbed Mary’s dress as she fell past me. I heard the fabric ripping, but it held. But then Mary turned towards me, her eyes blank and unfocused. Someone was compulsing her.
“Don’t,” I said. “Don’t make me do this.”
She swung the blade, and there was nothing I could do but let go. I cried out as she fell backwards into the dark cavern, and was swallowed by the abyss. I pulled myself up onto the narrow ledge with my back against the wall. My legs trembled as I looked up at the ledge above me. Camina and Jazmine peered down at me. There was no way to reach them.
“Go ahead,” I yelled, “I’ll find another way.”
“We won’t leave you,” Jazmine shouted back.
Even with my brain firing with elixir, I couldn’t see any way to reach the narrow ledge by myself. I checked my device and saw I was at 8%. I reached down for the tightwire and ripped it out of the stone. I tried to toss one end up to Camina, but it was too short.
The blades continued to swing past at a dizzying speed. I paused to watch their full arc and realized how close they got to the top of the wall. If I could use their momentum to fling myself over... before I could think too much about it, I made a loop with the wire and tossed it around the front edge of axe. It took all my strength just to hang on as I was whipped sideways, then tossed high into the air. Too high. I sailed up over the wall. There was a weightless sensation just before I began falling again. I pulled out the sides of my jacket, catching just enough air to angle me forward towards one of the sculpted bushes inside the citadel. I landed hard, but the leaves and branches broke my fall. I lay in the dirt, catching my breath.
“That was amazing,” Jazmine said, running up to me. Camina joined us and hoisted me up.
“I thought you’d get split in half for sure,” she said. “I’m glad you didn’t.”
The three of us pressed forward into the city. We heard shouts and ran forward until we saw two other chosen. They were surrounded by hundreds of robotic spiders, each as big as a dog, and fighting them off back-to-back.
“Help!” one of them screamed when she saw us.
Camina charged forward with her sword, slicing through the mechanic arachnids. Jazmine kicked one into a shower of sparks, then grabbed a round table and smashed three at once, before hurling the table into the horde and knocking out a dozen others. I looked around for a weapon, but the only thing I could find was a street sign. I wrenched the metal pole out of the ground. It was taller than I was, but I swung it low, sweeping the ground of the crawling devices. One of them jumped on my back, digging into my skin with its razor-sharp legs. Another crawled up the sign and onto my arm. I pried it off me with my other hand, just as it was about to bite—its fangs glistening with venom. I tossed it into the air and swung at it with the metal rod of the sign, sending it sailing into a cloud of sparks and debris.
Finally, we destroyed all the bots. I looked up to see Camina leaning over the other chosen, but they were on the ground and not moving. We were too late.
“Dead?” Jazmine asked.
“I don’t think so,” Camina answered. “Just unconscious. The spiders must have injected them with something.”
Jazmine ripped a leg off one of the spiders, then stuffed two more in her belt.
“What?” she said. “They’re sharp.”
 
We moved forward through the city, until we reached the edge of the maze. Finally we were close enough to see the main stage of the palace. The king was dressed in purple velvet, wearing a large golden crown. Damien was next to him, in his white suit. Then I saw Jamie and Loralie, sitting between them. The king winked at me and put his hands on their shoulders possessively. He was using them as a shield. I felt sick and bile rose in my throat. Even if I made it to the end of the trials, I wouldn’t be able to make a move without putting them in danger.
And where were Trevor and curate Marcus? The king said their fate would be in my hands—but what did that even mean? That’s when I realized, King Richard would never let them go, not really. He’d always keep me controlled, by threatening those I cared about. He’d use Damien and I against each other, manipulating our emotions. But Tobias thought I could stop it. I just had to win the trials.
“Look!” Jazmine shouted. At the center of the leafy maze was a tall pedestal, with a golden trophy on top. But that’s not where Jazmine was pointing. Jessica was halfway through the maze, fighting something we couldn’t see.
“Last one there’s a rotten egg!” Jazmine shouted, jumping towards the opening of the large hedge. Camina shrugged and followed after her. Jessica had a huge head start, and I’d never beat the others. I looked into the stands again. This time I sought out Master Svboda. She met my eye and nodded to the side, at something I couldn’t see. Instead of going into the maze, I ran back up towards the wall, then across a ledge beneath the palace. I grinned when I saw the curved bow with the barbed arrows, half hidden in a patch of ivy. I ran back up to the garden and searched for the wire I’d used to swing over the walls. It was heavy, but I tied one end around an arrow and drew back the bow.
Now I just had to find something to swing from. I shot the arrow down into the center of the maze, through the hedge just beyond the pedestal, and pulled it back to make sure it was caught. I tied the other end around a tree trunk, wrapped my jacket around the wire, and slid down towards the clearing. I zoomed over several layers of the labyrinth, and even passed Jessica, who was almost at the center. I let go of the wire just in time to land on the raised platform, right in front of the trophy. I reached out for it, but something felt wrong. I glanced up at the king. He was smiling, and leaning forward eagerly. Was this his plan all along? Did he want me to win? It was all too easy. After Tobias’s warning, I expected more.
Just then, someone grabbed my ankle and flung me off the pedestal with surprising force. I hit the ground and rolled until I hit the hedge. When I lifted my eyes, Jessica was standing over me, her fists and jaw dripping with blood. One side of her head was practically shaved from her near-miss with the giant axes. On the other side, her long blond curls bounced as she snarled, baring her teeth.
“More,” she rasped, seizing my wrist and dragging me to my feet. “I need more.”
I kicked her in the stomach as she snapped at my neck like a rabid dog. Just then her bracelet beeped a warning. She’d consumed too much elixir, and the blood lust took over. My blood chilled as I realized she must have already attacked one of the other chosen. Now she was even stronger, and wouldn’t stop until she’d sucked the elixir out of my veins.
She rushed in, slashing at me with her fingers wide like claws. I blocked and rolled to the side, but she kicked my legs, then grabbed me around the waist and hurled me into the stone pedestal. I reached for my bow but she stepped on my wrist. I reached with my other hand, straining towards the trophy. If I could just reach it, this would all be over. But she was too strong.
I pushed down hard with my free arm and kicked my legs hard into Jessica’s chin. She stepped off my arm and the momentum carried me upward, high enough to stick my foot through the handle of the golden trophy and bring it crashing down on her forehead. A stream of blood ran down her brow. She blinked the blood out of her eye and stumbled backwards in confusion. I picked up the trophy warily. Was it over? I expected cheers from the crowd, but instead there was only a chilling silence, then a screeching noise of a heavy door opening. The audience rose to their feet, shouting at us and pointing.
Leaves crunched behind me and I heard heavy footsteps and panting. I raised my bow as Jazmine and Camina came running to the center plaza, and fired at the slagpaw just behind them. My arrow buried itself in his chest, but didn’t slow it down. I rolled to the side as it reached for me with its massive paws. Jazmine hacked at it from the side with twin blades, but then it turned around and cornered her against the hedge.
“Look out!” Camina yelled. The slagpaw dragged its claws, tearing through the hedge, but Camina jumped in front of Jazmine and took the brunt of the blow. She collapsed, bleeding from the deep cuts in her arm and side. Jazmine leaned over her protectively as the beast closed in. Jessica whistled at me, then nodded to the wire I’d used earlier. Her eyes were clear and focused again. She dove just under the creature’s jaw, grabbed the end of the wire, and rolled over its back. I grabbed the other end of the wire as the slagpaw snapped after her, and pulled it in the opposite direction. I gripped the wire so tightly I could feel my fingers bleeding. The slagpaw roared in pain, but we didn’t let go until the wire cut through the beast’s neck and it stopped moving.
Jessica gave me a slight smile and a nod, but then her eyes went wide and I felt hot breath on the back of my neck. The second slagpaw knocked me over with its paw before I could turn around.
“Here!” Jazmine shouted, tossing me the long blades she’d pulled from the mechanical spiders. I grabbed them in mid-air, then slashed at the beast. It snarled at me, coming close, but didn’t attack. There was something curious in its eyes. Something I recognized. It whimpered, like it was trying to say something. Then I remembered a passage from the book in Damien’s office. About men who could turn into wolves. And my heart stopped, as I realized that somehow, this great beast was Trevor. And I was about to kill him.
 

 
I stared the beast down, weapons raised, but neither of us moved to attack.
I wondered how much of Trev was still in there, and if he even recognized me.
“Finish this!” The king yelled from the balcony.
I looked up at him, frowning. I could feel him pushing his way inside my brain. The tingling on my scalp, the tendrils of his will wrapping around my wrists, dragging my arms towards the slagpaw’s throat. This was his big plan, and he’d already told me about it. He wanted to use me as a symbol. His son’s chosen single-handedly defeating the rebel leaders. He wanted it to be me. He wanted me to kill Trevor, my friend, just as he’d made Damien do it years before. Their fate is in your hands.
“No,” I said quietly. I’d already lost too much. I wouldn’t let him take Trevor too, even if it meant losing the trials. I dropped my swords and they clattered to the ground in the sudden silence.
The audience gasped collectively, and then I heard shouting as I held my bare palms up towards the creature. It leaned forward, sniffing my palms until its wet snout brushed against my bare skin. I must be crazy. King Richard looked at me in confusion, and I saw something like panic on his face for a split second. Our eyes met, and I knew he knew what I was. That I was different. That he couldn’t control me. I only had one chance to surprise him, and I’d just lost it.
“Seize her!” he shouted. Royal guards descended towards us. Soon we’d be surrounded. I picked up my blades and turned my back on the slagpaw, determined to protect Trevor. But just then an explosion rocked the platform and one of the side doors to the stadium was blast open. I saw a woman with dark hair jump down into the arena and stab one of the royal guards. Several others followed her lead.
Master Svboda’s speech rang in my ears, and I could hear her voice in my head.
When the door opens, go through it...
Without thinking, I gripped my fingers around the dark gray fur and jumped onto the slagpaw, squeezing with my bare thighs. I raced through the maze, cutting down royal guards. I grabbed the street sign I used earlier and rode straight towards the king, wielding it like a javelin. But he held up Jamie and Loralie and smiled. I couldn’t help them. Not right now.
“This way!” I heard Jazmine shout. I glanced back and saw her exit the maze, with Camina draped over her shoulder. She was pointing towards the hole in the wall. Rebels with rifles were fighting off guards and elite. I helped Jazmine pull Camina onto the slagpaw, then we raced together towards the opening. Trevor bit into one of the guards with his powerful jaws, then flung him to the side. I held on tight as he barreled through a dozen others. We ducked through the hole in the wall, cutting through the narrow city streets, but stopped when we reached the main gates. The rebels were trapped, with their backs to the portcullis. Something must have gone wrong.
“We’re locked in,” Jazmine shouted, pointing at the latticed iron grille blocking the exit.
“There are two levers,” she said. “You grab that one.”
We climbed the twin guard towers to reach the giant wheels. They were almost as big as I was. I clenched my teeth, trying to turn the mechanism, but it wouldn’t budge. Then I remembered I still had one more dose of elixir. I bit into my sleeve, feeling a rush of energy as the elixir hit my blood, and cranked the wheel. It still wouldn’t move. I looked over at Jasmine, but she’d stopped trying and was just standing by a figure dressed in white. Damien and I locked eyes, and for a second I thought it was all over. Then he nodded, and began turning the wheel on the other side. I cranked mine, forcing the gate open inch by inch, my arms burning like fire. When it was all the way up, I watched Jazmine jump behind Camina on top of the slagpaw, then waited until they were through the gates.
I released my lever and darted over the side, just as a large group of royal guards turned the corner. Still charged with elixir, I cut through them, stabbing one with the other’s sword, then ducking between two others. I rolled past another, severing an artery near his groin with a flash of my blade, and sprinted forward. But the iron grille was falling too fast. I wasn’t going to make it.
Just then a white blur flew past me. Damien caught the iron gate with his shoulder, then sank to his knees, groaning under the weight.
“Get out of here!” he yelled. “My father, he knows what you are, what you can do. You aren’t safe here. It’s the only way you’ll be free.”
I rolled under the gate just as Damien let it fall. It crashed to the ground, so hard the floor shook.
“Come with us,” I said, turning back to Damien.
“I can’t,” he said. “He’s my father.”
I leaned in and kissed him through the bars. His eyebrows widened in surprise.
“Arrest the traitor,” a voice yelled. Rough hands tore Damien out of my grasp, and I saw the flash of silver manacles just before a line of archers appeared on the citadel walls. I licked my lips and tasted blood. Damien’s blood. There was a flash of memory—a buried trunk, an unmarked grave. I felt it on my tongue, savoring the flavor as the extra elixir renewed my energy. Then I jumped onto Trevor’s back behind Camina, and rode the giant slagpaw towards the woods, under a thick torrent of arrows and poisonous ash.
 
 
THE END (FOR NOW)
 
Keep reading! Grab book two, Thirst for Vampire, and continue the adventure! 
 

 



Don’t forget to look for book two of this series, Thirst for Vampire, now available on Amazon – for new release updates, more about the author D.S. Murphy and exclusive sneak peaks of your favorite YA fantasy, visit www.urbanepics.com and sign up for our newsletter. You’ll also get the chance to betaread our books for free in our private reader’s group.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Author’s Note
I’ve been wanting to write a vampire fantasy novel for a while, something similar in mood to the more traditional examples like Van Helsing or Dracula—where the forests are dark and dangerous and wolf-shifter rebels rage against an elite vampire kingdom. I wanted a vampire-slaying heroine as kickass as Buffy, with a star-crossed romance full of angst and tension... like Twilight with higher stakes and more plot.
I started planning this book in 2012, when “choosing ceremony” books like The Selection and dystopian survival tales like Pure were en vogue. At the same time, I was finishing my PhD in Literature and applying for a Fulbright scholarship to study vampire literature in Romania. I didn’t get the scholarship, but my wife and I toured Romania a few years ago anyway and stopped by “Dracula’s Castle”—where the most authentic item was a prop used in the actual Dracula movie.
What I loved most about Eastern Europe are the tall, dark pine trees, the misty mountains, the herbal teas and the esoteric folklore explored by writers such as Mircea Eliade (who wrote one of the first vampire stories in 1936, Miss Kristina.) As research for this book, I also spent time living in several castles, including a 12th century Austrian fortress for NaNoWriMo.
However the deeper I got into the world of Taste, the more I realized it was going to be a challenge to write. As I finish book one, there are still things to resolve and a few epic twists that will have to wait until book two. I’m really excited about continuing this story, so please leave a review if you enjoyed it! I have lots of projects so the reviews let me know what to work on next. And don’t forget to follow me on Amazon to get notified of new releases.
 
 
Happy reading! 
D.S. Murphy
www.UrbanEpics.com
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